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            AUTHORS NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      This is a work of historical fiction. While the characters and events are imagined, they are deeply rooted in the realities of 19th-century Britain. This was a time of immense social division, limited rights for women and workers, and entrenched power structures that too often silenced the vulnerable.

      Some scenes in this novel depict abuse, coercion, and trauma. These are not included for shock value, but to reflect the harsh truths faced by many, particularly women in service or of lower social standing. To omit or soften these realities would be to do them a disservice.

      Eliza Turner’s story is one of survival, defiance, and ultimately transformation. She, like so many of her contemporaries, is fictional, but the forces she resists were very real. Her journey is a tribute to those whose voices were never recorded. Through fiction, we can honour their strength and illuminate what history too often overlooks.

      You will also find references throughout this novel to real historical figures such as writers, artists, reformers, and politicians. While their appearances are fictionalised, the ideals they express are drawn directly from their own writings, speeches, and public lives. Their inclusion is intended as a respectful nod to the voices of conscience that existed even amidst great inequality.

      I have approached these themes with care and a deep sense of responsibility. If any part of the story proves confronting, I understand. But I hope you will read on, not to dwell in darkness, but to bear witness to the light that comes from challenging it.
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            CHANGING TIMES

          

        

      

    

    
      Every breath was a struggle.

      The air itself was a slow, silent killer, destroying the lungs a little more with each inhale. It was the coal dust and smoke that did it, seeping deep into the body, impossible to escape. There was no clean air to be had, no relief. Yet they worked because they had to, for wages that could barely feed a family. They moved like shadows through the suffocating haze, eyes hollow, steps heavy with exhaustion. Bodies were broken early, minds dulled, hope crushed beneath the ceaseless weight of labour.

      This was Dowlais, the epicentre of the Industrial Revolution. A place where great wealth was built and countless lives were destroyed in its making. It was a place where stench, filth, clamour, and unending noise polluted both body and spirit, where brutal activity filled every hour and danger was ever present. Chimneys rose like gothic cathedrals above the valley, spewing smoke that hid the sun and settled over everything in a layer of black. Furnaces roared like angry dragons, belching molten metal and toxic fumes into the air. Workers slaved day and night, faces blackened, clothes stiff with soot and sweat, backs bent and bodies spent. Their lives were forged in iron and smoke, beaten into submission by the endless demand for more.

      But it had not always been this way.

      Once, Dowlais was a patchwork of meadows and rolling hills, dotted with stone cottages and grazing livestock. Families coaxed barley and oats from the stubborn upland soil, while sheep and cattle wandered the slopes. The woods offered berries and herbs to those who knew where to look, and neighbours gathered at markets to trade what little they could spare. The land was more than a livelihood; it was part of them, a way of life that shaped who they were.

      Life moved to the slow rhythm of the seasons, though it was never easy. A poor yield meant empty larders, and a harsh winter could steal livestock and lives alike. When rain and snow came, dirt roads turned to mud, cutting villages off from one another. Yet it was a life people understood, and clung to with quiet, unshakable resolve.

      None of them knew how quickly everything would change.

      Beneath their feet lay the raw materials that would ignite a revolution, reshaping their land, their lives, and everything they believed to be fixed and permanent. Dowlais and the surrounding area would be transformed into a place of frantic activity and unimaginable wealth for landowners like the Lewises. It began in 1759, when Thomas Lewis formed a partnership with Isaac Wilkinson and opened a small ironworks. At first, the changes were gradual. But as demand for iron surged, forests were cleared and streams diverted. Meadows and fields were torn open to extract coal, iron ore, and limestone, replaced by towering slag heaps that scarred the land like open wounds.

      Ironmasters gave little thought to the workers, seeing them as expendable cogs in an ever-turning machine of profit and power. Terraces of houses were thrown up quickly and cheaply, poorly designed and badly built. Cramped dwellings of two rooms, with no running water or sanitation. Sewage flowed openly down narrow streets, seeping into foundations and pooling in gutters, creating ideal conditions for disease to flourish.

      Dowlais soon became the largest ironworks in the world, employing more than seven thousand workers. Day and night, the furnaces roared, casting a hellish glow across the valley that could be seen for miles. Inside the works, men, women, and children toiled in unbearable heat and constant danger. Hours were long, the labour relentless, accidents common. Few escaped without scars, broken bones, or the loss of a finger or hand. Those were the fortunate ones. Others suffered a more life limiting fate.

      Childhood was brief and fragile. Children barely ten years old ran errands, carried tools, and performed whatever tasks they could manage. Education was rare and beyond the reach of most. Life was a constant struggle against hunger, cold, and exhaustion. Yet the people of Dowlais endured with fierce resilience. Life was hard, but there was work, there was food, and there was a place to belong.

      For some, Sunday offered a measure of rest. Chapels filled with people seeking fellowship and worship, sermons promising a better life beyond this one for those whose souls were saved. Faith did not ease labour, but it helped many endure it.

      It was into this world that Eliza Turner was born.

      Born into poverty, she laboured in the ironworks, endured loss and separation, and was shaped by grief and hardship. At twelve years old, she was sent to London to work as a scullery maid, far from the valley that had formed her. What she would one day make of her life was not yet known, but the foundations were already laid.

      Her parents were two souls bound by love, shaped by hardship, and driven by the quiet hope that their children might know a life better than their own.

      And this is where our story begins.
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            RHYS AND SIAN

          

        

      

    

    
      Rhys Turner was born in the hamlet of Cefn Coed in August 1822. Like his father and grandfather before him, he was raised to work the land. They kept a few animals, coaxed what crops they could from the soil, and lived by the rhythm of the seasons. It was a hard life, but the only one they had ever known.

      Rhys was what people called a ‘strong, silent type’. A man of few words, hard-working and determined, with an iron will when meeting whatever life set before him.

      Sian Roberts, born in June 1824, was also a child of Cefn Coed. She was a quiet, reserved young woman who from an early age had helped her mother keep house for her father and four brothers. Beneath her gentle manner lay a steady strength, seen in patient hands and an uncomplaining smile.

      Rhys first noticed her at chapel. Her soft blonde curls framed a kind face, and her blue eyes held a warmth that lingered long in the memory. The first time he smiled at her, she blushed and lowered her eyes to the hymn book in her lap, but the connection was unmistakable. A few weeks later, after Sunday service, he gathered his courage and approached her father, asking if he might walk home with them. The old man nodded, and soon those Sunday walks became a quiet routine.

      Over the months, Rhys and Sian would drift ahead of their families, walking side by side. They spoke little, but their silences were companionable, their glances lingering. From a first brushing of hands to walking hand in hand, it became clear they belonged together. So when Rhys asked Sian’s father for permission to marry her, he smiled, clapped him on the back, and gave his blessing.

      On the clear, frosty morning of 21st December 1842, Rhys and Sian stood in the tiny chapel and exchanged vows. Everyone in the community gathered to celebrate what many agreed was a match ‘made in heaven’.

      They settled on Sian’s family smallholding, a stubborn patch of land that barely yielded enough to support those already living on it. The soil was poor, the livestock lean, and recent harvests unforgiving. Rhys poured every ounce of his strength into the land, but it soon became clear that effort alone could not make it yield more.

      In April 1843, Sian suffered a devastating miscarriage. They had longed for children, though they knew another mouth to feed would bring greater strain. They endured the loss quietly, as they did most things.

      At chapel and in the market, Rhys heard talk of the ironworks. Men spoke of weekly wages, of money you could count on for food and rent. There were darker stories too, of choking smoke, endless noise, and work that broke men before their time. Still, the thought of a steadier life took hold.

      One cold afternoon in late October, as the sun sank low, Rhys and Sian walked up the hill overlooking the smallholding. The harvest would be poor again. Rhys clenched his fists, anger and frustration tightening in his chest. The land had given all it could, and it was not enough. Sian glanced at him, her eyes full of questions she did not voice.

      ‘We can’t go on like this, cariad,’ he said at last, his voice low but firm. ‘We have to find another way. Dowlais is where we must go.’

      Sian straightened, tears glistening. She had heard of steady wages, of a house of their own, and of the smoke, the noise, the sickness.

      ‘They say it’s hard,’ she murmured. ‘Families crammed together. Children born only to fall ill.’

      Rhys nodded. ‘Aye. It’s no paradise. But there’s work, real work. What do we have here?’ He gestured toward the fields. ‘Another bad harvest? Thinner sheep? And someday, God willing, children to raise.’

      His voice faltered. He turned back to the hills.

      ‘I am with child again,’ Sian said softly.

      He froze, then drew her into his arms, resolve settling over him.

      ‘Then we’ll go,’ he said. ‘And we’ll make a life where there’s a chance of one.’

      That evening, they sat by the fire, hands clasped.

      ‘It won’t be easy,’ Rhys said. ‘But if we stay, we may not survive another winter. If we leave, there’s work, a roof, food for our family. It’s a hard road, but we’ll walk it together.’

      Sian squeezed his hand. ‘As long as we have each other,’ she said, ‘we’ll manage.’

      The land had been their life, its soil worked by their hands, its hills filled with childhood memories. But it could no longer hold them.

      Tomorrow, they would gather their few possessions, say their goodbyes, and begin the long walk toward a future they could only hope would be kinder.
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            A NEW LIFE BEGINS

          

        

      

    

    
      As dawn broke over the hills of Cefn Coed, wisps of cloud stretched across a vivid blue sky, their edges kissed with gold by the rising sun.

      The air was still, and everything was quiet other than the occasional birdsong and the soft murmur of the stream winding behind the cottage. It was the steady rhythm of a life they had always known.

      In the tiny kitchen, the usual bustle had given way to an uneasy silence. The breakfast table was sparse. Bread, a few scraps of cheese, yet no one seemed hungry. Sian’s mother fussed over the teapot, her hands trembling as she poured another cup no one had asked for. Rhys’s father stood in the doorway, his face hard as granite, though his eyes carried a weight he could not voice.

      ‘It’s time we were on our way,’ Rhys said quietly, rising from his chair.

      Sian glanced around the room, taking in every detail. Her sisters, still in their nightclothes, huddled together in the corner, watching with wide, uncertain eyes.

      Her father cleared his throat, muttering something about getting back to the fields, but the way he gripped the edge of the chair told her everything he would not say.

      The goodbyes were short, heavy with unspoken words. Promises were made about visiting, though they all knew the truth. The road was long, the work demanding, and life would have its own plans.

      Sian embraced her mother, and they held each other tightly.

      ‘Take care of each other, cariad,’ her mother whispered, her voice trembling.

      ‘We will,’ Sian replied, though her throat tightened.

      Rhys reached for Sian’s father’s hand, and they exchanged a firm handshake. The kind men like them relied upon when words would not come. It was both farewell and pact.

      With bundles slung over their shoulders and heavy hearts, Rhys and Sian stepped onto the dirt track leading away from the only life they had ever known. The sound of the stream faded with each step, replaced by the steady crunch of boots on the ragged path. The wind nipped at their faces, sharp and biting, but neither noticed nor complained.

      Sian glanced back at her family, who stood waving their farewells, and a tear slid down her cheek.

      ‘It’ll still be here,’ Rhys said softly, as if he had read her thoughts.

      She nodded, though she was not sure she believed it. The hills, the trees, the lane winding toward the river felt as though they belonged to a life she would never return to. She adjusted her shawl, pulling it tighter against the chill, and turned her gaze forward.

      ‘Right, best keep moving,’ she said, her voice quiet but resolute.

      The track out of Cefn Coed was rough underfoot, littered with loose stones and churned deep by cartwheels and animals. It jarred through their boots, and the bundles on their shoulders grew heavier with every step. The soft greens and browns of the pastures faded behind them, replaced by darker, starker slopes. Coal seams broke through the hillsides like jagged scars, as though the land itself had been torn open.

      The air changed too, growing thicker and carrying an acrid tang that clung to the back of the throat and left a bitter taste on the tongue.

      ‘It smells like fire,’ Sian murmured, breaking the silence. Her hand rested instinctively on her belly, protective without thought.

      Rhys nodded, his eyes fixed on the path ahead. ‘It’s the works. The wind must be blowing this way.’

      The morning stretched on, the landscape growing bleaker with every mile. By midday, their narrow track joined a wider road, now busy with men, women, and children trudging along in battered coats and worn boots, faces marked by soot and fatigue. A cart rattled past, its wheels creaking beneath a towering load of coal.

      Sian watched the men as they passed, her grip tightening on her bundle. ‘Do you think they’ve come from Dowlais?’

      Rhys glanced at them and nodded. ‘I expect so.’

      The faces told their own stories. She wondered whether they too would come to look the same.

      The silence between them thickened as the road carried them closer to the smoke, the noise, and the life that waited for them in Dowlais.

      It was late afternoon when they crested the hill and saw it for the first time, sprawling across the valley below. A chaotic tangle of roofs and chimneys stretched into the haze. Smoke poured from the stacks in thick, dark plumes, smudging the horizon and swallowing the fading light.

      A low, constant rumble filled the air. It was not birdsong or water over stone, but the harsh, dissonant sound of industry.

      Sian stopped, clutching Rhys’s arm. ‘It’s so much bigger than I thought,’ she whispered, her eyes wide with awe and unease.  She had never left Cefn Coed before and to her, Dowlais wasn’t just another town, it was another world.

      ‘Come on,’ he said. ‘It’s not much farther.’

      As they descended into the valley, the sun dipped lower. Its light was muted, stained by smoke. Shadows stretched across the streets, and coal grime seemed to smother everything, even the last gold of dusk. Nothing here felt familiar.

      The closer they came, the more they saw. The streets teemed with people beyond anything Sian had imagined.

      Children darted through alleys, faces streaked with dirt.

      Carts rattled past, laden with coal, iron, and rubble.

      Women leaned from doorways, calling across the din.

      A steady stream of workers trudged toward and away from the works, clothes and faces blackened to match the ground beneath their feet.

      A sudden panic rose in Sian’s chest. She longed for the safety of home, for the people she had known all her life.

      ‘How will we find somewhere to live?’ she asked quietly.

      Rhys felt the same fear, but he forced a smile. ‘Don’t you worry, cariad. The company has houses for workers. We’ll find something. It’ll be fine.’

      The houses were packed close together, stone walls blackened by smoke and residue. Windows were dull and streaked, holding little light. Everything felt closed in.

      ‘It’s so busy,’ Sian said. ‘And loud. Those fumes are making my eyes burn.’ She swallowed. ‘I don’t like this place, Rhys. We can’t stay here.’

      He did not answer at once. The air in Cefn Coed had been cold and clean, scented with damp earth and woodsmoke. Here, the smell clung and pressed in. But they had come too far to turn back.

      He took a breath.

      ‘We’ll manage,’ he said. ‘It’ll take getting used to. Let’s find somewhere to stay tonight. Tomorrow, I’ll find work and a house.’

      ‘Where do we start?’ she murmured.

      ‘Here,’ he said, and knocked on the first door they came to.

      A tired-looking woman opened it, a baby balanced on her hip. One glance at their travel-worn clothes and she shook her head.

      ‘No room here,’ she said, not unkindly. ‘Try further down. You might be lucky.’

      The second door barely opened before an old man’s eyes glinted through the gap.

      ‘No room,’ he growled, slamming it hard enough to rattle the frame.

      Sian’s face fell. ‘Why won’t they help us? In Cefn, people looked out for each other.’

      ‘They don’t know us,’ Rhys said gently. ‘Don’t lose heart. We’ve only asked two so far.’

      At the third house, a grey-haired woman studied them in silence.

      ‘You’re new,’ she said at last.

      ‘Just arrived,’ Rhys replied. ‘I’m looking for work at the ironworks, and somewhere to stay until we find a house.’

      ‘I’ve no room,’ she said, ‘but if I did, you’d have it.’ She paused. ‘Try the boarding house on Copper Street. It’s not much, but it’ll do.’

      Her kindness steadied them. They thanked her and turned back toward the street, bundles still heavy on their shoulders, but with somewhere to go.
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            THE BOARDING HOUSE

          

        

      

    

    
      Copper Street was as crowded and noisy as every other road in Dowlais. Near the end, they found the boarding house, a squat, dark building, and Rhys pushed open the door.

      Inside, the air was stale and damp. An elderly man sat at a table, a pipe clenched between his teeth.

      ‘Looking for a room?’ he asked, squinting through the smoke.

      ‘Yes,’ Rhys said. ‘Just for a few nights, until I start at the ironworks.’

      The man nodded. ‘One and six a night. Kitchen use included. Meals are extra. Fourpence for breakfast, eightpence for supper.’

      Rhys hesitated. They had only three pounds to last until he could earn a wage.

      ‘We’ll take it,’ he said. ‘But no meals.’

      The man did not ask their names. He scratched in a ledger and handed Rhys a battered, rusted key.

      ‘Second floor, straight ahead. Number six. And keep your noise down.’

      As they climbed, the stairs creaked underfoot. The room was barely wider than the narrow bed pressed against the wall. A single chair stood beside a small, grimy window.

      Sian sank onto the bed, her shoulders shaking as silent tears slipped down her cheeks.

      ‘Come on, cariad,’ Rhys said, taking her hand. ‘It’s not much, but it’ll do for now. We’ll have a place of our own soon enough.’

      She nodded, but her tears were not only from exhaustion. They were for the home, the hills, and the life they had left behind.

      That first night, sleep was fitful. The walls were thin, and sound seeped through every crack. Upstairs, a baby cried without pause. A man coughed down the hall, ragged and wet. Somewhere close, a drunken couple argued, their voices rising and falling.

      Sian lay staring at the ceiling, her thoughts circling fears she could not name.

      Rhys lay stiff beside her, calculating.

      Three pounds. Sixty shillings. One and six a night, and no wages yet. The sums did not stretch far. They could not stay long. He had to find work tomorrow. If he failed, they would be forced back to Cefn Coed, to the same soil, the same hunger, the same slow narrowing of hope. He would not let that happen.

      ‘We won’t stay here long, will we, Rhys?’ she whispered into the dark.

      He turned toward her and forced a smile she could not see. ‘No,’ he said softly. ‘Of course we won’t, cariad.’

      But fear had already settled in his gut, heavy and unmoving.

      Before dawn, they went to the kitchen. The smell of frying meat and fresh bread, out of reach, clung to the air. Rhys stirred thin porridge from the last of their oats. They ate in silence, then returned to the room.

      Sian lay down to rest. Rhys bent and kissed her forehead.

      ‘I won’t be long, cariad,’ he whispered. ‘And when I come back, I’ll bring good news.’

      The door clicked shut behind him.

      Sian pressed her hands to her face and wept. She prayed for Rhys, for the life growing inside her, and for the strength to endure what lay ahead.
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            FINDING WORK

          

        

      

    

    
      Rhys walked briskly toward the ironworks, his head held high, his stride firm with purpose, though his stomach churned. Fear gnawed at him as he went. The closer he drew, the heavier the air became. It was not only the thick, sour smoke that clung to his skin and filled his lungs. There was an oppression to the place, as though the ground beneath his feet pulsed with the thump, thump of the machines.

      The ironworks dominated everything.

      The chimneys, blackened by years of soot, spewed thick, greasy smoke that twisted into the grey sky. The sun was barely visible, dimmed to a pale, sickly glow.

      Rhys slowed, taking in the towering furnaces, their gaping mouths glowing orange, and the swarm of workers moving around them with ant-like urgency.

      The noise was deafening. Hammers pounded like thunder. Steam hissed and shrieked. The scale alone was overwhelming. In Cefn Coed, life had been hard, but it had been familiar. Even in its harshest moments, there had been beauty in the hills and streams that shaped the land. Here, the ground itself seemed ruined, and beauty had no place.

      Men, women, and children hurried past with dirty faces and clothes stiff with dirt. Carts rumbled by, heaped with fuel for the furnaces, pushed by men and boys hollowed by exhaustion.

      A young boy stumbled past, a bucket of water sloshing over the sides as his thin arms shook with effort. Rhys’s stomach twisted. No child should labour like this.

      Nearby, a man moved among the workers, barking orders. Rhys watched as he grabbed a labourer by the shoulder and muttered something close to his ear. The man nodded, shoulders slumping, and hurried back to his task.

      Heat rolled from the furnaces, making Rhys sweat despite the morning chill. The work looked relentless.

      He had often cursed the slow, uncertain rhythms of life in Cefn Coed, but this was its opposite. Here, everything moved with brutal precision, driven by the steady demand for output.

      He squared his shoulders and walked toward the foreman.

      ‘Looking for work and a house,’ he said, keeping his voice steady.

      The foreman turned, measuring him from boots to shoulders.

      ‘Are you now. And who might you be?’

      ‘Rhys Turner. Just down from Cefn Coed.’

      ‘And why should I take you on?’

      ‘I’m a hard worker. Strong back, plenty of energy. My wife’s expecting, and I’ll do whatever it takes to provide. I won’t let you down.’

      The foreman studied him a moment longer, then gave a short nod.

      ‘Plenty of farm boys come through here. Not all of them last. I’ll give you a start and see what you’re made of.’

      Rhys held his breath.

      ‘Labourer. You’ll cart iron ore, coke, and limestone to the furnaces. Monday to Saturday. Fifteen shillings a week. If you last a month, I’ll make it seventeen. Three shillings for rent comes out first. You start tomorrow at five sharp. Listen for the whistle. The first wakes you. By the second, you’d better be at the gates. Follow the others and you’ll learn quick enough.’

      ‘Thank you,’ Rhys said.

      ‘Don’t thank me,’ the foreman snapped. ‘Name’s Owain Watkins. I’ve been here since I was a boy and worked my way up. I know every trick men like you try. Pull your weight and we’ll get along. Slack off and you’ll be back on that scrub land before you know it.’

      Watkins pulled a small notebook from his pocket, scribbled briefly, then tore out the page. He jerked his head toward a tin shed by the gates.

      ‘Take that to the office. Ask for the clerk, Dilwyn Jones. He’ll tell you where you’ll be living.’

      Rhys swallowed. He had work. And soon, a roof that would not drain what little money they had left.

      Relief and fear churned together as he crossed the yard and stepped into the cramped office. Shelves lined the walls, stacked high with thick ledgers. Behind a narrow desk sat a balding man with wire-rimmed glasses perched low on his nose.

      Dilwyn Jones muttered figures under his breath as he wrote, not looking up. Rhys removed his cap and cleared his throat.

      ‘Mr Watkins sent me. About the job and housing.’

      Jones paused, then looked up slowly, his thin mouth tightening as he peered over the rims of his glasses.

      ‘Name?’

      ‘Rhys Turner.’ He handed over the paper.

      Jones turned a page in the ledger and began writing again.

      ‘Furnace Row. Number twelve. Two rooms. One up, one down. Rent’s three shillings a week. Comes out of your wages.’ He slid a key across the desk.

      ‘Thank you,’ Rhys said.

      Jones looked at him sharply. ‘Don’t thank me. Thank the company. They own the roof over your head, and they’ll take it back if you can’t pay.’

      Rhys felt his stomach tighten.

      ‘When do I get paid?’

      ‘Fridays. After the whistle. You collect it here. Miss the call and you wait until next week.’

      Rhys nodded and turned to leave, hearing Jones mutter again.

      ‘Furnace Row. Number twelve.’

      Outside, the words stayed with him.

      They own the roof over your head.

      His hands clenched. He would keep it.

      By the time he reached the boarding house, a steadier resolve had settled over him. He had work. He had a house. It was a beginning.

      He climbed the stairs and pushed open the door. Sian was asleep. He sat on the edge of the bed and kissed her forehead gently.

      She stirred, her eyes searching his face.

      ‘Well?’

      ‘I start tomorrow,’ he said, unable to keep the pride from his voice. ‘And we have a house. Come on, cariad. We can see it now. I’ve got the key.’

      Sian let out a shaky breath, her shoulders sagging with relief.

      ‘That’s wonderful, Rhys. It must be better than this place.’

      He drew her into his arms. ‘We’ll make it work. We’ll make it ours.’
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            A NEW START

          

        

      

    

    
      Furnace Row was like every other street in Dowlais, two rows of facing houses divided by what passed for a street. In truth, it was little more than a dirt track, and when it rained, soot and filth mixed with sewage from overflowing privies and cesspits, turning the ground into thick, black, stinking mud. The stench was bad enough now, but in the heat of summer it would be unbearable. In time, though, they would scarcely notice it.

      When they reached number twelve, Rhys opened the door, and as Sian stepped inside, her heart sank. It was a sad little room, bare and unloved.

      The entire downstairs was a single room, no bigger than their kitchen in Cefn Coed. A blackened hearth dominated the wall ahead, its grate caked with ash from the last fire. Beside it, a narrow shelf stood bare, except for a small pile of kindling and a rusted iron pot.

      The floor, made of rough wooden planks, was uneven and creaked with every step. To the right of the hearth stood a small wooden table, its surface scarred and stained. Two mismatched chairs sat beside it, their seats worn smooth by years of use. On the opposite wall stood a small cupboard with a single empty shelf. Next to it was a steep, narrow ladder leading to the upper floor.

      Sian climbed the ladder carefully, her fingers grazing the splintered rungs.

      That was no more inviting. A straw-stuffed pallet lay in the corner, covered by a rough, soiled woollen blanket that smelled of damp and stale sweat. A small window, its panes streaked dark, overlooked the street below.

      Her chest tightened as she took it in. Gone was their sturdy wooden bed and thick quilt that had kept them warm. Here the wind would whistle through the cracks in the frame, and the straw mattress would offer little comfort. She sighed and made her way back downstairs.

      The iron hearth was the only place to cook, so that would be her kitchen. Water would have to be fetched from the pump at the end of the street and heated in a bowl on the fire. That would have to serve for cooking and washing.

      It was not the life she had imagined when they left Cefn Coed. In truth, she had not known what to expect. But they were here now, Rhys had work, and she would do what she could to make the place homely.

      Rhys looked around the space, barely large enough for the two of them, let alone a family. His gaze lingered on the ladder, unease settling in his chest as he wondered how long it would be before one of them slipped and fell. Climbing up cautiously, he tested each creaking plank. As Sian had already seen, the upstairs offered little comfort.

      Crouching by the window, he wiped his sleeve across the glass, smearing the smoke-stain rather than clearing it. Outside, chimneys and rooftops stretched as far as he could see, the faint glow of the ironworks burning in the distance. Beyond that lay the dark outline of the mountains. There were no fields here, no quiet water, only smoke and the low, constant noise of labour.

      Sitting on the edge of the pallet, he let out a slow breath. This was not what he had imagined when they left. He had thought of steady work, a roof of their own, something better for Sian and the child to come. Instead, the place felt tight and unyielding, as though it were already pressing in on them.

      The yard outside was small and churned to mud, shared with neighbours he did not yet know. The communal privy at the end of the row was little improvement on the earth pit they had used in Cefn Coed. It was the closeness that troubled him most. Even washing would be done in view of others.

      Still, he steadied himself. It was a beginning. The ironworks would give him wages, and the house would give them shelter. That would have to be enough.

      Downstairs, Sian was already at the hearth, clearing the ashes to lay a fire. Rhys stepped forward and wrapped his arms around her, pressing a kiss to the crown of her head.

      ‘We’ll get by, cariad,’ he said quietly.

      Sian turned to face him and managed a faint smile.

      ‘Aye,’ she said. ‘Of course we will.’
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            THE IRON MACHINE

          

        

      

    

    
      Dowlais ironworks was unlike anything Rhys had ever experienced. In Cefn Coed, he had known everyone, and everyone had known him. Here, he was one of more than seven thousand souls. Just another body. A name few would notice, fewer still remember. A tiny cog in a vast machine built to feed an insatiable hunger for iron.

      The works sprawled across dozens of acres, its boundaries lost in smoke and noise, and Rhys would never see it all. He would know only his own corner. His days would be confined to furnace yard and slag heap, his hours marked by bell and whistle that summoned him to work and told him when to stop.

      Dowlais was never quiet. Everything existed to feed the eighteen towering furnaces that roared day and night, consuming iron ore, coke, and limestone, and spewing out smoke, slag, and pig iron. Up close, they loomed like cathedrals built for fire, thirty feet high, their brickwork cracked and scorched by years of heat.

      Near the furnace mouths, men moved like shadows through the smoke, pushing barrows up ramps to drop their loads into the glowing abyss. The heat was fierce, flames licking at boots and trouser legs. A single slip on the charging floor meant death. There was no rescue. A man would be reduced to ash before his scream reached the air. No body to bury. No funeral. Instant cremation.

      Some crossed themselves and whispered a prayer before climbing. Everyone knew someone who had not come down again.

      Behind the furnaces stood the coke ovens. Squat, brick-built chambers pulsing with orange light, breathing out a permanent haze of sulphur and smoke. Coke burned hot and fast, exactly what the furnaces demanded. Men raked the ovens day and night, eyes stinging, hands raw. When the doors opened, the coke hissed and spat, bright as a fireball and just as dangerous.

      Limestone arrived in rough, sharp-edged lumps, hauled from nearby quarries. It looked like rubble, but it was essential. It stripped impurities from the iron ore and formed slag, the liquid glass that floated on the molten metal. Slag mattered. Too much was as bad as too little. It was a balance learned through years of hard experience.

      When the furnace was tapped, the molten iron flowed first. It seemed alive as it surged, hissing and flaring across the casting floor like lava. Sparks burst outward in frantic swarms. The noise was deafening. Worse still, if there was moisture in the sand, or cold air in the channel, there was a blow. When that happened, molten iron and slag exploded through the air like shrapnel.

      It was dangerous. Unpredictable. Often fatal.

      Young Idris Williams learned that to his cost. He was in the wrong place when a blow struck him full in the face. For a heartbeat, he stood frozen, eyes wide with surprise. Then he pitched forward into the dust, like a felled tree. Dead before he struck the ground.

      Fourteen years old.

      Too young for the work. Too old to be spared from it. He had wanted to learn, so they let him watch.

      The company said they were sorry. They gave his mother five shillings and a note of condolence.

      The furnaces roared on.

      At the base of the furnace, on the casting floor, the iron took shape. Molten metal was drawn from the furnace into a wide trench carved in sand. The sow. From it, iron flowed into narrower channels where it cooled and hardened. The men called them pigs, suckling at the belly of the sow. The name endured. Pig iron.

      When cool enough, the pigs were broken away with heavy hammers. Each was lifted with long-handled tongs or levered onto carts with iron bars.

      None of it was easy. None of it was safe. And nothing forgave a mistake.

      They said the work made men strong, but it made them old first.

      A network of tracks threaded through the yards, linking furnace to mill. Some carts were pulled by horses, others shoved by gangs of men or boys. It was brutal work that tore through muscle and breath alike.

      In the mill yard, the pigs were fed into reheating ovens until they softened enough to work. Slabs were hauled out with long hooks, teams moving fast, heat fierce enough to singe hair and scorch skin. The metal hissed as it met the air, steam rising from its surface. Then it was guided onto iron rollers and dragged toward the mill.

      The rollers seized it with a scream of metal on metal, flattening each slab with merciless force. Sparks flew, burning cloth and blistering skin. Again and again, until the iron reached the thickness and length required.

      Every run carried risk. The men moved in perfect time because they had to. One wrong step, one poor grip, could kill. Yet they worked shift after shift, day after day. Not for pride or honour. For wages. For family. For whatever future might still be claimed.

      Around the yards, labour never ceased. Men dug, loaded, and shifted carts in an endless cycle. The ground was slick with ash and oil, treacherous underfoot. Boys too young and slight darted between wagons, carrying tools and fetching water. They ran because slowness earned a cuff to the head, or worse.

      Tomos Griffiths, thirteen and pale as chalk, slipped on the slag path before noon and slashed his palm on broken stone. There was no doctor, no bandage. He tore a strip from his sleeve, bound it tight, and carried on. Time was money.

      Near the coal tips, women worked with heads down, faces and hands darkened by the dust they breathed. Lungs failed early, but there was no remedy. They sorted coal by grade and feel, speaking softly to avoid drawing the overseers’ eye.

      Blacksmiths and engineers knew the pulse of the works better than anyone. They kept it running. If something broke and was not fixed quickly, there was hell to pay. Lost time meant lost profit, and that was never forgiven.

      The iron forged at Dowlais travelled across the British Empire. It built cities, bound them by rail, lit streets, and filled bank vaults.

      Rhys Turner was one of the thousands who moved through the smoke and heat, day after day, until their bodies failed. Lives bent, broken, and spent in the making of wealth.

      Years later, when Eliza Turner stood before a blank canvas, this was the world that rose first in her mind. Not the noise or the heat, nor even the fouled air. She saw faces. She saw cost. She painted what had been endured.
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            INTO THE CAULDRON

          

        

      

    

    
      For most of their first night in Furnace Row, Rhys lay awake. The noise from the ironworks and the uncertainty of what lay ahead made sleep impossible. With rent deducted, the 12 shillings he earned would not last long. After food, they would have just four shillings left for coal, candles, furniture, and clothing. It would barely carry them through the week, especially with a baby on the way. He would work harder than ever to earn the pay rise Owain Watkins had promised.

      As the first whistle blew, he bolted upright, heart pounding. Beside him, Sian stirred, rubbing her eyes.

      ‘I’ll make tea,’ she murmured as she rose from the bed.

      The floorboards were icy beneath his feet, and he shivered as he pulled on his work clothes. He fumbled with his boots, fingers stiff with cold.

      Downstairs, Sian knelt by the hearth, coaxing life into the embers from the night before. As the faint glow spread, the sharp scent of smoke filled the room.

      ‘You’ll have tea in a minute,’ she called.

      Rhys grunted his thanks, his thoughts already turning to the day ahead. He could not be late. The second whistle would come soon enough, and he had to be through the gates by then.

      Sian poured water into the kettle and sliced a thick piece of bread, spreading it with beef dripping.

      ‘Here,’ she said, setting it on the table beside a steaming mug of tea.

      Rhys ate standing. The tea was weak, but it warmed him. Sian filled a cloth pouch with a small wedge of hard cheese and a slice of bread, adding it to the tin flask she had already filled.

      ‘For your break,’ she said, placing them on the table.

      ‘Diolch, cariad,’ he murmured.

      She smiled and squeezed his arm. ‘You’ll be fine. This is the fresh start we wanted. It’ll get easier once you’re used to it.’

      Rhys smiled, pulled on his coat, kissed her cheek, and was out of the door.

      Outside, a stream of workers moved toward the works, shoulders hunched and heads down. Rhys fell into step with them, quickening his pace as the second whistle sounded.

      The gates loomed ahead, the din of hammers and furnaces swelling with every step. This was the beginning of it. A long, gruelling day lay ahead.

      When he reported to Owain Watkins, Rhys was assigned to a slag gang.

      For twelve hours a day, he and the other labourers shovelled waste, breaking apart hardened slag with heavy bars and carting it to the tips. It was backbreaking work. The slag was heavy and sharp, and the fumes rising from it burned his eyes and throat. Every load tested him in ways farm labour never had.

      By midday, his arms trembled and his muscles ached. When the foreman called a break, he dropped to the ground and wiped sweat from his eyes. He tore off a piece of bread, grit on his hands working into every bite. Around him, men ate in silence, already knowing the respite would be brief.

      By Wednesday, his hands were raw with blisters.

      By Thursday, his back screamed with every movement, but there was no slowing. The ironmasters did not care if a man dropped, so long as another stepped in.

      By Friday, he moved on will alone. The thought of his wages carried him through.

      At the pay window, reality struck.

      As the men collected their money, Dafydd, one of his workmates, turned and gave a dry chuckle.

      ‘Don’t start counting yet, butty.’

      Rhys frowned. ‘What d’you mean?’

      Dafydd nodded toward the table. ‘See for yourself.’

      The clerk handed Rhys a few copper coins and several paper tokens stamped with the ironworks crest.

      ‘What’s this?’ Rhys said.

      ‘Truck,’ the paymaster replied. ‘Spend it at the company shop. Next.’

      Rhys did not move. Anger flared hot in his chest.

      ‘I was promised fifteen shillings. Real money.’

      The man barely looked up. ‘You’ll get what you need at the truck shop. Don’t like it, go back where you came from.’

      Rhys started to argue, but Dafydd caught his arm. ‘Leave it. No use.’

      Rhys turned one of the tokens over in his fingers. It looked official, but it meant nothing.

      ‘This isn’t right,’ he said. ‘How are we meant to buy coal, or meat from the butcher?’

      Dafydd met his gaze. ‘We don’t. We take what they give and pay what they ask.’

      Rhys stared at the tokens. The works owned their labour and their homes. Now it owned their hunger.

      By the time he reached the house, darkness had settled. A single candle burned on the table, throwing long shadows as Sian peeled potatoes into a pot.

      She looked up, a tired smile forming.

      ‘You’re late, cariad. Supper’s nearly ready.’

      Then she saw his face. ‘What’s wrong?’

      Rhys sat heavily on the bench and tipped his pay onto the table. The coins caught the candlelight. The tokens did not.

      She picked one up, turning it slowly.

      ‘What’s this?’

      ‘Truck.’

      She frowned. ‘What does that mean?’

      ‘It means we can only spend it at the company shop.’

      She stared at it in silence, as though it might change in her hand. Then she let out a short, brittle laugh.

      ‘Coal?’ she asked.

      ‘Aye. At their price.’

      ‘Food?’

      ‘The same.’

      Her hand went to her mouth. ‘How are we meant to live like this?’

      ‘I don’t know,’ he said quietly. ‘Dafydd says men are in debt before the week’s out. And once you owe them, they take it straight from your pay.’

      She sank onto the bench beside him, gripping the table edge. ‘Then it never ends.’

      ‘No.’

      The pot bubbled softly on the hearth, the smell of potatoes filling the room. They ate little.

      Sian watched the candle flame, then looked at him.

      ‘What do we do?’

      Rhys took her hand.

      ‘We survive,’ he said. ‘That’s all we can do.’
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            COMMUNITY

          

        

      

    

    
      Life in Dowlais was a constant struggle to make ends meet. Some managed it. Others gave up and went back to where they had come from. The truly unfortunate found themselves in the workhouse. Yet even so, people endured. In hardship, there was solidarity, and the bonds of community held fast when everything else threatened to fall apart.

      One morning, after Rhys left for work, a knock at the door startled Sian. She opened it to find a woman standing there, a baby balanced on one hip and a basket hooked over her arm.

      ‘Thought I’d come and say hello,’ the woman said with a warm smile. ‘I’m Carys. I live next door in number ten. We saw you move in and thought this might help.’

      She held out the basket. Inside were a few potatoes, a small loaf of bread, and a wedge of cheese.

      Sian gasped, pressing a hand to her chest. She had not expected such kindness, and the weight of it caught her off guard.

      ‘I don’t know what to say. That’s so kind of you.’

      Then, to her own embarrassment, she burst into tears.

      ‘There, there, cariad. Don’t take on so,’ Carys said gently, shifting the baby higher on her hip. ‘It’s how we all feel at first. It’s a wrench from the old life, but it’s not so bad. We look out for each other here.’

      Before Sian could answer, Carys stepped past her into the room, setting the baby down on the floor as she glanced around.

      ‘Not much left behind, was there?’ she said. ‘The ones before you didn’t stay long. He lost his arm in the works, and after that they couldn’t make do. You’d think the company might leave a bit more for the next lot, but they take what they can.’

      Sian swallowed. ‘It’s all a bit strange still. And with the baby coming, I do worry.’

      ‘You’ll manage,’ Carys said, her smile firm with certainty.

      That evening, when Rhys returned from the works, his face darkened by labour and his body worn down by the day, he stopped short at the sight before him.

      Outside number 12, a small group of neighbours had gathered. Some carried bowls. Others held mugs of ale.

      ‘Rhys Turner,’ called a broad-shouldered man with a booming voice. ‘Tomos Williams from number eighteen. Welcome to Furnace Row.’

      He stepped forward and clapped Rhys on the shoulder. ‘Heard you’re new to the works. Don’t let Watkins get under your skin. He’s all bark and no bite, unless you’re late or lazy.’

      Rhys managed a tired smile as someone pressed a piece of bread spread with dripping into his hand. An older woman passed Sian a small plate of stew, and for the first time in days the tightness in her chest eased.

      Conversation flowed easily. Gossip, advice, and the odd joke drew laughter, even from Rhys. Tomos shared stories of the works, while Carys kept a watchful eye on her children, shooing them back when they grew too noisy.

      As the group began to thin, Mrs Morgan leaned toward Sian.

      ‘If you need anything, love, come to me. I’ve been here ten years. I’ve seen most of it.’

      Sian smiled, unable to speak. She feared that if she did, she would cry again.

      Making number 12 into a home was hard at first, but things did improve. Sian scrubbed the walls and hung borrowed curtains, their faded fabric softening the room. Rhys mended the rickety table, and Sian found a second-hand pot at the market.

      Neighbours came and went, their presence a quiet reassurance that life on Furnace Row, though harsh, was not without kindness.

      The house was cold and damp. At night, the pallet upstairs felt more like stone than bedding, and the thin blanket did little to keep out the chill. Once again, it was the neighbours who helped. Gwenda Morgan arrived one evening with an old quilt and a bundle of blankets.

      ‘Thought you might make use of these until you get your own,’ she said. ‘They’ve seen better days, but they’ll keep the cold off.’

      Sian thanked her. That night, wrapped in the patchwork quilt, she and Rhys lay close together, sharing what warmth there was.

      ‘They’re good people here,’ Rhys whispered.

      Sian nodded. ‘They are. It’s not what we once had, but it’s what we need now.’ She paused, then added softly, ‘And we should be grateful for that.’
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            THE WATER PUMP

          

        

      

    

    
      None of the houses in Dowlais had running water. It came from a hand-operated pump at the end of every street, and there was always a queue. In summer, the ground around it turned to stinking mud as spilled water mixed with sewage running down the street. In winter, it froze solid, the pump handle stiff with ice. Often families went without until the thaw. Still, every day women and children gathered, waiting their turn, buckets in hand, patience worn thin by hardship.

      As Sian walked toward the pump, she could already hear the clang of its handle, a harsh, rhythmic sound that cut through the low chatter of those gathered nearby. She clutched her old wooden bucket, one of the few things they had brought with them. The wood was worn and splintered in places, but it felt solid enough.

      In Cefn Coed, water came from the stream, a quiet place where she could wash clothes or fill a bucket in peace. Here, the pump was a public place, noisy and exposed. The privacy of her old life already felt like a distant memory.

      When she reached the pump, three women stood ahead of her, buckets lined up in the mud. They were talking amongst themselves, but their eyes flicked toward her as she joined the line.

      ‘New, are you?’ one of them asked. Her voice was curious rather than sharp. She was a stout woman with a faded shawl pulled tight around her shoulders.

      Sian nodded, tightening her grip on the bucket. ‘From up the valley,’ she said softly. ‘Cefn Coed.’

      The woman smiled. ‘Quieter than here, I’ll wager.’

      ‘It was,’ Sian said.

      When her turn came, she stepped forward and set the bucket beneath the spout. She took hold of the pump handle and pushed down, but it barely shifted. Her cheeks warmed as she tried again, putting more weight into it. The handle groaned, and only a thin trickle of water ran into the bucket.

      ‘Here, love. Let me show you,’ the woman said, stepping closer. ‘This one takes a bit of working.’

      She placed her hands over Sian’s and guided the motion. The handle moved freely now, and water surged into the bucket.

      ‘There you are,’ the woman said, pleased.

      ‘Thank you,’ Sian replied, her voice low.

      The bucket was heavy as she carried it back along the street, the weight tugging at her arms. Mud clung to her boots, and she stopped twice to rest and ease her fingers. By the time she reached the house, her arms were shaking and water had slopped over the rim, soaking the hem of her skirt. She pushed the door open with her shoulder and set the bucket down with a dull thud.

      Kneeling by the hearth, she ladled water into the pot to boil for tea and let out a long breath. It was not what she was used to, but like everything else here, she would learn.

      What she could not know was how closely life and sickness already ran together in Furnace Row, carried quietly in things as ordinary as water.
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