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PART ONE

BOYHOOD

		
	
1


Aberfor, South Wales: 6th March, 1984


It was raining heavily, but it was not the pelting torrents against his bedroom window that had woken Bryn; it was the sound of raised voices coming from the kitchen. Kraig’s bed was empty, its Iron Maiden duvet thrown on the floor in an untidy heap. Bryn’s older brother had clearly got up in a hurry.

Breakfast before school was usually a quiet affair because the men of the house would either be on earlies or lying in. Something was up. He dressed hastily and descended the steep cottage stairs. Still a little bleary-eyed, cocooned in that half-awake state between dreamland and reality, Bryn had forgotten yesterday’s big news: the miners had been called out on strike.

He opened the kitchen door. Mam was not baking bread or doing laundry. Cadi did not have her coat on waiting to be picked up for Day Centre. She was crouched in the corner, nervously clutching Reesa Rabbit. Her favourite soft toy was seemingly the only embodiment of normality in a suddenly topsy-turvy world. 

It was Mam who was shouting loudest. ‘It’s not right,’ she was saying. ‘There’s been no vote. How can Scargill just call you all out with no vote? You’ve had no choice.’

‘We don’t need a vote, Ma, everyone’s behind this. We’re solid. We’ll take the Thatcher bitch down same way we took that fucking dork before her. Bring it on! She’ll be finished by Easter,’ pronounced Kraig.

‘I’ve told you till I’m blue in the face,’ retorted his mother angrily, ‘I won’t have that kind of language in my kitchen.’

‘Your mother’s right, son. Show some respect. If you live in this house, you live by our rules,’ said Huw more mildly than his wife, but levelling a steely gaze at Kraig until the younger man averted his eyes.

‘You’re out of touch, Ma. You spend too much time at that fuck… that stupid chapel and not enough in the real world. I’m out of here. Going up to Megan’s. Her dad will be putting a picket plan together and I, for one, want to be on the front line.’ With that, he grabbed his cap, and instead of stepping over the dog, lying between him and the back door, he kicked it out of the way. The dog yelped and limped to a safer place by Bryn’s feet.

‘For pity’s sake!’ exclaimed Wynne at the retreating figure of her eldest son. ‘I don’t know what’s wrong with him these days,’ she moaned. ‘It’s since he started courting that Megan and spending time at theirs. It’s like he has this devil furnace raging inside him, always spoiling for a fight.’

‘He’s just trying to find his way, Wynne. He’s still young. He’ll come right in the end.’

‘You’re too soft with him, Huw. He’s twenty-one, not twelve. All man and no boy. He should have found his way by now.’

‘Kraig mean, Kraig very mean,’ muttered Cadi, pulling Reesa closer to her chest, in case her favourite cuddly toy might be next in line for a kicking. 

Bryn’s father was deep in thought. He felt troubled and wretched. His powerful sixteen stone build would have been sought after for a rugby front row if he had ever shown any talent for the sport. Just skimming six feet, he was not quite tall enough to warrant the moniker ‘gentle giant’ that often attached itself to Huw Ellis because of his size and mild temperament. He was a man of few words, who preferred to read poetry and exercise his baritone voice singing hymns at chapel on a Sunday morning than charge after a mud-soaked rugby ball or throw arrows in a smoky tap room. After thirty-one years down the pit, he had seen it all. A loyal union man, Huw had stayed solid throughout the strikes in the seventies. The government was the enemy, but his heart was sore that it had been ordinary folks who suffered most. Now it was starting all over again.

This time the moral ground was higher because it was not about pay; it was about the threatened closure of twenty collieries. The pits were not exhausted, the rub was in the rising costs to extract what was left. In the end it always came down to money. Well, he would stand with his union, as he always had. This was now about livelihoods and whole communities. It still sat uneasily with him.

All the while, Bryn looked on, stroking his whimpering dog. She was the runt of a litter born three years ago on a local farm where Wynne got her eggs. Runts were no use to farmers, who needed strong working dogs. Wynne, sensing the runt was destined to be drowned, had asked if she could take her. ‘I expect it’ll be dead inside a week,’ said the farmer, ‘but if you’re daft enough to want it, I’ll not stop you.’ Bryn had been ecstatic at the prospect of a puppy. Huw had taken more convincing. 

‘What were you thinking, Wynne?’ he had quizzed her when she returned with more than the two dozen eggs she had set out for. ‘I thought we’d agreed that if we have a dog, it can’t be a puppy. Cadi won’t understand the difference between a cuddly toy and a puppy. It’ll likely end in tragedy.’

‘But she’s older now. She’s fourteen and understands more than you give her credit for,’ argued Wynne. ‘She might not have the words, but she has the feelings. She’s kind, Huw. That girl is pure kindness. The pup won’t come to any harm, Bryn will see to that. He’s missed out on a lot because of Cadi. We have to think of him, too. He’s growing up fast. Let’s not deny him what most of his friends have long had.’

‘Alright, Wynne. You generally have a feel for these things, but it will end badly if the runt dies.’

‘She’s not going to die.’

‘It’s a bitch then?’

‘Yes, and Bryn has called her Efa. You mark my words, Huw, that dog’s not going to die.’

Huw stroked his chin and smiled. Efa had been one of the names they had considered for their daughter. After complications at birth, she had survived against the odds, and its Hebrew meaning of ‘life’ had seemed apt when Cadi’s precious life was spared. In the end, they had settled on Catrin after Wynne’s mother. They had shortened it to Cadi when she was little, and it suited her still. ‘Does Bryn know what the name Efa means? It’s a good name for a runt if it survives.’

‘Shouldn’t think so, though you never know with that boy. He’s only eleven but he has hidden depths. Takes after his father!’

In those early weeks, Bryn had spent every spare moment attending to his tiny charge. He went with his mother to get advice from the vet, who sold them a special milk formula for orphaned puppies. Bryn tipped up some of his pocket money to help pay for it, and Wynne was wise enough to take it. He lined a boot box with straw, which he changed daily, and hand-fed her the warm milk formula. Cadi donated one of her doll’s blankets, ‘Keep puppy warm,’ she smiled. 

Three years on, Efa was as firm and fond a fixture in the Ellis household as the timeless frying pan that had belonged to Wynne’s mother. It was made of cast iron, with a diameter as large as the boiling plate on the Aga. Now blackened and rather scratched, it had become associated with wholesome vittles lovingly prepared by two generations of devoted mothers. Wynne poo-pooed the modern non-stick versions and swore it would go with her to her grave. Bryn would like to think that Efa would go with him to his grave, but he knew enough to understand that dogs, unlike frying pans, did not live outlive humans. 

The NUM were bullishly confident they were going to win after their successes in the seventies. This time, it was different. The Government had been stockpiling coal in anticipation of expected industrial action. Easter came and there was no sign of any let-up. In Aberfor, the miners’ cottages were fuelled by coal. Coal allowances were stopped for striking miners, so there was no central heating, no open fire, no hot water – and no Aga to cook on. Huw was grateful that it was late spring not mid-winter, although his savings were dwindling fast. Another dent had been made in them to buy a portable two-ring electric hob and an electric kettle. At least these appliances would enable them to have hot food and drinks – as long as they could still pay the electric bills.

The strike dragged on into the summer and became more bitter. Kraig became increasingly fired up. He joined the flying pickets and was away from home much of the time. As winter deepened, things got desperate. By then, Huw had been without a wage for nine months. There was no strike pay; only the £1 a day for picketing miners.

The Ellis savings were all but gone. They wore three layers of clothes and still couldn’t shut out the cold. The only thing worse than the cold was the gnawing hunger. Huw and Wynne went without to give Bryn and Cadi more. Although he missed the company of his eldest son, Huw was thankful Kraig was away such a lot. It was one less mouth to feed.

There was no shortage of well-wishers for the flying pickets, often hot vittles and a barn to sleep in. In the towns, sympathetic publicans let them put their bedrolls down on the bar floor after closing time. On those occasions, there would also be whisky to keep out the cold.

Cadi was often ill, but Huw could not help out with his only daughter. If he did not join the local picket line, he would not get his £1 per day from the union. Fridays had long become the highlight of the week. It was the day the miners’ wives distributed a food parcel to every colliery household from the donations they collected. Wynne had to stay home with Cadi and could no longer help, but the wives made sure the Ellis family still got their quota.

The days shortened. Bare trees and grey skies made the coal-blackened landscape even starker. Bryn had to pass the colliery on his walk to school, and in the early days he would try and spot his dad on the picket line with their waving placards and rousing chants. After a few weeks, the novelty was stale. Nothing ever changed.

Wynne tried her best with the extras that came in the seasonal food parcel, but Christmas was a grim affair. Kraig came home briefly. He was thinner and angrier. His face and body bore the bruises of police truncheons. He berated his family with endless tales of the violence and brutality he had encountered on the flying picket lines. 

‘They’re not regular coppers, you know. They’re drafted in from every county in the land. Fucking brutes and thugs, the lot of them. My mate Lloyd recognised some ex-Forces guys in the mix, too. It’s dog eat dog, but we’re holding our own. We won’t give in. Arthur says hell will have to freeze over first.’

‘Can’t you give it a rest, Kraig?’ pleaded Wynne. ‘It’s Christmas. Let’s at least try and be cheerful. How about we sing some carols?’

‘You’re pathetic, Ma,’ replied Kraig scornfully. 

‘Don’t talk to Mam like that, she’s doing her best,’ shouted Byrn, squaring up to his older brother who was almost a foot taller.

‘You’re pathetic, too,’ sneered Kraig, shoving his little brother out of his way.

Kraig left the day after Boxing Day, and the Ellis household breathed more easily. 

‘I never thought I’d say this about my own son, Huw, but I’m glad he’s gone. He puts everyone on edge. I don’t like how extreme he’s become. He thinks violence is the only solution. I’ll pray for him.’

‘I don’t like the violence either, Wynne, but it’s dragged on so long now, folks are getting desperate.’

‘We’re desperate, too, Huw, but I don’t see you throwing bricks at coppers.’

‘It’s complicated, Wynne. There’s fault on both sides. Let’s not be too quick to judge.’

‘I pray every day for an end to this madness. Cadi’s not strong like Bryn. She’s wheezy with the cold, and her arms are so skinny – I’m scared they’ll break if she falls over. I don’t know how we’ll keep her warm when the worst of winter bites. If only she was well enough to go to Day Centre. There’s heating and hot food for her there.’

‘I think the New Year will bring a resolution, Wynne. We just have to hold on.’
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New Year came and went with no resolution. It was unlike Huw to be demonstrably affectionate, but on a bitterly cold mid-January Friday morning before Bryn left for school, he pulled his youngest son into a bear hug and then knelt down to face him so their eyes were level. 

‘We’re going to have to let Efa go, Bryn. My picket pay only just covers the little electric we can afford, and there’s barely enough left to put a crust in our bellies. Cadi needs warmth and hot food. I can’t feed Efa as well out of the little we have.’

‘No! No! You can’t! You can’t! I won’t let you. She can have half my food. I’ll go without. Oh please, Dad. You can’t send her away.’

Huw put a large hand on each of Bryn’s bony shoulders. ‘I’m sorry, son. It’s decided. Your Mam will take her back to the farm today. The farmer says he’ll have her until we’re on our feet again. It might not be for long, Bryn,’

‘But she’s not a farm dog. She only knows how to be a house dog. She’ll have to sleep outside in a kennel. She’ll be miserable. I’ll be miserable. Please, please, Dad, don’t do this.’

‘I’m sorry, son, I wish there was another way.’

When Bryn got to school that morning, he sought out his friend, Ronnie, at first break. For the past few Saturdays, Ronnie had been sneaking up to the coal tip at dawn and coming back before breakfast with a sack full of scavenged coal. He’d asked Bryn countless times if he wanted to come along, but Bryn had always resisted, knowing his father would disapprove of any kind of stealing or law breaking.

‘Are you still going up to the tip Saturday, Ronnie?’

‘Yeah. You wanna come?’

‘What time?’ 

 ‘I’ll wait for you, bottom of your road, ten before six. Don’t be late. We need to be in and out with first light. I can get you a sack, but you’ll need to bring a spade.’

‘Okay. I’ll be there. Thanks, Ronnie.’

‘What’s changed your mind?’

‘Stuff.’

‘Stuff?’

‘Stuff. Same as your stuff. Same as everyone’s round here.’

The next morning, Bryn met with Ronnie as agreed. The moon was waning. Faint streaks of light filtered eerily through the branches of bare trees. 

‘Watch your step,’ said Ronnie. ‘The ground’s uneven, and it’s too risky to shine a torch. There’s enough light if you let your eyes adjust.’

‘Aren’t you afraid of getting caught?’ asked Bryn.

‘Nah. That’s why I come at this time. The cops change shifts at six. They’ll be too busy clocking on and off to worry about an odd sack of coal disappearing. Besides, we’d see them coming a mile off. Plenty of time to run or dive into a coal hole.’

‘Coal hole?’

‘You’ll see when we get onto the tip. They’re all over. Holes left from where folks have dug out their coal. Most of them are big enough for someone our size to hide in.’

The two boys crawled through barbed wire that had been erected around the perimeter of the tip. Bryn was surprised to see half a dozen scavengers already busy, taking turns to dig and keep watch – mothers, grandmothers, children. Some were already dragging their sacks home, others managing full ones, the young and the old pulling as much as they could manage on a mile-long trek back to safety. 

‘Are we late?’ asked Bryn.

‘No, these are the early birds; they’ll be others after us. I like to get here when there are others around. Extra pairs of eyes to keep watch for the cops.’

‘I thought you said the cops never come at shift changes.’

Ronnie shrugged his reply, ‘Always a first time for everything. Best to be prepared.’

Bryn looked around him as his eyes adjusted to the growing light. With its coal holes dotted around, the tip looked like a giant black Swiss cheese.

‘No time to stand there gawping, Bryn, you need to get digging. We need to be out of here in twenty minutes tops.’

Ronnie started to dig and had shovelled half a sackful when he heard someone shout, ‘Cop alert! Cop alert!’ Dozens of scavengers dropped their sacks and started to run.

‘Jump into a hole, quick, Bryn,’ shouted Ronnie. ‘Pull your sack in with you.’

Bryn watched as Ronnie disappeared down a coal hole, complete with sack and shovel. Bryn stood frozen to the spot. This was all alien to him. Fear or lack of guile, or perhaps a little of both, immobilised him. Try as he might, his legs would not move, his arms were glued to his spade. All the while, he could see a torch sweeping and scanning ahead of him and hear the clomping of heavy boots approaching. 

‘What have we here then? Trespassing and thieving coal. Theft’s a crime, lad, you know that don’t you?’ said the stern voice of PC Owen Edwards. He turned the boy’s face up into the beam of his torch and smeared away the streaks of black coal dust. ‘It’s young Ellis, isn’t it? Does your father know you’re here?’

Bryn’s limbs might not be working, but the same could not be said of his mouth. ‘I don’t care what you do to me or how hard you hit me with your truncheon. I’m not sorry. My sister’s cold. She’s sick. Sick real bad. They’ve sent my dog back to the farm cos we can’t feed her. Mam cries every day. We need that coal. I don’t care if it’s stealing.’

‘You’d better come with me, lad. Anyone else here I should be marching off the premises?’ he asked, casting his eyes about him in the growing light. Bryn shook his head. ‘The others ran away. It’s just me.’

Wynne wept when she saw PC Edwards escorting her youngest son into the house. He dumped the half-full sack of coal in the empty dog basket. Huw was stoic. PC Edwards’ eyes fell on Cadi, huddled in a duvet by the empty fire. She was coughing badly. He went over to her and felt her forehead.

‘The lass has a fever,’ he said gently. ‘Do you have any kindling?’

‘Oh sure, a whole shed full! As if!’ replied Huw bitterly.

‘There’s a crate that came with the food parcel,’ said Wynne, rallying. ‘I’ll get it.’

PC Edwards broke it up into kindling, set it alight and then banked it up with some of the coal from Bryn’s sack. ‘Not a word about this to a living soul or I’ll lose my job,’ said Owen Edwards. ‘And you, Ellis junior,’ he said, prodding Bryn’s chest with his finger, ‘you stay off that tip, y’hear me? Next time, it might not be me, and some of my drafted colleagues are a bit too handy with their truncheons. They’ll have you in the back of their van faster than they can blow their whistles. You must be ten by now, I’m guessing?’

‘I’m eleven,’ insisted Bryn, outraged.

‘Ten’s the age of criminal responsibility, so you’ll be in serious trouble if you get caught.’

Before he left, Owen slipped a £5 note onto the table and said quietly to Wynne, ‘Get some hot food into the lass.’

Ronnie had stayed hidden the whole time, and once the coast was clear managed to fill his sack. He came round later that morning and handed it over to the Ellis household.

‘It’s to say thanks for not giving me away,’ he said, throwing Bryn a grateful glance.

Huw would not take it, but Wynne grabbed hold of it eagerly and put it by the hearthside. ‘It’s for Cadi, Huw. We can take it for Cadi,’ she pleaded.

‘It’s stolen goods, Wynne. There’s no getting round that,’ he said defiantly, at which point Ronnie thought he should make a hasty exit.

‘See you at school Monday, Bryn.’

‘God will understand,’ continued Wynne.

‘He might, but I won’t,’ replied Huw. ‘Enough’s enough! I’ll not see Cadi get any weaker. I’ll not see my son turn into a common thief, and I’ll not see my wife barter her principles with her God. First thing in the morning, I’m going back to work.’

‘Oh Huw – are you sure? You’ll be the only one. You’ll be a scab. We’ll be a scab family. We’ll be ostracised!’

‘It will be what it will be.’

Wynne was right. The Ellis family became the dog shit on the village shoe. No taxi driver would take Huw across the picket line, so he had to be taken in and brought out in a police van. Bricks were thrown through their windows, turds pushed through their letter box, and graffiti scrawled across their walls. They might have a warm house, a working Aga, Cadi well enough to attend Day Centre, and Efa back in her basket, but it came at a heavy price. Overnight, Huw went from loyal union man and upstanding member of the community to dirty, stinking scab.

Wynne found herself castigated as a scab squaw. Only the farmer and the minister befriended her alongside the occasional cloistered visit from PC Owen Edwards.

Bryn was not spared either. Not all the pupils in his class were miners’ children, but there was a big enough majority to deter others from associating with him. No-one wanted to sit next to him on the bus, nor in class, if they could avoid it. They called him Scabby – even some of the teachers. 
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When Kraig heard about his father’s defection, he hot-footed it home. Bryn came back from school to hear angry shouting coming from the kitchen.

‘What the holy fuck do you think you’re doing, Dad?’ bellowed Kraig. ‘You’re a union man! All your life you’ve been a union man. You can’t do this! You can’t do this to our family. You’ve made the Ellis name blacker than the coal in that grate. You’ve turned us into scabs. What do you think it’s like for me trying to hold my head up on the flying picket lines with a scab for a dad. Are you fucking crazy, dumb, or just blind stupid! You have to come back out on strike.’

‘What’s done is done, Kraig. I’ll not undo it.’

‘I’m going to round up the lads and bring them back to talk some sense into you.’

‘The same lads who put turds through my letterbox and daubed graffiti across my door? They’ll not step foot in my house till they apologise to your mother and learn how to act like human beings not animals.’

‘You shame me, Dad. You hear me! You shame me. I’m going over to Megan’s. That’s if her dad will still let me in their house now I’m blood-tied to a scab. But I’ll be back. I’m not leaving till you’re out on that picket line with the rest of us. Till we win!’

‘There are no winners, Kraig, not on any side.’

Efa had the misfortune to be lying in her favourite spot near the back door. Kraig kicked her savagely out of his way.

Bryn ran at his brother, screaming at him, his fists pummelling Kraig’s back. ‘You brute. Leave her be, you bastard brute, bastard bully. Leave her be.’

Kraig turned on his brother, who was not much above half his size, picked him up by his shirt collar, and pushed him against the wall.’

‘If I ever hear you call me a bastard again, I’ll knock you senseless, you hear me? I’ll break every bone in your body, fucking Scabby.’

Efa snarled at the sight of her owner being manhandled and hurled herself at the larger brother, sinking her teeth into his leg. Kraig howled and kicked out at the dog, grabbing the kitchen broom that was leaning against the wall and began beating Efa with its long handle. She jumped out of the way, yelping in pain.

‘Fucking scab dog!’ he shouted, throwing down the broom and marching out, leaving the back door wide open behind him. He got astride his motorcycle, revved the engine as loudly as he could and drove off.

‘You mean, cruel bastard. Bastard! BASTARD!’ Bryn screeched after him.

Kraig, on hearing his brother’s taunts, turned his bike round and rode menacingly back towards his little brother, eyes hot with fury.

‘What did you call me, you fucking scab squirt?’ 

Efa had followed Bryn outside. On seeing the bike tearing towards her master, she bolted into the path of the motorcycle, barking furiously. Kraig swerved, but the dog had come at him too quickly and too unexpectedly to avoid a collision. 

‘Fucking mongrel scab!’ snarled Kraig. He did not stop to check what damage had been inflicted on the collie. Yelling profanely, he turned his bike around and sped off.

‘Efa! Efa!’ cried a distraught Bryn as he ran to the injured dog. Wynne and Huw came dashing out from the kitchen, and Cadi peeped out from the open doorway.

Bryn knelt down and lifted Efa’s head onto his knee. He could see instantly that she was dead. He wailed and wailed, stroking her broken body, tears gushing unchecked down his cheeks. Huw and Wynne tried to comfort him, but he pushed them away.

‘Best let him deal with this in his own way, Wynne,’ whispered Huw to his wife, pulling her back towards the house.

‘Kraig bad,’ muttered Cadi. ‘Kraig very bad.’

Minutes later, they watched as Bryn picked up Efa and, staggering under her weight, carried her into the kitchen. He placed her in her basket and then lay down next to her with his head against her back, his hair and her fur tangled into one matted, bloodied mane.

Cadi disappeared upstairs. She came down clutching Reesa Rabbit. ‘Bryn have Reesa,’ she said, offering her favourite cuddly toy to her younger brother. ‘Keep,’ she said. ‘Call Efa.’

The tears that Wynne had been holding back broke loose at the spectacle of her seventeen-year-old daughter, with a mental age of two, giving up her most precious belonging to her more precious kid brother.

Bryn accepted Reesa and held out his arms to Cadi. She lay down with him, her head on his chest, Bryn’s head on Efa’s back, and one hand each on the newly named cuddly rabbit huddled between them. Even stoical Huw could not keep his eyes dry.

Bryn wrapped Efa in his Dr Who bath towel. ‘Perhaps Efa can be regenerated like the Doctor,’ he said as he sank a spade into the cold garden turf – the same spade he had used to scavenge coal from the colliery tip. The ground was hard, and he struggled to make a deep enough hole. Wynne wanted Huw to help him, but Huw knew there were some things you just had to do – wanted to do – yourself. Afterwards, Bryn went up to his bedroom. He didn’t come down to eat supper.

‘Leave him be, Wynne,’ said Huw. He needs to deal with this in his own way.’

Next morning, Bryn came down for breakfast, already dressed in his school uniform. It seemed he was determined to pick up and carry on. He said nothing. Wynne saw more and more of Huw in him every day. Quiet, thoughtful, stoic.

Knowing how hungry he must be, having missed supper, she got out her cast iron frying pan to make him eggs. Huw was on earlies and had left over an hour before. Cadi had finished her cereal and was looking hopefully at the appearance of the frying pan and the promise of hot vittles. 

‘I didn’t hear Kraig come back last night,’ said Bryn, ‘and his bed hasn’t been slept in. Just as well. I might have kicked his head in if he’d been in the bed next to me when I woke up.’

‘Don’t talk like that, Bryn. What Kraig did was very wrong, but violence never pays. It always ends in tragedy.’

Bryn, hungrier than he dared admit, polished off two eggs and four doorstep slices of toast. His mother was busy at the sink washing the dishes when the back door opened and Kraig strode in.

‘I don’t know how you’ve the gall to show your face in here, Kraig,’ said his mother. ‘You realise you killed that poor dog. You broke your brother’s heart. You have to make this right, son, or there’s no place for you round this table.’

‘Fucking hell, Ma. It’s only a dog. It ran at me like something demented, there was nothing I could do to avoid it. Anyone would think Arthur had died.’

‘I don’t want to hear that Scargill man’s name in my kitchen. Save it for the picket line.’

‘You’ve all gone fucking soft, that’s the rub of it.’

‘I’m warning you, Kraig. I won’t have that language in my kitchen.’

‘It’s just a mutt, for fuck’s sake. You’re pathetic, Ma, soft in the head. Must be where the mongol kid gets it from.’

When Wynne heard the words ‘mongol kid’, it was as if something snapped in her head. Her breathing almost stopped, and her heart felt like it was going to burst. ‘What did you just call your sister?’ she hissed at him.

‘The fucking mongol kid. Soft in the head like you. Get over it, Ma.’

Wynne flew at him. The large heavy frying pan was still in her hand, soap suds and half congealed lard dripping from its rim. She lunged at him, but Kraig grabbed the pan from her and in a moment of fury whacked it across her head. ‘Soft, sick cow!’ he shouted. 

Not much more than half his weight, the blow knocked her off her feet and she fell sideways onto the kitchen floor.

Bryn rushed to her. ‘Mam! Mam!’ He could see blood beginning to trickle into the quarry tiles. ‘Call an ambulance, Kraig! NOW, Kraig, call an ambulance.’

Kraig was looking on horror-struck at what he had done. He dropped the frying pan like a red-hot poker. ‘She came at me!’ he howled. ‘She came at me!’ he repeated, panic overtaking him. ‘She… she…’

He stared at the reddening tiles as if punch-drunk, then sped out the back door. Bryn heard the motorbike fire up and a screech of tyres as his brother raced off.

Cadi was intermittently screaming and sobbing, unable to make sense of what had just happened. Bryn dialled 999 first and then he went to comfort her. He realised he didn’t know how to get a message to his dad at the colliery. 

‘I’ll be back in two minutes,’ he said to Cadi, holding up two fingers. ‘Two minutes, okay?’

‘Not leave me! Not leave me!’ pleaded Cadi.

‘Two minutes, Cadi,’ he repeated, holding up two fingers again. ‘I’ll be back, I promise.’

With that he raced across the garden path and banged loudly on Mrs Matthews’ back door. None of their neighbours had spoken to the Ellis family since Huw had broken strike, but surely this was different. This was an emergency, and Mrs M had always been like an auntie to him until Huw’s actions had made them outcasts.

Mrs Matthews answered the door. ‘I’ve nothing to say to you, Scabby,’ she said, about to close the door on him. 

‘Please, please,’ he begged. ‘Mam’s unconscious, bleeding bad. I’ve called an ambulance. You have to help me. Please, please. I don’t know how to get a message to my dad…’ Bryn didn’t like to add ‘at the colliery’ or ‘at work’, in case it riled her such that she wouldn’t help.

‘Lord Almighty!’ screeched Mrs Matthews, grabbing her shawl and running after Bryn, all thoughts of scabs and strikes gone in an instant.

‘We have to try and stop the bleeding,’ she said when she saw her neighbour and long-time friend prostrate on the quarry tiles. ‘Bandages if you have them, Bryn. If not, some tea towels.’

Mrs Matthews did her best to stem the bleeding with torn strips of tea towels. She wound them round Wynne’s head and instructed Bryn to hold them as tight as he could, while she rang the colliery.

It took twenty minutes to get a message down to Huw and another half an hour to get him back through the tunnels and up the cage. He did not stop to shower or change. He ran the whole way home, arriving just as the paramedics were lifting Wynne onto a stretcher and into the ambulance.

Cadi didn’t recognise her father in his dirty orange pit clothes, black coal dust smeared across his face, and she screamed anew. Bryn, who had never seen his father in pit gear either, hugged her close and tried to reassure her about the identity of the ‘scary orange black man’.

PC Edwards was already on the scene.

‘What’s happened here, Owen?’ asked Huw.

‘You need to go with Wynne to the hospital. I’ll stay with your young ‘uns until we can get a WC up here, and then I’ll come to speak to you at the hospital. But before you go, I need the licence number of Kraig’s motorbike. Bryn didn’t know it.’

‘R198 EBL. Why do you need it?’

‘I’ll explain when I speak with you at the hospital. You must go now, Huw. The paramedics are ready.’

Bryn ran out after his father and grabbed his arm as he was about to climb into the ambulance. ‘Kraig did this, Dad. Kraig, did it! He belted her across the head with the frying pan.’

Huw couldn’t take it in. He looked bewildered as Owen pushed him gently into the ambulance. 

‘There’s no more time, Huw. You have to get Wynne to the hospital,’ urged Owen.

‘Look after your sister, Bryn. Look after Cadi. She’ll be confused and frightened,’ shouted Huw to his son as the ambulance doors closed.

The ambulance sped away, lights and siren flashing. Owen picked up his police radio to call in Kraig’s licence plate number and then turned back to go into the house. He didn’t know what was going to be more heartbreaking, taking a statement from an eleven-year-old boy about his brother grievously assaulting his mother, or having to notify a father that his son had almost killed his wife. There were some days when this job weighed very heavy with him. 

Wynne was taken straight to theatre. Huw accepted the nurses’ offer of a shower and the loan of some scrubs to change into while he waited. His wife came out of theatre and was placed in intensive care. He sat by her bed, holding her hand and looking desperately at all the tubes and wires poking out of her and the machines and monitors beeping and humming around him. The doctors had told him to expect the worst.

Wynne Ruth Ellis died at a quarter to four that afternoon. 
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When Huw got home, Bryn was down on the kitchen floor scrubbing furiously. The police had finally finished taking their samples and photos from the crime scene and permitted him to clean up the blood stains from the tiles. He was struggling to get it all out of the grout in the grooves. He wanted it to be spotless for when his Mam came home. 

‘Leave that for now, Bryn. We can finish it later. I need to talk to you about your Mam.’

‘She’s gonna be okay, isn’t she, Dad? I held the tea towel round her head as tight as I could to stop the bleeding. She’ll get better, won’t she, Dad?’

‘Your Mam died two hours ago, Bryn. She never regained consciousness. She didn’t suffer.’

Bryn fell back onto his haunches in shock. Huw lifted him to his feet and held him close. A man of few words, his reservoir was empty.

Bryn finally pulled out of his father’s arms, tears still streaming down his face.

‘Cadi!’ he cried. ‘Cadi! How do we tell Cadi? How can she possibly understand what’s happened?’

‘I know, son, but she has to know. It would be crueller to try and keep it from her. Where is she?’

‘She’s up in her bedroom. She didn’t want to look at this,’ he added, pointing to the wet patch on the floor.

Huw climbed the stairs wearily, only to return moments later. ‘I thought you said Cadi was in her bedroom?’

‘Yeah, she is. Maybe she’s gone for a pee.’

‘No, I checked. She’s not in any of the other rooms either.’

‘She must be up there, unless perhaps she’s in the garden? Mrs Matthews has been looking in on us while you were gone, but I don’t see how she could have taken Cadi next door without me knowing.’

Father and son walked out together and knocked on their neighbour’s door. Cadi was not there. Mrs Matthews addressed her response to Bryn, unwilling, still, to converse with a scab. 

‘Thanks for helping earlier, Mrs Matthews, it meant a lot,’ said Bryn. ‘Mam died two hours ago,’ he added quietly, trying not to sob in front of her.

Gracie Matthews took a sharp intake of breath. Her neighbour, her long-time friend, snuffed out by her own son. In an instant, maternal feelings took over, surpassing all other hatreds and prejudices. She put her hand on Huw’s arm. ‘I’m so sorry, Huw,’ she said and then pulled Bryn into the kind of hug only mothers know how to give.

‘I had my back to the stairs when I was scrubbing the floor. She must have passed me without me hearing,’ said Bryn miserably. ‘It’s my fault. That’s all you asked me to do, Dad. Look after Cadi, you said. It’s all my fault.’

‘It’s not your fault, son. We’ll find her, don’t worry.’

‘Wait there while I get my coat. I’ll come and help you find Cadi. She can’t be far away,’ said Gracie.

Huw went back inside to get a torch and coats for himself and Bryn. It was mid-January, and the heavy rain was starting to turn to sleet and hail.

The trio must have walked over a mile before they found her. She was on the main road heading away from Aberfor. ‘Going hospital,’ she said, when they caught up with her. ‘See Mam. Give her Pengy, make her better.’ She held up a bedraggled cuddly penguin to show them.

Cadi was not wearing a coat, and she was just as wet and bedraggled as Pengy. Her hands were so cold that the toy slipped from her grasp and landed on the mud-splattered road. Bryn picked it up and hung onto it for her.

Huw took off his coat and wrapped it round his daughter. ‘I’ll take you to the hospital tomorrow, Cadi. Mam’s sleeping just now. I’ll take you tomorrow. Let’s get you home and into a nice hot bath.’

He and Mrs Matthews took an elbow each and steadied Cadi between them. The last quarter of a mile, Cadi could hardly put one foot in front of the other. Huw picked her up and carried her the rest of the way.

By morning she had a high fever, and the doctor diagnosed pneumonia. She was admitted to the same hospital as her mother. And suffered the same fate. The only mercy was she had been too unwell to be told of her mother’s death.

‘It’s my fault,’ wailed Bryn. ‘I was supposed to look after her. It’s my fault she’s dead!’

‘It’s no-one’s fault, Bryn, least of all yours.’

It was hardly credible how fast the Ellis world had imploded. In a matter of days Huw had lost a wife and daughter and gained a criminal for a son. In a matter of days Bryn had lost a mother and a sister and gained a sworn enemy for a brother.

The sympathy for the plight of the Ellis family caused a slight softening of village ill will. But precious few attended the funeral or the burial of mother and daughter in a single grave. However, there were no more letterbox turds or scab graffiti. Some of the miners still held onto their deep-seated resentment, others were prepared to at least hold a civil conversation with the Ellis widower.

Their wives were kinder, mainly because of the young, motherless boy. An innocent who now had to grow up too fast in a brutally harsh world.
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The Police caught up with Kraig, and he was arrested. A trial date was set. Deemed a flight risk, he was refused bail. Huw, a shadow of his former self, visited his elder son regularly in the months that preceded the trial, trying to make sense of the horror that had unfolded. His younger son was hell-bent on seeing his brother incarcerated for a very long time. Huw’s attempts to convince Bryn that Kraig had not acted out of malice fell on deaf ears. 
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