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Part One







Chapter 1

It was raining and getting dark as Owein Morris trudged along the path back from the pit with his friends. His lean, vigorous body ached in places and he longed to rest his aching limbs in a comfortable chair in the Lamb and Lark, and take that first taste of beer.

Just then, Rhys Trow, a thickset fair-haired lad who had been in Owein's class all the way through school, said, 'That'n's a bit of all right,' and Owein looked up in time to see Rhiannon Dawkins as she passed him and his friends on the road. She was a tall girl with long black hair, a pale complexion and beautiful blue eyes. Her tight-fitting jeans showed off her long slim legs, and she was walking with her hands in the pockets of her padded sleeveless jacket. 'Hello, Rhiannon,' Owein said.

She turned her head and her dark flashing eyes seemed to make blind contact with Owein's for an instant, and then she carried on past without making a reply. Whether this was because he had seen her and spoken too late, or because she would not lower herself to speak to him, when he was with his friends, he could not be sure.

'Oh, he-llo, Rhiannon,' Rhys mimicked him after the girl had gone by.

'What…?' Owein felt silly.

'Anyone'd think you was soft on that lass.'

'She's a looker, all right,' Padrig Jervis admitted. 'I'll say that much.'

'That she is,' Geraint Deakyn agreed.

Owein kept his thoughts to himself. He didn't want to talk about Rhiannon with his friends. What did they know about her? What did anyone really know about her?

They walked along in silence, each taken up with his own thoughts, until they reached the pub. The air was full of cigarette smoke inside, and there was a log fire burning over in the fireplace. Rhys bought a round and the men sat on stools at the bar and drank. They were on their third pint when Glyn Morgan came in saying that Owein's little sister was outside. Owein finished what was in his glass, before he stood up and went out.

'What do you want, Sally?' he asked his little sister. She was a pale, slender child of nine.

'Mam says to tell you Dad's not well and if you can come home.'

'She does, does she,' Owein sighed. 'All right,' he said. 'Come on, then.' He took little Sally's hand and they trudged along in the gathering dark.

As they neared the row of thatched miners' cottages, the sound of voices could be heard: of mothers berating their children, of laughter and of tears, and there was a smell of cabbage and onions. The terraced cottages were laid out in ranks of twelve, and Owein lived in the first rank.

He took out his key and opened the door to the house. 'Go on in,' he said, but Sally waited for him to enter first. It was dark inside, and the place smelt of the dinner of fried liver and onions that Owein's mother had made earlier on. His father was sprawled in the easy chair, warming his feet by the fire and gazing dejectedly before him. The only light in the room came from the television, over in the corner. Some sort of film was on, with the sound turned down. Owein turned the light on and looked at his father, but Mr Morris continued to ignore his presence; it was the act of a man who knew he was being observed. His face was broad, swollen with drink, and blotched about the cheeks and nose with broken red blood vessels. His silvery hair was flat on his head, so that it looked like corrugated steel, and his forehead was marked with deep, course lines. He wore an old pigskin waistcoat and black worsted trousers.

'Drunk again, Pa?' Owein sneered.

'Nowt to do with you if I am.'

'It is if little Sally has to come to the pub and get me.'

Mr Morris turned his head as if it cost him an effort to look at his son, and just then Owein heard a groan coming from upstairs. Mam, he thought, and rushed out of the room and up the staircase in the dark, the stairs creaking underfoot as he climbed them three at a time. 'Mam!' he called, as he reached the landing.

There was no reply, but Owein heard what sounded like stifled sobs. He rushed into the bedroom, and there was his mother lying face down on the bed in her street clothes. 'He's done it again, Mam, hasn't he?'

His mother didn't reply, other than to make a little snuffling noise.

Owein punched the wall. 'I ought to take him out and give him a regular beating for this.'

'No, Owein, don't,' Mrs. Morris sobbed. 'Not that…he doesn't mean nothing by it.'

'I told him the last time I wasn't standing for any more of it.'

Mrs Morris clutched at his sleeve. 'No, Owein, please.'

'Enough is enough, Mam.'

Owein left the room and descended the stairs, ignoring his mother's calls for him to come back and listen to what she had to say to him. He'd heard the excuses she made for him far too many times. It was only the drink talking. He didn't really mean it. He's a good man at heart. Well Owein didn't care about what his father was like at heart. His love for his mother, and his desire to protect her, filled him with self-righteous indignation as he went back into the living room.

His father was still slumped there in his chair by the fire. The mere sight of him was enough to fill Owein with rage and disgust. 'You're a bloody coward,' he said, spitting the words out. 'Do you hear me? I said that you're nothing but a bloody coward.'

Mr Morris turned and looked at him, and there was a fixed, stupid expression in his eyes that was caused, at least in part, by the drink he'd taken earlier.

'I'll not have Mam being treated like this anymore,' Owein said. 'I promised myself the last time you hit her that it would never happen again. She begged me not to say anything to you and so I didn't, out of respect for her. But now I can't hold my tongue any longer. Things have gone too far.'

'Who are you, a mere slip of a lad, to be telling me how I should behave in my own house?'

'I wouldn't have to if you didn't keep beating on Mam.'

'You oughta know when to keep your nose out of things.'

'So you can carry on beating her, you mean? No, I told you, I'm just not standing for it any longer. This has got to stop.'

His father leered at him with a mocking grin on his long, thin, lips. 'So what do you propose to do now, then, laddie?' The old man seemed to be daring Owein to take action. But to challenge one's father was to cross a line of some sort, to break some fundamental taboo. It was not something that one did lightly.

Owein realized that his father was waiting for him to say or do something, and opposing forces swirled within him as he said, 'I'll do whatever it takes.'

Mr Morris got up out of the chair, and there was something of the dumb blindness of a big, heavy animal in his clumsy movements. Owein braced himself, his arms held high and at the ready, waiting for what was to come. It seemed to him there was something inevitable about the scene they were about to enact, that it had always been going to happen, and that he had been waiting for it all his life, waiting for it and dreading it with horror both at the same time.

Just then, Owein heard the front door open and slam shut, and then the sound of footsteps out in the hallway, and his younger brother, Selwyn, entered the room. 'Hello, hello,' Selwyn said, 'what's going on here, then?' He was a pale and slender lad and, dressed as he was in a grey suit with a waistcoat, he seemed to belong elsewhere. And for some reason, his presence in the room had the effect of making both Owein and his father conscious of the ridiculousness of what they were about.

Owein dropped his arms and said, 'Where've you been?'

'Nowhere important.' Selwyn put the book that he'd been carrying down on the table.

'Got a sweetheart, have you?'

'That's my affair,' Selwyn replied. 'What's up with you two?'

Owein glanced at his father, then back at Selwyn and shrugged. 'Nothing…why…?'

'You looked as though you were arguing over something.'

'No, we was only talking.'

At that moment, Mrs. Morris entered the room. She had freshened herself up, so that, looking at her, you wouldn't have known she'd been crying. There was a red mark on her cheek, though. Selwyn noticed it straightaway and asked her about it. Oh, it was nothing, she told him. She'd just tripped outside in the dark and fallen and banged her cheek. Selwyn's dark brows contracted in a frown and his full lips pressed together, so that Owein sensed that he'd guessed what had happened.

'You'll be wanting something to eat, Selwyn,' Mrs. Morris said. 'I'll bet you're famished.'

'Just about.'

'And you, too, Owein, I expect?'

'I could eat, Mam, yes.'

'All right, well if you go and freshen yourself up, Owein…and if you'll lay the table for me, Selwyn, then I'll see about making the meal.'

'What about me?' Mr Morris complained. 'Don't I live here, too?'

Mrs. Morris fixed him a withering look and then she smiled. It was the most hypocritical smile in the world. It said that said she would tolerate him because she had to, but if circumstances were different then she wouldn't so much as cross the street to give him the time of day. Owein had seen that smile before on his mother's face.

'Come on, then,' Mrs. Morris said, 'let's get a move on.'

 

On Sunday morning Owein put on his single decent suit, his best shiny shoes and his starched white shirt and went to church, along with Selwyn and their parents. The church was packed, as usual, and the air was full of the aroma of incense mixed with cheap ladies' perfume, and of sweat and soap and musty prayer-mats.

It was pleasant to stand there and see all the girls in their Sunday best. Gwen Trow was there, and so was Rhiannon Dawkins. Looking at Rhiannon now, with her beautiful blue eyes, long black hair and shapely but slender figure, Owein wondered if there could be a man in the entire community who didn't have an eye for her. The vicar told them the story of the Good Samaritan and stressed the need, in his familiar, homiletic tones, to help those in need. Owein was suspicious of the vicar, with his double chin and his well-fed potbelly. There was a man who didn't have to work his heart out down the pit to put a crust on the table for his family. The vicar invited the congregation to stand and sing the next song, which was Onward Christian Soldiers. Rhiannon Dawkins's chest swelled out as she took a deep breath, preparatory to bursting into song, and Owein admired the healthy womanliness of her figure. She would make some lucky lad a good wife one day, he thought.

The church filled with the sound of voices singing and Owein joined in. He sang within himself, like one who is afraid to let any passion seep into his voice for fear that he might betray the workings of his innermost self. In contrast to him, Mrs. Morris's voice could be heard ringing out, especially on the high notes. She seemed to be able to lose herself in the music when she sang. Owein's father stood to the other side of Mam, stolidly gazing at nothing, mouthing the words like a goldfish without really putting any feeling into it.

After the service had finished, Owein trudged outside with his mother and father and Selwyn. It was one of those lovely October days when good weather strikes you as a sort of unexpected gift, because you know it could so easily have been raining and miserable. Mrs Morris stopped just before the iron gates, to talk to Mrs. Evans, and Mr Evans and Mr Morris began to talk as well. Owein hung back, feeling awkward, and just then, who of all people should he see approaching him but Rhiannon Dawkins. Owein mustered a shy smile. 'Hello,' he said. 'Like coming to church on a Sunday, do you?'

She shrugged. 'It's all right, I suppose.'

'They've got the fair coming on Saturday.'

'Like the fair, do you?'

He nodded. 'Perhaps you'd like to go there with me?'

'I don't mind if I do,' Rhiannon said.

'Where shall I meet you? Name a place.'

'What about here, by the gates of the church?'

'Yes, all right… What time, though?'

'What time were you planning on going?'

'Just as soon as I've had me breakfast. That all right with you?'

She nodded.

'Shall we say half-past nine, then, at the gates here?'

'All right.'

Just then, Rhiannon's little brother, Emlyn, ran up and stopped by her side. 'What're you two talking about?' the little lad wanted to know.

'Oh, this and that,' Owein said.

'What's this and that when it's at home?'

'What's it to you, anyway?' Rhiannon scolded the boy.

'I'm only asking… Got a right to ask a question, haven't I?'

'Since when?' Rhiannon flushed and glanced at Owein, then looked away, embarrassed. Smiling, Owein said, 'I expect your brother Emlyn'd like a sweet, wouldn't he?'

'Why, have you got one?'

'No, but I've got this instead.' Owein reached into his pocket and brought out a twenty pence coin. 'If you go to the sweetshop and tell Mrs Mountjoy you'd like a lollipop, your luck might just be in.'

The lad snatched the coin from Owein's outstretched hand and went to make off with it, but Rhiannon grabbed him by the sleeve and halted his escape. 'Hey, you,' she said, 'where'd you think you're going so fast?'

'What?' The boy scowled at her.

'Aren't you going to thank Owein?'

Emlyn blushed. 'Thank you.'

'Don't mention it, Emlyn.'

'We'd better be going,' Rhiannon said.

'It was nice talking to you both…and I'll see you Saturday, Rhiannon.'

Rhiannon turned and made her way off with her little brother, and Owein watched her go.







Chapter 2

'That Rhiannon Dawkins you were talking to, Owein?' his mother asked as the Morris family made their way home from church.

'Ay.'

'Well it certainly looked like you were both friendly enough.'

When she saw that Owein wasn't going to respond to what she'd said, Mrs. Morris shook her head as if to say having sons who would insist on going after young trollops was her lot in life, and they pressed on in silence. The sky was a lovely blue in between the clouds, and the sun poured down its warm liquid gold. Owein loved the sun, even though – or perhaps because – he saw so little of it, working down the pit as he did.

As soon as they entered the house, he breathed in the smell of the roast lamb that Mrs. Morris had left cooking in the oven. 'Mm, smells good, Mam.'

'I should say it does,' Mr Morris said. 'Your mother's always been a good cook.'

'I won't deny it.' Mrs. Morris smiled with pride, despite herself. 'But if you two think you can get out of helping lay the table by paying me a few compliments then you're wrong.'

 

They ate in silence to begin with, and there was an awkward atmosphere. Mrs. Morris was at pains to behave as though the incident that had taken place on Friday evening were of little consequence to her. But Owein knew that this was not the case. He ached for his mother, and whenever his gaze happened to fall on his father he would regard him with an air of sullen reproach. For his part, Mr Morris pretended not to notice that anything was amiss. Or perhaps he simply didn't notice, for he was one of those men who can bear silence quite easily.

'Oh, well, we are all quiet today, I must say,' Mrs. Morris finally broke the silence.

'We're too busy eating this lamb you've cooked to talk,' Selwyn complimented her. 'It's delicious, Mam.'

'You haven't said anything, Owein… Don't you like the food?'

'Oh yes, it's lovely, Mam.'

Mrs. Morris smiled faintly. 'It's the fair next Saturday… I expect you'll be going, Owein?'

'That I will.'

'And you Selwyn…?'

'I've got to finish reading a Spanish novel and write an essay on it.'

'A Spanish novel, heh?' Mrs. Morris said. 'And did you have to read it in Spanish?'

'Oh yes.'

'I should have thought you'd have enough to do learning English,' Mr Morris grumbled. 'What d'ye want to be going and learning Spanish for? Ain't no one speaks Spanish round these parts.'

Selwyn allowed this last comment of his father's to pass over his head, and he applied himself to his meal once more. But Mrs. Morris said, 'It's thinking of that sort that explains why it is you've spent all your life working down the pit.'

'Shouldn't turn up your nose, seeing as you live by the money I've earned from it.'

'All I'm saying is that Selwyn is doing well,' Mrs. Morris replied. 'If he can read books in Spanish then it means he has knowledge, and knowledge is always good.'

'Oh ay - and what kind of work's the lad going to be able to get, is what I'd like to know?'

'He could teach, for a start.'

'What, teach Spanish?'

'Why not?' Mrs. Morris shrugged. 'I'm sure they've got a call for Spanish teachers somewhere… But it's up to Selwyn what he'd like to do.'

'The boy'll always be a miner's son, whatever books he reads.'

'Yes, that may be so… But not everyone's the same, and neither are all miner's sons alike.'

Selwyn seemed to be deaf to the conversation that his mother and father were having about him, and Owein envied his brother for the way he seemed to be able to detach himself from what was going on around him.

Mr Morris said, 'What's life in Spain got to do with any of us here's what I'd like to know.' Sensing he had gained the upper hand in the argument, he sought to press home his advantage. 'Now if you was to say the lad was studyin' to be a pit engineer then it would be a different matter.' He shook his head. 'Why I bet they don't even have pits in Spain… What have we got in common with people like that?'

Selwyn looked up from his meal. 'As a matter of fact, they do have pits - in Asturias, up in the north.'

'There you are, look,' Mrs Morris sprang to her son's aid, 'they do have mines over there.'

'And what's it to me, anyway, even if they have got mines over in this Asterus place or whatever you call it?'

'Well they're not so very different over there as some people might think, is the point Selwyn was making.'

A poisonous atmosphere took hold as the four of them ate the rest of the meal in silence.

 

It was nice and sunny when Owein got up, just after seven the following Saturday morning, and he was filled with joy at the thought that he was going to the fair with Rhiannon Dawkins.

He washed and dressed quickly and went downstairs. His mother was in the kitchen, doing her chores. Owein said good morning to her, and asked where his father was. 'Oh he's gone out,' Mrs. Morris said. 'There's tea in the pot… Would you like me to pour you a cup?'

'Yes, please, Mam.'

Owein cut off a piece of bread from the loaf that was on the kitchen table and took it into the living room, where he speared it on the end of the coal-rake and held it over the open fire. When it was ready, Owein spread some butter over it and took a bite. It tasted good. Out through the window, a starling came and descended on the small patch of lawn. Beyond, in the dirt-track that ran along the backs of the rank of houses, children were already out playing; up above the sky was blue, and the sun peaked through the white clouds.

Owein finished eating his toast and washed it down with his cup of tea, then he kissed his mother and told her he was off to the fair. 'Oh, and who might you be going there with, then?' she asked him.

'No one.'

'I'll bet.'

'Eh?'

'I know you, my son… Don't forget that I carried you in my belly for nine months, my lad.'

'What does that mean, Mam?'

Mrs Morris merely gave him a knowing smile in response, and Owein shrugged.

'Oh well, as long as you take care what you're up to then I suppose the rest's your business.'

'I'll be off, then, Mam,' Owein said. 'See you later.' And with that he went out.

When he got to the corner, there was no sign of Rhiannon. Owein glanced down at his wristwatch: it was five minutes to nine. Well, it was early yet. He took out a cigarette and lit it up.

Dai Roberts came along, grinning his face off. 'You all right, Owein?' he said by way of a greeting.

'Can't complain.'

Dai cleared his throat and spat noisily down into the dirt. 'Who you waiting for, then? Got a girl to go to the fair with, have you?'

'What if I do?'

Dai said, 'Well, I'll see you there no doubt,' and he carried on along the road.

Owein drawled on his cigarette, and it occurred to him that Rhiannon might not come after all. No sooner had this possibility occurred to him, than he realized just how much he wanted to see her. He had never felt this way about any girl before.

He threw his cigarette down, and took another look at his watch. She might have overslept… Perhaps he should go and call round to her house for her…and just as he was wondering about this, Rhiannon Dawkins came round the corner. She was wearing a clean print dress, and she had her long black hair swept back and tied with a red ribbon.

She smiled when she saw him, and Owein reckoned he could tell, just from looking into her eyes, that she was a good sort.

'Sorry I'm late.'

'I was wondering whether or not you were gonna come.' Owein held out his arm and Rhiannon took it and they set off together.

They walked over the hill and down through the valley, then over the next hill, through a copse of tall beech trees, and into the meadow. The church bells rang in the distance, and there was a certain homely charm about the sound that they made.

They walked without speaking for some while, since both were shy with each other, then Owein asked Rhiannon if she'd told her mother and father that she was going to the fair with him. 'I told them that I was going with a friend,' she said.

'But didn't you tell them which friend?'

'No.'

They would find out soon enough, anyway, Owein thought, knowing the way people talked.

'We're lucky it's turned out so nice,' Rhiannon said.

They carried on through the meadow, until they came to the stream that ran down from the hills. The water in the stream was fast flowing and it frothed white and bubbled around the edges of the stones, which had been worn smooth, and it was so clean you could see to the bottom. The water wasn't very deep and Owein saw little minnows darting about in it. He led Rhiannon to a spot where the stones in the water formed a natural bridge. 'We can cross here easily enough,' he said. 'You'll have to hitch your dress up, though.'

Rhiannon didn't seem so sure about the idea. 'I might fall in.'

'Nonsense. You'll be all right.' No sooner had he spoken, than Owein stepped from the bank onto the first stone.

He turned and grinned at Rhiannon. 'Come on.'

'I'll fall in, I know I will.'

'You'll only make it more difficult if you stand there thinking about it.' Owein reached out his hand. 'I'll catch you if you slip. There's nothing to worry about.'

Rhiannon hitched her dress up and stepped, rather uncertainly, from the bank. She managed to plant her leading foot down on the stone, but no sooner had she done so than she felt herself slipping backwards. She could feel that she was about to fall into the water… And she surely would have done so, had Owein not caught her at that moment and pulled her back with his strong arms. 'You're all right,' he said. 'Just do as I say and you'll be fine.'

Rhiannon flushed with embarrassment, and she fancied that Owein was rather amused by her distress. Pride rose up within her. She would be damned if she was going to let Owein Morris laugh at her.

'Now you just follow me, then, all right?' he said. 'Are you ready?'

'No,' she said. 'Wait a moment.'

'What is it?'

Instead of answering him, Rhiannon set off across the stream by herself. She skipped from stone to stone with an assurance that astonished Owein as he stood, rooted to the spot, watching her. She's going to fall, he said to himself, feeling sure of it. But the next moment she made it successfully onto the opposite bank, and she turned and grinned back at him. 'Come on,' she waved to him, 'what are you waiting for?'

Owein set off after her, stepping from stone to stone, as Rhiannon had done, and he breathed a little sigh of relief when he made it to the far side. He would have hated to be the one to slip and fall into the water, after she had made the crossing with such ease. 'You managed that easily enough in the end.'

Rhiannon shrugged as if her having crossed the stream were a simple matter of no importance. But she brimmed with pride, inwardly, at the knowledge that she had surprised Owein by what she had done. I might have slipped and fallen, she thought, but it was worth the risk.







Chapter 3

When they reached The Lamb and Lark, Owein asked Rhiannon if she would like to stop for a drink. Rhiannon shrugged and said she didn't mind if they did, and they entered the pub. The air was thick with the tobacco smoke and the hum of men's talk. Owein pointed to a table that was vacant, and suggested that Rhiannon go and sit there while he went over and got the drinks. Would she like a glass of shandy, perhaps, or a sherry? Sherry would be nice, Rhiannon said. Owein went up to the bar and brought the drinks over to the table Rhiannon had gone to sit at.

He took out a cigarette and lit up. Then, as an afterthought, he offered the pack to Rhiannon. 'Don't smoke, do you?'

She shook her head.

'I thought not.'

'Why?' she said. 'I might smoke.'

'You're too pretty to smoke.'

'Since when was there a law to say pretty girls can't smoke?'

Owein shrugged his shoulders and grinned at her, then he drawled on his cigarette and looked away across the bar. There was an atmosphere of freedom and festivity in the air. He swigged his beer and savoured its bitter taste.

Just then, Owein's gaze happened to fall on his father. Mr Morris was wearing a pair of baggy grey trousers, boots that had seen better days, and a clean white shirt under a woollen jacket. His face was large and round under his thatch of silver hair. He was with his friend and fellow miner, Bert Saunders, and another man whom Owein recognized but whose name he had forgotten.

Mr Morris's face was red, and Owein guessed that he was probably on his third or fourth pint already, which meant that he would be drunk later on. Owein feared that he might begin to bully and beat Mam again. Some men could take their drink. They could get as drunk as a lark without it changing their behaviour; but his father wasn't like that. He became a different person when he was under the influence.

As these thoughts passed through Owein's mind, they made eye contact. Mr Morris's expression was accusatory, Owein thought. It was as if his father had taken umbrage at the fact that Owein hadn't seen fit to go over and say hello to him. Owein raised his glass to acknowledge him, and Mr Morris responded with an almost imperceptible nod of the head.

'Where's your brother Selwyn today, then?' Rhiannon asked him. 'Taking a girl to the fair, is he?'

'No, I don't think so.'

'What, hasn't he got a girl?'

'Not that I know of.'

'How's that, then?'

'He's so keen on his studies, he doesn't seem to have much time for anything else,' Owein said. 'Why, you know him, do you?'

'He comes over to our house a lot,' Rhiannon replied. 'Him and my brother Rhys are real bosom pals.'

'He's another studious sort, I've heard, your Rhys, isn't he?'

'He can read three books in the time it takes me to read one.'

'Sounds just like our Selwyn.'

'That's why they do their studies together.'

'Our Selwyn reads books in Spanish and all.'

'I know. Rhys told me… They both go to Mrs. Evans for lessons.'

'Mrs. Evans?'

'You know, the widow who used to be married to the headmaster of the local school.'

'Oh yes…so it's her that teaches them, is it?' Owein drawled on his cigarette. 'How much does she charge for the lessons, then, d'you reckon?'

'Nothing… I think she's glad of the company, to be honest with you,' Rhiannon said. 'There can't be too many people around these parts for her to talk to, I don't suppose, an educated woman like her.'

'No, I guess that's probably true.'

'Yes, and she teaches them French, too… They read all sorts of books and then they discuss them.'

'Your Rhys certainly tells you more about what he gets up to than our Selwyn ever tells us.'

'Me and Rhys have always got on well together.'

'That's good.'

'Why, don't you and Selwyn, then?'

'Ay, I suppose we do, in a way.'

'You don't sound as though you're all that sure about it.'

'No, well he's a funny one, is our Selwyn.'

'You're different, the pair of you, is that it?'

'As chalk and cheese.'

'I guessed that.'

Owein finished his pint. 'Come on, then, drink up, because we've got a way to walk still, and there's all the fun of the fair to be had.'

Rhiannon finished what was left of her sherry; then they got up and went out. They walked over the next hill and from there you could see the countryside round about all spread out before you, with little hedgerows, and the houses of the next village and the church spire there in the distance; and the fair was just beyond that.

When they finally got there, they found the fair to be crowded and in full swing, and people who knew Owein and Rhiannon would say hello to them, so that Owein reckoned the news that they had come here together would be all over the area by nightfall. Oh well, so what if it was? he thought. What do I care? If people wanted to talk then let them. They watched a man who was lying on a bed of nails and another man who ate fire. Then they stopped to watch the Punch and Judy show, and Rhiannon laughed when Punch hit Judy. After that, Owein bought some cockles and muscles from one of the vendors, and they ate them while they walked along. Owein had a go on the shooting gallery. He hit the target with the first shot, but then missed with the second. Then he turned to Rhiannon and said, 'You have a go.' Rhiannon had never held a rifle before, and Owein held her arm to steady her as she took aim. She felt him put his other hand round her waist, and she fired and missed. She was blushing like a beetroot as he took the rifle from her. Their faces were close together for a moment, and then she turned away.

Next they had a ride on the dodgems. Owein took the wheel the first time, then they swapped seats when it stopped and Rhiannon took a turn at driving. 'I feel dizzy,' she said when the car came to rest, and Owein helped her out. Then they entered the Swan, and Owein got a pint of bitter for himself and this time Rhiannon said she would have a glass of shandy. They sat at a table in the corner and Owein took Rhiannon's hand in his under the table, and as he did so the blood all rushed to his face, so that he didn't dare look at her.

They sat like that in silence for several minutes, too shy to look at each other or say anything. Owein's heart was pounding in his chest and pride and fear, all mixed up with feelings of tenderness and shyness and desire, fought within him. Owein had little experience with girls. Many of the other lads he worked with down the pit talked as though they'd had more girls than a centipede had legs, but Owein was never sure how far to believe the stories they told.

They finished their drinks and then they left the pub. Owein was feeling a little hungry, so he bought some bread, cheese and ham from one of the stalls. Then they went into the next field and found some shade under a tree to make sandwiches. Owein had had the foresight to ask the woman at the stall to cut the bread into slices, and he divided the meat between the two sandwiches.

He watched Rhiannon bite into hers and chew. 'Taste all right, does it?' he asked her.

She nodded and took another bite.

Afterwards Owein broke the cheese up into smaller chunks with his fingers, and they had it with the bread. When the food was all gone, they both felt full and satisfied, and a strange lethargy took possession of Owein. 'I wish I could do this sort of thing more often,' he said as he gazed into Rhiannon's eyes. She began to blush furiously, and this had the effect of making her seem even prettier to Owein. He took her hand in his, then he kissed her on the mouth. Her lips were warm against his, and Owein was filled with a feeling of tenderness and longing. As for Rhiannon, she seemed neither to return his kiss nor to repel it…until suddenly she turned away, as if she were concerned about giving him too much of a good thing.

Afterwards they sat in silence for a while, and then Rhiannon said it was time she was getting home.

Neither of them spoke as they walked back, and then when they neared the village, Owein said, 'How about if we go again tomorrow, after lunch?'

'I might do,' Rhiannon replied. 'But I can't promise.'

'See you in church in the morning, anyway, I expect.'

'Yes.'

Owein wanted to kiss her again, but he didn't know how to go about it. If only she were to give him some kind of encouragement. He looked at her, hoping for a sign of some sort, but she looked away.

Feeling awkward, they said goodbye and parted.

 

Owein saw Rhiannon in church the following morning, but when he got outside and looked for her, after the service, she was gone. So he went to the fair with Rhys Trow instead.

They stopped off in every pub on the way for a pint, so that Owein was tipsy by the time they got there. He had a go on the coconut shy and on the rifle range, but he couldn't shake off the feeling that it had been more fun when he came here with Rhiannon, and he became sullen and drank more than he normally would. And when he got home that night, he was a little drunk, and went straight up to bed and slept in his outdoor clothes.

He woke up with a thumping headache and a feeling of regret the following morning, and he lay there in bed a few minutes, thinking of the day he'd spent with Rhiannon Dawkins. He supposed he must be getting soft on her. But don't be daft lad, he thought, you might never get to take the lass out again, and then where will you be?

He got up out of bed in a foul mood, then went into the bathroom and washed his face with cold water from the tap. That woke him up a little. Then he quickly got dressed, before he went downstairs, taking care not to make too much noise because he didn't want to wake his mother up. He found some bread in the kitchen, cut off a piece and smeared some butter on it, then made a cup of tea and had his breakfast sitting at the deal table in the parlour. The sun had just risen, and he watched a pied wagtail come and land on the tiny patch of lawn, its tail going up as its head went down in search of a worm, so that it had something of the appearance of a see-saw.

After he had finished his breakfast, Owein put his coat on; then he took his lunch box, with the sandwich in it that Mam had left for him, along with an apple, and went out.

 

Owein was silent and glum as he went down into the pit, but he soon cast off his irritable mood, once he'd started working, and became lost in what he was doing.

It was extremely arduous and tiring work, and Owein's undershirt was wet with sweat by the end of the day. He stopped off in the Swan on his way home, along with Rhys Trow and a few of the others, but he only had a couple of pints. Then when he got in, Owein ate his dinner alone in the parlour with the television on for company. After he had finished eating, he made himself a cup of tea, and sat and drank it while he read the newspaper. The light was failing outside, but it was a pleasant evening and a warm breeze blew in through the open window. Owein felt tired, and he dropped his head onto his arms and fell asleep.

He slept soundly, until his mother came and woke him up by gently shaking his arm. 'Oh, I nodded off, there, Mam,' he said.

'I'll say you did, my lad.'

'What time is it?'

'Coming up to half-past ten,' Mrs. Morris said. 'You'd be better off going up and sleeping in your bed.'

Owein sat up and yawned as he stretched his arms.

'What's this I hear about you taking that young hussy Rhiannon Dawkins to the fair?'

'She's not a hussy, Mam.'

'She'd be a bit unusual, then, judging by what I can see of most of them round these parts nowadays.'

Owein looked away.

'Not soft on her, are you?'

'Don't be daft, Mam. I've only seen her the once.'

'What, and you mean that you won't be seeing her again, is that it?'

'Who knows?'

'Had a row, have you?'

'Not exactly.'

'My-my, you two have got off to a promising start, haven't you?'

Owein got to his feet. 'I think I'll be turning in, then, Mam.'

'All right. Sleep well.'

 

Owein dreamed of Rhiannon Dawkins and woke up feeling as though he had lost something valuable. He got up and performed his ablutions, then got dressed and went off to the pit, the same as always, and he threw himself into his work with a vengeance, tearing at the coal face as though it were some arch enemy. His vest was drenched in sweat by the time he stopped to eat his sandwich for lunch.

He stayed away from the pub for a couple of nights. But then on the Wednesday he arranged to go for a drink with Rhys Trow, and he called round to the Trows' house, which was just a few doors down from where he lived.
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