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To Dream Alliance.
 More than a horse, more than a winner.





   

   

Prologue


Kelly’s Daughter


‘But what if he can’t do it?’


I couldn’t hide my fear any longer. What were we doing here? What if I’d got everything wrong?


‘He’s going to be great, love,’ my husband Brian reassured me. ‘He’s our boy, remember that. Look, there’s the entrance.’


I looked over to where he was pointing. It may have been my first time at Newbury Race Course but I could read well enough and the sign above the door said ‘Owners’ Entrance’. That, funnily enough, was exactly what was printed on our tickets. I took a deep breath and we followed the rest of the crowd. We’d come this far, hadn’t we?


All my life I’ve struggled to get myself noticed for what and who I am. As a young girl I was always ‘Kelly’s daughter’. When I started school I was ‘Trevor’s sister’, even though I was ten times brighter than him. When I got married I became ‘Daisy’s wife’. That’s what the village knew me as. Just once, just once I wanted to do something that nobody could take away from me. Something that got me recognized as a person in my own right. Me. Not some relative, not some bloke. Not some tradition.


And that horse out there in the parade ring at Newbury was my best chance of doing it.


Forget my nerves, I’d have fought through fire and water to see my boy’s first race. He looked so beautiful. Chestnut all over apart from four near-identical white socks and a striking white blaze between his eyes. Whatever happened I loved him and I was grateful. He’d already given me so much. To be honest, he’d given the whole town and community a new lease of life. Wherever he placed, whatever he did, I would love him.


‘But don’t be coming last, now, will you, boy? Don’t let me down,’ I said. ‘I don’t want to go back to being just Kelly’s daughter.’
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Rag and Bone


Bert ‘Kelly’ Davies met my mother in the Potteries during the war. She’s English, bless her, but we all have our cross to bear. Dad was pure Welsh stock, born in Aberbargoed and the eldest of four brothers. Why everyone called Dad ‘Kelly’, though, is anybody’s guess. People said it was because he resembled an old family member with the same name who had been a bare-knuckle fighter in the Rhondda Valley. His father, my grandfather, was a miner who had scraped by but always put food on the table for them all.


As if Mum hadn’t suffered enough with her nationality, she had a really hard upbringing in Stoke to boot. Her father worked in the Potteries but wages were low and she often went to bed hungry at night. No money, no real education and for a large chunk of her life no parents either. Her mother died and was buried on her fourteenth birthday. Her father passed eleven months later. Her older brother and sister had already flown the nest so Mum was left on her own and forced to find work to keep a roof over her head. She was just a girl, poor love.


In 1939, when war broke out, she was just sixteen and working in the Potteries like her father, but she soon moved to an ammunitions factory when she was old enough. She struggled by and ever so occasionally scraped together enough money to have a little night out as a treat. I’ve always admired the way she looked after herself during that time. She always said that with hard work you could get to where you wanted to be, regardless of your background or where you come from.


One evening, a few years later at a NAFFI dance, she met a young man serving in the Royal Air Force and they hit it off. He was about to be stationed in Egypt but they started writing letters to each other and, somewhere along the line, they became boyfriend and girlfriend. Dad couldn’t bear his girl struggling on her own, but his Mum, my grandmother, was a bit more resistant. She wanted him to marry a Welsh girl. Regardless, he persuaded Mum to up sticks and move to Aberbargoed in south Wales where she would be closer to his family. She lodged with a young school teacher before moving in with Dad’s family a few years later. They got married on Boxing Day 1946, when Dad was home for a few days on leave.


I don’t know how you have a marriage when you don’t see each other for months at a time. But they made it work and when my father was released from the RAF in 1949 they picked up where they’d left off.


Dad was a toolmaker and turner by trade, but the war changed everything. When he came back there was no work, so he did what everyone else in the Valleys did – he went down the mines. We lived in what is now the Caerphilly district of Monmouthshire, but just about that entire part of Wales was synonymous with the coal industry. It’s what had fuelled the Industrial Revolution and by the 1940s it was still as important as ever, especially to the local area. Without it, the outlook for the Valley region would have been very grim indeed.


As, I’m afraid, it proved.


Aberbargoed then was nothing like it is today. When I was young you could have been born there and died there. You still could I suppose. It’s just harder – and a lot less fun. Back then we had everything you needed for a full life. We had a hospital, we had a Co-operative, we had a fire station, we had a butcher’s, we had a cinema, florist, baker’s, several chapels, a church and a miner’s institute, which housed a library and classrooms for the local junior school. Everything was there, we didn’t have to leave the village at all. And I suppose a lot of people didn’t because there weren’t many cars in those days, and the Valleys is the Valleys. If you want to walk anywhere you’d better be bringing your hiking boots.


And it was all thanks to the pits. Dad worked down in Bargoed but there were collieries every which way you looked: there was Elliott’s up the valley, there was Britannia, there was Oakdale, they were all around us. And what would we have done without them? You could trace every penny spent in the town back to the coal. It wasn’t just the miners, you had the lorry drivers, the food suppliers, the doctors – so many industries depending on the coin from the pits. My father was the eldest in his family; his money came from digging, the same as his youngest brother. But the two in the middle were electricians and milkmen – whose biggest employers were, you guessed it, the collieries.


Once he’d been demobbed, my father and mother moved in with an old lady in Cwrt Coch Street. That’s where I was born, number 10 Cwrt Coch Street. My brother Trevor came first in 1950 and I appeared three years later. Me and that boy, we’re chalk and cheese now. He’s quiet and reserved and I’m a bottle of fizzy pop. Don’t know when to give up, don’t want to neither. Growing up, though, kids are just kids. You just get on with things.


When I was six months old we moved to a self-contained ground floor flat at 141 Commercial Street. It was part of a purpose-built block of four, and had a kitchen, a little sitting room, two bedrooms and – quite posh for the time – a little bathroom. The rest of our family were still washing in a tin bath in the lounge and peeing outdoors.


It wasn’t all luxury. My dad used to come home black as your hat. They had showers at the colliery but my father preferred a bath. When he came home all you could see was his eyes. It used to give me nightmares when I was young. I thought the bogeyman was coming to get me. Until he spoke I’d be hiding behind my mother’s skirts.


I loved our flat. The block was in the shadow of a beautiful stone-built tabernacle chapel but that’s not what I enjoyed looking at. For me, it was the mountains front and back of the house.


People say we were deprived back then, but we weren’t. I think kids today are deprived because they spend so much time in front of screens and on iPads and phones that they don’t see the world. They don’t get any fresh air, they don’t get any exercise and they don’t get to explore their imaginations. My god, if it wasn’t a school day every child on the street was out from the early morning until we were told to come home. Even in term time you’d be hard pushed to find us in until it was dark. We’d do all sorts, of course, but at the heart of everything was the pair of mountains bookending our house.


Except they weren’t mountain-mountains. They weren’t made of mud or rock or granite and they never saw a blade of grass. They were slag heaps, plain and simple. But they were Snowden to us.


When you’re digging down and down for years, not everything you bring up is going to be coal. All the detritus, all the slag, all the crap, it had to go somewhere and right then it was behind our flat and on the new tip out the front.


The machinery was a thing to behold. The buckets with the coal in would come up to the pit-top at Bargoed Colliery, go to the washery, and once everything worth extracting was extracted – basically anything they couldn’t sell – the buckets would then carry the crap up to the winding house at the top of the old tip behind our flat. On wires like little cable cars the buckets would cross the main road via a big gantry and empty out on the new tip at the back of our flat. There were two wires across the road, one bringing the buckets up and one taking the empty buckets back down. That happened every hour of every day and those tips just got bigger and bigger and bigger. Which was fabulous for us.


Oh, the fun we had. People said the tips were an eyesore but to anyone under ten they were anything but. They were our playgrounds, our treasure islands, our everything. In the winter we were skiing on the Alps. You would jump on a tray and hang on in the snow for dear life and I swear Franz Klammer wouldn’t have gone faster. In summer it was even better because that’s when you could really hurt yourself. We used to make these carts – gambos we called them – out of floorboards and old pram wheels, drag them to the top of the tip and just bomb down. We had no brakes, no run-off areas, no adults supervising. It was bliss.


The tip at the back of our house was the biggest in Europe they said. I didn’t doubt it. I swear it blocked out the sun some days. To the side of it was a school, not a small one by any means but you barely noticed it next to the slag giant next door. Between the two was an alley, about five-foot wide, that led to Bedwellty Church and its graveyard at the back of the tip. By the school there was a long, low-walled area full of slimy grey mud where the water used to come down off the tip. I remember my dad warning, ‘You are not to play in the mud because you will sink and disappear.’


My mother said the same thing: ‘Keep well away or all that will be left of you is your hat.’


Seeing as her words were falling on deaf ears she’d add, ‘If you do anything outside the church God will see you. That’s his house.’ It meant we were always on our best behaviour when we went to Sunday school.


Come October and she’d take it up a notch. There was a magpie that came in our garden and Mum would say he worked for Father Christmas. ‘You don’t want to do anything that gets you on the Naughty List, do you now?’ Of course we knew she was fibbing.


I don’t think there was a parent in the village who didn’t predict the same quicksand doom for anyone who set foot in the deadly sludge but of course we ignored them. That’s what kids do. We lost a good many wellies in there but I don’t remember any children disappearing. Not for want of trying, mind.


One of the other things the mums and dads were against was crossing the road. Cars were few and far between but double decker buses would travel from New Tredgar to Crumlin through Aberbargoed all day and they were massive. An encounter with one of those would only end one way.


Luckily we had options. There was a big pipe that went under the road. I say big, I wouldn’t get through it now, but as a kid you could crawl through without touching the ceiling. It was damp, mind.


A load of water came up in the buckets with the slag and of course it just ran downhill as soon as it could. Without the pipe the road would have been flooded all the time, because it carried all the excess filthy water underneath. Which is exactly where we were playing. If our parents knew about it they’d have dragged us right out. It was ten times more dangerous than crossing the road.


Plenty of other people knew what we were up to. The slag heap workers found out first hand. During the school holidays we’d sometimes climb up our mountain and move all the crap around until we’d made a dam to trap the water. It would build up and up and after a couple of days there’d be a reservoir waiting for us. Then it was just a matter of waiting. You’d see the workmen coming out of their houses, walking down the road ready to man the machines at the slag heap. That’s when we’d knock over the dam.


The sludge tsunami poured down the south face of the mountain and of course the further the water went the faster it travelled and the more crap it picked up. If it hit any of the workmen they were drenched through and even if they managed to dry themselves they’d stink to high heaven all day. Great fun, amazing fun. Unless you were one of the poor souls trying to get to work.


Even with Mum and Dad working all hours, money wasn’t exactly flush. Not that we were any worse off than every one of our neighbours. Each family made savings where they could with clothing and furniture and what have you, but with something as essential as food, hand-me-downs just won’t do so most people had an allotment somewhere or other and my father was no different. He shared his with my grandfather and my uncle. You might move from one flat to another but that piece of land remained where it was. My brother Trevor and I weren’t welcome there unless it was to help with the groceries. That land housed chickens, pigs, and every vegetable you could grow in that climate. We had eggs every breakfast, pork every Christmas and all the carrots and peas you could dream of. Although, to be honest, as a five-year-old, that wasn’t many.


Growing up there were always animals around. Trevor and I would collect frogspawn in pots and wait for the tadpoles to grow. Dogs were the only ones in the house as well as one pure white budgie called Joey. The first dog I remember was Mitch. He was nasty, he would bite you as good as look at you. I was about six when he died and I can’t say I missed him. I thought all dogs were like that until a few days later we found a visitor in our garden. It was a pretty little black thing, a bitch Trevor said, whippet-like in shape I suppose you’d say, and very skinny. Too skinny. I thought she was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.


She had a bit of rope around her neck so Trevor and I took her into the house.


‘Dad, Dad, we’ve got a new dog!’


Oh, he took one look at that bitch and said, ‘Shame you can’t keep it.’


‘Why not?’


‘Well it’s got a collar. It belongs to somebody, doesn’t it?’


He told us to go out around the neighbourhood with the dog and knock on every door until we found the owner.


‘Okay, Dad,’ I agreed, glum as you like.


‘Come on,’ Trevor said, ‘let’s get it over with.’


I don’t know who was the better actor, me or him. We took the dog out, as promised, we went down the alley towards the back of the school and then we sat there. And we sat there and we sat there. For two hours we didn’t move. It was only when it was getting too dark to see that we traipsed home and said, ‘Dad, we tried, we knocked everywhere, but we can’t find the owner.’


‘Fair enough,’ he said, ‘I suppose she’d better stay with us.’


I named her Judy after Judy Garland in The Wizard of Oz. She was a lovely bitch and she just got more beautiful. Unlike the peacocked preening rat over the road.


Mrs Jones, who lived opposite us, had a poodle. A right fuss she made of her, always primping and preening and carrying her when there was a spot of drizzle. It was her pride and joy. I thought she was a bit boring if I’m honest. I just didn’t like the look of her, not compared to our beautiful Judy. When the poodle had puppies Mrs Jones didn’t keep one. She sold them all off for a tidy sum. Which I thought was opportunistic because they were so dull. Why would anyone want one of those? Anyway, a few months later a stranger’s dog ran into our garden when Judy was in season. I didn’t know any of this business, all I knew was that a few weeks later I was told Judy was pregnant.


I felt like a mother myself. I watched over her as she grew and swelled, and started nest-building in her little area of the kitchen. When the big day came her puppies were all different sizes, all different colours. You wouldn’t have known one was related to the next. Which I loved. To my mind they were ten times more beautiful than those boring dogs across the road with their identical faces and ways. And if they’d made a few bob at market, think what our beauties would fetch.


I went running over to my father and said, ‘Dad, Dad – we’re going to be millionaires!’


He said, ‘How’d you work that out, love?’


‘The puppies! We can sell them like Mrs Jones did with hers and be rich.’


‘Oh, Janet,’ he said and took my hand to stroke it. ‘Her dogs are poodles. They’re pedigrees.’


Like that meant anything to me.


‘I know! Judy’s are much better.’


‘No, no, no, you don’t understand. Our dogs are mongrels.’


I nodded, still happy as Larry. I thought mongrel was a breed.


It took me a while to accept that our puppies were worthless. Even longer to appreciate exactly why. Just because of their background and their parentage other people placed no value on them. Even though they were gorgeous and they were as strong and fit and happy as any mutt you’ve ever seen, they didn’t have the right background for them to amount to anything.


‘I’m sorry, love,’ Dad said, ‘that’s just the way of the world. But remember – mongrels are excellent ratters and will be your best friend for life.’


‘That’s not right,’ I said. ‘Who cares where you come from? You’ve either got it or you haven’t.’


Get me: six years old and a burgeoning class warrior. My parents thought it was funny, this little girl telling them how the world should be. I was six years old and I was already prepared to take on anyone who told me my dog wasn’t as good as theirs because it didn’t have something called a ‘pedigree’.


I had no idea I’d still be ranting about the same things fifty years later.


My father knew all about pedigrees. Out on the bit of land we called a back garden at the back of the flats he had his own little business going on. He’d built a shed and fixed a shelf all the way round the four walls. That shelf was lined with cages, every one of them built by his own hand, and in those cages were little budgerigars. They were every colour you can imagine. Blues and greens and yellows and all shades in between. They weren’t there for fun. We never had one in the house. He bred them to show at competitions. He never competed himself. He was too shy and retiring for that, like Trevor I suppose. Dad got his pleasure from breeding the perfect bird and selling it on. It was like a science project for him, or a maths equation. He would pair his birds up, mix-and-match boys and girls and try and get the best elements of each bird into a brand new one. My father wasn’t the most talkative man in the world but he tried to explain the process as best he could. For the perfect show budgie you need a certain depth of chest, the exact length of tail and a richness of colour to make a judge weep and my father would work really hard to combine the best elements of what he had to try and get something stunning hatching later in the year.


Whether he had the right words or not, he never minded letting me watch. I remember thinking, It’s like watching my mother cook. It’s all about having the right ingredients, not how much you’ve paid for them. You don’t need to know which hen has laid an egg to make a nice cake. A bag of sugar from Fortnum & Mason and a bag from your corner shop will probably make your tea taste just as sweet. I think my dad understood that. He said to me, ‘It’s not about buying the best, it’s about looking at what you’ve got and seeing what you need to improve upon it. After that it’s a bit of a detective mission. You just have to find it.’


I loved to listen to the whys and wherefores but honestly, I mostly loved just seeing the eggs. Dad had all the nest boxes hanging by the door of the shed so he could stick his face in, lift up the lids and have a peep. The back garden was out of bounds from the point of breeding. When the eggs were laid he’d allow us another look then we were banished again until hatching. We would mark the days down on the calendar in the kitchen. Once the birds cracked out their shells and they were happy he’d lift us up and we were allowed to see them in their ugly, bald glory, then he’d shut the box and we’d not get another glimpse until they feathered.


Only then were we allowed to play in the garden.


I never really thought about it at the time, but my Dad spent his entire week down the mines in the darkness. It was no wonder that in his spare time he loved to play with colour and beauty. He was underground for 50 per cent of his life. The fact his pets could soar so high into the sky must have been his way of escaping. He would never have done anything for attention. Just knowing he’d created something special was all the reward he required.


When I was ten we moved about a mile down the road to the new Britannia housing estate and that was the end of the budgies. We lived on Hodges Crescent, a small street of twelve properties, and I finally had my own bedroom. The move also signalled the end of my academic ambitions. Or rather, the end of my mother’s ambitions for me. I failed my Eleven Plus, much to her frustration. It was a narrow miss – so narrow they put me on the reserve list in case anyone dropped out – but significant enough for her to vent her disappointment any chance she got. Me, I wasn’t too bothered. Aberbargoed Secondary Modern School was perfectly nice and I thrived there. The name of one school over the other didn’t matter a jot to me. So when, at the end of the first year, I got a letter offering me a place at Bedwelty Grammar School, I didn’t exactly jump for joy. My mother, on the other hand, was smiling like the Cheshire Cat that got the cream.


This is my chance, I thought. This is my opportunity to make her proud.


But, you know, the more I thought about it, the more I realized I was settled at ASM. I had all my friends. What more could I want for? If I went to the grammar school it would be just out of snobbery, wouldn’t it? I may as well be a stupid poodle and have people judge me on my hair. So I said, ‘No. Thank you, but no. I’m staying at my comp.’


I thought my mother would never get over the disappointment.


Neither having a second-tier education nor being known as Trevor’s sister impaired my progress. I passed every test the school threw at me. When I finished at ASM I enrolled at Crosskeys College in Newport for a course in shorthand typing, office management and bookkeeping. I didn’t really have a masterplan. I just knew I had to make the most of any opportunity that came my way, however slim. Being a coalminer’s daughter shouldn’t hold anyone back but the truth is, for a lot of people it did. I was determined not to be one of those.


As time went on, I soon realized I hated college and found other things to distract me. I was coming out of Crosskeys one day, walking to the bus stop at Blackwood for the ride back home, when I heard the distinctive ‘clip clop’ of an old horse pulling a cart along the street. There was a bit of shouting as the horse came to a stop in front of us.


‘Is that Brian?’ one of my friends said. ‘What is he wearing?’


‘Go on, Jan! Get up there!’ another boy shouted.


I looked at the person they were describing. He wore an old black donkey jacket with no sleeves, a bowler hat and a pair of wellies with his socks turned down over the top. Compo from Last of the Summer Wine could have been modelled on him. He was a sight to behold, no question.


But he was also my boyfriend.


Oh no, Brian, I thought. Not here, not now. Not while I’m wearing a miniskirt.


I waved the lad away and luckily he took the hint and carried on round the bend. A minute later I made an excuse to my pals and walked round the corner he’d taken.


‘What are you like!’ I said when I found him, beaming, by the horse. ‘Behave, will you?’


‘Come on, Jan, aren’t you pleased to see me?’


‘You know I am, Brian. I just don’t want to flash my underwear in front of the entire street!’


Brian laughed as I took his hand and clambered up onto the double seat. There was a bit of a whiff, if I’m honest, but that’s horses for you.


‘Oh no,’ Brian said, ‘that’ll be the manure I had in here this morning.’


‘You what? You expect me to get onto a cart that’s still warm from the crap it’s been carrying?’


‘Come on, Jan,’ he grinned, ‘how else was I going to pay to take you out tonight?’


Honestly, that man could have me in stitches every moment I was with him. And he knew it. Seconds after promising to behave if I got in the cart, he clicked the horse to go, gave me a cheeky smile then yelled: ‘Rag and bone! Rag and bone! Bring out your gear. Rag and bone!’


Oh, I could have died. I was mortified. But that’s Brian for you. He was terrible, he was, always looking for the laugh. But you know what, that’s what I liked about him. And, anyways, I’d done a lot worse to him the first time we’d met.


Much, much worse.


When I was fifteen, my best friend Maureen and I used to go to a dance in Bargoed on a Saturday night as there was no social life on the estate. Sometimes we never made it to the dance hall and would just sit by the bus stop and talk about school and boys. It was there that I noticed ‘Daisy’, as he was known, in the field opposite taking care of his horse every week. Not one to hang about, I liked what I saw and knew I needed an excuse to speak to him. So Maureen and I hatched a plan. It was the summer holidays and five weeks before I was due to start at Crosskeys. Maureen had a little sister who needed looking after while her mum was working so we decided to take her along to the field to feed Daisy’s horse. It was the perfect excuse.


The day came and off we trotted to the field. I quickly spotted Daisy hobbling around with the horse over the way. It had a saddle on and everything. Maureen’s sister was so excited and I’d never been that close to a horse before. I was about to get closer. Daisy noticed us watching and called over. ‘Come on,’ he said, ‘don’t be scared. He’s not hurting anyone.’


We found our way round to the gate and made our way across the field. Only when we were a few yards away did I realize why Daisy was hobbling. He had one leg in plaster up to his knee. It didn’t look comfortable. He laughed at my expression.


‘It doesn’t hurt much. Just gets in the way,’ he said. Determined to make the right impression, I quickly started chatting away.


‘Why does everyone call you Daisy?’ I asked. ‘It’s such a strange name!’


More laughter. He did that a lot, I realized. ‘It’s a long story. My real name is Brian but everyone calls me that.’


Apparently, when nine-year-old Brian used to go up to visit his father at work on a farm, his Dad would say, ‘Have you been kissing that Daisy Greenock again?’ and Brian would get so embarrassed. So, as one of ten children, it became a name for his brothers and sisters to mock him with and somewhere along the line it stuck.


I said, ‘How are you going for a ride with that leg in plaster?’


He said, ‘I’m not going anywhere unless you help me now.’


This was my chance! ‘Okay. What do you want me to do?’


‘Number one: say hello to Doll.’


Doll was the horse.


‘Number two: hold these and whatever you do, don’t let go.’


He handed me the reins and no sooner were they in my mitts than he started to climb aboard. I’d never had anything to do with an animal bigger than a whippet but I thought, How hard can it be? I was vaguely aware of him putting his good leg in the stirrup. I say vaguely because I couldn’t take my eyes off the horse. Her head was huge, the size of my body at least. She had eyes like tennis balls and long lashes. I never knew horses had lashes. Never occurred to me either way, to be honest. Brian was just about to cock his bad leg over Doll’s back when suddenly those big eyes took on a menacing stare. That’s what I saw anyway. Her giant nostrils snorted – fire for all I knew – and then my worst nightmare happened. She took a step towards me.


I stayed exactly where I was for precisely one second. Then as she took another step I took two backwards and then just dropped the reins completely. It’s the worst thing I could have done. That was it. The horse was off.


With Brian dragged along behind it.


I don’t know about Maureen’s sister, but I definitely heard words that day I’d never come across before. I don’t blame him, mind. He had one foot in the stirrup and the other waving around, the plaster bashing against every rock and stone in that field. I felt so bad. Afterwards Brian had to go back to hospital to get it all recast. I think I added about a week to his recovery.


When I told Maureen’s mum later that day what had gone on she said, ‘Oh, I’d stay away from him if I were you.’


‘Why’s that?’


‘He’s a wrong ’un that Daisy Vokes. Always in trouble for smacking this lad or that. Bad family, I reckon.’


I was shocked, to be honest. He hadn’t seemed the sort. He was certainly a size. He never missed a meal, that much was obvious. But that smile of his. And the fact all he cared about was his bloody horse. Surely he wouldn’t hurt a fly.


I couldn’t sleep that night with worry. Nor the next. There was only one thing for it, I had to go back up to that field to see if Daisy or Brian or whatever he called himself was all right. If he wanted to have a go at me at least I’d be able to outrun him. Not that I felt it would ever come to that.


Approaching the field I nearly turned around twice. I could only imagine how angry he was with me. If someone had made a horse drag me around on my back I’d still be livid today.


I couldn’t have been more wrong. If Brian was angry he hid it bloody well. We got chatting and he told me how his leg had been hurt in a car collision with a drunk driver. He told me he worked on the buildings before the accident. He told me about his family, his million siblings, he told me about his reputation and all. I didn’t even have to bring it up. Yes, he was a big lad, and yes he could and had caused the odd bruise and broken nose here and there. But he wasn’t a bully. In fact, the only people he’d ever had problems with were bullies themselves. In school he’d got picked on for being on the plump side. And because he was quiet, even much smaller boys would make him give them piggybacks and call him names. In the end he said, ‘I just had enough, I snapped, and I turned round and gave them all a thump and no one ever bothered me again.’ More than that, if he was in a situation when he saw a lad or lass being bullied, he’d intervene. With his fists. He said, ‘I’m not proud about it but I’d rather the bully were lying on the ground than the people they were hurting.’


Apart from the smile – he’s missing the odd tooth now – he hasn’t changed in the fifty years since.


Everything Brian said that day made me like him more. The fact he was twenty-one to my fifteen just added to his exoticness. I wished and wished he would ask me out but sadly he never did.


Luckily, he had very good friends.


One day while I was up at his field one of the other lads who hung around with him sidled up while Daisy was busy in the stable.


‘He likes you, y’know.’


‘Are you sure?’


‘He’d like to ask you out.’


‘Really? Why can’t he ask me himself?’


‘You’ll have to ask him that.’


So when he came back, I did.


‘Daisy Vokes,’ I said, ‘what are you doing letting one of your mates ask me out for you?’


He couldn’t even look at me. His shoes got the scrutiny of their lives.


‘I was worried you’d say no.’


‘What would it matter if I did?’


‘Well, I’d be heartbroken, wouldn’t I.’


‘Just as well I’m saying “yes” then, isn’t it?’
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Jump in the Saddle


My father never took to Brian. The wrong pedigree I suppose.


That hurt, it did. Brian was my first crush and I would have loved to have brought him home and showed him off to my parents. They just didn’t want me to be too serious over anyone at that age. Who knew where it was going to go but not having their support sort of helped push it in one direction. Exactly where they didn’t want it to go.


We were going out and that was that. Not that it wasn’t without embarrassment. Brian was – and still is – as shy as a mouse peeping out of its hole. But when he relaxes he’s the biggest, funniest, friendliest bear of a man. I loved him, I knew that by the time of my next birthday. Nothing ever got him down – not his leg, not being bullied, being dragged around a field, being forced to go rag’n’boning to make a dollar. He always saw the bright side and he always saw the best in me. For a young girl with ambitions that was an aphrodisiac in itself. Not that I knew what an aphrodisiac was, I just knew I liked him.


My parents, like a lot of people, preferred to believe the worst about him cuffing this thug or that one. The version of the stories where he was a hero never entered their minds. Or they weren’t prepared to listen.


The Brian I knew was determined and inventive. The cart he used to pick me up in at Crosskeys was his first. He’d always ridden horses but it was only when his injury stopped him working on the buildings that he’d scratched around for another career – and lugging stuff about in a cart seemed a likely alternative. If, that is, he found a cart.


One day he spotted the hay wain he knew he wanted about two-and-a-half miles from his house, somewhere over Gelligaer way. He walked there the next morning with his friend Maldwyn, asked if it was for sale, knocked the geezer down to three pound for the wagon, then walked all the way back.


Pulling the cart himself. With Maldwyn in the back.


I wish I’d seen it. This limping, lumbering bloke wearing a horse harness and dragging a two-wheeler behind him. He probably would have raised a fortune doing it for charity these days. But Brian just did what needed to be done. No fuss, no drama. Same as he’s always been.


I knew nothing about horses but Doll was a beauty. A brood mare, thoroughbred cross, Brian described her as. Whatever she was, she took to the cart and pulled him hither and yon selling on her own manure to allotments and gardeners as well as picking up and flogging metal and household scraps. I was impressed by his independent spirit. The only thing I was less keen on was him filling the cart with horse dung the second before I climbed aboard.


I wish I could have shared these stories with my parents but they weren’t interested. That is, until the day Brian suggested we get married.


Of course I said yes.


Under the age of eighteen you need your guardian’s legal permission to tie the knot so we decided to wait until after said birthday. We never asked my parents for permission because we didn’t need to. Anyway, I knew what the answer would be from my Dad: ‘Over. My. Dead. Body.’


It was the same old record every time. ‘You’re too young to get married’, ‘You should keep your distance’. I like to think my dad was just looking out for me, not wanting me to settle down too quickly with my whole life ahead of me, but as Brian and I reflect on nearly fifty happy years together, it’s fair to say he was wrong. ‘I can pick a winner,’ I said, but Dad never trusted me. Not to have an opinion, not to decide anything for myself. So, on the Saturday after my eighteenth birthday, when I legally became an adult in British law, Brian and I got hitched.


It was a beautiful October day. My mother made the bridesmaid dresses and my dad even walked me down the aisle. That’s a miracle for you right there. All Brian’s family were there, my family was there, it couldn’t have been much better. I just wished it had happened a year earlier.


At the end of the night when all the guests had gone home I said to Brian, ‘I have a present for you.’


‘Oh,’ he said, embarrassed, ‘I haven’t got you nothing.’


‘I think you have,’ I said.


I made him sit down.


‘Brian Vokes,’ I said, ‘you’re going to be a dad.’


Oh, his face. He was over the moon. I’d known a few weeks and hadn’t told a soul. I didn’t want to distract from the wedding. But as soon as we were wed I could tell everyone. To a man, people were happy for us. Apart from one person.


My dad.


To say he hit the roof is an understatement. The names he called me. ‘If I’d known you were pregnant I would never have walked you down the aisle.’


I said, ‘What’s the problem?’


He said, ‘Sex before marriage is the problem.’


From that day he totally blanked me. When I went into the house, no matter what time of day it was, he would leave the room and go to bed. Midday on a Saturday, five o’clock on a Sunday, didn’t matter. Off he’d toddle, not a word to me. I thought it was funny.


It wouldn’t have mattered quite so much if I weren’t living under the same roof. It had surprised us both when my parents said we could live with them once we were married, until we found a place of our own that was. I wanted to do it less than Brian – he’s always been mischievous like that – but with his own folks giving their spare room to one of his newly-wed brothers, we quickly ran out of choices. Thank the lord it was only for a few weeks.


We were that desperate we’d have considered a hole in the road. When someone pointed us in the direction of an old house that belonged to the Salvation Army it wasn’t far off. You wouldn’t be allowed to live in it today. In 1971, mind, rules were a bit more flexible. We put down the deposit and two days later moved in.


God loves a trier and you had to be one to stay there. You’re meant to move up in the world. We were definitely going in the other direction. For a start, there was no bathroom. We had an outdoor lavatory and a tin bath I’d fill with buckets of boiling water from the stove; we didn’t have running hot water, we had to get a gas geyser to supply it.


There were three bedrooms but only one had a ceiling; in the other two you could see the rafters. And there were rats. Loads of them. You’d look out the back window some days and swear the garden was alive there were that many. They came down from the colliery and lived in the tip over the back.


The house was a funny shape. An optical illusion, really. From the street it was two storeys, straight up and down. But from the back it had another level. It was on such a hill that to get to the loo we had to walk down into a cellar then out the back door. Because we never owned the place we never developed the downstairs. That doesn’t mean it wasn’t used. I was about seven and a half months pregnant and I had gone shopping one day. Brian had left the house before me, to take our new spaniel Susie for a walk, but he wouldn’t be long. I came home and he still wasn’t in. Okay, I thought, you just leave everything to me, will you. Then I heard this noise.


Bang, bang, bang.


What the hell is that?


Bang, bang, bang.


It sounded like it was coming from downstairs but, given we backed onto a tip and an allotment, I didn’t give it much thought. I just hoped it would stop before it gave me a headache.


Anyway, the banging continued so I thought, I’ve got to get to the bottom of this. I started walking down the stairs to the cellar and the noise stopped. I nearly went back up but I thought, If it’s an open window slamming in the breeze it’s not going to shut itself.


Down I went, step by step, totally concentrating on listening out for the noise. I was virtually tiptoeing. All my senses were focused on tracking down the source of irritation. Which is why I jumped out of my skin when the creature stuck its head around the corner. I was expecting rats at worse. Them I could deal with; them I was used to. But this was no rat. It was something much, much larger.


OEBPS/xhtml/toc.xhtml






    		Cover



    		Title page



    		Dedication page



    		Contents



    		Prologue: Kelly’s Daughter



    		1. Rag and Bone



    		2. Jump in the Saddle



    		3. We’re Going to Crufts



    		4. They’d Need Engines



    		5. Bloomin’ Horses



    		6. No Foal, No Fee



    		7. Lost Youth



    		8. I’m Here About the Jockey’s Job



    		9. I Am a Bloody Owner



    		10. Ask Him Yourself



    		11. I Think Our Boy Has Fans



    		12. You’ve Got This



    		13. A Long Way from Home



    		14. You’re Spoiling It for the Rest of Us



    		15. They’re Going to Shoot Him



    		16. If There is Anything You Can Do



    		17. He’s in the Effin’ Lead



    		18. I Can’t Watch This Torture Any More



    		Epilogue: A Valleys Girl



    		Acknowledgements



    		Plate Section



    		About the Author



    		Copyright page











Guide





    		Cover



    		Title page



    		Contents



    		1











OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
THE INCREDIBLE TRUE STORY OF DREAM ALLIANCE.
BRED ON AN ALLOTMENT. BORN TO WIN. ¢

NOW A MAJOR IMOTION'PICTURE

JANET VOKES






OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





