
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
Dark September

 


Brendan Gerad
O’Brien

 


 


 


Copyright © 2011 Brendan Gerad
O’Brien

All rights reserved.

This work is licensed under the
Creative

Commons Attribution-ShareAlike 3.0
Unported

License.

To view a copy of this license,
visit

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/2.5/

Or send a letter to:

Creative Commons

171 Second Street, Suite 300

San Francisco, California
94105

 


 


 


 





 



Chapter One

 


The tram came
clattering out of the thick mist and rattled down Stow Hill. When
it reached the King’s Head
Hotel it shuddered to a halt with a screech of metal as the wheels
struggled to grip on the wet tracks. Sparks hissed from the
overhead cables and fluttered off in the bitterly cold wind that
came straight in off the River Severn.

The wind
brought a heavy drizzle,
blowing it in sheets along the road. The street lamps rocked with
each gust and threw fragmented shadows onto the huge shop windows
on either side of Newport High Street.

The tram doors
slid open just as Danny O’Shea
came around the corner of the Post Office, and the group of men
standing in the doorway of the hotel jostled to get on board out of
the rain. O’Shea tried to hurry but he just didn’t have the energy.
He felt drained.

It normally
took less than ten minutes to get from his house in Henry Street to
the tram stop, but today his legs had turned to jelly. It was as if
he was sleepwalking through a horrible dream. His collar was pulled
up tight but the rain that dripped from his cap still found a space
and dribbled down his neck. He gave it an angry wipe as he tagged
onto the end of the line and shuffled along behind the
others.

First on board
as usual were Brian Williams and his sidekick Evan Jones. Williams
was the foreman down at Turner’s Marine Engineers and few people
were likely to challenge him. And once on board, he dropped into the first seat he came to and
Jones squashed in beside him. Elwyn Jenkins slid into the seat
behind them and he waved his rolled-up newspaper at O’Shea. As
O’Shea dropped into the seat with a weary sigh, the doors slid shut
and the tram shuddered as it rattled on through the dismal wet dawn
that was creeping over the colourless rooftops of
Newport.

‘Did you hear the news this morning, Danny?’ Elwyn
looked disturbed as he unfolded the newspaper and his eyes were
wide and anxious. They darted from O’Shea to the newspaper and back
to O’Shea again.

O’Shea felt his
throat tighten. He didn’t want to think about it. But at the same
time, he desperately wanted to know what was going on. He reached
across and rubbed a hole in the steamed-up window, and he watched
the lights from the tram flicker on the curtain of rain. ‘I heard
it,’ he said. ‘But I’m not sure I believe it.’

‘Well, there’s nothing in the paper about it.’ Elwyn
rattled the wet pages as he tried to separate them. ‘They’d put in
the papers, wouldn’t they? What d’you think, Danny? Wouldn’t they
put it in the papers if there was any truth in it? Or do you think
it’s just another pack of lies? D’you think it’s another German
trick to upset us, like? Make us panic?’

O’Shea glanced
around at the other passengers. The tram was full and the steam
from wet clothes misted up the windows. He recognised most of them.
The men all worked in the dockyard. The few women on board were
heading for the nice warm Tax Office. It was obvious they hadn’t
heard the rumour by the casual way they held their arms across
their bodies. And there was the normal idle chatter, the swapping
of gossip behind gloved hands.

A desperate
sigh rippled up from O’Shea’s stomach. What in God’s name was he
doing? How could he even think about going to work at a time like
this? If the rumour was true, why wasn’t
he at home with his wife and child? They’d still be in bed, unaware
of the drama unfolding around them.

Elwyn was muttering to
himself as he grappled with the newspaper. He was trying to shake
the pages apart but was getting into a worse mess as they glued
together even more.

‘There’s nothing in here,’ he repeated with a nervous
squeal. ‘Not a bloody word. If it’s true surely they’d have to tell
us. Wouldn’t they have to tell us, Danny?’

‘I’m not sure, Elwyn.’ O’Shea looked out of the window
again. ‘I don’t think they’d just broadcast it to the whole world,
though. Would they? In these critical times? Surely they’d keep it
quiet for as long as possible so’s not to cause mass
panic.’

‘Yeah, but ...’

‘And they certainly wouldn’t want the Germans to know
about it.’ O’Shea continued. ‘They’d close this down tighter than a
duck’s eyelid. And you have to ask yourself, how the hell would
that idiot Lord what’s-his-name know about it in the first place?
How would he hear about it before the British people? Naw, the more
you think about it the more it sounds like another one of his
cock-and-bull stories. Doesn’t it?’

‘I hope to God you’re right, Danny,’ Elwyn sighed. ‘I
can’t think of anything worse right now.’

‘What the hell are you two clowns wittering on about?’
Brian Williams turned around in the seat in front, his cigarette
dangling from the corner of his mouth. ‘You sound like a couple of
moaning old women.’

‘For God’s
sake.’ Elwyn rattled the newspaper. ‘What are you talking about?
You’re ...’

‘I’m talking
about the two of you squawking like a couple of old hens about to
have your necks wrung.’ Williams took the cigarette out of his
mouth and flicked the ash at Elwyn. ‘So c’mon. What’s all the fuss
about?’

‘There’s no
fuss.’ Elwyn sat back and brushed the ash off his
sleeve.

‘Don’t give me
that shit, Jenkins.’ William’s eyes sparkled with annoyance. ‘You
know what happens if you bullshit me.’

O’Shea groaned
and glanced at Elwyn. The last time O’Shea crossed Brian Williams
he had to spend two weeks down in the bilges of an African freight
ship trying to change the pumps. ‘Tis just an auld rumour, Mr
Williams,’ O'Shea told him. ‘There’s probably nothing to
it.’

‘Probably nothing to what?’

‘I’m telling
you, tis just a rumour,’ O’Shea insisted.

Williams pointed a
nicotine-stained finger at Elwyn. ‘I’m warning you, Jenkins
…’

Elwyn squeezed the
newspaper. ‘It’s just a rumour, as Danny said.’

‘Jenkins …’

‘All right! It
was on the radio.’ Elwyn drew a long nervous breath through his
nose. ‘They’re saying Churchill is dead.’

 



Chapter
Two

 


O’Shea
rubbed his face with his hands and
sighed. He usually took Heather up a cup of tea before he left for
work, and this morning as he poured the hot water into the teapot,
he heard the pips for the BBC news coming from the old Bush radio
in the corner. He knew it would be the same old depressing stories
- desperately needed food convoys from America blown up by U-boats
out in the Atlantic. Cities all over Britain getting pounded to
smithereens by German bombers during the night, the German army
mustered on the French coast poised to invade at any moment.
Nothing but doom and gloom. So he went over and twiddled the knob
on the front of the radio, shifting through the static until he
found what he was looking for.

‘Germany
calling, Germany calling …’

He gave a
satisfied nod as the nasal tones of the traitor William Joyce, the
self-styled Lord Haw-Haw who
broadcast Nazi propaganda to the UK, filtered through the screech of the radio waves.
And O’Shea cringed at the way he pronounced Germany in
his strange Irish-American-English pseudo posh accent.

It was Elwyn
Jenkin’s obsession with the rantings of Lord Haw-Haw that got O’Shea
tuning to Radio Hamburg every morning. He needed to hear the
broadcasts for himself so he could keep Elwyn in check whenever he
got over-excited about some cruel taunt or
other.

More often than
not Lord Haw-Haw just irritated the British people with his absurd
stories - the war was already over, Churchill was on the verge of
surrendering, the Navy had abandoned them and absconded to America,
the generals were staging a coup and taking over the country before
joining forces with
Germany.

But sometimes he touched a
nerve when he gave precise details of an air raid - the damage, the
number of casualties, information only someone high up in the
German command could know. And the people would howl with rage. But
mainly he only succeeded in making the British more resilient in
their defiance.

But this
morning as O’Shea picked up the cup of tea and headed for the
stairs, something about this broadcast made
him hesitate. There was a noticeable difference in the tone,
something odd about the inflexion of the words. The usual verbal
swagger, the sarcasm, the mocking voice, were missing.

Lord Haw-Haw sounded
subdued. His words were heavy and tinged with sadness. There was
even a hint of regret as he told the world that Winston Churchill,
the Prime Minister of Great Britain, had died during the
night.

The cup shook
in O’Shea’s hand and splashed tea all over the kitchen floor. Love
him or hate him, it was Churchill - the bulldog at the gate - who
made Hitler hesitate about invading the British mainland. Now when
Hitler looked across the Channel and saw the gate was unguarded,
his next move was so
predictable.

O’Shea’s instinct was to
race upstairs and wake Heather, grab their son and get over to the
railway station. If they could get there in the next hour they
could catch the train to Fishguard and be in time for the afternoon
ferry to Rosslare. They’d be in Ireland before the Germans had time
to respond.

He ran to the stairs. Then
he stopped. He’d lost track of the times he tried to persuade
Heather to go to Ireland with him. They’d argued about it almost
every day since the war started. Ireland was neutral. And O’Shea
had family there so they’d have somewhere to stay.

But Heather was
not prepared to leave Wales, leave her home, her family, everyone
she loved to go to a strange country, to stay with people she
barely knew.

Anyway, why did he think
they’d be any safer in Ireland? If the Germans invaded wouldn’t
they just sweep across Ireland too? No, she was not going to
Ireland.

So all O’Shea could do was
squeeze his fists into balls of frustration.

But was Lord
Haw-Haw telling the truth? Or was it just another one of his lies
to de-stabilise the country? Wasn’t this what he was
supposed to do, spread disinformation, cause maximum distress
by cranking up the fear? And right now he was doing
exactly that.

O’Shea twiddled the knob
on the radio again, setting it back to the BBC. Soft chamber music
flowed out. Everything appeared to be normal.

The music faded and the
cultured voice of the announcer introduced the latest offering from
the country’s all-time favourite, Vera Lynn. An orchestra began to
play an upbeat tempo and O’Shea stared at the dial trying to read
the meaning of it all.

If
Churchill was
dead, surely they’d be making a
bigger fuss of it than this? Wouldn’t people be telling the country
what to do, explaining what was going to happen next, telling them
who was going to take his place as Prime Minister?

But there was
nothing. Surely that meant it was just propaganda -
nothing to worry about?

The chime of
the clock in the hall told O’Shea it was time to leave for work.
His head felt light and he couldn’t think straight. He went to the
bottom of the stairs and looked up. Then he turned away and got his
coat from the hook on the back of the door. Maybe it
was best to go to work, see what the rest of the lads were
making of it. Then he could decide what to do next.

So he let
Heather sleep, crept out the front door, and closed it quietly
behind him.

 



Chapter
Three

 


‘Well, if
it is true it serves the bastard right.’ Brian Williams
flicked another bit of tobacco from his lip.

‘What?’ Elwyn
yelped. ‘How in God’s name can you even think like that?

‘Oh, come on!’ William’s words came out with a spray of
spittle. ‘Churchill’s a fat arrogant prat. He should have stayed
well away from those Germans. But no! He had to interfere, didn’t
he? He sent our boys over there to fight a war that’s nothing to do
with us.’

‘That’s not
…’

‘He didn’t have to.’ Williams was almost shouting now. ‘It
was none of our business. That man could have avoided all this by
signing a peace pact with Hitler. But no, we were the mighty
British. We were going to sort it out our way.
And our boys ended up being slaughtered like pigs on the beaches in
Dunkirk and nowhere for them to run. It’s bloody
scandalous.’

‘That’s absolute tosh and you know it!’ Elwyn stabbed
the air with his finger. ‘Churchill didn’t start this war on his
own. It was a Government decision, a proper ...’

‘He was the
Minister of War.’ Williams had dribble on his chin now. ‘He could
have stopped it if he wanted to. You know that.’

‘How could he have
stopped it?’ Elwyn gripped the newspaper so hard it was scrunched
into a ball. ‘Hang out the white flag? Invite Hitler to tea in
Buckingham Palace and beg for a treaty? You can’t trust those
bloody Germans as far as you can spit. They’re out of control,
and you know it. They’re a serious threat to us. Our lads
went over there to try and stop this war happening in the first
place.’

‘Well it didn’t bloody work, did it?’

‘You can’t blame Churchill for that,’ Elwyn was
speaking as loudly as Williams now and the people at the back of
the tram were standing up to see what was going on. ‘No one
expected the Germans to do what they did, come down behind them
through Holland and that. Churchill did his best to prevent a war.
And when it all went wrong he desperately tried to get our lads
home again.’

‘Well he shouldn’t have sent them over there, to begin
with, should he?’ Williams spat back. ‘Hitler didn’t want a war
with us. He made that perfectly clear. If we’d left him alone, he’d
have left us alone. Now look at the state of us. Coventry,
Birmingham, Cardiff! Nothing left. All blown to smithereens!’ He
drew on the last of his cigarette before flicking it out the gap in
the window.

‘And look at the date!’ he added, picking another bit
of tobacco off his lip. ‘It’s exactly one year since he started
this bloody war. So if he’s gone and popped his old slippers, well
good riddance to him. That’s all I have to say about
it.’

Williams turned
away and sat back in his seat as Elwyn unfolded the newspaper. ‘What does he mean, one year
...?’

O’Shea pointed
to the date at the top of the front page. ‘The third of September.
The day our lads went across the Channel.’

‘Good God.’ Elwyn blinked rapidly as he touched the
date with his finger. ‘Just one year? My good God, it feels a damn
sight longer than that.’

He took out a
packet of cigarettes and handed one to O’Shea, and the match
fizzled as he cracked it against the box and held it out. O’Shea
sucked the smoke in deep as Elwyn lit his own then shook the match
out. O’Shea rubbed another hole in the steamed-up window and looked
out. But all he could see was their ghostly reflections with gloom
written all over their faces.

‘The problem with Churchill …’ Brian Williams spun
around on his seat again and jabbed a finger at Elwyn.

‘Oh, for God’s sake!’ Elwyn turned away from him and
held up his newspaper in front of his face. ‘So what are you going
to do, Danny?’ he asked O’Shea, deliberately not looking up at
Williams. ‘Are you going back to Ireland?’

O’Shea flicked
ash from his cigarette in the ashtray on the back of the seat. ‘I
don’t think so, Elwyn. Heather wants to stay here, take her chance
in her own home. I can’t see her changing her mind.’

Williams gave a
loud snort and pushed Elwyn’s newspaper aside so he could glare at
O’Shea. ‘Typical bloody bogtrotter, isn’t it? You come over here
and take our jobs, but as soon as things get a bit rough, what do
you do, eh? You trot off back to Boggyland, that’s
what!’

Elwyn rolled
his eyes at O’Shea and tried to suppress a grin. ‘Just ignore him,
Danny.’

O’Shea grinned
back and glanced up at Williams. ‘Well, I understand how you feel
about us immigrants, Mr Williams. I also understand how you’re
feeling about this war. Tis making us all a bit tense.’

‘Tense?’ Elwyn
spluttered. ‘I’m not tense, Danny Boy. I’m bloody
petrified.’

O’Shea let out
a splutter too. But there was no humour in it because he knew
exactly what Elwyn meant. Thin, bony fingers of dread had snaked
around his heart when he heard Lord Haw-Haw’s claim about
Churchill. And they were squeezing tighter with every minute that
passed since.

He couldn’t get
Heather and Adam out of his mind. Heather knew Adam was in
mortal danger if the Germans came. But still she wasn’t prepared to
take him to Ireland out of harm’s way. The frustration of not being
able to persuade her was making him physically sick.

‘And another thing, O’Shea...’ As Williams pushed the
newspaper out of the way again a sudden flash as bright as a burst
of sunlight lit up the inside of the tram. There was a moment of
stunned silence. Then an almighty thud blew the windows of the tram
into fragments of flying glass.

Now
everyone leapt from their
seats, clutching frantically at each other as they fell over
themselves, pushing blindly towards the door.

‘For God’s sake, Danny.’ Elwyn grabbed at O’Shea’s
coat. ‘Get out, get out!’

More explosions
were coming down the street towards them. Then the building on
their right erupted and spewed out a cloud of debris like a blast
of buckshot, and the tram bucked and started to roll over. It
skidded across the road in a screech of torn metal and flying
sparks, and it hit the building with such force the impact bounced
it upright again.

And
the noise stopped as suddenly as it
began. An eerie silence fell around them.

‘Oh, my God ...’ the groan came from somewhere behind
O’Shea. He opened his eyes but all he could see through the dust
and smoke was the side of Brian Williams’ head. It was pressed back
against his face.

He drew back
instinctively and froze when something sharp dug into his back,
high up under his shoulder blade. He sagged back down again and
took a deep breath, then he worked his hand around so he could
reach what was sticking in him. What he felt was cold and long. It
was also wet and sticky. It felt like a jagged steel rod. He gave
it a gentle tug but there was no movement in it.

‘Mr Williams!’ It was a right in his ear but Williams
didn’t move. O’Shea brought his arm around to the front again and
gave the head a gentle shove. And he yelped when it rolled sideways
and dropped on the floor with a dull thud.

The rod dug deeper
into O’Shea’s back as his whole body convulsed. Tears filled his
eyes and he struggled to control the heaving in his stomach. Then
he retched.

It was
several minutes before he
managed to control his stomach, and he wiped his mouth on the
sleeve of his coat. He tried to look around again but it was
impossible to see what was happening from where he was pinned into
the seat. Rain sprayed down on him through the broken windows and
he was sure he could hear something sizzling close by. And he knew
he couldn’t just sit there waiting for it to burst into flames. He
had to get out.

He couldn’t
rely on anyone coming to help
any time soon. He’d have to help himself. So he tried bending his
knees and sliding down the seat to dislodge the spike. Then he
realised it wasn’t just the spike that was stopping him from
getting out. There was something heavy wedged across his back as
well, pinning him into the corner. He tried working his hand around
again but he couldn’t reach it because the spike sticking in his
back was too sharp and painful, and he was forced to stop. He was
trapped. So he closed his eyes and whispered a prayer.

He lifted his
head again when he became
aware of fire engines in the distance, their bells clattering as
they raced through the streets. Were they coming in his direction?
All around him people were beginning to groan as they struggled to
get out from under the carnage. Things clattered along the ground
as they were thrown out of the way. Then the sound of someone
climbing on board, and the tram wobbled as they shuffled around in
the wreckage.

‘Are you all right there?’ a voice asked somewhere in
front of O’Shea.

‘I think so,’ a feeble voice answered. ‘If I can just
get out from under this rubbish I’ll be able to stand
up.’

O’Shea tried to
call out to them but his throat had dried up.

‘There’s someone down by here,’ a different voice
called out, a little bit closer now.

‘Is he all right?’

‘Don’t look like. He looks like a goner to
me.’

‘Best leave him then, isn’t it,’ the first voice said.
‘Concentrate on the live ones. You don’t look too good yourself,
mind. Maybe you should be sitting down, take it easy,
like.’

‘No, I’m fine,’ the second man insisted. ‘See, it’s
only a bruise on the arm. I get worse knocks than that when I’m at
work. Come on.’

More rattling
and shoving, then O’Shea sensed someone standing even closer
now.

‘Poor bastard,’ the first man whispered. ‘He didn’t
even know what hit him.’

‘What about this one over here? Is he still
breathing?’

There was a
pause then a choked cry. ‘Oh,
my good God!’

‘What?’

‘It’s my
neighbour, Elwyn Jenkins.’ The first man’s voice was high with
shock. ‘That piece of metal’s gone right through the seat, right
through him, and now it’s stuck in that poor sod in
front.’

When a hand
touched O’Shea’s shoulder, he groaned and tried to lift his
head.

‘Glyn, this
one’s moving. Quick, give me a hand by here.’

‘Be careful,’ Glyn insisted. ‘We don’t know how far
that thing’s gone into him. We don’t want to make it
worse.’

O’Shea could feel them
pulling at whatever was wedged behind his back, and he groaned as
the point pressed deeper into him.

‘What’s your name, mate.’ One of the men held O’Shea’s
head.

‘Danny,’ O’Shea whispered.

‘Right, Danny, we’re going to take a look at the wound.
We should wait for a doctor but in the meanwhile, we’ll see if we
can stop the bleeding. All right’

‘Yeah.’

‘Then try to
keep still. We’ll have to cut away some of your clothes to get to
the wound’ He took a penknife from his pocket and started to cut at
O’Shea’s overcoat. ‘If it hurts too much let me know.’

After a few
minutes of gingerly picking away, he reached bare skin and gave a
sharp whistle.

‘Well, well, well,’ he gasped. ‘I don’t believe it.
That spike went right through your clothes and it didn’t even break
the skin on your back. That’s amazing. I can’t … well, you’ll have
a nasty bruise, of course. But you’ll certainly live to talk about
it.’

‘But all that blood?’ Glyn said. ‘It’s everywhere.
Where’s it all come from?’

‘From young Elwyn here. He took the full force of the
blow. That’s what probably saved Danny’s life.’ He patted O’Shea on
the head.

‘Elwyn?’ O’Shea tried to look behind.

‘Elwyn Jenkins. He worked down the docks. I’ve known
him for years, poor bugger.’

‘Listen,’ the other man squeezed O’Shea’s arm, ‘we’re
going to try and prise the spike away from your back. All right? So
brace yourself.’

One of the
men pressed O’Shea’s shoulders
against the seat and the other one tugged at the metal. It gave a
soft plop, and suddenly O’Shea was free.

‘Sorry, Elwyn,’ Glyn said in a respectful whisper. ‘We
couldn’t help it, see. We had to get the lad out, didn’t
we?’

They helped
O’Shea to stand up. And when he glanced back at the seat he gagged
at the look of shock on Elwyn’s face. The eyes were staring into
space and the mouth was open in a silent cry.

O’Shea staggered and the
men caught hold of him and guided him to the door.

‘Go on home, now,’ Glyn helped him down onto the road.
‘And you can thank God He spared you today.’

 



Chapter Four

 


‘Where were the bloody sirens?’ The woman’s hysterical
cries echoed off the battered walls of Shaftsbury Street as she
staggered through the piles of rubble scattered all over the road.
She held a cloth to her head. The cloth was saturated with
blood.

‘I didn’t hear no sirens,’ she sobbed. ‘Why wasn’t
there no sirens?’

All around her
little knots of people were pulling at what was left of their
homes. Some of them looked up at her and one or two of them even
nodded in agreement. Then they turned back and carried on searching
through the wreckage for their loved ones.

The miserable
rain had created streams that poured down both sides of the road
and washed into O’Shea’s shoes as he stared in shock at what was
left of Shaftsbury Street. How long he’d been standing there he
didn’t know. He couldn’t even remember how he got there.

All he knew was
he’d walked up this street on the way to work less than one hour
ago and now there was nothing left of it. A huge crater split the
road in two. Everything was peppered with lumps of shattered
masonry and broken chimney pots. Bits of green and blue window
frames jutted out of cracked walls like accusing
fingers.

Thick
clouds of smoke wafted in from all
sides carrying the heavy smell of death and destruction with it.
Pockets of flames danced around wooden rafters and caused roofs to
crash down onto the shells with a deep grumble.

A policeman was
standing in the middle of the street with his hands hanging loosely
by his sides. From the dazed look in his eyes it was obvious he
wasn’t prepared for something like this. Yes, Newport docks and the
steelworks had been bombed many times over the past few months. But
this was different. This was far more ferocious, far more intense.
He looked totally bewildered.

‘She’s right, you know,’ O’Shea called to
him.

‘What?

‘The sirens! There weren’t any air raid
sirens.’

The policeman
shook his head, causing droplets to fly off his wet helmet. ‘That’s
because it wasn’t a bloody air raid.’ His eyes were red in a pasty
grey face. ‘We were bombed by warships out there in the Channel.
They came at the crack of dawn and bombed everything along the
coast with rockets and missiles. They hit Swansea, Cardiff,
Newport. The English side too. Bristol.’

‘Oh my God ...’

‘Right now Germans are coming ashore all over the
country. They’ll be heading for the docks and the steelworks. And
the collieries.’ He gave a dramatic sweep of his hand. ‘It looks
like Hitler has waited long enough. He’s coming over to sort it out
himself.’

He glared at
O’Shea for a moment before turning sharply and walking away down
the street with his shoulders hunched and his head
bowed.

O’Shea’s heart
was thumping in his ears. Henry Street was still two blocks away.
Suddenly there wasn’t any time left. He spun on his heels and
sprinted down Shaftsbury Street. If he hurried they could still get
the train to Fishguard and catch that ferry to Ireland.

A
shortcut took him across the
wasteland at the back of the school and over the embankment at the
end of Henry Street. But as he scrambled through the thick
undergrowth and slid down the other side he felt his legs give out
and he sagged down onto the wet grass.

One side
of Henry Street had taken a
direct hit. Several houses were completely gone, and the ones on
either side were just broken shells. Others had dense smoke
billowing out through broken windows and cracks in the walls. Ugly
shards of flame belched up through the shattered roofs. People were
running all over the place with buckets of water and blankets
trying to fight the carnage.

O’Shea’s
house was on fire too and he
howled as he charged down the road towards it. Heather and Adam
would have been in bed. They’d be trapped. He had to get them out.
There was no hesitation. He threw himself at the door.

It crashed open
with a shriek and he fell in with it. But a wall of flame came
bursting down the hallway and the searing heat drove him back out
into the middle of the street.

As he landed on
his knees he heard a deep rumble from inside the house. Then the
roof crashed down through the top floor. Sparks and dust spurted up
in a swirling cloud and mingled with the dancing smoke.

O’Shea fell
back and covered his ears with his trembling hands.

 


The crackle of
burning wood sent another wave of smoke across the street. The rain
had stopped now, but thick grey clouds still hung low in the sky
and shrouded Henry Street in a
miserable damp haze.

An hour, maybe
two had passed. O’Shea was curled up in a doorway on the other side
of the street. He was too distressed to care about what was going
on around him.

Houses still burned
fiercely, throwing fingers of flame in whichever direction the
breeze blew. And smoke billowed around the group of men passing
buckets of water to each other in a desperate attempt to stop the
fire from spreading to the others properties.

Farther down the street
women were piling boxes and suitcases out on the pavement, getting
ready to move to a safer place. Their neighbours were trying to
reason with them, saying it would make more sense to stay in their
homes until they knew what was happening. Others just wandered
aimlessly, misery etched on their faces and their haunted eyes
darting all over the place as they looked for some kind of
guidance.

O’Shea just sat
there and ignored it all. His senses were torn to shreds. He
couldn’t believe he’d been so weak, so incapable of making a simple
decision about the safety of his family. Why didn’t he just take
control and move them to Ireland? What madness made him hesitate
like that? They should have gone months ago! Now he was consumed by
the guilt of it. It welled up in his throat and almost choked him.
He had to swallow hard to stop himself from being sick.

Someone shuffled through
the door behind him and he glanced up.

‘Are you all right, Danny?’ Mrs Evans put a hand on his
shoulder.

‘I’m fine,’ he lied, shifting out of her
way.

Mrs Evans wore
her usual wrap-around housecoat. O’Shea had never seen her in
anything else in all the years he’d lived in Henry Street. It was
her trademark.

‘You haven’t seen our Harold, have you, Danny?’ There
was fear in her voice. ‘Only I’m waiting for him to come home. He
went to see his brother Sam to find out what’s happening. But he’s
been gone ages. I hope to God he’s all right.’

‘I’m sure he is.’ O’Shea wiped his mouth with his
sleeve.

‘I wish the bugger would hurry up, though.’ Her face
screwed up in a frown. ‘I’m terrified waiting here on my own. I
don’t know what to do. What are we supposed to do,
Danny? Should we just stay here or should we pack our things and
get the hell out of Newport?’

When O’Shea
didn’t answer she gave another sigh.

‘So what are you and Heather going to do, Danny?’ she
asked absently, her eyes still scanning the street. ‘Are you going
to stay here or will you ...?’

She gasped and
her hand went to her mouth as she realised what she’d just said.
‘Oh dear God, Danny, I’m so sorry. I wasn’t thinking. I didn’t mean
… I’m so, so sorry. I ...’

‘Ah, there you are.’ A gruff voice made Mrs Evans spin
around and her knee knocked O’Shea on the arm.

‘Harold!’ she yelped. ‘I didn’t hear you come in. Where
the hell have you been?’

‘I came in the back way.’ Mr Evans was over six feet
tall and his enormous frame filled the doorway. ‘Sam and I had a
scout around to see what’s going on. I came back through the
lane.’

‘So what are we doing?’ Mrs Evans took his hand. ‘Are
we staying here or what?

‘Well, according to Sam there’s a massive crowd trying
to get out of town.’ Beads of sweat glistened on his forehead.
‘Every road is choked solid. Sam says if the Germans come it’ll be
bad news for anyone in their way. They’ll just bulldoze their way
through. He says it would be suicide to get caught up in
that.’

‘So are we staying put, then?’

‘Aye, we’re staying put.’ Mr Evans gave her hand a
gentle squeeze and they both shuffled back down the
hallway.

A moment later
Mr Evans was back behind O’Shea. ‘I’m sorry about your loss, Danny.
And your … look, you can stay here with us if you want. Until you
sort something out. That’s if you want to, like.’

O’Shea
scrambled to his feet and wiped his hands on his shirt. ‘I … yes.
If that’s all right with you and Mrs Evans. Thank you. But I don’t
want to be a burden.’

‘Then why don’t you go and fetch that boy of yours and
bring him over.’

‘Harold!’ Mrs Evans jabbed him in the ribs and nodded
towards the shell of O’Shea’s house. Her husband looked at it and
then at O’Shea, and he scratched the top of his head.

‘But I’ve just seen him. I recognised that check coat
he wears. You know? The one Danny said was a real cowboy jacket his
cousin sent him from America. It was definitely him.’

‘Where did you …?’ O’Shea’s voice cracked and his head
was suddenly light. He felt himself sag and he had to lean against
the doorframe. ‘Where did you see him? Was he on his
own?’

Mr Evans looked
at O’Shea for a second before his eyes dropped to his hands. ‘Yes.
He was on his own, I’m afraid. He was sitting on a swing
over in the school playground. That’s probably why I noticed him
because he was the only one there.’

O’Shea didn’t
hear the rest. He was already bolting down the street towards the
redbrick schoolhouse.

 



Chapter Five

 


As
O’Shea rushed through the school gate
he spotted the little figure in the far corner of the playground
rocking back and forth on the solitary swing. And a cocktail of
emotions caused tears to smart his eyes. He wiped them away with
his fingers as he hurried across the yard and wrapped his arms
around his son.

Adam looked
startled and gripped onto the chains of the swing. And when he
looked at O’Shea it was like he’d never seen him before in his
life.

‘It’s all right now, son.’ O’Shea ruffled the boy’s
hair and kissed him on the top of his head. ‘Everything’s all right
now. Your Da’s here.’

It took a few
moments for Adam to focus properly on the man kneeling on the
ground in front of him. Then he gave a huge smile of recognition
and threw his arms around his father. And he buried his face in his
neck.

A gust of wind
rustled the trees on the other side of the wire fence and spattered
them with raindrops as O’Shea looked around the yard. It was empty.
Adam was alone. He took the boy’s arms from around his
neck.

‘Adam, where’s your mother? Where’s your
mam?’

Adam blinked a
few times. ‘Mam’s in bed.’

O'Shea
shook his head and sighed. ‘Adam,
listen to me, son. This is very important. Do you understand? I
need to know where your mother is.’

‘She’s in bed, though.’ Adam was looking everywhere
except at his father.

O’Shea rubbed
his eyes and took a deep breath. ‘Adam, you wouldn’t be out of bed
all by yourself at this time of the morning. Now would you? And you
certainly wouldn’t be out in the street. Not on your own. If you’re
up then your mother would be up too, wouldn’t she?’

The
boy’s face had gone blank
again. He lowered his head and started to rock on the swing,
pressing his toes hard on the ground. O’Shea sat back on his heels.
He knew all it took to get a sensible answer out of Adam was a
little patience. But right now he felt only frustration. And fear.
And they were quickly eroding what little patience he had
left.

‘I heard something,’ Adam said suddenly. ‘I got up to
see what it was.’

‘And what was it, son? What did you hear? Was it your
mam?’

Adam let his head roll
back and he stared up at the sky. The vacant look was back in his
eyes.

‘Mam’s in bed,’ he said again.

‘Then why are you dressed and out in the street?’
O’Shea snapped. The tone of his voice startled Adam and the boy
jerked up straight. And his lip quivered.

‘I heard a big crash.’ As he stuttered over the words
his eyes filled with tears. ‘I got up and put on my clothes and I
went into Mam’s room and the window was all broken and it was all
over her bed and she wouldn’t talk to me. Her eyes were open and
she was looking at the fire but she wouldn’t talk to me so I came
downstairs. There was black stuff everywhere and I couldn’t see. It
was making me cough and I was sick so I said I was going outside
but she never answered me.’

O’Shea’s
stomach heaved and he sagged back on the ground, gagging on the
bile that stung the back of his throat. He didn’t want to hear
this. Adam must be confused. He was often confused. Heather would
never let him wander off on his own like that. She’d be out looking
for him right now.

But deep
down O’Shea knew he was
grasping at a thin wisp of hope. And right now Adam was in grave
danger out here in the open like this. He wouldn’t survive closer
scrutiny if the soldiers came. So for the sake of his son, O’Shea
needed to get a grip, drag himself back to reality and get out of
there fast before they were spotted.

He
looked around the school playground
one more time and his chest tightened with the dreadful sadness
that filled his heart. He took the boy by the hand and headed back
over to Henry Street.

 



Chapter Six

 


Mrs Evans had
closed her front door. O’Shea
gave the brass knocker a quick rattle and listened to it echo in
the hallway. After a few moments he heard the shuffling of her feet
on the tiled floor.

‘Hello?’ Mrs Evans’ voice had a cautious tone as she
pulled the door open just enough to see who it was.

‘Tis only us.’ O’Shea put his hand on Adam’s shoulder
and guided him into her view. She gave a relieved sigh and opened
the door wider.

A
motorcycle roared into the street and
they both jumped. The shiny black sidecar with German insignia
lifted off the ground as the driver did a tight turn before sliding
to a stop in a shower of dirt.

Everyone in the
street turned to look at it. The men fighting the fire stopped in
mid-swing. And one or two lowered their buckets on the ground. Some
women grabbed their children. Others shot back into their houses
and slammed the doors.

In less than
half a minute the only sound in the street was the purr of the
motorcycle.

The soldier in
the sidecar took off his goggles and his eyes narrowed against the
watery sun. He looked startled by the sea of faces staring back at
him. There was a map open on his lap. He glanced down at it then
looked up again. The driver sat perfectly still. They both seemed
very young. And very nervous.

‘Stupid bastard’s got himself lost.’ Mr Evans came out
of the door and squeezed past O’Shea onto the pavement.

Nothing moved
and the tension crackled in the stillness. The soldiers were
getting increasingly anxious at the way everyone just stood gaping
at them as if waiting for something to happen. The man in the
sidecar muttered to the driver and they both looked down at the
map.

Then someone dropped a
bucket and the sudden crash made the soldiers jump. The driver gave
a strange squeal and revved the engine, making it roar like an
angry bear. Then the motorcycle shot forward and tore off down
Henry Street scattering everyone in its path.

They didn’t
know Henry Street was a dead end. When they reached the bottom of
the road they skidded to a halt. Obviously flustered now, the
driver took a wide swing as he tried to turn around. But he
misjudged the width of the street, bounced up onto the pavement and
pinned the sidecar against the wall. And he got a flurry of abuse
from the man in the sidecar.

The driver
tried to move the bike backwards and in his panic, he stalled the
engine. Ripples of laughter from the watching crowd threw them into
even more of a flap and their embarrassment was quickly turning
into irritation.

It took three
attempts to restart the engine. Then they roared back up the
street. Everyone scattered again, running in all directions to get
out of the way.

Little Elsie
Taylor couldn’t run fast enough. The sidecar caught the back of her
legs and threw her up in the air. And her head collided with the
helmet of the soldier in the sidecar before she flipped over his
back and landed in the middle of the road.

The screams of
horror were almost drowned out by the roar of the motorcycle as it
careered off the road onto the pavement. It clipped the wall of a
house and spun back into the middle of the road. And once more the
engine stalled.

A dreadful howl
exploded from Mrs Evans as she charged out from behind O’Shea and
ran up the road to where Elsie Taylor was sprawled on the ground.
Mr Evans followed her, shouting incoherently and slapping his hands
against his head. His lips were pulled back in a horrible snarl and
words were coming out. But O’Shea couldn’t catch what he was
saying.

Then the big
man gave a heart-wrenching cry as he staggered across the road
towards the motorcycle. ‘You mad bastards. You’ve killed our little
girl. You’ve killed our Elsie.’

The driver
looked shocked. The man in the sidecar was holding his head in his
hands. Blood oozed from between his fingers. The driver yelled at
him but he didn’t respond.

With the
furious figure of Mr Evans rushing towards them the driver jumped
on the pedal and tried to kick-start the engine again. But all he
got was a dull sputter.

Mr Evans kept
coming. The soldier pulled a pistol from his belt and waved it in
the air. He was yelling. It was in German but the meaning was
clear.

‘You stupid, murdering, sausage eating bastards.’ Mr
Evans had spit dribbling down his chin. ‘You killed our little
Elsie.’

The German
pointed the pistol at the big man’s face but Mr Evans was having
none of it. He reached out to grab the soldier and the soldier
clipped him across the face with the pistol. Mr Evans staggered
back and his face glowed bright red with anger. He glared at the
German as he held his cut jaw with shaking hands. Then, foolishly,
he tried to grab him again.

The
shot hit him in the head. He dropped
in the road and lay perfectly still.

All over the
street people threw themselves to the ground. The man in the
sidecar was suddenly alert, shaken by the gunshot. He whipped out a
machine gun from somewhere and swung it in a wide arc. The look on
his face was total alarm.

A woman
screamed and dashed across the street to drag her children out of
harm’s way. Another woman had wrapped Elsie in a coat and was
carrying her towards an open door. She froze for a second, glanced
around then carried on.

The driver
kicked at the motorcycle pedal again and squealed in rage when
nothing happened. A stone came from somewhere and clattered off his
helmet. He gave a surprised cry and held his head. When he realised
he wasn’t hurt he leapt off the motorcycle and waved the pistol
around as he tried to spot the culprit.

What he saw was
Mrs Evans stomping towards him with mad eyes and a ferocious snarl
on her face. He staggered back against the motorcycle. His hand
started to shake and he howled at the other soldier
again.

In his rush to
get out of the sidecar the other soldier slipped and his leg got
caught in the seat. He toppled out onto the road still holding the
machine gun. And as he hit the ground there was a long burst of
gunfire. Bullets sprayed all over the street and took large chips
out of the masonry. In the confusion, the driver fired too. Mrs
Evans danced for a fraction of a second before dropping onto her
back.

Everyone was
scattering now, crawling along the ground to keep as low as
possible before disappearing into any opening they could find and
slamming the door behind them.

Arthur Martin
and his wife barged past O’Shea and ran into the Evans’ house.
O’Shea grabbed Adam and went to follow them but the door had
already slammed shut. He gave it a push, then an angry kick as he
yelled for Martin to open up. Martin didn’t answer. O’Shea kicked
the door again and shouted through the letterbox. But still no one
responded.

He couldn’t see
anyone either. They must all be hiding under the stairs. O’Shea and
Adam ran to the house next door. That door was locked
too.

O’Shea looked
around in desperation. He was horrified that in less than a
heartbeat every door in Henry Street was shut and bolted. Now he
and his son were the only ones standing in the open. The soldiers
watched them warily. The one with the handgun had a weird sneer on
his lips. He gave an arrogant wave of his hand and beckoned O’Shea
to come closer.

A painful cry
made the soldier jump. He crouched as he spun on his heels, holding
his gun out straight. And he aimed it at the only thing he could
see. A figure struggling to get back on her feet.

Mrs
Evans managed to get on to her
knees, then stand up into a crouch. Blood dripped from her
hands.

The soldiers
looked at each other and chuckled with relief. The woman glared at
them through bloodshot eyes. And as she staggered towards them the
driver aimed the pistol at her head.

O’Shea didn’t
have time to think. In a split second, he had a brick in his hand
and he threw it with all the strength he could muster. The driver
glanced up and the brick hit him in the face with such force he
dropped flat on his back. The pistol flew out of his hand and
clattered along the ground.

The other
soldier was still sitting on the ground where he’d fallen and he
didn’t see what happened so he was slow to react. But when he
spotted O’Shea racing towards him he rolled away and let off a
burst from his machine gun. It tore lumps out of the tree behind
O’Shea’s head as his fingers scratched the ground and snapped up
the pistol.

And
O’Shea got off one shot before he too
rolled away. It hit the soldier in the middle of the chest. He
jerked with the impact and dropped his gun, and he looked down in
horror at the hole in his uniform. His hand came up to touch the
wound. Then surprise turned to fear and he sagged back and closed
his eyes.

O’Shea dropped
the pistol and scrambled to his feet just as Mrs Evans reached him.
He went to hold her but she shrugged him away.

‘Thank you, Danny boy,’ she said. ‘But you should have
left them to me. I wanted to rip their bastard guts out.’ She took
a kick at the driver.

‘You’re hurt’ O’Shea tried to see what was causing so
much bleeding.

‘It’s just a flesh wound.’ She pushed him away again.
‘Nothing’s broken.’

Then her
gaze fell on Mr Evans and she gave a
soft sob as she sagged down beside him and cradled his head in her
lap. ‘Oh, my poor wee man,’

Doors
began opening again and people
filtered out, cautiously looking up and down the street. Someone
covered Mr Evans with a coat and took a distraught Mrs Evans into
one of the houses.

‘What are we going to do now?’ a woman asked in a shaky
voice that was close to hysteria. ‘There’s soldiers coming down the
next street. We’ll all be killed if they see what you’ve
done.’

Her eyes were
fixed on O’Shea. His whole body was shaking. He wanted to run away
but fear had paralysed him. Reaching out to Adam, he took him by
the hand.

‘You’d better get off the street,’ a voice called from
one of the upstairs windows. ‘The soldiers are almost
here.’

‘They’ll see the bodies and think we killed them.
They’ll take it out on us!’

‘Well, I’m not staying here to be killed. I’m off.’ Mr
Allen from number eleven was well into his seventies. He’d seen
enough during the Great War to last him forever. He shuffled off
down the road.

‘Why don’t we hide them?’ Gary Fredrick stuttered and
his hands were flapping all over the place. ‘Before their friends
get here. If they don’t see them they won’t know anything
happened.’

‘Hide them where? We haven’t got time to ... what are
you saying? Hide them in someone’s house?’

‘Yes!’ Peter Redman was O’Shea’s next-door neighbour.
Still in his early twenties, he’d already lost most of his hair
apart from a sprinkling of wispy bits around his ears. They’d lived
side by side for over six years and they borrowed bits and pieces
from each other. But O’Shea could never warm to him. There was
something too serious about Peter Redman. ‘We can hide them in one
of those houses.’

‘What?’ They all turned and looked at the burning
ruins. ‘How’re you going to do that? You’ll never get close enough.
It’s too hot. You’ll roast alive if you try to drag them in
there.’

More people
were carrying boxes out of their front doors and scurrying down
towards the wasteland at the back of the street. They probably
thought they wouldn’t meet any soldiers if they kept off the
roads.

‘Look, smash out the rest of that window,’ Redman said.
‘Drag them over to it and we’ll throw them in as far as possible.
There’s enough of us to do it. Then we can throw something in on
top of them to make sure. No one will ever know what happened to
them. So come on. We haven’t got much time.’

The soldiers
were unceremoniously dragged by the arms and legs across the
street. Two men pulled the remains of the window frame from the
wall. Spurts of flame snaked dangerously close to them as they
threw the bits of wood back into the fire.

The rest of the men lifted
the bodies one at a time, swung them back and forth to get momentum
and threw them as hard as they could in through the gap. They
disappeared in a shower of sparks. Then the men all hurried back
into the middle of the road and stood in silence as they pondered
on what to do next.

‘What about the motorbike?’

Young Michael
Jenkins took a closer look. Apart from a few dents, it appeared to
be all in one piece. He climbed onto it and fiddled with the bits
and pieces, twisting the clutch and crunching the gears. Then he
jumped hard on the pedal. To everyone’s surprise, the engine
shuddered and gave a throaty growl. He revved the accelerator and
made it roar. And the spontaneous burst of laughter was followed
immediately by relieved clapping.

‘Now take it and dump it somewhere.’

‘What?’ Michael Jenkins shot off the bike. ‘I’m not
taking it anywhere. I’ve got a wife and … no, not me, I’m afraid.
I’m not getting caught anywhere near it.’

‘Well, we can’t just leave it here. It’ll defeat the
whole object of burning the bodies.’

‘Can’t we roll it into the house as well? It’ll burn
too.’

‘How?’ Malcolm Taylor was spinning in little circles,
apparently trying to decide if he should stay or if he should run
after the others who were disappearing around the corner at the end
of the road. ‘It wouldn’t fit in the door, would it? And we
couldn’t possibly lift it in the window.’

‘Well, we have to get rid of it. And quick. Someone has
to take it away from here or we’re all in the shit up to our
necks.’

‘Not me. If you’re seen on that thing they’ll shoot you
on the spot. No thanks.’

‘Then who? If we don’t shift it now we’d all better
start running. And keep running. There won’t be any coming
back.’

A shudder ran
through O’Shea. If he was to keep Adam safe he needed to get him
away from this place. And he needed to do it now. There was nothing
left for him here anyway. His only hope was to go to Heather’s
mother in Tredegar. But Tredegar was a long way from Newport. It
would take days to get there if they had to walk. And every step
would heighten the chance of being discovered.

‘I’ll do it.’ The words were out before he could stop
himself. And there was an awkward hush as everyone looked from him
to Adam and back again.

‘Danny, are you sure?’ Paul Redman’s face showed real
concern. But there was relief in his eyes as well. He patted O’Shea
on the arm.

‘No,’ O’Shea answered in a hoarse voice. ‘I’m
not sure. But we can’t stay here. I need … we need to get to
Adam’s grandmother.’

‘It’ll be an awfully big risk, you know. Where does she
live? Will this machine take you that far?’

O’Shea
hesitated. He was suddenly aware that the less his neighbours knew
about where he was going the safer it would be. ‘She lives way up
there in the Brecons,’ he lied. ‘If I make it I’ll dump the bike
down some old mine shaft.’

Someone patted him on the
shoulder, and someone else shook his hand.

‘Thank you, Danny Boy.’

Malcolm Taylor
went to hug him but tapped him on the chest instead. ‘Good luck,
Danny. And God bless you. Now go. Get out of here while you
can.’

‘Come on, son.’ O’Shea put his arm around Adam. ‘Climb
into the sidecar there.’

‘Mam?’ Adam looked over at the burning
house.

‘Quickly now, son. We have to go now.’

Adam pulled
away and shook his head. Tears filled his eyes. ‘What about
Mam?’

‘Adam, please. Just get in.’

‘No. I want Mam. I want to stay here.’

‘For God’s sake,’ O’Shea snapped. ‘How the hell can you
stay here?’

‘My mam’s here. I want to stay with Mam.’

O’Shea sighed
bitterly and wiped his face on his sleeve. The fingers of panic
were squeezing tighter around his heart and he felt the bile rise
up in his throat again. He grasped Adam tightly by the arm and when
the boy whimpered O’Shea let him go again. Damn! He took a deep
breath. A bit of reasoning was all that was needed.

‘Look, Adam, I’ll tell you what we’ll do. We’ll go and
see Nana. We’ll go and find Nana and then we’ll come back here. And
Mam will make us a nice cup of tea. Wouldn’t that be nice, eh? A
nice cup of tea. And maybe she’ll have some Welsh cakes for us as
well. And we’ll put lots of butter on them. What do you
say?’

O’Shea held out
his hand. Adam stared at it for a moment, unsure, his eyes anxious.
He glanced at the house then back at O’Shea. Then he walked over
and put his hand in his father’s.

‘Welsh cakes, Dada?’

O’Shea lifted
him into the sidecar and wrapped the heavy army blanket around
him.

‘Welsh cakes, son. And plenty of butter.’

There was a set
of goggles on the ground where the soldier had dropped them and
O’Shea put them on before climbing onto the motorbike. He glanced
around at what had been his life, at the wreck of his house, at the
neighbours who gave self-conscious waves. He put the motorcycle
into gear and gave a few turns of the handle. The engine roared and
he pulled away and drove out of Henry Street.

 



Chapter
Seven

 


By the time
they got to Malpas Road it was already swarming with people
pouring in from every side
street and moving in a solid mass along the main route out of
Newport. Women pushed prams and men dragged wheelbarrows stacked
high with things they were desperate to save.

Bicycles had
huge bundles on them, and the men wheeling them were pulling
children along too. Even the children staggered under piles of
baggage.

But some
people only had the clothes they were
standing up in. They were the most frightened. They barged through
the crowd, desperate to put as much distance between them and the
advancing soldiers as they could. And all around them, buildings
were on fire and smoke billowed across the road.

O’Shea couldn’t
go any faster than a walking pace as he weaved through the swaying
wall of bodies, and he was struggling to control the panic that
simmered up inside him.

What if someone
noticed the Nazi insignia on the sidecar? He wouldn’t be able to
accelerate away. They’d tear him to shreds. He rearranged the
blanket on Adam’s lap so it fell over the side and dragged along
the ground. Hopefully, the crowd would be too engrossed in their
own survival to take notice of a motorbike with a child in the
sidecar.

He glanced back
to see how far behind the Germans were. If they were getting too
close he’d abandon the motorcycle and take their chance amongst the
crowd. But as far as he could make out the Germans were
concentrating on the massive steelworks across the river. Most of
the smoke came from there.

It took well
over an hour just to get to the outskirts of Pontypool. Then a left
turn took him onto the long road that sliced through the massive
slag heaps clinging to the side of the mountains above Crumlin
town.

The
people there were spilling out of
their homes too but it was hard to decide which way they were
trying to go. They crossed from one side of the street to the other
and sometimes even staggered back in the opposite direction to the
rest of the crowd.

On the other
side of Crumlin the people thinned out and O’Shea was able to open
the throttle. And as he followed the narrow road up to Blackwood
the sun was a watery disc behind the clouds sitting on top of the
hills. They wiped out all the colour and shrouded the world in a
dismal grey haze. The damp air clung to their faces and fogged up
the goggles.

At a junction
where several roads converged, a rusty sign told them Tredegar was
now only three miles away.

O’Shea glanced down
when Adam tapped him on the leg. And the look on the boy’s face
made his heart sink. He pulled onto the grass verge and shut off
the engine. Removing the goggles, he wiped his face on his sleeve,
got off the bike and helped Adam out of the sidecar.

‘I’m wet, Dada.’

‘I can see that!’

O’Shea took him into a
field through a gap in the hedge, and he could tell by the smell
that Adam hadn’t just wet himself.

‘For God’s sake, couldn’t you have waited? Just a few
more miles and we’d be at Nana’s.’

‘I’m sorry, Dada.’

O’Shea closed
his eyes and gave a slow, deep moan. He’d had to deal with this
kind of stuff so many times over the years and it had never
bothered him before. Adam was his son. It wasn’t a problem.
Whenever Adam got worried or excited he wet himself. O’Shea
understood and he cleaned it up.

But this time
it felt so different. It was like being hit in the chest by
something from a nightmare. And it caused bitterness in O’Shea’s
heart that he’d never felt before.

It took him a
minute to regain his composure. None of this was the boy’s fault.
What happened to Adam all those years ago was just an accident. A
terrible, cruel accident. It could have happened to anyone. A
simple twist of fate that turned all their lives upside
down.

It was just an
ordinary day. Heather had taken Adam for a stroll around Shaftsbury
Park and down by the river Usk. He waddled along ahead of her,
standing on his toes to reach the handle of the pram as he pushed
it through the long grass that was peppered with
daisies.

Heather looked
away for the briefest of moments. She saw a neighbour sitting on a
bench and waved hello.

Adam’s
distressed cry made her jump. And when she turned around the pram
was gone. A huge wedge of riverbank had broken away. The child and
the pram had dropped into the river.

Before Heather
could react Adam was pulled away by the ferocious tidal current and
swept out into the middle of the river. It was dragging him towards
the town bridge.

Heather’s
screams alerted two young men on the opposite bank of the river and
they scrambled down through the thick mud to a small boat tied to a
beer barrel. And they rowed frantically after the child for almost
a mile before they came into sight of the giant Transporter Bridge,
a huge metal structure that straddles the river.

Built in 1906 when Newport was a busy
port, the Transporter Bridge is a gondola suspended on steel ropes
from a boom, large enough to carry six cars and numerous foot
passengers. And this is pulled from one side of the river to the
other using a hauling cable.

The tide was turning now and
the river was at its highest as Adam was dragged towards it. The
gondola was only ten feet above the water as it headed back to the
town side of the river. When the guard noticed the men in the boat
chasing the struggling child he rang the alarm bell and shouted to
the crew. They dropped a cluster of buoys into the water and tied
them to the railings. And as the driver maneuvered the gondola into
the path of the child, three men slid down the ropes. Then as Adam
swept by them they grabbed his shirt and hauled him out.

Back on the
platform, they couldn’t get
him to breathe so they piled him into the back of a car and raced
him off to the Royal Gwent Hospital.

It took a dangerously long
time but the doctors worked a miracle and brought him back to
life.

In the meantime
Heather had run all the way along the riverbank to the railway
bridge, gathering a crowd of people as she went. And by the time
she reached the Transporter Bridge, she was near to
collapse.

But the news
that Adam had been rescued gave her the strength to run up
Mendlegiefe Road to the hospital. The relief of finding him alive
reduced her to a flood of tears and she fainted on the floor. They
put her in the bed next to her son.

When O’Shea got
there later a doctor took him into a small room, sat him on a hard
chair and told him the bad news. Because of the time it took to
revive Adam there would have been a severe lack of oxygen to his
brain. There was a strong possibility of permanent damage. He was
very sorry but he couldn’t say how bad it was going to be at this
stage. Only time would tell.

Now Adam was
ten years old and he had his mother’s soft fair hair and big hazel
eyes. And to look at him you’d think he was just another ordinary
little boy.

It was only
when you spoke to him you’d notice the difference. The lack of
response. The vacant expression. The movements that were awkward
and unsure. Also, if he was taken out of his environment it made
him anxious. And he often lost control of his bladder.

O’Shea snatched
a handful of long grass and cleaned the boy as best he could. But
there was no way he could get his clothes dry. He would just have
to sit in them until they got to Tredegar. He pulled the boy’s
trousers back up and buttoned his coat.

All of a sudden O’Shea
realised why he was feeling so resentful. It was because Heather
wasn’t here anymore.

She’d always
been around before. Maybe she’d be in the kitchen doing something
else but her presence was all O'Shea ever needed. It gave him the
strength to do what had to be done. While she was there he knew he
could handle all this, deal with whatever came his way.

But now she was
gone and
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