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For Jack and Marion. With love and thanks.




It is bitter to know that history


Fails to teach the present to be better than the past


For man was a slave in the morning of time


And a slave he remains to the last


Idris Davies, Gwalia Deserta




‘Tributes are pouring in for a miner who died earlier this morning following an incident at a churchyard at Ystrad, a village on the South Wales coalfield.


‘The dead man has been named as Gwyn Pritchard, 45, an overman at Blackthorn Colliery near Ystrad.


‘Mr Pritchard was one of just three miners to have continued to work at nearby Blackthorn Colliery, breaking a strike that has halted the UK’s coal production for nearly 12 months.


‘In a statement released minutes ago, the National Coal Board paid tribute to the dead man. Area manager Adam Smith-Tudor described Mr Pritchard as “a solid family man who died defending his right to go to work at the pit he loved”.


‘South Wales police have made one arrest and say they are looking for a second person in connection with the incident. A police spokesman declined to confirm reports that the dead man was attacked by striking miners.’





Transcript, radio news broadcast, 9am, March 1, 1985




WINTER 1984
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Mid-evening, and The Red Lion was empty. Gwyn Pritchard sat at his usual table in the lounge bar and sipped ale from his tankard. No music pounded from the jukebox in the main bar. There was no tobacco fug above the pool table. Not tonight. He twitched a faded chintz curtain, raised a nostril-full of dust, and stared out into the gloom. The north wind howled, vicious. At the bottom of Ystrad High Street, the pavement was pooled with light spilt from the windows of the Miners’ Institute. His men were still in there, still stewing over the morning’s accident, that bastard Dewi Power stirring up their grief, no doubt.


He dropped the curtain, turned his attention back to his pint. His fourth. But the beer wasn’t doing what it should. Tonight, the more he drank, the more he ended up dwelling on it. The rescue workers trooping out of the wheel house to the courtyard. The stretcher covered with grime-streaked canvas.


Steve Red Lion plucked the last packet of peanuts from the poster pinned behind the bar to reveal a topless blonde in all her glory, tits like ice creams. He stared at her, damn as near dribbling. Gwyn caught the landlord’s eye. Steve flushed pink from neck to pate and started polishing the optics, at a loss to know what to say.


‘Cold out tonight, eh, Gwyn,’ he tried.


‘That piece’d keep a fellow warm.’


Time was, Mrs Steve ran the pub. A proper little dragon, barely the height of a bar stool but not afraid, come closing time, to grab a drunken collier by the collar, drag him outside and drop him on the pavement. There were no topless posters at The Red Lion when that one was around.


‘I heard about Gabe, poor old bugger,’ Steve said. ‘Hit you hard, I’ll bet.’


There it was. The image assaulted him again. Gabe Parry, face peaceful despite the broken-doll neck, the forehead flecked with bone and brain and clotted blood.


He shrugged. ‘Seen a fair few deaths in my time. Won’t be the last.’


Steve gathered up Gwyn’s tankard, filled it, waved away his money, waited as though expecting more.


And what point saying anything. Best to leave fresh wounds to heal, leave old wounds be. The first to go was the old boy who trained him, a sarky old Trotskyist known as Alf Manifesto. A good old boy, for all his piss-and-vinegar about miners being the vanguard of the revolution. Killed when a pack hole collapsed on him, buried him chest-deep in fallen rocks. Gwyn had attacks of the shakes for months after his butty died, body sweating rivers as the cage rattled down to the pit.


Not the loss that haunted him, even so.


Steve’s lips were moving. ‘—after what happened to your old dad.’


Gwyn didn’t answer. He’d paid his dues to that bloody pit, him and his forebears.


‘—then going down again tomorrow. No life for a man, that, Gwyn. No life for a beast.’ Pink with emotion, Steve’s face.


Gwyn touched his thumb to his one good finger. One hell of a price to pay for coal. Every piece of anthracite ripped from the earth repaid in blood. Nights like this, a man needed his butties around him. Nights like this, it was only other colliers who understood. It was alright for his men. They had each other.


Steve was still jabbering. Gwyn turned away and looked out over Ystrad again. He’d known it all his life, this little high street, as familiar as the stumps at the end of his knuckles. Blindfold him, he could make his way down from the pub to the parade of shops, past the Victorian Miners’ Institute, take a sharp right-turn downhill to reach Blackthorn pit.


It was nothing special, the village, the usual shops overlooking the usual valley floor. Italian bracchi, unisex fashion boutique, hairdressers, butchers, bookies, funeral parlour and co-op. Behind these, up a slope fit for sledging, the usual two rows of terraced houses. And at the top, a row of semis that dwarfed the homes below, built for pit management. Superior properties on the top tier. He had barely enough puff in his old lungs to get up there, lately. Worth the effort, even so.


Footsteps approached the pub. Here they were at last: Dewi Power and that rabble from the lodge. The swing doors flew open and in they trooped, falling silent as they walked past, shooting dark looks in Gwyn’s direction. Uncalled for, that. They walked through the lounge bar as usual, piled into the main bar with its jukebox and pool table and dartboard, voices muted, not a glance for the peanut girl as they crowded round the taps and waited for Steve to serve them.


Pints in hand, they gathered round the long table at the back, talking quiet, talking serious. There would be trouble in the morning, for sure. If his lads clocked in at all. Dewi Power tapped his glass. The hum of voices faded. The lodge secretary hefted himself onto the bar, face pale against coal dust-rimmed eyes, a broken-nosed little pharaoh addressing his worker hordes. His voice was low, commanding the lads’ attention.


‘Listen up, fellas. A sad day it’s been for Blackthorn. We lost a good man today. One o’ the best.’ He clapped an arm around the man-mountain standing next to him. ‘You do the honours, Dai.’


Gabe’s butty Dai Dumbells bowed his head, launched into the Wobbly anthem sung for many a dead collier.


‘I dreamed I saw Joe Hill last night


Alive as you or me


Says I, but Joe you’re ten years dead.


I never died said he. I never died, said he.’


There was pathos to Dai’s tuneless baritone, for once. It got the rest of the lads to their feet, voices soaring together:


‘Where workers strike and organise


It’s there you’ll find Joe Hill


It’s there you’ll find Joe Hill.’


Gwyn sat, heart in his boots, willed his lads not to court trouble. Willed them not to get it wrong – so very badly wrong – yet again. Everyone knew damn well what was coming. Smith-Tudor, the area manager, had called him in at Christmas, sat him down for a chat, man to man. Promised he’d see Gwyn right if he kept his lads in line. There was a time for trouble and a time for knuckling down. Smith-Tudor spelled it out for him. It fell to Gwyn to break the lodge’s grip on his lads. If he let the lodge use a man’s death to stoke his lads’ anger, there was only one way things would fall.


But Dewi Power wasn’t done yet. ‘Here’s to Gabriel Parry,’ he raised his glass.


Gwyn made to raise his tankard, caught Dewi’s eye across the bar, thought better of it. His tankard was drunk dry in any case.


Dewi fixed him with a cold dark stare. ‘Gabe’s dead, and the overman’s suspended two of our boys,’ he said. ‘Suspended two decent, hard-working colliers for going to help a fallen comrade. We won’t go back to work. Not until Iwan and Scrapper Jones get reinstated.’


‘Damn right,’ bleach-blond Matt Price cut in.


The rest nodded agreement. Gwyn saw no point staying for a fifth pint after that. He had no truck with the lodge’s nonsense. Particularly not tonight. He might as well head off home to Carol and the girl.


Keep the boys in line, keep the coal flowing, the area manager told him. Fat chance, Smith-Tudor. Fat bloody chance.
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Helen lay in Scrapper’s arms, skin damp against his skin, carpet rough beneath her thighs. So that was it, then, the dirty deed. Nothing like she’d overheard the sixth-form girls at school whispering and giggling about. No blood, no pain. Nothing like her mam warned her about the day she started her periods, told her to keep herself nice until the day her Prince Charming walked her up the aisle. If her mam knew what she and Scrapper had done. If her dad—


Goosebumps studded her arms and legs. Scrapper’s chest rose and fell against her shoulder. His eyes were closed, breath coming soft and regular. His hands and arms were scratched and bruised, the marks all too fresh. She shuddered and snuggled closer.


Next to the hearth, two mismatched, ceiling-high shelves hugged a library of books. A small television teetered on a three-legged stool. Under the window, a scuffed wooden desk held a battered typewriter, piles of newspapers and magazines and a box spilling pamphlets. Photos of Scrapper and his parents lined the mantelpiece beneath a red pennant, crossed symbols stitched in golden thread and a tinted portrait of a beardy old man with a mane of white hair. The clothes she and Scrapper tore off each other were scattered on the sofa. The faces on the mantelpiece looked none too impressed.


She tugged the hair that sprouted across Scrapper’s chest. ‘Scrap.’


‘Hmmm?’


‘You won’t tell anyone?’


‘About what, bach?’


She tugged harder. ‘About this, stupid.’


‘Aw,’ he opened one eye, smiled lazily at her. ‘Reckoned I’d put an ad in Ystrad Herald.’


‘I swear to god, Scrapper Jones – you breathe one word o’ this, one word, to your creep of a butty or anyone else, I’ll come after you with Dad’s garden shears.’


She tried to sit up, but he yanked her down again, flipped her over and smacked her backside.


‘It’ll be your dad after me wi’ them shears, Red.’


He got up and shrugged on his clothes, all matter-of-fact, like it was normal to strip off and make love to a girl on his parents’ living room carpet. Like what happened between them was everyday business. Like a line had not been crossed.


‘Get your clothes on, Red. You’ll catch your death. I’ll fix us some lunch.’


‘But it’s dark out,’ she objected. ‘Too late for—’


But he was gone.


She perched on the sofa, pulled on her school uniform. He was right, of course. To think of his parents coming home and catching them at it— The shame, to have fiery Angela Schiappa and bookish Iwan Jones walk in on them. She dressed, wishing she was old enough to be a proper girlfriend. Free to go on dates with Scrapper, to come home with him and stay over. To walk down the road holding hands with him. To not be the wrong side of sixteen.


Debbie Power used to stay over. Helen saw her once, on a Sunday morning, kissing Scrapper goodbye in the doorway of the ice cream parlour, his mam and dad busy behind the counter, paying them no mind. No one noticed the freckled, ginger-haired kid at the corner table, spoon dug into a forgotten sundae, gawping at Scrapper as Debbie strode across the road to the bus stop, glossy black bob and long legs in nurse’s whites turning every man’s head.


The sound of a car horn yanked her back from her thoughts. She twitched the curtain, saw the flashy daffodil-coloured Capri that belonged to Albright, the pit manager, stop outside The Red Lion. A man leaned into the passenger window, speaking to the driver, then the car pulled away. She would have known that tweed cap and jacket anywhere. She slid behind the curtain as the man turned, hands cupped against the wind to light his cigarette. He paused under a street lamp, raised his head. For a heart-stopping second, she thought her dad had seen her. But he was hawking and spitting a gob of phlegm into the gutter. Nasty, that collier habit of his.


She drew the curtains hurriedly and turned on the lights. Her satchel hung from the doorknob. She fished out her makeup bag and snapped open her compact. A right state on her, rats’ tails for curls, mascara in flakes. She raked a comb through her hair, backcombed the front section and pinned it, quiff-style, above her forehead, dabbed her lips with a matt red shade that clashed with her hair. She squinted at herself, expecting her face to betray her crime.


‘So wunnerfly, wunnerfly, wunnerfly pretty—’ Scrapper was humming as he clattered around in the kitchen.


Scented steam drifted into the living room. She wondered when Iwan and Angela would get home. Scrapper had never brought her home as his girlfriend. Not once, in four months of courting. And here he was, tray loaded, two huge bowls of something pale and stringy, soaked in sauce and topped with cheese.


He set down the tray, turned on the television. ‘Sorry it’s only leftovers, bach. We’re out of oysters an’ champagne.’


‘On a miner’s wage?’


‘Aye, well. But a glass o’ something would be tidy.’


He slipped back into the kitchen, came back with a glass of red wine. She took a careful sip. The one time she drank wine, she and her friends got bladdered at a party on half-drunk bottles of sour red plonk that Bethan Edwards’ dad filched from his boss’s restaurant.


They snuggled together on the sofa and ate their tea.


Scrapper stared at the TV with empty eyes. ‘I hate that pit,’ he said at last. ‘It chews a man up, bleeds the strength from his bones, spits out a dried old husk.’


‘So leave.’


‘And do what?’


‘You got to keep looking.’


His eyebrows shot up. ‘What, get on my bike?’


‘Even my dad says you’re dead good at your job. You’ll find something. My dad says—’


‘Oh, right, yeah. Your dad says.’


There was an edge to his voice that shocked her. ‘What about my dad?’


He looked away, didn’t answer.


‘What,’ she repeated.


‘Don’t mind me. Bad day at the office.’


‘I know. Poor old Gabe. And I’m sorry about Saturday.’


He shook his head.


‘You know. That pathetic fight we had. About you kissing your ex.’


‘What, Debbie?’ Scrapper said. ‘Her and Dai Dumbells got engaged. She was just telling me. Said it’s an ex-boyfriend’s duty to kiss the bride.’


She pinched his arm crossly. ‘Why didn’t you say?’


‘Too busy tearing strips off me to hear it, weren’t you?’


She paused, taking in the news. Debbie Power engaged, to that strapping firebrand, Dai Dobrosielski. Quite a catch, Dai, arms on him like girders, that big, solemn face splashed across the sports pages.


‘And after Debbie?’


‘After Debbie, what?’


‘Have you had other women?’


He set down the wine glass, grabbed her in an arm-lock and ruffled her hair. Her quiff collapsed, tumbling into her eyes.


‘What answer d’you want? If it’s no, you’ll say I’m pining after Debbie. If it’s yes, you’ll say I’m Casanova.’


She slapped away his hands, fixed her hair at a high, indignant angle. ‘The right answer is the truth.’


‘We finished long ago, me and Debbie,’ he said.


But all she heard was her mam’s voice: no man wants a woman who’s easy. All she could see was Scrapper legging it, her dad limping after him with garden shears. She remembered what her dad yelled when he grounded her for being late: you’re stupid. You’ll waste your life. You’re a worthless little slut. All of it came crowding in on her.


She went to the window, pushed up the sash and gulped a lungful of air. Sleet soaked the street. The cold and damp soothed her. Lights twinkled on the far side of the valley beyond the trees. She heard a crow caw and flap overhead. She shuddered. Her mam said crows were the souls of dead miners.


She pulled back and saw Scrapper’s face reflected in the panes. The angled glass warped his cheekbones, the balance of forehead to chin. At last, she shut the window, drew the curtain, turned to look at him.


‘It’s the truth, Red,’ he said.


The back door scraped open. Footsteps pattered up the stairs. Angela Schiappa-Jones burst into the room and flung herself on Scrapper, laughing and crying. At last, she let him go, studied his face.


‘Caro mio!’ She raised her hand, slapped him, then hugged him again. ‘Is last time you go playing big hero, cretino. Understand?’


Scrapper prised her away. ‘Stop fussing, Mam. It was nothing’


‘Is just as well, Simon, else I’d bloody kill you.’


‘Aw, Mam—’


Angela turned to Helen, kissed her on both cheeks. ‘Is high time he brought you home, bella. Too bad it takes an accident to teach my peasant of a son some manners.’


Helen looked away, blushing. Someone else was climbing up the stairs. She prepared herself to greet Iwan Jones, thought better of it when she caught the look that crossed his face on seeing her.


‘What is she doing in this house?’ he said.


Angela frowned. ‘Is no way to speak to Simon’s girl.’ She put a hand on Helen’s arm. ‘Forgotten his manners, my husband. You are welcome here, bella.’


‘She bloody isn’t,’ Iwan said. ‘Not after today.’


‘That’s not fair, Dad,’ Scrapper said.


‘Not fair,’ Iwan echoed. ‘When her old man had the pair of us suspended?’


‘Suspended,’ Helen said. ‘What d’you mean, suspended?’


Her question hung unanswered. Iwan strode off down the corridor to the kitchen.


‘Is not your fault, bella,’ Angela said.


Helen’s skin prickled with shame. ‘I’d best go home.’


She shuffled her shoulders into her blazer and trudged down the stairs. Outside, the wind had picked up. The sleet had bite. She paused, half expecting Scrapper to come after her, to apologise for what his dad had said, to offer to walk her home. There was nothing doing. She let herself out and set off up the hill cursing herself.
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Four pints down, Gwyn struggled to scale the hill. At last he forced open his front gate, climbed the three tall steps to the front garden, defied gale and gravity to reach his front door, taking shelter in the porch to steady himself, draw breath and slow his spinning brain. Across the valley, below the line of trees, the frosted hillsides sparkled in the darkness. Blackthorn’s winding tower rose from the valley floor like the mast of a sunken ship.


The moonless sky had a yellow cast that threatened snow. He’d planned to dig his garden at the weekend, till the front borders, throw in handfuls of peat moss for his dahlias. Bishop of Llandaff dahlias, he planted. Proud red blooms on deep black stems. The Rolls-Royce of dahlias. The talk of the valleys, his summer borders.


The lace curtains were yellowing too, for want of a spring clean. Carol needed telling again. They kept a spotless house. A matter of pride. He had a home to call his own, mortgage paid on time, all the latest appliances bought on HP. The deal was that Carol kept things nice. He wouldn’t have the neighbours whisper behind their hands about Gwyn Pritchard not providing. About Carol Pritchard being a slattern. They had standards to keep.


The front door was unlocked. He wiped his boots on the mat, bent to unlace them. He had tremors in his legs after the walk uphill. He stepped into his house, boots in hand, slid his feet into the slippers parked next to the grandfather clock. Carol poked her head around the kitchen door. Steam and the stench of burned meat billowed into the hall.


‘Thank God, cariad,’ she said.


He went straight into the sitting room. A good fire blazed in the grate, sprigged wallpaper wilting in the heat. He flopped down in his armchair, reached for his newspaper. Carol bustled in, wiping sticky hands on her skirt, lunged at him for a kiss.


‘Stop clucking, woman,’ he levered himself away from her.


She had heard the pit siren and the ambulances, knew as well as the next person what the claxon signalled. But they’d been married long enough for her to read his mood, to know when her attention was welcome and when to leave him be. She fetched his tray, perched opposite him in her armchair. Picked up her knitting and set to work on a square for a patchwork quilt. Dark red yarn flowed through her fingers but her eyes were fixed on him. She wanted to talk about it.


He looked down at his plate, at the slab of liver cooked until it croaked for mercy, lumps for gravy, peas colourless and crushed. A hunk of cauliflower, collapsed like a crushed brain. He chased a couple of peas around the plate with the tip of his fork. Set the tray on the side table.


‘I’m not eating this.’


The knitting needles paused. ‘It’s all we got. Unless we pop up the chippy?’


‘You want me to go back out to fetch grub? After the day I had?’


She lowered her knitting. Damn. He’d walked right into it.


‘I tried to reach Albright all morning, cariad. Took hours to get through.’


‘He was busy, woman. We all were.’


‘But why not call, let us know you were safe?’


He closed his eyes, leaned back in his chair.


‘How about I fetch you a beer, love,’ she said.


The thought of drink flooded his mouth with bitter juices. One hell of a day, he’d had. First the accident, then the Jones boys defying him, then having to explain the trouble with the lodge to Albright. And now a second interrogation. In his own bloody house, from his own bloody wife.


‘Where’s the girl?’


‘Out,’ Carol said.


‘What d’you mean, out?’


She shrugged. ‘You don’t reckon you punished her enough?’


‘Enough? That girl got the brains to make something of her life.’


‘She done well in her mock O-levels. No harm cutting her some—’


‘No harm? Wait ’til she falls pregnant an’ tell me no harm.’


She flinched as though he’d stung her. With luck, that would be the end of it. He looked at the mantelpiece, at the black and white photos of the two of them in their wedding suits. Carol barely nineteen, wool jacket clinging to a tiny waist, skirt four inches above the knee to show a neat pair of pins. Hair in a sleek strawberry-blonde beehive. A smart little piece, Carol, when they married. All the lads joshing him about landing himself a dolly bird ten years his junior and a dead spit for Julie Christie.


Some Julie Christie, with her stained clothes and smudged mascara, hair bleached brittle blonde.


A strapping figure he cut in his wedding suit. Brown serge that cost a whole week’s wages from Howell’s down in Cardiff. He had Dai Cross-Stitch the tailor let out the arms and shoulders. He’d worked fourteen years below ground by then. Twelve stones of pure muscle. Spider, they’d called him when he started, for his spindly arms and legs. He’d bulked up quick-sharp. Mining was piece work, back then: the more you worked, the more you earned. He learned to shift the load of three men, earned himself a fancy new nickname, after some Cold War worker hero. That one’ll take it for a compliment, Gwyn heard Alf Manifesto tell the others. Damn right. Gwyn Stakhanov. It had a ring to it, that. But the men hadn’t called him that in years. Captain Hook was what they called him since he lost his fingers and got promoted.


He picked up his newspaper, scanned the headlines.


Carol’s eyes were fixed on his face. ‘Chrissie next door said a man died. Who?’


‘Gabe Parry.’


A knitting needle fell on the carpet. He shook his head, irritated now, snapped open the newspaper and raised it. Blocked out the horror in Carol’s eyes, the shocked O-shape of her lips. He hid inside the newspaper and pretended to read. Started with the sports pages, worked forwards. Navigated horoscopes, motoring and women’s nonsense to the news pages. Glanced at the girl on page three. Nothing special. But young and pert and silent, at least.


Carol drew breath again. He lowered the paper, glared at her. She took the hint, bent her head over her knitting, started picking out dropped stitches. The gate opened with a screech of hinges. Light footsteps clip-clopped up the path. The front door swung open and slammed shut. Already, he smelled attitude.


‘That you, love?’ Carol called.


‘Who else, Mam?’


About bloody time the girl showed up. If she’d been anywhere near that boy again, he’d tan her hide.
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Helen slung her sodden coat and bag over the banister and slunk towards the living room. She had hoped against hope to find her mam alone. Most nights, her dad stayed down the pub. Most nights, he staggered in after she was tucked up safe in bed. Rare, since the lodge banned overtime, to have him come back early. Since Christmas, he had the pub to himself, pretty much, his men skint and stopping home. But her mam wasn’t watching soaps on the sly tonight. The telly was off. Her dad shot from his armchair on seeing her, a face to shatter stone.


Her mam looked pale and tense. ‘Sit yourself down, love. I’ll fetch your tea.’


‘I got homework, Mam. I’ll take the tray upstairs.’


‘You sit down by there,’ her dad said.


She sat. Her mam vanished into the kitchen, started rattling plates and cutlery. Took her time. A muscle twitched in her dad’s cheek, ticking like a stopwatch. If that was how he handled his men, no wonder things were bad with the lodge. She curled her arms and legs around herself, rested her gaze on the carpet until the swirls of red and blue paisley bled into purple sludge.


‘So where you been, young lady?’


‘Round Bethan’s. Geography project.’


Her dad fixed her a hard stare. Her mam came in, caught the look on his face, clattered the tea-tray in warning. Too late. The warning wouldn’t save her. Not this time.


‘Let’s try again, shall we,’ her dad said.


Her mam set down the tray. ‘Tell him,’ she hissed.


‘I fancied a walk.’


Her dad raised his wrist, eyeballed his watch. ‘Well, look at that,’ he said, every word fired like a bullet. ‘Already gone seven. School out at four-thirty. Walk, did you? Walk all the way to Cardiff?’


Best not to answer, when whatever she said made things worse.


‘You been with that boy, haven’t you?’


The room was too hot, the stench of cooked liver mixed with stale tobacco, sweat and furniture polish.


‘Sorry, Mam. I’m not hungry.’


She put the tray on the side table, tucked her arms around herself. If she made herself small, maybe he would leave it. When she was small, her dad was gentle and kind, like other people’s dads.


His maimed hand gripped his belt buckle, the other jabbed the air. ‘What did I tell you on Saturday?’


She shrank away, muttered something vague.


‘Did I or did I not say you were grounded for the rest of the month?’


‘Yes,’ she said.


‘Yes. So I’ll thank you to look me in the eye. Were you or were you not with that boy?’


She looked into his grey face, at the sagging corners of his mouth, his pouchy eyes. She saw him then. Really saw him, in all his hunched disappointment. A man, no longer young, who reached for too much, caught too little.


‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Alright, yes. I was with Scrapper Jones. Me and him. All afternoon.’


She raised her chin, insolent. Saw shock and triumph and white-hot rage.


‘Slut,’ he breathed.


He unbuckled his belt, eyes fixed on her. Took time to draw frayed leather under and over the buckle. To release the prong. To slide the belt, loop by loop by loop. Buckle in hand, he reached for her wrist. No grip to that maimed hand of his. No effort to twist herself free.


‘No! Tell him, Mam.’


‘Carol, come and hold her,’ he said.


Her mam hovered in the doorway. ‘Don’t, Gwyn.’


‘Do what I say, woman. Now!’


‘You forgot what you promised?’ she said softly.


‘She’s asking for it, the little whore.’


‘But you’re not your old man, cariad. You’re better’n that.’


As suddenly as it started, it was over. Her dad backed away, lowered the belt, shoulders slumped in defeat.


She scampered behind the sofa, reckless with relief. ‘He’s been picking on Scrapper again, Mam,’ she said. ‘Sent him and Iwan off the job.’


A flicker in her dad’s cheek showed that her blow hit home. He raised his belt, brought it down again. She felt the rush of cold air as the strap missed her cheek by inches.


‘Your first punishment was being grounded,’ he said. ‘Defy me again, you’ll regret it, young lady. See that boy again, he’ll be out of a job. Go anywhere near him, and I’ll skin the pair of you.’


The look in his eye told her he meant it. She backed out of the room without another word.




— 5 —


Gwyn shifted the belt between his hands. The scuffed black leather was fixed to a buckle of solid brass, initials etched on it. Presented to the old man to mark his twenty-fifth year at Blackthorn, that belt, only weeks before the blast that took him.


He ran his thumb and forefinger over the scratched metal. Lucky for the girl that he was slow on his feet, lately. He looped the belt around his waist and buckled it again. A dizzy spell sent him back to his chair. He’d asked the pit medic about his symptoms; the dizziness and the fighting for breath and lost appetite. He pressed his face to the bathroom mirror every morning, waited to see the anthracite bruises beneath his nails spread to his lips, for the whites of his eyes to stain blue. When coal dust showed in the face, death called within the year. Black lung. It did for his granddad and three of his uncles. Did for so many older miners. Would have done for his old man and for Gabe Parry if the darkness hadn’t taken them first. Coal would come for him, too, like as not.


His arm ached, lungs threatened to choke him. The girl was with that boy all afternoon. With that firebrand, trouble-making boy. The grandfather clock chimed the hour. He set aside his newspaper, turned on the TV to watch the news. The prime minister was striding down a production line at a car plant in the Midlands. The car workers queued to be inspected, slouch-necked and awkward, dressed in spotless overalls to meet the woman taking a crowbar to the UK car industry. Britain’s glorious leader, squaring up to the car unions, cwtching up to the Japanese. She glided down the line, the prime minister, hair set to concrete. Blue suit, blue shoes, blue hat, blue handbag, the better to match her politics.


Carol came padding down the stairs. He’d told her not to go after the girl. And she’d defied him, yet again.


She perched on the arm of her chair. ‘Well, cariad?’


He fixed his eyes on the prime minister. A fine set of pins on her.


‘So what happened?’


‘Leave it, will you.’


‘You got fresh trouble with your men?’


He sighed. ‘Same old story. Nothing for you to worry about.’


Carol tilted her head, waiting. A terrier’s persistence, she had.


‘The roof fell in. Gabe Parry went missing. I told the men to stay put, but Iwan and Scrapper Jones defied me, went looking for the old boy. The roof fell in some more and Dai Dumbells and Iwan Jones got injured. And for nothing. Gabe was killed straight off.’


‘And you punished the boy and his dad?’


‘For God’s sake, woman. They went against my orders. Nearly turned an accident into a disaster. It was Albright suspended them. Then the rest walked off the job.’


‘But how could Albright send them home for trying to find poor Gabe?’


‘Orders is orders.’


‘Yes, but Gwyn—’


It was all he could do not to throw back his head and howl. As bad as that rabble from the lodge, his own wife, his own daughter. He’d had a bellyful of back-chat. His hand twitched. And he had never hit his wife.


She knelt beside his chair, took his hand.


‘But you did the exact same thing yourself, cariad. The deputy told you not to go back for Alf Manifesto. But Alf was your butty and to hell with what the boss said – back you went.’


A low blow, that. He snatched his hand away. When he spoke, his voice was tight. ‘I was young and bloody-minded. The deputy was well within his rights to tan my hide for going back for that miserable old Bolshevik.’


She sighed. ‘Point is, you weren’t disciplined. And why? Because the deputy was a former collier. He understood.’


‘So?’


‘So you understand and all. You could speak to Albright. Get him to reinstate the Jones lads.’


‘Reinstate? They disobeyed my orders.’


‘Yes, Gwyn. But you got a chance to help cool things off.’


‘Cool things off?’


She seized his hand again. Stroked the stumps that were once his fingers. ‘We both knows the price of coal, eh, cariad. What do they know, them managers with their clean fingernails and their number-crunching? To hell with men in suits, shuffling bits of paper from desk to desk, Gwyn. You owe nothing to them and everything to Blackthorn. To your men.’


The irony. ‘To my men? It’s for them to decide; are they with me or with the lodge.’


‘But Gwyn—’


She was clueless, his wife. If she knew what Smith-Tudor had told him. Profitable, productive pits would live. Pits with falling yields would die. Hundreds of jobs would go. Under-performing collieries would shut. It was every man for himself now. He’d sworn him to secrecy, the coalfield boss. Pits that performed – overmen that performed – only they had a fighting chance.


He made a promise, Smith-Tudor. ‘Keep the coal flowing, keep your nose clean, I’ll take good care of you, Pritchard. Got a desk job with your name on it.’


A desk job. As dreams went, that wasn’t much to ask.


‘Are you sure it’s the lodge that’s the problem,’ Carol said.


It took all his strength to hold back. He took in the drawn face, the beaky nose and jowly cheeks, the permed hair thinning at the roots. Three wrinkles split her forehead like rings on a tree. One for each of her decades. A shotgun wedding, they had, Carol several weeks gone. And he’d done right by her, even so.


‘Sixteen years I been married to you,’ he told her. ‘Put food on your table, kept a roof over your head. Are you even one bit grateful?’


She slunk back to her chair, picked up her knitting. He raised his newspaper, flicked through the pages, the columns of newsprint a blur. After a while, the needles stopped clicking.


‘I’ll visit Margaret in the morning,’ she tried to sound casual. ‘Pay our respects. Find out what she needs.’


‘What?’


‘It’s the least I can do. Remember after your accident? She minded Helen while I visited the hospital. Baked casseroles—’


He hurled his newspaper at the television screen. ‘You are not visiting Margaret Parry. Whose bloody side you on?’


‘Gwyn, you can’t be—’


‘Enough, woman.’


Carol rummaged in the sideboard drawers, turned back, holding a yellow crocheted square, the wool faded and bobbled from years of washing. ‘You remember this?’


He shrugged. ‘That old thing? Used to lay it over the girl’s pram.’


‘And?’


He looked at the yellow wool again. A ragged old thing, it was. They used to call it Helen’s cwtch. When the girl was a toddler, she dragged it everywhere. Loved it half to death, though it snagged and gathered stains from mud and dust and all sorts. A dirty, disgusting thing, Helen’s cwtch. He hadn’t seen the thing in years.


‘Remember the day you took it off her?’


He shook his head.


‘She cried her eyes out,’ Carol nestled the grubby wool against her cheek. ‘Bawled her head off ’til we gave it back to her. Wouldn’t sleep without it. Scared silly of the bwci-bo under the bed without her cwtch.’


‘What’s your point?’


‘Point is, Gwyn, Margaret Parry crocheted that cwtch. Made it for Helen’s christening. Been saving it to pass on to our first grandchild. A piece of our history, that cwtch. A piece of Helen’s history. And Margaret’s a part of it.’


‘Oh, for God’s sake, woman.’


‘When you knocked me up, Margaret Parry was the only respectable married woman in this village who’d give me time of day. The rest turned their backs and talked behind their hands.’


She put the cwtch back in the sideboard. Her shoulders were shaking. She turned away, grabbed the blister pack of sleeping pills from the drawer.


‘I’m turning in,’ she said, her voice muffled.


‘Carol—’


But she was gone. He switched to the later news, watched Mrs Thatcher stride down the assembly line, smiling her shark smile at the workers. Smith-Tudor said not to worry about Mrs Thatcher. A straight fight, the area manager told him; on one side, pits with good, profitable coal and a willing workforce; on the other, troublemakers fighting a losing battle to save pits whose time had come.


His lost fingers stung like nettles. When he got stressed, the pain got worse. He hadn’t used the belt, at least. He’d made a promise to himself and to his wife the first time he held his baby daughter. Held her close and swore never to hurt his little girl.


The grandfather clock ticked in the hall. The fire died down to cinders. Warmth ebbed from the room. He turned off the television and creaked up the staircase. Paused outside Helen’s room, heard the muffled sound of sobbing. He put his hand on the doorknob. But how could he make things right with the girl; nothing he could say or do would fix things between them. Not if what he suspected was true. Not tonight. Maybe tomorrow, if his head didn’t hurt, if his hand didn’t ache, he could squeeze the right words from his rotten lungs, get the girl to see sense, get his wife to back him, for once. He sighed and padded down the corridor to his room.
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Scrapper took a slug of coffee. Left to cool, it had a bitter aftertaste to it. He reached for the sugar bowl, loaded a dessertspoon, forced the drink down in a gulp. His butty Matthew Price, cheeks stuffed like a hamster’s, was holding court across the kitchen table, dredging over what happened when the roof caved in.


‘—Then Scrapper shoved me out o’ the way an’ saved my life, Missus Jones.’


‘Aw, come off it, Matt, I never—’


‘My son, the big hero,’ Angela swatted him with her teacloth. ‘Take a biscotto, Matthew.’


Scrapper cocked an eyebrow, dared his butty to say no. He never said no. Not to anything. Sure enough, Matt helped himself again. He was happy to park his backside any place there was food and drink and an audience, Matt. He was well dug in, chair tilted on its back legs, three cups of tea and a dozen biscotti down his gullet, all set to make an evening of it.


‘If you insist, Missus J,’ Matt grabbed a couple more biscuits. ‘Spoil me rotten, you do.’


‘Steady on, Mam. He needs to watch his waistline, this one. Medic said he’s getting a beer gut.’


Matt sucked in his stomach. ‘I am not,’ he said. ‘Prime specimen of Welsh manhood, me, aren’t I, Missus J? At the peak of my prowess.’


Iwan lowered his newspaper. ‘They say a fella peaks at eighteen. Which puts our lad a year past his prime and you a decade past your sell-by date.’


‘Nonsense,’ Angela said. ‘Is still a catch, our Matthew. Needs the right girl to snap him up.’


Matt twisted the gold stud in his ear. ‘I’m only a year back on the market; Missus J. Got some wild oats to sow before I settle.’


Scrapper sighed. If his butty started bragging about his love life, they were in for a long night. ‘Anything from Albright?’ he said.


Friday afternoon, there was still no news from management, production halted, the boys from all three shifts backing the lodge. It hung in the balance whether he and his dad would lose or keep their jobs. Some of the boys had a sweepstake going, money changing hands over who would crack first; the lodge, or Mr Albright.


A whole week sitting idle. Who wouldn’t be worried? If the pit boss sacked him, every day would be like this, for him and for his dad. The thought of doing nothing, being nothing – it scared him witless. Scared him more, even, than the thought of getting back in the cage, swooping down through the darkness to the seam where Gabe Parry breathed his last.


The bell sounded downstairs in the bracchi. His mam pulled on her pinafore. Iwan gathered the ice cream scoops from the draining board and followed her downstairs. Scrapper stayed in the kitchen, wondered how to get shot of his butty in time to get up to the barn to meet Red. He carried the cups and dishes to the sink, ran the tap over them.


‘You’ll make some fella a lovely wife,’ Matt said.


‘Beats doing nothing, butty.’


‘If I was seeing that little redhead, I’d find ways to pass the time.’


Scrapper steeled himself not to react; there’d be no end of ribbing if he rose to his butty’s taunts. Matt reckoned himself quite the ladies’ man; conquests from Monmouth to Milford Haven, so he claimed. Came strutting in on Monday mornings, full of tall tales, as smug as a panther on catnip.


‘I’m only messing,’ Matt said. ‘Anyhow, got to see a man about a horse.’


Scrapper was glad and sorry to see his butty go. He needed to get ready, and fast. But silence brought back the warning creak of the rocks, the eerie silence that filled the chamber before the roof caved in, the memory of rubble biting his skin as he scrabbled to free himself and Matt. He couldn’t sleep without the radio, found no escape in his books. Instead, he shut himself in his room, stereo a screech of guitars, his dad yelling at him to turn down that bloody racket. His dad, head full of lodge business, spent the week buried neck-deep in newspapers, scouring the business pages for portents.


Scrapper had no truck with portents. He wanted to see Red.


***


Time passed like the Sahara seeping through an hourglass. Joy Division, The Clash, Elvis Costello. Nothing took him out of himself. As he climbed into the bathtub, he heard footsteps thudding up the stairs.


‘Iwan, you there?’ Dewi Power called. ‘Got good news.’


‘Oh aye,’ Iwan answered. ‘Won the pools, have we?’


‘Had a chat wi’ Albright.’


‘You what?’


‘He stopped by ours,’ Dewi said. ‘Wanted to talk away from the pit—’


‘You had that little English weasel round your house?’


Scrapper picked up his watch. Red was bunking off hockey to see him. He wrapped a towel around his waist, went to see what was afoot.


The lodge secretary wore a grin as wide as the Severn. ‘Albright’s reinstating the pair o’ you from Monday.’


‘What’s the catch?’


If an argument kicked off now, there was no way he’d get away in time. ‘Steady on, Dad. Dewi said we’re reinstated.’


Iwan snorted. ‘Cut a deal with Albright, did you, Dewi? Offered to drop Margaret Parry’s compensation claim? Agreed a no-strike deal?’


‘Look at it through Albright’s eyes,’ Dewi said. ‘He needs local trouble like an extra hole between his eyes.’


‘I hope you’re putting it to the men,’ Iwan said.


‘That’s why I’ve come,’ Dewi said. ‘We’re getting together down the Stute.’


Iwan grabbed his jacket. ‘Right. Get dressed and get yourself down there, son.’


Scrapper waited for the back door to close, then darted into his parents’ room for a spritz of his dad’s Eau Sauvage. It was a Christmas gift from his mam, the cologne; kept on her dressing table for best. He dressed, grabbed his jacket and skidded to a halt on the landing. Angela was climbing the stairs, sniffing the air.


‘You heard the news, Mam? We been reinstated.’


‘Is about time. A brave man, Mr Albright.’


‘Brave how?’


‘Is a brave man to talk to Dewi Power in his home. She’s a tough lady, Mary Power. Tough and clever. Just like her nonna, Iron Lizzie.’


A local legend, Iron Lizzie. Famous from the lock-out of 1926, for going up to the drifts and digging coal to heat the miners’ houses with her bare hands. Shifted twice the load of any man.


‘Look, Mam; I got to—’


‘Is always the same, son. Men talk. Women do.’


He stooped to kiss her forehead, dashed down the stairs.


‘Give my love to Helen,’ Angela grinned down at him through the banisters. ‘Is very nice you smell.’


***


He raced up the track. Mist uncurled across the hills. Raindrops spattered as he ran past the allotments, dodged pot-holes, cleared the stile in a leap. He cursed as he landed ankle-deep in a squelch of mud. Drizzle turned to heavy rain. When he reached the barn, he was soaked and panting. He checked he was alone, then squeezed through the gap in the corrugated iron walls.


‘Red?’ he pulled out his pocket torch, rested the beam on hay and rusting farm machinery, clambered over sacks of feed and fertiliser. Pushed aside the wooden pallet at the back of the barn that hid their den.


The beam of light glinted on something caught on a splinter. It was a long, copper-coloured hair. A sign. Red had been and gone. He swallowed a curse, sank down on the tarpaulin laid over the straw, drew the hair across his lips. The shadows danced around him, mocking. He breathed in dried grass and cobwebs and engine oil, remembering the red curls that fell onto his face as he pulled her down on top of him.


The wind whistled through the metal sheets. He picked himself up, slid the pallet back into place.


***


Groups of miners were drifting out of the Stute towards The Red Lion. He trailed the boys from the afternoon shift, followed them from the lounge to the bar. Iwan, Dewi and the morning boys were gathered round their usual table.


Iwan waved him over. ‘Where were you, son?’


‘Sitting with that lot.’


‘Reinstated,’ Iwan grumped. ‘There’ll be a catch; you’ll see.’


Scrapper’s head itched. He raised a hand, pulled a cobweb from his fringe. His donkey jacket was flecked with dust and hay.


‘I’ll give Matt a hand with the drinks,’ he said.


He nipped into the Gents, dusted himself down. At the bar, Matt was calling in a round. Next to him Dai Dumbells, bulk propped on a stool, hunched silently over a pint of Brains. Scrapper nodded to his butty to get one in.


‘Don’t bother talking to this one,’ Matt said. ‘He’s sulking about going back.’


‘I’m not bloody sulking,’ Dai snapped.


‘Congratulations, butty,’ Matt handed Scrapper his pint. ‘Get old misery guts to raise a smile, bring him over to join us.’


He raised his tray of drinks, carried it across the room to join his mates. Dai downed his pint, motioned to Steve Red Lion to pour another.


Scrapper climbed the stool next to him. ‘Caning it tonight, butty?’


Dai looked past him. Scrapper followed his gaze. The morning boys were huddled around Dewi Power, talking quietly. But at the next table, Matt Price held court over a group of lads from the haulage company, a tall tale in full flow. A pause, a pay-off, peals of blue laughter, Matt tilting his chair back, knitting his fingers behind his bleach-blond head.
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