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            OCTOBER 1966

         

         Something dreadful happened in Wales yesterday, but it was William’s graduation and so he has been distracted. He left the Thames College of Embalming with outstanding and unprecedented results. Tonight is the annual social highlight for the Midlands Chapter of the Institute of Embalmers; the Ladies’ Night Dinner Dance in Nottingham. To celebrate William’s success, and equip him for his first social highlight, Uncle Robert has bought him a dinner suit and a bow tie. Aged nineteen, William is a little excited, but mostly terrified by the news from his uncle that their president, David Melling, is going to ensure that a fuss is made of him.

         Fifty miles from home in Birmingham, William will spend his first night in a hotel; the Lace Market, along with Uncle Robert and his business partner, Howard. Sharing a table with them are the Strouds, an undertaking family from Solihull, and on William’s left, the only other person his age, Gloria Finch, also from an undertaking family, with whom William lodged during his year at college in Stepney. Glorious Gloria, whom William has loved from their first conversation a year ago, drinking cocoa in the Finches’ cosy galley kitchen, while her parents watched telly in the lounge. Tonight, she’s wearing a tight black dress with sequins, through which her whole body seems to be winking at William.

         ‘Swanky’ is how Robert described the event to William, and he wasn’t exaggerating. The bright, trussed figures of the women, with sparkling necks, wrists and fingers, are vivid against the men’s solid black and white – though Howard’s cufflinks are sparkly too. Howard loves an event; loves a fancy do. He helped to choose William’s dinner jacket and dicky bow, and stood behind him to demonstrate tying the tie, his broad cheek, brushing occasionally against William’s face, making them both giggle.

         William takes in the ballroom’s high ceiling, the pink and white embellishments, looping and twisting in and out of the alcoves. Giant diamond teardrops and swooping strings of chandelier glass hang imperious and heavy over the tables. There may be more knives and forks on either side of William’s plate than in their entire cutlery drawer at home – he must work from the outside in. The knife is heavy, the white linen napkin that he unfolds and puts over his knees surprisingly stiff.

         It’s been a while since William has seen such dressed-up tables and people. Not since he was a boy chorister in Cambridge and sang at Formal Hall, or one-off special occasions. He quickly pushes the memories away, but not before registering a difference. Even as a ten-year-old, William understood that those seated at high table hadn’t arrived, they’d always been there, and opulence was no treat. Tonight’s excitement is palpable, so too the satisfaction of these embalmers who have earned an evening of opulence, a reward for their dedication to exacting, important work; the work of their grandfathers, their fathers, and for some, their sons.

         After the hard graft and study of the last year, William is happy to take his place in a world in which you do a difficult but honourable job to the very best of your ability, most of the time for little reward beyond your own sense of satisfaction. But every now and then, you get to pat each other on the back and go swanky.

         The fish soup is salty, but delicious eaten with the dainty roll he’s daubed with curls of ridged butter. William is using the perfectly round spoon, tipping the bowl away from him when he gets to the bottom. He notices that Gloria is watching him, beaming her warmth through her lively green eyes.

         ‘I’m glad you came,’ he says quietly.

         ‘I’m glad you asked me.’ She grins, and holds his gaze long enough to let William feel he can gently rest his leg against hers under the table.

         The roast pork, crackling and apple sauce move from William’s plate, to his mouth, to his stomach easily, and it makes him happy to see Uncle Robert’s bright-eyed enjoyment of the evening. But during pudding, he notices David Melling at the top table patting his breast pocket and removing a piece of paper, which he unfolds and looks at over his glasses. The jam roly-poly expands in William’s mouth. The weighty cutlery slides in his palms.

         Gloria glances at the top table then back at William and slips him a wink. ‘Get ready for the fuss,’ she whispers, leaning so close he feels her breath on his ear and smells her perfume. They joked earlier about quite what that would mean. Gloria thought they might sing ‘For He’s a Jolly Good Fellow’, and William, desperate to appear nonchalant and funny, said he hoped they’d stand him on a very high pedestal and bow down.

         Howard takes a cigarette from the bowl on the table and lights it, as does Gloria. William, who still considers his lungs the most precious part of his body’s architecture, even though he hasn’t sung for five years, has never considered putting one to his mouth. Yet there’s something appealing about the bluish wreaths of smoke winding through the banquet hall – a communal breathing out and relaxing. As coffee is poured from skinny silver pots, people lean back in their seats. William wants it over and done with. He sees Uncle Robert look to the top table and then at William, giving him a small nod.
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         ‘Ladies and gentlemen, I hope you’ve enjoyed tonight’s feast.’ David Melling smiles. ‘And don’t you polish up well!’ He brandishes a piece of paper. ‘I have my dance card here, ladies, though you may have to form a queue, so please be patient.’

         Once the laughter dies down, Mr Melling talks, William notes, for eight minutes and ten seconds about the continued high standards of the institute, its charity work, its growing international reputation. William resists wiping the sweat at the back of his neck.

         ‘But now,’ their president says, putting the card down, clasping his hands in front of him, ‘closer to home. In a profession largely family-run, though it’s frowned upon nowadays to put pressure on the next generation, it is, nevertheless, a heartening and happy circumstance to hear of a young man not only taking up the baton, but winning gold.’

         Gloria raises her eyebrows at William. ‘Bring on the pedestal,’ she mouths. Uncle Robert grins at him. His throat catches. ‘Our longstanding member, Robert Lavery, of Lavery and Sons, is, I know, a very proud uncle this week.’

         The idea of everyone looking at him is suddenly intolerable. William wants to run. He can’t, for Uncle Robert’s sake. Not again. He must force his mouth into a smile, calm his eyes. The thud of his heart is so aggressive he’s sure if he looks down, his shirt will be punching outwards.

         ‘Young William Lavery graduated from the Thames College of Embalming this week, not only making him the youngest embalmer in the country …’

         William stares at the floor. Will he have to stand? Should he wave? Bow? Say something? David Melling has stopped talking. William studies the hectic yellow and orange swirls of the carpet, the spiked breadcrumb near Gloria’s stiletto. Why has it gone quiet? He forces his head up. A waiter has handed Mr Melling a piece of paper, which he is now reading.

         ‘Thank you,’ he says to the man, who is leaving through the tall double doors of the ballroom.

         The hush is like a scream. Uncle Robert is frowning. David Melling’s moustache glistens under the chandelier as he stares at the pink piece of paper.

         ‘Apologies.’ He holds it up briefly. ‘This is a telegram from Jimmy Doyle, Northern Ireland Chapter, and I’m afraid it requires our immediate attention.’ William’s eye is caught by Uncle Robert shuffling in his seat, disgruntled. ‘So, many congratulations, William Lavery, for being the first student to achieve full marks for every piece of work, both practice and theory,’ continues Mr Melling with a surge of good cheer, propping the telegram against a small vase in front of him. ‘Let’s give him a big round of applause.’ William stares at his crystal glass, smiles, nodding his head a couple of times. Sweat dribbles into his left temple. Gloria pats his knee under the table. ‘We expect great things from you, William.’ He pauses then reaches for the telegram. ‘But sadly, we have another important matter to consider. It concerns the tragedy at Aberfan yesterday, of which you will no doubt have heard.’ He reads aloud. ‘“Please share with gathered institute members.”’ William sees thin strips of David Melling’s scalp shining through his brilliantined comb-over. ‘“Embalmers needed urgently at Aberfan. Bring equipment and coffins. Police blocks surround village; password Summers.”’ He lays the telegram down and stares at it for a second. A cold creamy smell wafts up to William; the custard sitting in his bowl. ‘I suggest, gentlemen, those who feel able to answer this call for help, have a strong cup of coffee and be on your way. The rest of us will try and enjoy the remainder of the evening on your behalf.’

         William knows his uncle expected more of his moment of glory, but he is relieved at the sudden refocusing of attention and feels a steadily building resolve in his chest.

         ‘I want to go,’ he says.

         Uncle Robert’s face shows he wasn’t anticipating this. ‘I think they’ll want experienced men, William.’ He glances at Howard. ‘Maybe even with a bit of disaster experience.’

         ‘They didn’t say that,’ William says. Gloria is watching him.

         ‘Maybe I should go?’ says Uncle Robert.

         ‘Your back wouldn’t last,’ Howard says immediately. ‘No sleep, a long drive and then God knows what.’ Howard nods his head at William, but holds Uncle Robert’s eye. ‘The boy’s a wonderful embalmer, he’s stronger than you or I. Let him go.’

         ‘With respect,’ William hears himself say, ‘I don’t need permission. I’m going.’

         Everyone at the table is looking at him – Uncle Robert, Howard, the Strouds, Gloria – but William doesn’t care.

         ‘Good on you, lad.’ Mr Stroud pats his hands on the table. ‘This says more about you than any exam results. You show ’em!’

         
             

         

         Half an hour later, wrapped in his winter coat, William is on the pavement with his uncle. He’ll drive himself and two other embalmers back home to Birmingham, where they will get changed and load their cars with all the kit and coffins their hearses can hold.

         ‘You’re going to see things you’ll never forget.’ Uncle Robert glances sideways at William, concern all over his gentle face. He turns back and looks straight ahead. ‘You know, your mother’s not far from Aberfan.’ He slides a piece of paper into William’s pocket. ‘You could call in on her.’

         ‘I can’t. You know that.’

         His uncle’s mouth turns down as it always does when they mention her. He breathes in and out slowly. ‘And you know I’ve never accepted that, and I never will.’
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         It’s half past midnight when William leaves Nottingham with his two passengers, heading home along largely deserted roads. Roy Perry, an embalmer from Erdington, reads out reports from the armful of newspapers that the hotel receptionist gave them on their way out.

         Just after 9.15 yesterday morning, waste tip number seven on the upper flank of Merthyr Vale colliery, loosened by two days of heavy rain, had slipped and descended the mountainside. Half a million tonnes of coal waste gathered trees, boulders and bricks on its way. It had been sunny on the mountaintop, but foggy down in the small village of Aberfan. So while the tippers had seen the slag start to move, the villagers had no warning that the 40-foot wall of debris was coming their way at over 50 miles an hour. Having laid waste sections of the railway line, a disused canal and a farm, its finale was to rip through Pantglas primary school and two rows of houses.

         Frantic parents dug through the rubble with their bare hands. Miraculously, some children were pulled out alive in the first two hours, but since 11.00 that morning, there had been no more cause for celebration. Over 140 bodies needed rescuing.

         With water and mud still flowing down the mountain, miners came straight from their shifts armed with shovels. Volunteers flooded the village, clambering over the slurry. Police voiced concern that well-meaning, untrained volunteers were hampering the work of the rescue teams now on site.

         The recovered bodies of children were wrapped in blankets and taken to Bethania Chapel, the nearest communal space to the school. The police set about trying to clear off the viscous slurry so the children could be identified, but with no electricity, water or experience, they struggled.

         ▪ ▪ ▪

         Once Roy finishes reading, the three men continue their journey in silence, and soon William’s passengers have settled deep in their seats to doze while they have the chance. He is wide awake, the blood romping through his veins. The treacly black coffee has done its job. Well, the coffee and Gloria.

         Each time he remembers what happened, his body responds afresh, as if it were happening to him right there at the steering wheel. Once it was decided that William was going to Aberfan, Gloria stood up and led him by the hand, out of the ballroom and into the lush hotel gardens where she planted a kiss on his surprised mouth. He wonders now if, after the last year, when his reticence has scuppered so many possible moments of intimacy with Gloria, it was his sudden resolution to volunteer that made her want to kiss him.

         ‘Thank you,’ he said, as the liquefying sensation swept his body, and her hands sat in his without him knowing how they’d got there.

         ‘You’re welcome.’ She laughed, her eyes so glittery and alive, so hopeful. ‘You daft bugger.’

         ‘Can we do that again?’ he said, already leaning down towards her magnificent lips, his whole body alive to the thrill of a future filled with Gloria.

         ▪ ▪ ▪

         He reaches Merthyr Vale at 3.35 in the morning, the Lavery and Sons hearse loaded with 30 gallons of formaldehyde, embalming instruments and four child-sized coffins. He’s already passed through two police blocks with the password, ‘Summers’, the largest undertakers in Cardiff. Though his journey has been in the dark, the thick belching chimneys sitting close to the countryside and the narrow lanes tell him he’s in a different country.

         There’s no denying the excitement, even though for the last hour each blink has scratched his tired eyes. He feels noble, heroic even, driving through the night on his own, armed with all the skills he’s learned this year. Perhaps disaster embalming is his future. Perhaps the next twenty-four hours will shape his life. When stray thoughts of his mother, physically nearer to him now than for five years, flash through his mind, he bats them away.

         For the last half-mile into Aberfan, he’s opened his window to stay awake. The spindly paths are periodically washed with yellow light and he has to pull over to let open lorries pass, humpbacked with glistening heaps. A harsher halo of white light shines above the village like a foreboding star. Now, yet another policeman stands shrouded in a rain cloak, waving him down.

         ‘Embalmer?’ He glances through the hearse window. Despite himself, William wants to laugh; he sounds exactly like Tom Jones.

         ‘Yes. Password Summers.’

         ‘You’ll be needed in Bethania Chapel’ – the policeman leans in closer – ‘where the bodies are being put.’ With a dart of surprise, William realises the police officer is crying. Suddenly backlit by the lights of an oncoming truck, his slick mac turns silver-white. ‘Pull over a minute.’ William edges the hearse onto the verge and the officer waves the lorry on. ‘You’ll see it on your right.’

         ‘Thank you.’ William engages the clutch, starting to feel the urgency, the need to get on with what he’s come to do.

         Aberfan is floodlit and teeming. Men swarm over a colossal, ungainly mound, some in lines, passing bucket after bucket to man after man, until the last one empties it into the waiting lorry. Others are bending and straightening, plunging shovels into the dark mountain they stand on, faces like blackened granite. When William spots the school roof jutting out of the slurry at unnatural angles, he swears softly.

         Driving slowly because of all the people, he sees a flat-faced, dreary-looking building with a line of women standing outside, a few sitting on metal chairs. Another policeman is at his window immediately.

         ‘I’ve got embalming fluid and equipment to unload,’ he says quickly. The policeman stands back and gestures at the piece of pavement directly in front of the chapel and the waiting women. William jumps out of the car, latent energy strong in his limbs. The women stare at him with heavy, dark eyes, and with a flash of heat through his body he realises they are mothers of dead children. He opens the back of the hearse and starts to pull out the formaldehyde, standing the containers side by side. The policeman helps, and a man materialises at his side and does the same. No one speaks.

         The chapel door swings open and a man strides out. He looks to William to be in his early thirties, older than him, but much younger than his uncle. He heads straight for the hearse.

         ‘I’m Jimmy. Jimmy Doyle.’ He doesn’t look at William, but at what he’s brought with him. ‘Thank God,’ he says quietly, when he sees the small coffins. ‘We brought a load from Ireland. The airline even took the seats out so we could fit them in, but they weren’t nearly enough.’

         William doesn’t know what to say, so he just keeps pulling the fluid containers from the hearse and placing them onto the pavement.

         ‘As soon as you’re unloaded, I need you to help in here with identification.’
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         ‘Thank you for coming.’ Jimmy puts a hand on William’s shoulder, walking him a few feet away from the gathered women. William’s feet are sticking to the pavement. ‘What’s your name?’

         ‘William Lavery.’

         ‘Were you at the dinner dance?’ William nods. ‘It’s pretty basic in there.’ Jimmy has a thick Belfast accent. He’s talking quietly so the women can’t hear. ‘Electricity and water were cut off when it happened. The fire services are doing their best, but for now it’s a hurricane lamp and buckets of water. Doors on trestles for embalming tables.

         ‘Bodies are brought here, wrapped in blankets. Before we arrived, the police were cleaning them to get identification from the parents. We’ve managed to get the coroner’s permission to treat the bodies without post mortems, thank God. We’ve set up a couple of stations in the vestry and a couple more in the other chapel down the road. We wash them, get them identified, treat and coffin them. Then they’re moved to the other chapel.’ Jimmy still has his hand on William’s shoulder, but he’s talking to a spot on the ground a few feet ahead of them. William tries to concentrate; there won’t be time for questions later. ‘Our biggest challenge is the slurry. It’s like tar and all you’ve got is soap and cold water. Just do the best you can.’ Jimmy rakes a hand through his red hair. ‘Now listen, William – it is William, isn’t it?’ William nods again. ‘The help we can give these people is not complicated. We do our job. We do it well, we do it quickly and we leave. We’re not priests, or friends or family. We’re embalmers. Keep your head down and your heart hard. That’s your kindness.’ He squeezes William’s shoulder. ‘Got it?’

         ‘Yes, sir.’

         ‘One other thing.’

         ‘Yes, sir?’ William wants to get on with it. If he doesn’t start soon, the desire to run might overwhelm him.

         ‘There’s a concern that more slag might come down. Especially if this rain carries on. If you hear the alarm, you get the hell out. Understand?’

         ‘Yes, sir.’

         ‘Right then, let’s go to it.’

         They return to the chapel entrance, watched intently by the line of women.

         
             

         

         In the chapel gloom, William can just make out cocooned shapes; on the pews, upstairs and downstairs. Compared to the lofty, stained-glassed majesty of his chorister chapel it seems ludicrous that this simple building can even share the same name. They could have as many embalming stations as they wanted in there, and the choir could still practise without getting in the way.

         ‘The bodies recovered first were relatively intact and most of those have been identified, embalmed and coffined,’ Jimmy says. ‘Now it’s getting harder. That forty-foot pile of slag hit the school at one hell of a speed, so they’re not just covered in it. You can imagine, with that sort of impact …’

         William glances round at the blanketed bundles, guessing there must be over fifty. ‘How many more to be rescued?’

         ‘Don’t know exactly’ – Jimmy walks through to the vestry and William follows – ‘but there were a hundred and sixteen children missing overall, plus adults.’

         A paraffin lamp casts a dim glow round the room with peeling white paint. There are two doors supported by trestles. William’s heart jumps at the sight of such small bodies lying on them. During training, he’d looked after one child; a ten-year-old boy hit by a car. At the time, he thought he’d taken it in his stride. Now he thinks the embalmers look as if they’re working on dolls. Two men stand over a body, one pumping embalming fluid in with a hand pump, the other attaching a label to a big toe. On the floor is a bucket into which blood flows. There are mounds of black rags at the embalmers’ feet.

         Another man, at the second station, looks immediately to William and opens his arms slightly in a gesture of relieved welcome.

         ‘Harry, this is William,’ says Jimmy, ‘your partner for the next few hours. I’ll leave him with you, Harry.’

         ‘Thanks, Jimmy,’ the man says, then turns to William. ‘Ready for this, lad?’

         ‘Ready,’ says William, not wanting another speech.

         ‘Right then.’ Harry picks up a pair of scissors and hands them to William. ‘I’ve cleaned him up as best I can.’

         The boy’s brown hair lies flat across his forehead. His face has smears of grey across it, but large smudges of freckles are clear to see on his neat nose, reminding William suddenly of his old chorister friend, Martin. His arms are freckled too and his shorts are rumpled. Then William notices that below the knee, both legs are crushed.

         ‘You saw the parents on the way in?’ Harry asks. William nods. ‘They’re waiting to see if we’ve got their child.’ A tiny muscle twitches under Harry’s left eye. ‘First, cut the shirt off. Neat as you can.’

         ‘OK,’ says William, moving already to the body, noticing one side of the shirt is covered in slurry and the other is strangely fresh. He snips down the clean seam and manoeuvres it off the boy. One side of it feels light and insubstantial in his hands while the other is heavy and pulls downwards. ‘Where shall I put it?’

         Harry shakes his head slightly. ‘You’re going to take it out there’ – he nods to the chapel door – ‘hold it up, and ask whose little boy went to school in it on Friday morning. Then bring them in here.’
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         At nearly 5 a.m. there is a purple tint in the sky; a tired light, as if it’s reluctant to break open the third day of Aberfan’s suffering. The drone of lorries taking the slag from the village is constant and William feels the air move as one of them moans past.

         The waiting parents, mostly women, stand to attention at his appearance. He fights the instinct to crumple the shirt in one fist behind his back. He doesn’t like being watched. And never, not even as a soloist in Cambridge, has he felt so scrutinised. But in that second something happens; a peculiar emptying sensation, as if everything that has mattered this far drains away through the soles of his shoes into the slurry-slick pavement. Everything he must do this day is about these people standing before him now; that woman in the tweed coat and torn stockings, that man with the ragged shirt and terrified eyes, and that little boy on the table with smashed legs. William is here now because he has a skill that nobody wants to need. But they do, and he will provide it.

         His breath catches as he inhales, his throat suddenly too big. He lifts the shirt aloft and calls on every bit of voice control he’s ever learned.

         ‘Whose little boy went to school—’

         ‘Owen! ’

         There is a low thump and crack as the woman’s knees hit the pavement. Others gather around her, take her elbows, pull her up. A speck of rain taps William’s cheek. One woman turns away from the chapel and shouts, ‘Get Evan Thomas!’ A series of male voices call out, a vocal chain leading back to the mountain with a school roof poking out of it.

         The mother emerges from the throng of parents, like someone coming through a drawn curtain. She approaches William with her arms out and it takes him a moment to realise she is reaching not for him, but the shirt. Long seconds pass as she holds it to her face. A man appears, the whites of his eyes startling against his skin, shirtsleeves rolled up, breathing heavily. He rests his filthy, strong arm across the woman’s shoulders. She’s stoic now. Blank-faced. Blood on her knee. They both look beyond William to the chapel, not at each other. They want to see their boy.

         ‘Come with me,’ William says softly once they are close enough, and opens the door.

         It’s him. It’s their son.

         ‘Owen Elgar Thomas,’ the father says in response to Harry’s question. The mother is silent and dry-eyed as she gently touches the hand, the head, the chest, of the little boy. Harry tells them they will see their son again once he’s been embalmed and put in a coffin.

         ‘Maybe you should try and rest now,’ William says, walking them out of the vestry and through the chapel, past the remaining blanketed bodies. He holds the door open for them. ‘I promise you, we’ll look after Owen.’

         ‘Nicely done, William,’ says Harry quietly, when he returns to the table.

         ▪ ▪ ▪

         As the hours pass, the condition of the bodies worsens. At least the fire services have got them electricity in time for the diminishing light. Sometimes, all William has to take outside is a scrap of fabric, a hair bobble, a shoe. Yet it doesn’t take much to send a mother’s body lurching towards him, saved and destroyed in the same second. These eagle-eyed, hungry-hearted mothers could identify their children by a single fingernail.

         When William has to walk onto the street and ask whose little girl has blonde hair, three sets of parents come forward. And possibly, these are the worst moments, when they approach the body with dread and fear that William can taste, and then realise it isn’t their daughter after all. He understands, after the last seven hours, the relief and comfort of knowing at last where their child is and that no further harm can come to them. What an appalling world he’s in, where the lucky ones are those able to identify their child’s dead body.

         
             

         

         It’s raining again. The road hisses at squelching lorry tyres. Pellets of rain seem flung down on the chapel roof. Nineteen years old, freshly graduated from the Thames College of Embalming, with top marks for every piece of practical and written work, William looks at what’s left of the little girl who he’s just found out is called Valerie, and realises none of it counts for anything, not a thing, unless here and now he can do his job and prepare this child’s broken body for her parents, who are right now standing on the wet pavement outside.

         In ordinary times, the room he stands in is a chapel vestry, but this is no ordinary time and William is blind to its details; the sloping pile of black bibles in the corner, the tatty kneelers stacked by the door, the deep smell of the dark wood wrestling with the cool whiff of formaldehyde, or the piles of small coffins against the back wall. Oblivious to it all, William finds himself transfixed by an unbidden memory, sharp as the scalpel in his hand.

         Woken from his afternoon nap by the buttery fug of baking thickening the air in their flat, William drags his blanket into the kitchen to snuggle into the old armchair and watch his mother. Warmth washes over his legs as she reaches into the oven, pulling out the wonky old baking tray and laying it on the melamine table. She slides the palette knife under the largest biscuit, puts it on a china saucer and cuts it in half. Together they watch the rising coil of steam. ‘For his Lordship.’ She gives a deep curtsy, holding the saucer in both hands. The gold leaf on its border glints at him, and his sleep-soft face lifts into a smile as he reaches out to take it. ‘Don’t burn your mouth,’ she whispers.

         It is then that William notices Valerie’s perfect left hand. Nothing missing or mashed, no blood, no bruise, not even a scratch. No matter the twisted leg, the missing toes or the indent on one side of her skull. It will be her perfect hand that her parents remember when they have to remember this.

         Carefully, he lifts the carotid artery from the neat incision in her neck. He rests it flat on the stainless steel separator, noticing the tiny capillaries tracing their delicate path through the blood vessel. He eases the small artery tube into the cut he has made and then repeats the process with the internal jugular vein. After joining the first to the supply of arterial fluid and the second to a tube leading to a bucket by his feet, William picks up the hand pump. Squeeze release, squeeze release, squeeze release. The fake heartbeat drives the fluid through the girl’s arteries and her blood into the bucket. William’s hand aches from all the pumping. His back aches from leaning over small bodies, but he doesn’t slow down, or stretch his back, or flex his fingers.

         Once the body has been aspirated, treated with fluids and the incisions sutured, William breathes deeply. He takes her left hand in both of his and rubs, bending her knuckles, easing the fluid to the very end of the fingertips, rendering them pink again.

         ‘There we are, Valerie,’ he says, ‘all done.’ He doesn’t mind that Harry, busy now at the next table, can hear. While he continues to hold her hand, he finds himself singing, very softly, barely more than a murmur.

         
            
        ‘I forget all your words of promise

You made to someone, my pretty girl

So give me your hand, my sweet Myfanwy,

For no more but to say “farewell”.’
      

         

         The last time he’d sung this he was holding another hand. Martin’s, his best friend in Cambridge, who would theatrically grab his whenever they sung it together. ‘She’s Welsh, you idiot,’ he mutters to himself, ‘sing it in Welsh.’ He glances up at Harry, but he is suturing, and doesn’t seem to have noticed his quiet serenade.

         
            
        ‘Anghofia’r oll o’th addewidion

A wneist i rywun, ’ngeneth ddel,

A dyro’th law, Myfanwy dirion

I ddim ond dweud y gair “Ffarwél”.’
      

         

         William walks to the stack of coffins. The top one is white, flown over with the Irish embalmers. He’s glad. Valerie would probably prefer white. He lowers her into it, arranges her head to one side, covers her body with one of the donated blankets and rests her hand on top of it.

         He carries the coffin into the chapel and lays it down on one of the pews, uneasy that Aberfan seems to have resurrected memories of the two people he’s trained himself so rigorously to forget.

         The waxy lampshades dip and swing as the door opens. Jimmy’s lean figure enters quickly carrying a blanketed body. Another one. And after that will come another. And the later they come, the harder it is. The longer they have been under the slurry, the quicker the decomposition once the air hits them. Now the diggers are moving through, some bodies are hurt a second time. Jimmy takes the bundle through to the vestry.

         ‘I’ll tell you what.’ Jimmy stands, out of breath, hands on hips, next to Harry’s station. ‘I’m not religious, but after this, I’ll never hear a bad word against the Sally Army.’

         ‘They’d been here twenty-four hours before we even arrived,’ says Harry, walking to the back wall for a coffin, ‘must have served hundreds of cups of tea and still going strong.’

         ‘You’d expect sandwiches and tea,’ Jimmy says, ‘but you know what else they’ve got?’

         Harry nods. ‘Whisky.’

         ‘And cigarettes.’ Jimmy shakes his head.

         ‘Good on ’em.’ Harry carefully places the body from his trestle into the coffin. ‘Some of those miners came straight from a shift on Friday morning and haven’t stopped. And where are we now? Sunday lunchtime!’

         William is suddenly ravenous. He hasn’t slept and no one has mentioned a break, though Jimmy has brought them sandwiches every so often. On a busy day at work, he might look after three bodies. Valerie was his seventh. There are now five embalming stations around him doing the same. The formaldehyde fumes he usually enjoys are intense, even with all the leaded windows tilted open to the chill day.

         ‘Jimmy?’ he asks. ‘Can I go and get something to eat?’

         ‘Surely,’ says Jimmy. ‘At the last count, there are five left to recover.’

         On the way through, William glances at Valerie and notices a speck of dirt still in her index fingernail. He reaches in his pocket for his Swiss army knife, flicks open the smallest blade and, holding her hand firmly to get traction, he scrapes hard at it, wiping the black smudge from the knife onto his trousers before going at it again.

         In the porch he slides his coat on and ties his scarf over his chest. With the cold air streaming through the gap under the heavy door, William hears Jimmy from the vestry.

         ‘Let’s hope this doesn’t screw that young man up forever. He’s a natural.’

         ‘Got a beautiful voice on him too,’ says Harry.

         Braced against the cold, he thinks at least there’s one good thing about not having spoken to his mother for five years. He can’t even be tempted to tell her about any of this. She wouldn’t be able to bear it. He decides, with relief, that it wouldn’t help either of them to visit her when he is finished here, even if it’s the nearest he’s been to her since she left.
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         Outside the air is bitter and damp. The light is failing, but it doesn’t feel like any particular time of day to William. He tries to imagine Aberfan as an ordinary mining village, with children alive and well, and grown-ups whose world is still intact. He weaves in and out of cordons, police, miners and sand sacks, to get to the Salvation Army station. The soles of his shoes are tacky. The idea of trying to clean them when he gets home is revolting.

         
      Chuck ’em out, William, they’re only a pair of bleedin’ shoes.
    

         At this, the first conscious thought of Gloria since he’s arrived, his stomach flips at the remembered sensation of her confident, full lips on his. The slide of her red lipstick, the brief tick of her teeth against his, bone against bone amongst the warm softness of lips, mouth and gum. William considers finding a phone box to call her, but he hasn’t seen one yet and hasn’t got any change. Stop it, he thinks. Eat, drink, get back to work.

         The smell of tannin and the rising steam from the urn balanced on stuffed brown sacks remind him how physically depleted he is.

         ‘Want something stronger with that?’ The tall uniformed man hands him a cup. ‘Some like a drop with their tea?’

         ‘Maybe. Yes.’ William passes his cup back.

         The man unscrews the flat bottle and amber liquid slaps into his tea. ‘Take the weight off your feet.’ The man points to a fold-up seat a few yards away.

         William realises how tired his legs are once he sits.

         ‘You must be one of the embalmers,’ the man says, handing him an egg and cress sandwich.

         William nods, chewing.

         ‘You look young though.’ The man takes the empty cup back from William and pours him another one.

         ‘I qualified this week.’ William reaches out for a second sandwich, the white bread heavy and bending under the weight of the filling. His body is so greedy he barely tasted the first.

         The man drinks his own cup of tea. ‘Family business?’

         The cold is starting to affect William. His legs are trembling. He puts the tea on the pile of sacks and flicks up his coat collar. ‘Yep. I’m third generation.’

         ‘So you always knew that’s what you’d do?’

         He shakes his head. ‘Dad was keen but Mum was against it.’

         Two miners arrive, silent, before the urn. William eats another sandwich while they are served. They nod their thanks and walk away, shovelling the food in just as William had.

         ‘So your dad got his way, then?’ The man opens a packet of Kit Kats and hands one to William.

         ‘Not really,’ he says, ‘he died when I was eight.’

         ‘I’m sorry.’ He pauses. ‘Your mother must be proud of you now, though?’

         ‘Wouldn’t know.’ He stands, gulping down the last of his tea and handing the mug back. ‘I’d best go. Thanks for the food.’ He turns back momentarily, wanting to ask the man to call Uncle Robert and say he’s doing just fine, but he simply raises his hand and nods his head.

         ‘All the best, young man, God bless.’

         ‘Thank you.’ William waves again before plunging his hands into his pockets and walking as quickly as he can through the people and muck and lorries, back to the chapel, promising himself afresh with every step that he will not shed a tear, not a single one, until he has left this place.
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         William is laying a blanketed body on the table mid-afternoon, when the vestry door whooshes open. William, Jimmy and Harry look up from what they’re doing. A policeman stands before them, his hand on the shoulder of a plump, short woman in a red dress swamped by a man’s jumper. She’s breathing heavily, as if she’s just run here. She makes eye contact with each of them, but her gaze rests on William for the longest.

         ‘This is Betty Jones,’ the policeman says. ‘She’s asking—’

         ‘I can’t settle,’ she interrupts, clasping the thick handle of her bag. ‘My home’s buried under this murderous filth, so we’re staying with family.’ She turns to the policeman and then urgently back to them. ‘Gentlemen, please let me help. I’ll do anything, anything. What I can’t do is spend one more minute at my sister-in-law’s and not do something!’

         Her hair sits in neat, brown curls. The strip of red hem below the green wool is pretty fabric, the sort his mother would wear, but the way she’s thrown on that big jumper, and the wellies on her feet, make her look childlike. Her legs are stocky, her body brimming with energy. ‘Please,’ she continues before Jimmy can answer, ‘let me help.’ Her face creases.

         ‘Thank you, Betty,’ Jimmy says eventually. ‘Any job in here is extremely harrowing. Especially if you know any of them.’

         ‘I know all of them,’ she replies immediately, ‘and their parents. If this had happened twenty years ago, it would have been my two on these tables.’ Her voice drops. ‘I want to do something for those poor parents.’

         ‘William?’ Jimmy nods at him. ‘Let Betty help you prepare them for identification.’

         Betty puts her bag in the corner next to the coffins, then reaches into it for some yellow rubber gloves.

         ‘I’ve come prepared.’ She stands opposite William and looks at him with a brave, business-like smile. ‘So, love, tell me what to do.’

         Betty is nothing like his mother; she’s older, smaller, there is no flow or elegance to her movements, but he recognises a quality in her. She is terrified, traumatised, but she is also courageous and determined.

         ‘This’ll be hard,’ he says, taking a light hold of the grey wool, wondering how long he should give it before removing the blanket. He finds her direct gaze easy to meet. ‘First there’s the slurry, and then we’re working on the last ones to be recovered. They’re in a bad way.’ Betty’s red lips are a firm, straight line, her eyes on him unwavering. She nods once and swallows, and William notices a pulse at her throat. He needs to show her he knows what he’s doing, give her confidence in him. ‘We’ll take off the clothes. I’ll check the state of the body. Then we’ll clean it. Together.’ Betty’s eyes shine suddenly; two sapphires. ‘I’ll show you how.’ She nods again, blinking at him. ‘Right then,’ William says.

         He pulls back the blanket in one swift yet gentle move, letting it fall off the end of the table. Betty’s compact body starts, but William doesn’t show he noticed. Together, they look. Together they smell blood and tar and the beginning of something putrid.

         In the strained, yellowy light from borrowed lamps, Betty groans and rests her hand on the undamaged side of the girl’s face. ‘All right, Helen,’ she whispers, ‘Betty’s here.’

         The room is still and silent; William knows the other embalmers are watching. Betty straightens, breathes deeply, so the movement of the cross at her throat catches the light. ‘Now, sweetheart,’ she says, louder, matter of fact, her rubber fingers resting on the girl’s arm, ‘your mam and dad are coming to see you, so me and this lovely young man are going to get you ready. It’s all over now, sweetheart.’

         When Betty’s oval face, at once resolute and bewildered, finally turns back to William, he has to fight to keep his own expression impassive, so potent is the rush of intimacy she has brought into the room.

         ‘You cut the clothes’ – he hands her the scissors – ‘I’ll get them off.’

         With steady hands, Betty snips through the cotton skirt’s waistband and then diagonally across the shirt. Soon, only streaks of yellow shine through the black tar that covers her gloved hands. In a fraction of the time it has been taking him, William drops the fabric onto the pile at the foot of the table. He worries that the left foot will detach itself from the body when they come to clean it.

         He takes the freshest bucket of water brought by the volunteers and dunks the sponge in it. ‘At least now we’ve got hot water.’ With firm, long strokes he goes to work on the left arm, wiping, pulling at the sludge, soaking and squeezing the sponge again and again. Betty watches.

         ‘You work on the arms, I’ll do the legs.’ He hands her a sponge and she immediately plunges it into the water. William has never seen anyone concentrate so hard on anything as Betty does on that slender limb. After her initial words to Helen, she is now silent, focusing on nothing but the inches of flesh beneath the grimy rectangle of sponge.

         He suddenly feels the need to fill the silence. ‘What was she like?’ William says as he positions himself near the damaged leg.

         She pauses, looks up at him. ‘I’d best not.’ She starts to rub again.

         ‘Of course, sorry,’ says William, embarrassed at himself, cradling the shattered foot as he starts to clean the shin.

         The cold swill of air and the sudden blare of a lorry make him look up. It’s the navy blue coat and the tall figure of the Salvation Army man who served him, striding in with a black box in both hands.

         ‘Thought you might like a bit of background something,’ he says. ‘Batteries are fresh in and I’ve got more if they run out.’

         ‘That’s very thoughtful.’ Jimmy stops work and points to a window ledge at William’s back. ‘Could you put it there and tune it in to something? That would be grand.’

         ‘You’re welcome.’ The man walks to the window, holding the radio out slightly before him. ‘There we are.’

         His deep voice and roly-poly vowels remind William again of Tom Jones and, as the radio static fills the air, knobs are twisted and voices swoop in and out of clarity, William half hopes to hear ‘What’s New Pussycat?’, or ‘It’s Not Unusual’.

         ‘I’m guessing music would be the thing,’ the man says, peering at the dial.

         Orchestral music snaps into focus, purer and louder than William would have expected from a small transistor.

         ‘Marvellous, thank you,’ says Jimmy.

         ‘Anything we can do to help. Anything at all,’ the man says on his way out.

         They finish cleaning the body in half the time it had been taking William. When Helen’s parents walk in, the mother clutching the piece of skirt fabric, and see their girl, Betty is there with her strong arms. Over the next two and a half hours, they clean the bodies of two more girls and a boy.
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         ‘The two of you go and get a bite to eat and a well-deserved cuppa now,’ Harry says, once William returns from walking another set of parents back onto the street. ‘I’ll deal with this one.’

         William and Betty fasten their coats and walk out into the night towards the refreshment station at the end of the street. Although it’s no longer raining, the October air is sodden. Aberfan is black, white or grey. The lights on the site are harsh and bright again, picking up the stark white stonework, like bared teeth, around the windows of the nearby terraced houses. There’s a gaping hole in the row directly in front of the school.

         Betty pauses, hooks her arm in his and stares at the glistening rubble.

         ‘That was my home. Twenty-five years we’ve lived there.’

         ‘I’m sorry,’ William says.

         She pulls at his arm to move him on. ‘We weren’t in it, that’s something.’

         As they walk past houses, he can see dark shadows through the windows; mini mountains of slag in sitting rooms. From one, the top of a chair pokes out alongside a stiletto heel. They pass the school on their left, and a sharp wail turns their heads as a man folds in two at the sight of something being pulled from the debris. He presumes it’s the mother behind him, her hand still at her mouth, and there’s Jimmy, already lifting the body to get it to the chapel before it starts to decompose.

         ‘If I had a home, I’d have invited you in for a cuppa,’ Betty says, tightening her grip on his arm, ‘but my sister-in-law’s already got a houseful to look after.’ She raises a short leg to show William her wellingtons. ‘These are hers, they’re two sizes too big.’

         ‘That’s OK, we can’t stay away for long anyway.’

         The lorries are still on the move, to and fro, to and fro. The rescuers, fewer in number than when he arrived, work on. The clang of shovel into slurry is quieter and calmer, but persistent. William and Betty stand on the edge for a moment. He imagines the initial adrenaline shot of horror that powered their shovels, stung their muscles into action, must surely have drained from their bodies after two days. There’s no hope of finding any life, but they can’t stop. Laundry that should have been taken down days ago criss-crosses the alleys in between the house backs; ghostly bedding ripples in the breeze. Shirts and jumpers, skirts and trousers not needed now.

         
             

         

         ‘Thanks, Betty,’ William says, as they lean against the sacks with their tea and sandwiches. ‘It’s a big help, having you there.’

         They sip whisky tea, tangy and oily. Betty blows ripples across the top of hers, but William lets his burn his throat.

         ‘She was a naughty little thing.’ For a moment William doesn’t know what Betty’s talking about. She turns and leans her hip into the sacks to face him. ‘Helen. She was in trouble last week for pinching a packet of Spangles from the newsagent, and last Christmas, in the chapel nativity, she moved the chair when Mary was about to sit down, and she hit the floor with one hell of a bump. Bruised her coccyx!’ All that’s left of Betty’s lipstick is a faint red line outlining her smile. ‘And she was a right little giggler.’ Betty stares past William and takes an other gulp of tea. ‘I hope she’s giggling now.’ The shine is back in Betty’s eyes. ‘There can’t be anything worse than losing a child.’ Her gaze drops to the ground, then she breathes in sharply and looks up at him again. ‘How old are you, William?’

         ‘Nineteen.’

         ‘Well, I hope your parents know what a fine son they have.’

         William shakes his head and looks down. God, he’s tired! ‘I should get back.’ He puts his paper cup down on the sacks. ‘You take your time, but I should go.’

         ‘Have I upset you, William?’ She stands up straight too.

         ‘No,’ he says over his shoulder. ‘Come when you’re ready.’
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         ‘Last push,’ Jimmy says, back at the chapel, ‘I’m assuming you’ll need to get back tonight?’

         ‘Not if I’m still needed.’ William walks to his station. As he passes the radio, he registers a murmuring voice. The heap of raggedy ripped clothes in the corner is now waist high.

         ‘There’s only three left to recover,’ Jimmy continues, washing down his table with a vigour that gives no hint of the exhaustion he must be feeling. ‘Harry can stay through the night and I’ll be here till it’s all done.’

         ‘Are you sure?’ William feels weak with relief. Soon, he can drive away, to his uncle’s calm mortuary, to a life with Gloria in it. Gloria who kissed him.

         ‘I’m sure,’ Jimmy says. ‘There’s one body in the chapel. Look after that, catch a few winks in the car first, and then be on your way.’ He turns to Harry. ‘Your turn for a break.’

         ‘Won’t say no.’ Harry walks to the door. ‘What have you done with Betty, William?’

         The door swings open, nearly hitting Harry.

         ‘Whoops.’ Betty smiles at Harry who holds the door for her then leaves. She stands opposite William. He feels he ought to apologise, but her calm gaze lets him know she is not expecting anything from him.

         ‘There’s just one more for us to do,’ he says. ‘Can you get the buckets and sponges ready?’

         ‘Of course.’ She immediately turns to the wall against which the buckets are waiting.

         Coffins, not blanketed bodies, now fill the pews; some are dirty, smeared with slurry, though they tried not to let that happen. It takes him a moment to spot the brown bundle. Feeling the give of flesh, the bend of a leg, he wonders what lies inside, worries he might not have it in him to go through this again, marvels at Jimmy and Harry’s stamina. At least with Betty, he has reason to keep his face calm, tell himself he can do what he has to do.

         Two buckets and two sponges are ready. Betty stands as if to attention on one side of the table.

         ‘Thank you,’ he says.

         ‘You’re welcome.’

         He gives them both a moment, time to breathe in and out a few times.

         ‘This is going to be one of three,’ Betty says plainly, ‘I’ve seen the parents left outside.’

         William pulls back a blanket for the last time. They look. William glances at Betty. She shakes her head, lips pursed. ‘Can’t be sure.’

         Almost in synchronicity, the two of them plunge their sponges in the water and set to work. A peace settles over William, knowing most of this is behind him. He and Betty work well together, intuitively knowing which parts of the body she can clean, and which need his expertise.

         Next to them, Jimmy is hand-pumping the embalming fluid through a body. For a few seconds, the only sounds William’s aware of are the suck and hiss of the pump and the swill of dirty water squeezed from their sponges. Then, a plummy voice from over his shoulder: ‘… Chapel Choir, Cambridge, singing Allegri’s “Miserere”.’

         William spins round and lunges at the radio, his gloved fingers grappling with the knobs until the noise stops. He turns, radio in both his hands. Jimmy and Betty are staring at him.

         ‘Sorry.’ He exhales quickly to imitate a laugh. ‘Can’t stand that poncy stuff’ – he puts it back on the ledge – ‘can I retune it to something else?’

         Jimmy nods at William’s workstation. ‘Best just get on, there are parents waiting.’

         ▪ ▪ ▪

         The child’s silky black hair could have been recently combed, but the face is its own disaster zone. Betty rubs with the tired, soft sponge on the left forearm. William is glad that Betty doesn’t try to talk. She’s taken off her glove to scrape a stubborn patch of slurry with her fingernail. William glances at her every few seconds but she doesn’t look up.

         When Harry returns from his tea break, the room is momentarily filled with the familiar thunder of a departing lorry. Jimmy, Betty and William are focused on the work and don’t notice Harry casually turn the radio back on. So when the simple plainchant of the tenors can be heard – Amplius lava me ab iniquitate mea: et a peccato meo munda me; ‘Wash me thoroughly from my wickedness: and cleanse me from my sin’ – Betty doesn’t notice the change in William. Neither does Jimmy, massaging formaldehyde through a wrist. And even though they are working in such close proximity, no one notices the sponge drop to the floor as William grips the edge of the table. But Betty does look up in time to see him put both hands over his ears, eyes tight shut. He takes a step back from the table. His head hits the wall, his knees crumple, and he slides down until he is squatting on the floor.
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