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The journey to Cwmaeron had been uphill all the way. A long steep climb of seven miles or so from the one pub village, and all of that on a road which was little more than a broken tarmac track, long since hardly used, though once very busy with industry. Up in the Cambrian mountains type industry. 

More than once, the old single-decker bus had given Brendan more than one cause for concern. Would it really make it up these too steep hills? Could it pass any other, if such were met, on such a narrow road? And above any of that, why did they have to travel today, of all days, of all days, when he really had so many better things to be doing? 

Well, in the end it had made it. That old bus. Long steep climb or not. It had made it, and now it stood engine off, doors open cooling and parked at a wider section of the road which had never been resurfaced for over sixty years if ever even then.

“Do you reckon there’s gold down in there?”, said Brendan nodding towards a wild, white stream which ran along the floor of the valley now so far far below. 

It was one hell of a drop. Down there. But of course he couldn’t resist picking up a big stone and throwing it, just in case – though it never got half way down the slope to that too-far-away water.

He lit a short nub of a cigarette. Hand rolled what was left of it. Somewhere, surely, there was gold in this rugged country, he thought. And then he thought more. Of what desperate childlike excitement gold panning might be. To overturn a boulder, and discover a massive polished nugget of gleaming gold. Instant millionaire and no more worries. Life all arranged. No more selling pills at parties.

Not that it was ever like that of course. Nothing ever was. Not like a dream, not like imagined.

“Bound to be big shiny nuggets of the stuff”, said Tat echoing Brendan’s thoughts. “Slippery like bars of soap”. 

Tat stood beside Brendan. Pausing, stooping then he, too, tossed a stone out, in a great arc, out and down down down toward that stream below. Then he turned away and walked along the road a short distance, stopping a few metres from the curved back end of the bus to glance over a low wall and down at the wild stream, to the point at which his stone might have landed but hadn’t. Never got half way. Never a quarter. Then searching instead the steep grey hills all around them. “It’s a God-forsaken place up here though but”, he said, rather to himself than to Brendan or Marie.

Brendan too had moved. He was now at the front of the bus looking at a burned out car. A wreck precarious. Resembling that scene with the coach at the end of 'The Italian Job'. 

The car, the whole thing was long rusted and dying slowly, balanced somewhere between existence and that great drop to the water below. Fragments left of pale blue. Cream. Maybe a wreck from as long ago as the 1960s. Who could say? The last man or woman to have driven up here. To have worked up here. Who could say?

“Tat”, said Brendan, shaking his head, “Look at all the mess that's been dumped up here, for fuck’s sake”.

He kicked at the car’s one remaining door hanging open and refusing to shut, swore at it, paced around the thing, picked up a rock, a big one, aimed and threw it at the bonnet. He missed awfully and the stone was gone into the same valley as the others. Rolling for a while down the scree slope before stopping, a great stone lump which, one day in some future, would continue that began journey. But not today.

Brendan cursed again and looked hard at the car.

“If there’s one place then this is surely it. A place where human waste can just be left and allowed to fall apart in its own time. Nature will clean itself up here. There’s no need for us to tow wrecks away or other shit away. In fact, bring up some more while you’re at it. Bring your washing machines, fridges. TV’s too. Bring it all up here and dump the whole fucking lot!”

Suddenly Marie appeared, reappeared, from over the low-crest which sheltered the bus, Brendan and Tat from the once more narrow road ahead.

Brendan stopped complaining and smiled. Five years younger than he was, Marie was the reason they were all driving up to Cwmaeron on this cold sunny day.

“It’s not here”, shrugged Marie as she got up close, “but it must be only a mile or so further on. I’m sure of it”.

She looked at Brendan and smiled too. Her green eyes as clear as bright as those of a young cat. Purrrrrr.

“Well”, said Brendan, “we might as well carry on then, if it’s not so far”.

And so they drove further up that valley. 

Steep grey slopes, long, the scree and nothing much else.

On. 

And on. 

The bus rattling. 

Past more grey stones. More boulders. 

More gravel. More pebbles. 

All sorts of rock. 

And ever closer the hill sheep came, sheep that roamed those slopes and lived out their entire lives on the very same hills on which they would have been born. A whole life on the same hill, precarious slope, snow sun or rain and wind. 

The track too ever more like the surface of the moon. Probably. Until, quite abruptly, they turned a corner and were into a sprawling, dense thicket of trees.

And not just any trees.

After seeing nowt except old and thin oaks hanging onto the wet moss covered reaches of the lower valley, and then the bare hillsides of nothing but slate and thin grass during the slow drive up, now and immediate there were deep green fresh young conifers everywhere. 

An abundance.

All around. 

Thousands of them.

And the cold clear blue of the sky seemed all the more cold and all the more blue for their sudden and lush appearance.

“OK”, said Marie, standing and peering out the windscreen, speaking loudly over the complaining noises of the tiring diesel engine, “then it must be a bit further up than I thought. Because I don’t remember this wood at all”. 

She sat back down, beside the not-lit wood burning stove on board the bus or home and which still felt warm to the touch from the night before.

Brendan shrugged, said nothing, and simply drove on. He really hadn’t wanted to come today. Not wanted to lose some time from the site. Not just now. Not with the gossip being that a ‘Notice to Quit’ was going to be served soon. 

Bump. They drove over a pothole. Surprisingly only the first one to jolt the bus. 

And then once more they were out of the conifers and back into the moonlike landscape of boulders and grey scree.

Another mile, another long few and rattling minutes, another bend in the road. And then, in front of them and only a little to the right, was the hulk of some old forgotten industrial buildings. 

And some ruined grey stone cottages. 

And a great slag heap. Minerals and baked dry mud. An ugly place in this empty world. The actual remains at last of industrial mankind. A mess in this wilderness.

“Here”, said Marie. “It was here! Stop! I remember these buildings. How had I forgotten?”

Brendan steered over onto the rough surface of old hard-core and stopped the vehicle dead. 

As they came to a halt, all noise ceased and so a few metres ahead some sheep hesitated too. 

Always so ready to run, instead the bedraggled animals stared at the strange sight of a big black scruffy overheating bus up here. An innate – and wise – fear of people. Knowing almost as if one day a wheeled thing was going to pull up and load them all into it for the markets and their bloody deaths beyond. Why not let them be killed on the hills where they have lived their lives. Brutal not to.

The abrupt silence of the bus overcame the fear. 

Baaa. At least for now. 

Not so much that they went back to their meagre grazings, but sufficient that they stood and watched. 

Baaa. Their devil yellow eyes fixed on the alien object and it’s emerging human occupants.

“I suppose they never see anyone, really”, said Brendan stretching as he stepped down once more from the bus, onto the gravel and stone. Stumbling a little so uneven it was. “Not up here”.

His movement, however, was enough. 

Panic.

And off the sheep went. 

First the biggest and then, almost falling over themselves, the other four or five. Shaggy woollen rear ends, shaking, bumbling, comical almost, and trotting away up a narrow track and back to the safety of the steep crags.

“I like sheep”, said Marie.

Evidently, Cwmaeron truly had once been some industry or other. As folk had said in the one pub village. Early last century or even a bit before that. But now all of it was quiet. Decayed. Redundant. And most of it had fallen down. 

What exactly it had been, however, was awful hard to say. 

True, a large corrugated roof, bright orange with rust, was more or less still intact. Grating, slowly, eerily, grating and creaking as the gentle wind blew. Hanging at something of a terrifying angle and surely fated to fall as soon as the next hard winter gale came to this barren place. But what the building it sheltered had ever been used for – there was no way of knowing. Not now.

And then there were big fat chunks of iron sticking up from the ground too, chunks which must once have supported the walls or something inside the main building. But now they looked for all the world like the stumps of some ancient metal forest, and they wanted to tell no-one for what reason they had ever been here.

All mute.

All forgotten.

“I wonder what they made here, then?”, said Tat, following Brendan off the bus and both, in turn, following Marie out and into the industrial wasteland.

Brendan looked at the sombre Welsh mountain which towered behind the rotting buildings. “Maybe they manufactured rubble?”, he said with a shrug. 

Tat laughed. “They did a good job of it then”.

Marie walked past the ancient broken metal forest, concrete blocks, fallen stone and up and onto the last remaining heavy duty step of a probably once busy staircase. A place where men born with industrial dirt in their souls had probably hauled heavy sacks laden with ore and where other men, with money on their mind, had probably made or lost a fortune. 

Probably. But now it was all past. The past. All of it. And all of it only that bit more desolation added to an already ghostlike landscape.

“Yeah”, she said, after a minute or so, “it’s just beyond here. Yeah. I'm certain of it”.

Brendan frowned. “How far?”

“Walk it for sure”, said Marie.

And so they decided to do just that. 

Leaving the bus and the remains of industry where it stood. Where it stood falling.
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Well, the walk was short anyway. And that was something. It was a bit more uphill than they’d have all liked. And, after a while, a bit too warm, on even such a cold day as this.

Tat fell back a little.

But the other two kept on.

A scattering of sheep watched down on them carefully from ten or twelve metres above their heads. 

Brendan looked up at them. He felt they stood at a ridiculous angle. One mis-step and they’d fall, break a leg, and be left to die. That happened to sheep in places like this. Bones and fleece matted would often be found. Yet how many days did they take to die though?  Did they call out? Were they missed? Brendan shivered. 

“I remember it now”, said Marie, gleefully like a child, “climb up this last little hill and it’s right there below you. It’s magic. Like a haunted wood or something. Ancient. Like a magic place”. She paused. “No. It is a magic place! Like something from a fairy tale where whatever you wish for will come true! I loved it there.”

The last small green hill.

Reach the top. 

Worth the effort?

There, stretching out below, lay a shallow valley filled with yet more of those young and dark green conifers. Lots of them. Serried ranks.

Brendan stared.

Marie stared.

Up here in the middle of nowhere, at a place where nothing much was, where no-one came anymore, where no-one cared about, up here, even up here, things had changed. Not been left alone. The old old old old wood had gone. The magic place was no more. And in its stead now today were hundreds more of those sturdy young conifers.

Firm. Green. Dull. New industry.

“My woodland”, said Marie. Quietly. Almost to herself.

Brendan said nothing. And then Tat caught them up.

Brendan frowned. 

“Is this it?” said Tat, a bit short of breath.

“Yeah”, said Brendan, “I think so”.

Things change. 

Never stop.

That’s just the way it is.

“Pine trees”, said Marie angrily, “fucking pine trees”.

There was no shortage of old trees in the area. In smaller clumps and alone, those thin oaks did still cling to the more desperate slopes beside the roads. They bordered fields and streams which had been the same for hundreds of years. Wraithlike worlds. Mossy and damp with broken spars and poor soil. Everywhere really, but fragile and more or less useless. Yet... those oaks belonged where these new trees did not. And what was more important to Marie was that she had known this particular place once. An old woodland. Full of magic. And now it was gone.

“And it’s all fenced in too”, said Brendan. “With barbed wire. How lovely”.

The need for a barbed wire fence – albeit a low and quite useless affair – had to be questioned.

“I mean”, said Brendan, “who’s going to nick a fucking tree?”

People that might do so would steal them regardless of this flimsy wire. Xmas Sales from the back of a van. So if that was the reason, the fence was pointless. 

“I hate fucking fences”, said Tat.

“Maybe, it's to stop the sheep wandering off into the forest and getting lost?”, said Brendan.

But Marie wasn’t listening. She scrambled down the other side of the hillock and scrambled even more to cross the difficult tussocky grass and over, finally, to the offending fence and the new pine forest which was actually spruce.

And there it stood. Or rather it hung. 

The green notice.

This one...

‘This new plantation of conifer trees will provide a continued and sustainable source of paper and wood products for future generations’.

Brendan caught up with Marie.

“It’s gone. My wood has gone”, said Marie, sad, distant, “It’s been dug up so that future generations can read fucking newspapers and then guiltily recycle the fat glossy magazines”.

Brendan read the wooden sign, noticed that the paint was already flaking in one or two spots, and then turned more or less away from the soldier’s lines of conifers. 

He stopped, ought to say something, to Marie, you know, looked at the ground instead.

“Lucky them”, he said at last.

He put his arm around Marie anyway who accepted him with a sort of reluctance. But accepted him all the same.

And after a short while they all went back to the bus. For the long drive back down. 
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When things were like this Brendan felt nowhere. His life seemed to amount to nothing. He had once been an engineer. Three times an engineer, in fact. And three times he had been made redundant. Cars, steel and tubing could all be made in China for cheaper. Though not really for cheaper. The cost, beyond the pence and pounds, was of course far higher. But that didn’t seem to matter.

Then he had gone back to school, to college. He had become educated. But a degree led him nowhere except to the very back of the same dole queue he had already been so familiar with. Offered a job in a factory. Try engineering? Tried it.

He’d soon enough tired of all that. It was, he thought, worse than being in prison. More rules. More regulations. And even less bloody freedom.

‘In the end’, his older brother Niall had once told him, ‘it all comes down to this; you’re born rich, you’re born lucky or you’re born stupid. If you are all three – then you’ve the luck of the devil. If you have any two of them things, then sure you’ll be fine. If you have only the one of them, well, you can still struggle by and maybe do well enough. But the Lord help you if you’re born outside of that holy trinity – for you’ll get nothing, and get nowhere no matter what you do nor where you go’.

And now, a long time since, Niall was dead. 

Not born rich. 

Not born lucky. 

Not born stupid.

But born one of the poor miserable unlucky bastards who found more life in an armful of poison than in the factories and council estates and dole queues.

Unemployed, with Niall gone, his father God knows where and his mother long in her grave, Brendan had nothing to stay in The City for. 

So, for now, for now anyway, he lived out here. Outdoors outside out in the green green world out in the wet and wild and out and away from ‘All That’. And most of the time it felt right, or at least OK. If maybe short term. It worked for now.

But yeah sometimes a night could drag. 

The odd night.

And this was turning into one of those...

“If we were black, we wouldn’t be in this fuckin' mess,” said Vinny swigging beer from a tin and slovenly letting cigarette ash drop onto himself, dirty pig, “we’d be allowed to make a living just driving round in a big car shooting people, selling drugs and no fucker would dare touch us”.

Brendan nodded his head, he didn’t like it, he certainly disagreed, but he still nodded his head. He was tired. It was late. Who cared?

“If you think about it, we’d never even get into this whole fuckin’ thing if we’d all been born black.” Vinny dropped the now empty can on the floor. Their floor. Then he picked it back up. Shook it and then dropped it again. “They have it all laid out for them”, he muttered, “That’s what I mean. They've complained so fuckin' much that now they get whatever they want. Police won’t hardly touch them”.

Marie laughed. Not really a laugh. More because she was angry but didn’t want it to show. It would come though.

“They do”, said Vinny, “And they don’t need to drift about homeless like this. They get council flats or whatever they are called these days”.

“The old bill bother them as least as much as us”, said Tat as bored with Vinny as Marie was angry.

“Just you try and get a fucking flat from the council”, said Vinny. “My name has been on the list for 25 years and I’ve still not been offered a place”.

And then no-one spoke for a minute or so.

Brendan lit another cigarette. Opened another can. At times it all seemed to matter, Brendan blamed himself for that and no-one else. 

“Yeah”, he said, “but whatever, if I was black I’d still want to be out here really. Not living in the city, I mean. Thanks all the same. Out here it's real. I don’t want a flat.”

“Yeah”, said Vinny, “but if you were black we wouldn’t want you here, mate.”

“Oh fuck off”, said Marie, rising, standing. Had enough. Knew she would have done. “Speak for your fucking self, you dickhead. What are you? You’re just another ignorant brewhead with nothing to say or do so you get pissed all the time and blame everyone else for your own inadequacies and your own failures and your own mess!”

Brendan smirked at Tat. Tat smiled hugely. And Vinny straightened up a little. A lot. 

Vinny had only happened onto the site late that night. They all knew him from the other site a few miles away, the Downs. Or rather, they knew of him and said hello if they met not because they liked him but because that was what you did. For Marie, however, even only this one evening he had already been around too long. Philosophised his ignorance too often and too loudly and, to make it worse, had drunk too much of their shared beer.

“You’ve been chucked off the Downs and I’m not fucking surprised”, she continued, “and now you’ve sat here all night, moaned about every fuckin’ thing you can think of and now you’re onto some other bullshit.”

What had been a dull day become dull evening had now taken a nasty turn. But at least it made for some entertainment. A little light cabaret at the end of the day.

“What are you”, said Vinny, defensive, “a fuckin’ nigger lover?”

Marie moaned, “A what? Christ. What century are you from?” 

Brendan still said nothing. Neither did Tat. 

“There’s good and bad everywhere”, finished Marie. “In everyone. You might want to look into it. Makes no difference what colour a person is or whether they're gay or Chinese or twelve fucking foot tall”.

Once again it all went quiet.

Brendan and Marie were travellers who belonged nowhere. New Age, they were called, if that title really applied or if it mattered. They lived near the popular Downs site. But they didn’t really care for it there. All dream catchers and wind chimes. Latter day hippies. One end of the rainbow. Self-dyed jumpers and people who thought that everything would be wonderful if it was all left to Mother Nature and rune stones. A place for dreamers and idealists. A place of people who mostly could go back home to somewhere in the countryside when or if the time was right or things too hard. None of which applied to Brendan nor Marie.

“I saw Mitch the other day”, said Tat at last with a sniff and changing the subject. “He was looking a bit better, to be fair”.

Mitch had broken a leg. Forgotten how.

More talk.

But the cold outside was now matched by a little bit of chill bitterness within.

Some more time and chat passed and Marie gave up and went to bed.

The others stayed up though, eventually seeing off the unwanted Vinny with a healthy dose of sarcasm and, much more cuttingly, by running out of beer. 

Speed helped sustain the rest a little longer through the now alcohol less small hours. Then a couple of really powerful joints made them sleepy.

And so, quite suddenly, it was obviously time to call it a day.

––––––––
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“Yes. Yes. But listen, you have to listen, right? A closed Victorian seaside town in a misty bay, with trees on the steep slopes at the edges, and the grass comes down to the water. The sea is grey and flat. And I’m walking on a pier, wooden walkway, iron pier; the water’s not far below the walkway. There’s lots of these pier things, covering acres of the bay, with lots of people around, families having a day out, couples pointing across the bay. Somehow everyone else seems to be in the sunshine, on holiday, and for me there’s this underlying fear”. 

“And I realise that the bit of the walkway I’m on, it just slips away into the water, the timbers skewed and dipping under the grey water’s surface. And I want to run away, it’s going to all collapse, and I’m too far from the land and the pier will drag me with it, into the cold water that’s full of rusty, razor sharp knobbly iron girders. But the people around me, they don’t see anything wrong, they just keep walking along, having a nice time, eating ice-cream and smiling at their children, and they just skirt the bit that slips into the water and just walk past me. And I sidle away from it, can’t run or it’ll all just fall away with me on it (and it’ll be all my fault, and all these people will drown too), and I’m beginning to think I’ve got away from it and the land’s getting nearer, and there’s a bit where the walkway’s missing, just a big hole in it, the timbers neatly cut off like someone’s simply taken a whole section out to repair it or something, but there’s no warning, no railing round it, and I think ‘That’s really irresponsible. The Council in this place must be right slackers, no warning here, and letting people walk on the pier even though it just falls away into the water’, but underneath the fear’s swelling up like the water, getting closer, up through the horrible wet iron lattice and towards the nice smooth wooden walkway because it’s not as safe as it looks, and I know that something’s going to happen, something soon, and it’s not going to be nice, it’s going to be a sudden fall and freezing cold water and a horrible death”.

“And I dream it often – not every night, but like once a month or something.” 

Brendan reached across Marie and stubbed his cigarette out in the grubby yellow plastic ashtray, marred in places with browned burn stains. Taken from a pub. Somewhere. Once.

“So what d’you reckon to that?”, he said.

“Well”, said Marie slowly, sleepily, “it seems obvious. She’s either afraid of drowning or she’s just mad”.

Brendan closed the book he was reading from and tossed it somewhere out into the darkness.

Somewhere.

Not that it had far to fly in the small bedroom which was the far end of the bus. And so it soon hit some woodwork and fell with a fluttering of pages onto a pile of casually discarded clothes.

“Well”, said Brendan, “dream interpreter, psycho-analyst, counsellor. You are clearly all of these things, Miss Connolly. You’ve obviously missed your calling in this world.”

Marie said nothing.

“Seriously, I think the water and everything’s actually supposed to be more symbolic than that”, Brendan went on.

“Yeah”, yawned Marie.

“It probably means more like...”. 

He didn’t really know. Having not yet read that far. 

“Like she’s either afraid of drowning or she’s mad”, said Marie again. With the smallest of smiles.

The first light of the new day broke already through the greyness of the night and the thin red-orangeness of their thready worn curtains.

“Yeah”, said Brendan. Marie was probably right whatever the book would go on to say about it.

Outside it was still very cold. The sort of clinging damp cold of dawn which only that time of the day could provide. 

The grey was giving in reluctantly to the yellow light of day and only a field or two away, for a farmer, it was already time to get up and get going. 

Inside a few minutes of silence passed.

Since coming to bed Brendan hadn’t slept much if at all. 

Now he fumbled for the book again, but couldn’t find it easily enough, so that when he did finally spot it he changed his mind about reading it.

“Sod it”, he said. And then, “What do you feel about having to move to another site?”

Marie said nothing.

Brendan looked at the curtains. Then at some of the posters on the tongue-and-grooved wall of the makeshift bedroom. Some of them from as long ago as 1992. Wow. Some from this year, 2005. Some full-size posters most just flyers.

“Oi?”, said Brendan at last. 

No reply.

“What would you do, right now, if you could do anything?”

But Marie was fast asleep. 

––––––––
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Morning grey to day pale sun. The pale sun soon lost to thick grey. Midday and almost dark. A fine mist of rain hung over the site like wet jeans stuck to legs. And just like wet jeans – it was not going to dry out in a hurry. 

Tat had once asked how it was that things got wet with such ease and immediacy and yet drying out took so long? Jump into the pool and you’re suddenly soaked. Jump back out and you’re not suddenly dry. Why was that?

But for all the damp it was this day quite mild. Or at least it was not freezing and that was what really mattered.

“Well I’m still not black”, said Brendan with a broad smile. Running his hand over Marie’s masses of bleached blonde and green dreadlocks which were tied with careful disregard in a great pile on top of her head.

“Mmm”, said Marie without looking up, not caring to remember Vinny or the crap of the night before. “And you’re still in this mess, too”.

Marie had been up for about an hour. She sat on the narrow settee. An old coach seat turned sideways along the bus and covered with red and orange moquette and the stains of years of day-trips to Rhyl or Weston-Super-Mare. Tupperware containers on school outings, half filled with orange squash. Spilled. The 1970s.

She didn’t move up or make any room for Brendan.

“Any tea been made?” said Brendan. Standing.

Marie passed him her own huge mug of tea. It was her third. And she had had enough. 

“My throat is like shit this morning”, said Brendan, taking the mug and sitting finally in the driver’s seat.

“Morning?” Tat laughed. “That was over a few hours passed”.

“What happened to the smacky?”, said Kate, from the seat which ran along the back of the table more or less at right-angles to Marie. She had also been on the bus last night but saw how and what Vinny was and decided to leave them all to it.

“Oh, he’s gone”, said Brendan, finally able to drink some of the still scalding tea. 

“A right dickhead”, said Marie quietly.

Kate nodded. Like Vinny she had been on the Downs site when Brendan and Marie and Tat and the others had moved onto this field and made the whole scene so much more than it had otherwise been. Unlike Vinny however, she had packed up and driven to this site of her own volition and now the thought that he might be moving here seemed to cast a shadow over things. 

Except, of course, they had all been given the ‘Notice to Quit’ in any case. So this wouldn't be permanent. 

“He weren’t a smackhead though”, said Brendan. For some reason finding himself making an excuse for Vinny.

Kate nodded. Twisting some of her fine pink-purple hair. “I’d heard that not only did he do the usual nicking and that, from others on site, but he nearly raped Little Tina one night and if some of the others hadn’t come back just when they did.. he would’ve done”.
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