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Chapter 1


15 October 1984


Drive is off before Eluned can stuff her skinny paper ticket in her coat pocket. Luckily, she knows what’s coming. She grips the side of his cab, bending her knees while the floor bucks underneath her. The terraces lining the street face off like a pair of cowboys with pistols drawn, so it takes some forceful steering from Drive to turn the bus in the space between them. The white pebbledash of the end terrace fills the bus window, like they’re driving through a blizzard. Bit close today. The bus pitches forward as he guides them back down to the main road, brakes squealing as he controls their descent. Eluned grapples her way up the aisle using the rails on the back of each seat, Mabli following behind.


Mabs always prefers to sit at the back of the bus. These days there is never much competition for the seats. There are still a few girls off to work at the Tick Tock. But you used to see the Mamgus on their way into town, with their smart framed handbags and Portcullis patterned coats. Eluned hasn’t seen the jeweller’s shopgirl, Michelle the Gems, in ages. If Eluned is early for the bus home, she lingers outside the jeweller’s window to admire the tricolour twisted hoops, the way Michelle must have angled the spotlight to perfectly set the diamonds aflame. Eluned knows she’s kidding herself when she thinks that perhaps the other bus, the one east along the bottom of the Beacons and down the Neath valley, is busier. Everyone is skint, from Cynheidre to Blaenavon.


Eluned hangs on the grab rail to let Mabli scootch up next to the window. Mabli shifts along the seat, one leg neatly folded over the other, to give Eluned room to spread out. Eluned can’t help the way her fat knees go. Mabli teases that they’re like cousin Tirion’s eyes, always trying to escape each other. The bus heads north at first, kissing the feet of the Beacons before racing the River Tawe down the valley. The Tawe gets rowdier as it gathers the Llech, the Geidd, the Haffes and the Twrch like a group of lads on the piss, roping in other stop-outs as they stumble from pub to pub. The bus leaves the Tawe, where the river puts its arm round the shoulder of the Clydach, before making its final stagger down to Swansea Bay.


This time of year, Eluned’s favourite part of the journey is catching the sun creeping over the top of Varteg Hill and washing the exposed sandstone of Mynydd Allt-y-Grug in rose gold. Grug was Mamgu’s middle name – heather. The sun must be a Welsh speaker because it’s like she’s purposefully lit the heather so that its delicate flowers glow in every shade from apricot to cerise. Even the grasses in the gaps between the heather look as if they’ve been individually tipped in gold, like tiny metal spears.


Dad used to call Mynydd Allt-y-Grug the moving mountain. When Eluned and Mabli were little he took them walking to see where the old road was buried, and to peep through the trees at rubble that was once a home. After that, Mabli used to hold her breath as they drove past, as if that would be enough to hold back a landslide.


Eluned takes the Binatone Mini and its headphones out of her handbag and flicks open the back with her thumbnail before rubbing the batteries from side to side. They’re a precious commodity these days, and these cold mornings drain them faster.


The Binatone headphones have a metal headband and two round plastic speakers that lie flush against your ears. They haven’t had enough money to buy the type you can separate and poke in your ears directly, so Mabli holds the headphones up between them, putting her ear against the outside of one speaker, while Eluned does the same on the other. Not ideal, but it does the job. Eluned would be lying if she said that the thought of other people overhearing their music didn’t give her a bit of a thrill.


Mabli’s recorded last night’s Peter Powell’s ‘Five 45’s at 5.45’ onto a cassette, so that they can review the new releases together. Powell’s picks are rarely avant-garde; Mabli says she heard that the record labels pay for the artists to be featured. But it’s a much better feature than ‘Select-A-Disc’, where they are subjected to airheads crying about their boyfriends, requesting songs that have already had the arse kicked out of them. Eluned’s had a grudge against that feature since she sent in a postcard for Mabli’s sixteenth birthday and it never got played. Eluned had requested ‘The Model’ by Kraftwerk, the very week before it soared to number two.


Before March, they used to listen to ‘Five 45’s’ as a family. Mam would be finishing tea, while Mabli and Eluned buttered bread and defrosted peas, and Dad laid the table. Now, the strike has disrupted all their routines. Dad won’t budge from Wales at Six, there’s rarely extra bread with their evening meal, and they’re lucky if Mabli turns up at all.


Mabli is adept at cutting off the end of the 5.30 Newsbeat bulletin when she records off the radio. It’s a good job too, as the news starts arguments these days. They’ve only got one blank tape left, so Mabli keeps rewinding back and recording over it. Eluned startles when the tape starts with a clash of different jingles. Her ears are sharp; in just a few seconds she picks out the different snippets. There’s the knock-off Prince bassline, the electric guitar from Janice Long’s rock show, and the toe-curling singing from the beginning of ‘Best Sound in Britain’. Finally, Mabli’s latest recording starts midway through Powell’s exuberant, synth-heavy intro.


Powell’s first pick is ‘Freedom’ by Wham! Mabli identifies it from the first blast of trumpet, digging her nails into Eluned’s knee with a hissed, ‘George!’


It’s tremendous, obviously. It will be their third number one this year. But it’s hardly new; Wham! did the song on Wogan last weekend. The family had gathered around to watch, Mam inducing hilarity with her insistence that before Eluned came along, Dad had hair like Andrew Ridgeley.


The second song is Chaka Khan, ‘I Feel For You’. Eluned always enjoyed this track on Prince’s album, despite Dad trying to sing along in his ropey falsetto. This is faster, more frenetic. Lloyd told her that it’s Stevie Wonder on the harmonica, but surely Stevie has got better things to do. The rapper is supposed to be big in the States, but the only word she can make out on this record is ‘Chaka’. She’ll have to give it another listen on the hi-fi at home. These tinny headphones, and the way they have to hold them, can’t be doing it justice. Mabli likes it, shimmying her shoulders enough that they jostle Eluned, but subtly enough that no one else would notice. Most of the time, Mabli gives the impression that she would rather die than be seen enjoying herself in public.


Powell segues into another R&B track, ‘In My House’. Eluned hasn’t heard this one yet, and she mashes the speaker further into the shell of her ear to make sure that she’s hearing as much as she can. The steady drumbeat is undeniable. Mabli taps her pointed work shoe, bought with Eluned’s staff discount, against Eluned’s shin. Eluned stares out of the window. Drive has done all the village pick-ups and now they’re sailing down the A4067, eating up the scenery as the song struts to its final chorus.


‘Calamity Crush’, the penultimate track, is a bit of a change. This is new to her as well. It wasn’t long ago that Eluned would have heard songs before Peter Powell, London-or-no-London. But since she’s been helping Mam with the food parcels she hasn’t had the time to listen to as much radio, and she hasn’t had enough money for her magazines either.


Mabli pulls her ear away from the headphones. ‘I’ve had enough of this. I can’t afford a headache. It sounds like someone has leant on all the buttons at once.’


Can’t afford a headache. Does that mean she might show her face at the picket line? Finally. Eluned has pestered her about it since March.


‘Are you coming later then?’ Eluned asks. ‘Mair says I can go after lunch and have half pay for it. She reckons she’d come herself if she didn’t have the shop.’


Mabli snorts. ‘It sounds like the shop’s been dead lately. It’s a nice way for Mair to save a bit of money and look like a martyr.’


‘Easy to be a cynic. So are you coming then?’


Mabli pushes the loose end of her watch strap until it forms the shape of a hot air balloon. She stares down at it, then pulls it taut again. ‘No. I’m sorry,’ she says. ‘They can’t spare me. I’m taking minutes for the senior partner.’


‘Come on,’ Eluned cajoles. ‘Dad would love it if you came. I know you might not remember; but you got so into it in ’72.’


Mabli turns her head to stare out the window.


Eluned persists. ‘We made Dad potassium permanganate soaks in the washing-up bowl. You used to love swooshing the water around his feet while the crystals dissolved. They stained his skin a horrific plum colour, like he’d been beaten up. You loved the power cuts, you used to make us pretend that we were at the beginning of The Railway Children, eating bread and marmalade by candlelight and listening out for mice.’


Mabli finally smiles. ‘I do remember missing Dad when he went up to Birmingham, and then he brought us back those white teddies. I loved mine. But that guy, Freddie Matthews, died not long after. The Union men love pretending that they’re at the Battle of the Alamo, and now every time they walk out it has to be even more of a spectacle.’


‘How do you remember the name of a man who died when you were six?’


Eluned knows the answer before she asks the question.


‘Graham and I were talking about it the other night,’ Mabli says. ‘It was after he died that people started taking it out on the police.’


Ah, yes. Just one more conversational topic that she repeats verbatim from her pig boyfriend. Eluned asks, ‘How old was he then? Knocking thirty?’


Mabli rolls her eyes. ‘Graham has only just turned thirty. He was the same age that I am, just about to start police college.’


There’s no point trying to persuade Mabli that Graham is too old for her. They first met on one of Eluned’s minibus trips down to Talk of the Abbey, a nightclub in Neath. Mabli had been nagging for months to go with her older sister, and Eluned had finally interceded on Mabli’s behalf. God, she shouldn’t have bothered. Graham had been lurking in the shadows, apparently investigating local complaints about their monthly gay night. Eluned wasn’t interested in his anecdotes about alleyway handjobs. Everyone needs somewhere to cop off. She’d left Mabli to it and joined her own boyfriend, Lloyd, on the dance floor with a pint of watered-down cider. Eluned danced with one eye over Lloyd’s shoulder, watching Mabli apparently rapt as Graham gesticulated at her.


It wasn’t long after Talk of the Abbey that Graham started picking up Mabli from the house in his Vauxhall Astra. Dad had asked Mabli and Eluned to excuse themselves upstairs for a moment and, according to Mam, gently reminded Graham of Mabli’s age. For the few weeks after that, everywhere Dad went he was trailed by police cars. Eluned had called him paranoid, then he drove her to work on a morning when she’d missed her bus. As soon as they reached the Gurnos, one of those jam-butty police cars popped up in the rear-view. It never put its lights on but was up their arse all the way to Ponty. Dad tried changing lanes, speeding up, but it remained doggedly behind them. After that, they agreed to leave Mabli to it.


‘Look. Earlier, Mam suggested, and I think it’s a good idea, too, that it would be tremendous if you could do a question-and-answer session at the Welfare. We’ve been there a lot recently, and people have been asking about what they’re entitled to, what they can claim, that sort of thing.’


‘I’m not going to help people fiddle the system.’


Already, that stuck-up tone. Eluned clicks in the rewind button and holds it down while the tape whirs back to the beginning, the plastic casing vibrating slightly in her hand. No wonder Mam won’t have this conversation with her.


‘There’s no fiddling. It’s making sure that people are applying for everything they have the right to receive. Some people don’t have any money coming in.’


‘It’s sad that people are skint. But I don’t want you telling people that I’m a legal expert when I’m just a secretary. All I do is . . .’ Mabli mimes typing, eyes frozen in the middle distance as she flicks her imaginary carriage and keeps going.


‘Come off it, Mabli. You could impress them! You’d be showing that you’ve got initiative, you’re a real go-getter.’


‘Or, more likely, get told off for being a troublemaker.’


‘Mam will get you the paperwork from the dole office and you can break it down. People would listen to you. You’ve always been so good at explaining things.’


French declensions, factorising algebraic equations, that speech from Macbeth. Mabli always lapped Eluned at school.


‘I haven’t even got my feet under the table yet, and you should hear what the partners say about Scargill. It starts with, “What sort of leader calls a strike at the end of winter?” but it doesn’t end as polite. With Graham in the police as well . . . it looks bad. I won’t do myself any favours by making a holy show of myself.’


Eluned says, ‘This is urgent. Thatcher is cutting benefits because she says that the NUM is handing out fifteen quid a week to members, but you know they’ve not been able to hand out that kind of money for months.’


‘I don’t know if you’ve noticed while you’ve been out playing with cans of soup, but children are dying in Ethiopia. Those IRA nutters are on the up. The Fed are punching themselves and asking the government, “Why are you hurting me?” There’s more going on than this pissing contest between Comrade Scargill and whoever his enemies are this week.’


‘It’s nothing like that,’ Eluned snaps. ‘You know Dad hates taking money off us, but imagine how bad it would be if we weren’t bringing something in.’


Mabli mutters, ‘For a man who hates doing it, he certainly does it a lot.’


Silence festers. Eluned looks out at the double-fronted stone houses that she always admires on this stretch of road. There’s a Coal Not Dole poster in almost every window. There are more people supporting the strike than not in this part of the world. Eluned winds the headphone lead round their Binatone.


Mabli usually gets off at the stop by the Dillwyn Arms, but today she starts gathering her stuff as soon as Brecon Road turns into High Street.


Eluned holds out their Binatone. It’s Mabli’s turn to have it.


Mabli’s eyes flicker dismissively between the cassette player and Eluned’s face. ‘No thanks, I’ll get a lift off Graham.’


‘Well, I’ll be on the minibus with Mam.’


‘Take it anyway,’ says Mabli. ‘If the shop is quiet, you can listen in the stockroom. There’s Janice Long’s show on the end of the tape.’


Eluned gives a tight nod. ‘Diolch. Have a good one.’


Eluned crushes herself back into the bus seat as Mabli slithers across and into the aisle. Mabli smooths the front of her skirt, and pushes her bag strap up her shoulder.


‘I hope today goes well,’ she says.


 


Eluned’s christening shoes were from Blossoms; butter-soft white Mary Janes. When she was fifteen, she opened her first payslip there too. In all that time, Mair Bevan hasn’t changed a bit. Mair’s dark brown hair is lacquered until it’s as smooth and stiff as a snail’s shell. Emerald earrings swing from her earlobes; the holes have been pulled so long you could push a 2p through them. When Eluned gets close enough to kiss her cheek, stale alcohol lingers underneath L’Air du Temps.


Mair keeps a tub of Atrixo underneath the counter and slathers her hands in the unctuous lotion at least three times a day, buffing it into the raised veins and papery creases. Mair is convinced that the key to shifting stock is in her elegant hands; she must have spent hours teaching Eluned to hold a shoe with her hands positioned like an oyster shell.


Eluned barely opens the till, only ringing up a tin of boot polish and a pair of socks with loose-fit cuffs. Some women loiter for a chat, littering the shop with their worries like those balls of tissue paper that sneak out of their shoeboxes and get everywhere. They each poke a couple of coppers in the slot on the old Smash tin on the counter, liberally covered with yellow National Union of Mineworkers stickers. Mair and Eluned have been collecting for the last few months, although donations have dwindled since the summer. Eluned untwists a paperclip and digs for dirt under her nails until the skin turns a lurid pink. When that stings too much, she bashes the handle of the card-imprinting machine back and forth. Finally, she signs a couple of credit card receipts with her own large, looping signature, pretending it’s an autograph.


Mair pulls back the lace curtain that separates the shop from the window display. She drags her finger along the shelf in the window and flicks a grey slug of dust onto the floor. ‘Bach, can you dust these shelves for me before you go?’


Before the strike, Eluned had been so excited to build their window display. Mair had ordered in some new shoes from an Italian supplier. When they arrived, a pair of high heels immediately caught Eluned’s eye. Vibrant teal suede, with metallic violet lightning bolts stretching down the sides. Shoes for dancing, for pleasure. They even smelt tremendous; Eluned often found herself in the stockroom, taking a huff of their velvety, earthy scent. When Mair wrote ‘£20’ on the cardboard tags with her Sheaffer fountain pen, Eluned immediately calculated how many hours she would need to work to buy them.


Mair had wagered with Eluned that if she shifted four pairs of them by the end of the spring then she could have the last pair for herself. It was a bad bet. No one around here can afford them now. Mam never spent £20 on her own wedding shoes.


Eluned finds her dusting rag and wipes over the window display. One side of her dream shoes are faded to a drab blue. The only woman who’s asked to try them on was a scab’s wife. Eluned had taken the initiative to tell her that nothing at Blossoms would be available to purchase until her husband was back on the pickets. The shameless cow had stuffed her dirty money back in her handbag and walked rigidly out of the shop. As soon as this sabre-rattling is over, women will start coming back to shop. She’ll soon get those shoes flying off the shelves, then she can get her own. When it’s blown over, the boys will organise minibuses to Swansea again, and she’ll wear her shoes on the dance floor of Barons nightclub. She’s been repeating the same thing for the last seven months.










Chapter 2


The minibus picks Eluned up at the war memorial at two. She’s not the only one being picked up from Ponty. Eluned hasn’t been to the pickets in weeks, but today she helps Rhiannon heft Dan in his pushchair onto the minibus and clambers up after her. Mam’s already on the bus, sitting up front with her new committee friends. Rhiannon was always a decent girl, and they were in form together, but regarded each other with the wariness of two hefty girls each not wanting to be confused for the other. Rhiannon used to wear her hair in two long copper plaits. Now it’s been cut into short, fine layers, and as her hair is buffeted by the wind it gives the impression of an untempered bonfire.


The minibus is already steamy with their body heat. Rhiannon slides in by the window and wipes a hole in the condensation with the bobble of Dan’s discarded hat. It’s a Mickey Mouse bus, seats so narrow that Eluned can still only fit half a bum-cheek on. Eluned holds the seatbelt round her body as far as it will go and braces her foot flat on the floor behind Dan’s pushchair, ready to catch it if it starts rolling. Dan doesn’t seem to mind; he just laughs as the bus judders and rocks its way over the uneven roads.


Rhiannon’s burnished hair smells of lavender, so soothing that Eluned can forget that they’re heading into a battle of sorts. Eluned looks out of Rhiannon’s porthole as the minibus climbs. The space below them has filled with that peculiar Valleys phenomenon, dragon’s breath. Thick grey wisps sneak up behind the bus, curling into the space between the steep sides of the hills.


From here, it’s harder to guess which are organic slopes and which are just spoil, left over from centuries of industry. The minibus doesn’t rise out of the fog until well past Seven Sisters. It still tickles Eluned to think of the Roman soldiers trekking up this same road to their vantage point just above the village where, in summer, the sun exposes a perfect fort-shaped square in the dry grass. She can’t fault them. The towns further down the valley seem stifling compared to the weather-beaten moors and big skies. Maybe, before we fucked with it, the Romans found it beautiful. Some of the spoil tips have already been smoothed over, planted with tufty young conifers. Soon, like the crumbling ironworks and railway bridges leading nowhere, they will be forgotten. Eluned can barely remember the row of corrugated metal houses that were torn down when Mabli was still a baby. If Thatcher has her way, more of this landscape will disappear, leaving only relics.


The minibus pulls off just before the village, down the long gravel track to the colliery. The women park up at the main gate, where the pickets have been gathered for hours. On a good day Eluned could sketch a picture of the colliery, pieced together from geography lessons, Dad and Lloyd, and the dreary paintings hung up in the pub. There’s the gigantic winding wheel, its silhouette as familiar as the long strips of terraced houses. Hoist. Chute. For all her familiarity with its mechanics, being this close has something of the strangeness of parents’ evening, seeing Dad squashed on to the same plywood chairs she spent all day on.


Mam bustles off with the other ladies from the Committee. It’s sweet that she’s so involved these days. Dad is loafing at the back in his waxed flat cap with the other old codgers. Lloyd is easy to spot, at least a head taller than the rest of the pickets even though he slouches over his wooden placard, twisting it in the gravel. From this distance, it’s easier to look at him as though he’s a stranger. After a full summer on the pickets, he’s caught colour in his face for the first time since he was a teenager. His T-shirt is no longer pulled taut between his broad shoulders. The sleeves don’t cut into his upper arms in the way they used to. He could play a hunky boy next door in Coronation Street. He looks shrunken and unfamiliar.


Rhiannon’s hubby is near Lloyd, so they push Dan over the gravel, swerving round the puddles gathered in the pits of the long drive. Eluned lays a quick kiss on Lloyd’s cheek. The tip of his nose is a nub of ice. Lloyd stuffs his hand in her pocket and burrows his fingers deep enough that he roughly kneads at her mons, hard enough her knees buckle. Just because he can find it, he thinks he’s so funny.


‘Cut it out boyo,’ Eluned says. She grips his placard, trying to wrestle it off him. Lloyd is stronger, but she doesn’t let go, using her weight to force the wooden stake down to stab at his feet. Lloyd laughs, bumping his shoulder into hers before giving up and letting her do her worst. The lads are all in steel-capped work boots anyway. He feigns injury, then slips his hand in the back pocket of her jeans.


‘Mabli didn’t fancy this then?’ Lloyd asks.


Eluned can’t help sighing heavily. ‘Nah. She had to go to some meeting.’ It’s not worth summarising the conversation. He’s had the same shit off Mabli himself, and it will only demoralise him further. ‘She wasn’t interested in the legal advice session either.’


‘She must be doing alright on that course then, no photocopying any more.’


Mabli still seems to spend a fair amount of time photocopying, but it’s gratifying that Lloyd is proud too. Mabli might be going the long way round, learning on the job rather than in a university, but she’s still on the path. Lloyd has seen Mabli go from a little girl making pictures on her Lite-Brite to a serious, aspiring solicitor.


‘She needs to get her head out of her arse though,’ says Eluned.


Lloyd shrugs. ‘There’s more than enough here, your mam played a blinder getting everyone on the minibus, and we don’t want her passing anything back to that twat she’s knocking around with.’


Dad might call Lloyd the Jolly Twp Giant but he can be insightful.


Rhys says, ‘Can’t trust a copper. My mate said that he’s been hearing clicks on the phone line.’


Lloyd hums. ‘Dad said there was a bloke with shiny shoes asking about my cousin Mike the other day. Dad said he hadn’t spoken to Mike in years, but he was round for Sunday dinner last week.’


‘Sensible,’ Rhys says, twisting up his Mars wrapper and tucking it in his jacket pocket. ‘Don’t give them nothing.’


The fog has followed them, and it gives the unremarkable gravel drive the feeling of a Roman arena. Beyond the metal gates there is a phalanx of willowherb; tall, red-tipped spears standing up from the froth of their delicate fuchsia flowers. Two sets of gladiators face off. On one side, the miners in a muddle of green, grey, and brown with Coal Not Dole badges like daisies on their chests. On the other, the police stand in navy blue woollen jackets with their feet spread apart and hands clasped in front of their goolies. They stare through Eluned with glassy eyes. She’d like to ping one of their gold buttons off and into the mud.


This is her first picket as a miner’s girlfriend. Most of her school year is here. Eluned is going to be stuck with this cohort for the rest of her life, whether at chapel, the rugby, or the pub. It’s not that the men have always dreamt about mining. No one wants a bad back, or blackened lungs, or, God forbid, to get the call that the whole pit has sunk in on itself like a sugar cube dipped in warm water. In 1972 they pulled the country to a standstill, but it was only a brief reprieve. In some ways Mabli is right, this is a losing battle. Whether it ends with nuclear power or Polish coal, it will end. They’re helping the men limp on for the sake of dignity. When she stops to imagine the future – washing machines full of neon orange overalls, Friday pints at the Welfare, a trike on its side on the grass – her stomach feels heavy and solid.


At first, Eluned can barely differentiate between the policemen. But the longer she looks, the more she notices the differences in their faces. One has a constellation of acne scars round his chin, another already has streaks of grey in his moustache. She’s sure that one of them was in the year above her at school; she remembers him playing the trumpet at the Eisteddfod.


Eluned bobs from side to side, trying to get the greying officer to follow her with his eyes. He’s good. His attention doesn’t flicker. Lloyd parks himself in front of a shorter pig and skims his gaze over the top of his helmet. He tries to maintain the same slack-jawed humourless look. The expression is so alien on Lloyd, he’s doing well to keep his face straight at all. Eluned squeezes his hand encouragingly. The policeman stretches his neck to give himself an extra inch or two. Lloyd does the same, peering down his nose at him.


For a split second, Eluned thinks they might get a quick smile back, but one of the pickets shouts, ‘They’re coming!’


The taxis dump the scabs near the picket line, scattering gravel in their haste to turn round and get back down the track. Eluned hefts her placard up in the air, as high as she can, a cardboard rectangle on a long wooden post. The scabs scurry past the picket line, stuffing their hands in their pockets and wrapping their scarves over their faces. Anything to avoid looking at their striking workmates. Good. They should be ashamed.


The picket line is louder than a rugby match, and more vicious. There is a chorus of political slogans and personal lamentations. Hard bodies press into her. The smell of sweat, Old Spice and wet wool is intense. Lloyd’s warm breath puffs down the back of her neck. Women smaller than Eluned are shuffled to and fro. Eluned finds Mam in the crowd. She’s such a dwt she probably can’t even see the scabs, but she’s still shouting fiercely.


Lloyd’s body swells with air. He releases it in a bellow that shakes the moustache of the policeman opposite him. ‘You’ve got a little girl. Carys! What does Carys think?’


The scab doesn’t even look at Lloyd as he flips his collar up, and scurries past.


After the first lot of scabs disappear, the crowd disperses. It doesn’t look like much, but the placard gets heavy after a while. Eluned’s hands are stiff, slow to uncurl as she settles the sign against her leg. The wind whips up, pushing the fog further down the valley. Lloyd bends behind her shoulders to light a fag and gives her the first half.


The police break formation, too, going back to their cars. They return cradling parcels of tinfoil. The smoky, fatty smell hits Eluned before they’re even unwrapped. God, even from the other side of the car park it smells fucking immense. She hasn’t had a bacon bap in months. The visions are vivid: yellow butter soaking through the soft white bread, pulling at the stringy rind with her teeth, licking up a tart smear of brown sauce off her wrist. Her stomach gurgles. She breathes through her mouth, trying to suck in the taste through the air. Bacon will be the first thing she buys when this is over. She’ll make sandwiches for the whole family, four rashers in each one.


‘Ignore them. They do this every day.’


‘Cannibals!’ Lloyd shouts. He uses his finger to bend his nose up, oinking for good measure. They don’t react. Instead, they bite down with visible relish, ostentatiously wiping grease from around their mouths.


Eluned refuses to look at the food. Instead, she stares at the policemen themselves, their smug lips, and unfeeling eyes. She smirks when one of them gets a dribble of red sauce down the middle of his tie.


After they finish their breakfast, the policemen have a quick fag. None of them smoke it all the way down. They get halfway through and flick them off down the car park. Lloyd’s eyes trail jealously after the half-smoked cigarettes. He must be longing to scrabble after them, on hands and knees, dignity holding him back. She wouldn’t blame him. Tobacco is a precious commodity – she’s been smoking twos with her mum, puffing until they’re right down to the filter. What she’d give to be grinding that policeman’s face into the gravel.


The second group of scabs arrive on foot. These lot are brazen. They saunter slowly past the picketers, lobbing insults with ease.


‘Hey, Mark!’ the scab caws to the man next to Lloyd.


Mark peers through the gap between the policemen’s heads. He’s so close that his chest almost touches the gold buttons on their uniforms.


The scab hisses, ‘Your wife wishes you’d go back to work so she can get back to shagging Dai the Meat in the afternoons.’


Mark roars, launching himself into the air. A policeman catches Mark round his middle. Mark flails, hands clawed as he tries to scramble up and over them. He falls back, bending his knees and squaring his shoulders to try to push through that way. The police knit closer together, and Mark is shut out.


One of the policemen unsheathes the wooden truncheon at his hip, and Lloyd yanks Mark back by the arm.


Lloyd lays his hand on Mark’s shoulder. ‘Come on. Don’t be a twat.’


Mark hasn’t got a chance. They won’t hesitate to use those truncheons. And then where will he be? Crawling home with a face full of bruises or lying on a hard cot at the police station.


Mark twists to escape Lloyd’s grip. His green cap falls off his head and before Eluned can swipe it up from the ground, he steps on it with his heavy, muddy boots. She picks it up anyway, trying to wipe off the mud as best as she can. He’ll be wanting that later.


Lloyd pleads with the policeman. ‘He’s a good egg. He’s never hurt a fly.’


Mark sneers and hawks noisily. He dredges up a wad of spit, but it doesn’t fly far. Most of it never gets further than his own chin.


The officer nearest them shakes his head and makes his way back to the van. Eluned sees him reach for the radio on the dashboard. For fuck’s sake, the last thing they need is more of these fuckers. Or, even worse, fuckers on horseback.


‘Ignore him, Mark,’ Lloyd placates. ‘He’s always been a nasty prick. Chill out man, or they’ll get the horses in.’


What can she say to help him calm down? He’s got to calm down. He can’t carry on like this. You can’t give the coppers any excuse. Once they bring in the horses, things kick off quick.


Eluned shouts, ‘That prick is winding you up! You know Sharon would never do that.’


A barefaced lie. Everyone knows Sharon has been shagging Dai the Meat for years.


They are too late to avoid the horses. Her stomach churns as they trot down the track to the picket line. The crunch of hooves on gravel bounces around the car park.


Unlike Mabli, as a child Eluned had never been the sort of girl to beg for a horse. She had never tried to feed apples to the wild ponies at the top of the Roman road or stroke their long manes. These police horses are tall and chestnut brown, with shining muscular thighs and white diamonds down their long faces. Even Lloyd needs to crane his neck to look at them.


Two policemen on horseback approach Lloyd and Mark. Lloyd steps back immediately, holding his hands up in surrender. Without Lloyd holding him, Mark goes floppy and the police grab and cuff him, before bundling him off. He doesn’t resist, lets them move his body like a ragdoll into the van. Dan the baby starts to cry.


‘Any more trouble, my boy,’ the policeman spits at Lloyd, ‘and you’ll be joining your mate in the back of my van.’


‘He was trying to calm Mark down, you dickhead!’


It’s out of her mouth before she can hold it back. Of everyone, Lloyd is the person least likely to try to cause any serious aggro. A little mischief, but no aggro.


A policeman brings his horse over to Eluned in a slow trot. He sits so far above her that his face is cast into shadow by his helmet. The horse’s nostrils quiver, each nostril about the size of Eluned’s palm. Flies buzz on its eyelashes and the tips of its ears. The horse reeks, thick and earthy. Eluned’s knees turn to jelly. It’s too close, much too close. Its whiskered lips are closed, but at any moment they could draw back. Her hand searches blindly for Lloyd’s, fingers scrabbling round his wrist and squeezing in relief.


‘Boys, we got some of Scargill’s Slags here!’


She knows that voice.


‘Graham!’ she shouts. ‘He was only trying to help.’


She’s hardly proud of knowing Graham, but perhaps appealing to him will help call off the horses. They have met before, in the awkward shuffle of Lloyd picking up Eluned and Graham picking up Mabli. He must know that Lloyd, despite being built like a brick shithouse, is one of the gentlest men in Wales. All he ever wants is a warm meal and a bit of fuss and maldod.


Graham leans down. His eyes scrutinise Eluned’s face and she scratches at her nose, brushing away dirt that isn’t there.


‘Go home, Eluned. This isn’t the place for you. You need to find yourself a boyfriend with a proper job. Mabli doesn’t need to worry about any of this shit; I’m taking her out for an Italian later.’


An Italian on a weeknight! Mabli never said. The last time she went to an Italian was for Mabli’s sixteenth birthday. It makes her sick to think of Mabli’s pearl earrings dangling as Graham handles the menu and the bill. She’d love some garlic bread, her fingers juicy with run-off butter.


But there’s no job more proper than mining. Keeping the lights on and the ovens hot, what’s more proper than that? She opens her mouth to shout back at Graham, then out of the corner of her eye she sees Dan throw his rattle out of the pram and onto the ground.


The wind catches the rattle, blowing it through the gate and bouncing down the path towards the colliery. Dan wails, flexing his chubby hand. Lloyd takes off after the rattle, hoicking up his jeans as he runs. He slips past the police and chases down the flimsy plastic toy. Rhiannon crouches down in front of Dan to suck in her cheeks and move her lips like a fish. Eluned could ralph at the thought of Lloyd catching the attention of the police, but Rhiannon is cool as a cucumber, gurning until Dan giggles.


As Lloyd jogs over the threshold to the colliery proper, three of the officers on horseback draw their truncheons.


‘We’ll have you for trespassing!’ Graham yells, pulling on the reins of his horse.


Lloyd stops in his tracks, and slopes back to the picket line without a word. It’s not just getting charged with trespass; it’s that once a miner is over that line, they’re liable to get the sack, instantly.


The wind blows the rattle further through the gates. It bounces over the gravel before landing in a puddle.


Some of the women up north have been having their own fun with the police. They can still be done for trespass, if the police can be bothered, but they can’t get the sack. Perhaps she’ll have a go herself.


‘Mam, look after Dan a minute,’ Eluned shouts.


Eluned grabs Rhiannon’s hand firmly and runs until she’s dragged Rhiannon over the line. Eluned swipes the rattle up from the puddle, wiping it over her jeans before passing it to Rhiannon. She doesn’t dare to go much further. They could probably be through the gate and back at the picket in a few short strides.


Eluned sings something Tadcu used to holler after a few drinks. ‘The people’s flag is deepest red, er . . . something . . . something martyrs dead!’


‘I only know the chorus!’ shouts Rhiannon.


Eluned jumps ahead. ‘Though cowards flinch and traitors sneer . . .’


Rhiannon finishes, ‘. . . We keep the red flag flying here!’


Rhiannon takes Eluned’s hand and slots her palm underneath Eluned’s. It’s a nice change; usually Lloyd wraps his hand over hers.


‘What next?’ Rhiannon asks.


Graham stays by the picket, perched atop his horse and seemingly unsure what to do. She supposes that arresting two young women for singing might undermine his authority. But, on the other hand, the miners might be buoyed by seeing the girls get away with it. He glowers at the girls, resting his hands on his truncheon. Prick.


Eluned thinks of a song from the radio; they might as well enjoy themselves while they’re still getting away with it. She moves her hips from side to side, clicking her fingers like she’s seen George and Andrew do. ‘Wake me up . . .!’


Rhiannon sings the next line as Eluned twirls her under her arm. The pickets cheer the girls on, voices blending as they spin.


‘She needs a better bra, that one. Look at those udders swinging!’


Eluned’s arms snap over her breasts, pressing them against her chest as hard as she can. Her feet stop moving immediately, rooting her to the spot.


Graham holds his hands midway down his chest and swings them back and forth with a grotesque grin. The fucker. The absolute low-down, hateful, class traitor, creepy pervert fucker. Her skin is on fire. The last few seconds run on a loop in her head. She can’t look at her parents or Lloyd. All she can hope for is that they haven’t heard.


‘Ignore them,’ Rhiannon says. ‘They’re only pigs! Come on!’


Eluned opens her mouth to sing, but no sound comes out. She’s got to find a place to hide, needs to pull on the thickest, most enveloping jumper she can find and disappear. She tries to swallow the blistering anger, but it surges up her throat like sour vomit. She’s not quick enough to contain it.


‘Cunt!’ she yells. ‘You’re a cunt, Graham!’


Graham forces his horse towards Eluned, reins in his left hand, his truncheon high in his right. It picks up speed quickly, whinnying as Graham urges it on. Its hooves pound the ground, spitting gravel behind them. It’s already too big for Eluned’s comfort and it’s only getting bigger as Graham charges her. Its hooves thump louder than the pickets shouting and louder than the wild battering of Eluned’s heart in her chest.


Eluned’s frozen, hands clenched into useless fists at her sides as the horse towers over her. The whites of its eyes are threaded through with red veins. Its gums are repulsively shiny. Its hot breath gusts on her cheek, the stench of it weakens her knees. Its gnashing teeth are so long, so thick. They would break straight through her skin, like a hammer on an apple.


Graham’s truncheon whistles as it slices the air. Holy fuck. He brings it down over her head. It’s solid wood. It’s 14 inches of solid wood, about to crack her straight on the head, and will she even survive it? People have died on the pickets and what if she’s one of them? Bleeding out in front of her parents on a Thursday afternoon. Eluned lobs her weight to the side and the black truncheon cuts down in front of her face. She staggers backwards, knees finally giving out.


Eluned lands heavily in a brown puddle. Her hands burn from where she tried to break her fall, gravel embedded in her palms, cold water already seeping through her jeans and into her knickers.


The horse stamps, less than a yard from her. She folds her arms across her head, praying that Graham doesn’t have a second go. Her legs shake. She doesn’t have the strength to run. She’d have to lie down and take it.


Graham snarls down at her. ‘Get back to your father before I do it again, bitch.’


Eluned scrambles to her feet. Her jeans are soggy, and the weight pulls them down until they slip under her belly. She pushes her index fingers through her belt loops and waddles back to the picket line.


Lloyd grabs her first. He wraps his arms round her, cupping her head against his chest. She squashes her eyes closed to keep the tears in.


Around her, the pickets push against the line of officers on foot. Her head spins with the noise of it.


‘You should be ashamed of yourselves!’


‘The girls did nothing wrong!’


‘Fucking scum!’


If only she was at home. If only she was cwtched up with a tea and Countdown on the telly. If only the strikes were over, and Margaret Thatcher and Graham were both dead. Rhiannon has run back to Dan, handing him back his rattle.


 


Eluned stumbles home. The outer parts of her thighs are numb from the cold wind whipping through the wet denim, but her inner thighs burn from where the fabric has chapped her skin raw. On the doorstep Eluned toes off her work shoes and unbuttons her jeans, rolling the sodden fabric down her legs. She’s throwing them over her arm when there’s a bang upstairs. Maybe the cat from 63 has come in again. Another noise. This time, it sounds like a wooden drawer sliding. Eluned grabs a peach hand towel from the pile of clean washing at the bottom of the stairs and holds it in front of her hips like a miniskirt. Surely no one would be out burgling; there’s nothing worth stealing for miles around. The only thing of value they have is the family record collection. Eluned is still tamping. She feels hopped enough that she could easily deck whoever is creeping around upstairs.


Eluned climbs the stairs quietly, indulging her lurid fantasies about bashing some spotty scrote over the head with Mam’s heavy metal hairdryer. Pushing back the bedroom door, she holds her breath. Mabli. Everything on Mabli’s side of the room is gone, from the bottle of Anaïs Anaïs on the windowsill, to the googly-eyed seashell tortoise that Mabli had once begged for in Tenby. Mabli is busy moving the notes she’s made on her FILEX course from one of Dad’s old box files to an enormous ringbinder, slipping each page into its own poly-pocket. The pages from the module she’s already passed are unceremoniously dumped in the wastepaper bin. Their treasured record collection is split into two piles on the floor.


Mabli stares at her, taking in the too-small towel and Eluned’s grazed knees, which look like a couple of smashed-up corned beef pasties. ‘What happened to you?’


Mabli’s gently aghast tone is at odds with the adrenaline still fizzing through Eluned’s hands.


‘What happened to me?’ Eluned is incredulous. ‘Your boy-friend happened to me!’


Mabli tosses Touch by Eurythmics on to one of the piles. ‘Not this again,’ she says, gracefully getting to her feet.


‘ “This again?” How dare you! And now you’re moving in with him?’ Eluned’s bellow bounces off the walls of their small bedroom.


‘Well, duh! We’ve wanted to take the next step for a while. I knew you would all freak, so I had no choice.’ Mabli smooths down the front of her dress. It’s ankle-length, olive green, and probably unbearably itchy.


‘Did you invent your all-important meeting then?’ Eluned demands.


Mabli nods. ‘It was the only way I could get some peace to get on with it.’


That must be why the bastard looked so smug, up there on his fucking horse. He must have got a kick out of winding her up, knowing Mabli was at home packing her belongings. No wonder they’re going to a pissing Italian on a weeknight. Eluned’s head buzzes with static. On the bus, too, Mabli must have known that Graham was policing the picket line today. Why didn’t she warn them? She might have tried to keep her hair on if she’d known Graham was going to be there, laughing at her.


‘How can you do that after everything Mam and Dad have done for us?’


Mabli’s look pins her to the floor as if she were a beetle in a glass cabinet. She asks, ‘What have they done, exactly? Dad won’t get off his arse and go back to work. Mum is too busy collecting cans of beans to give to other people . . .’


Eluned can’t listen to this shit. It’s the lying she can’t take. Dad has been fighting for their way of life, their community since the beginning of March. Instead, Mabli has been con-spiring to get away. If Mabli is ashamed of being a Hughes, then maybe she shouldn’t be one any more. Eluned seizes the glass photo frame from Mabli’s bedside cabinet and surges forward. She brings it sharply down towards Mabli’s head, stopping centimetres from her scalp. Her hands shake.


Mabli cowers against her empty wardrobe.


‘That’s what your boyfriend did to me today,’ Eluned spits. ‘He called me a bitch and made fun of my tits.’


Shame sits on Eluned’s shoulders like a wet coat. Mabli used to know her better than anyone. Mabli used to come shopping with Eluned in Swansea when it only used to cause a row with Mam. Mabli was there when her measurements grew big enough to drop off the edge of the list printed inside the paper tag. She’d caught her sewing extra fabric into her cups to hide the way her nipples stuck out like grapes in the cold. She should know why what Graham said was a low blow.


Mabli doesn’t cower long. She straightens up and crosses her arms. Her voice is cool when she says, ‘What did you do to provoke him, Eluned? I know you think they’re sweet angels, but Graham says they act like animals.’


Eluned can’t stand it when Mabli takes this hectoring tone.


Mabli’s hand grabs Eluned’s wrist. Her nails are painted with Revlon’s Rose Cream. That’s Eluned’s bottle, she better not have packed it.


Softly, Mabli says, ‘You know, I’ll only be in Creunant.’


Creunant! Who would want to live there? Eluned wrenches her wrist away from Mabli and stomps to the bathroom and bolts the door behind her. She grabs the brown TCP bottle from the bathroom cabinet and soaks a cotton pad with the pungent liquid, then rests her foot on the shaggy toilet seat cover while she presses the pad to her knee. It burns. Eluned presses harder, squashing it into her minced flesh as she tries not to cry.
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