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Cwm Cadno, 5th October 2024 


Revolutions happened in these valleys. Not just one revolution - the famous one, the industrial one - but others since then too. It’s as if the landscape can’t keep still and find its peace. Especially this valley, Cwm Cadno. 

My valley. 

I love looking down on it all from the Top. The steep ravine bursting with unruly saplings, tutted over by frayed rags of mist busying around in the breeze. And out of it gushes the unstoppable Cadno, winking at me as it pushes open the cwm on its way down to Blaencadno, swerving past those neat rows of terraced roofs with a brazen shrug. The whole valley seems to be surging with some kind of magical, unstoppable power. 

But there is a grief in this valley. We have all learnt to live with it, like an old scar. For years I saw Blaencadno as the venue for some half-dreamt, never-ending wake.

If I close my eyes now, I can see an old black-and-white photograph of the valley, taken from this very spot, maybe in 1905 just before the pit explosion that ripped apart the soul of Blaencadno. There it all is - the winding gear at the pithead, the spoil heaps, the railway sidings crammed with coal trucks...and everything covered in the veil of black grime that was worn by Cwm Cadno for all those years. When the pit closed and the veil was finally lifted, it revealed more than just grass and trees. All the suffering this valley held between its steep walls was exposed too.

There were days when I used to sit here wanting to throw myself off this mountain and break into a thousand pieces, losing myself in the coal dust that used to line the valley floor. So many things have been lost here. Mam, Dada. Auntie Carys. A whole coal mine and the livelihoods it provided. Hope. History. And a harp.

But in the end, I didn't lose myself, did I? Quite the opposite. 

If there’s one thing I’ve learnt over the past month, it’s this:

Nothing is ever really lost.

*
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Gwenno put her pen down and tucked the diary away in her bag. She took in a deep breath of the untethered air which is so different from the kettled air down on the valley floor. Time to make tracks. The ceremony was due to start at six, and she needed to get changed into her glad rags and fix herself up tidy, as her great-aunt Violet would have said. After all, she had done all of this for Violet. It was the least she could do, she thought, after what Violet had done for her. 

Who am I kidding? Gwenno smiled to herself as she turned away from the view. I did it for me.

There was just one more thing to do. She pulled a scrunched-up sunhat out of her bag, an intricate crocheted web of faded yellow threads. She had picked it out amongst Carys’s things, looking for a keepsake. But she wasn’t going to keep it, not now. Slowly, she raised her hand high in the air, and felt her muscles tense and release as she pulled her arm back and flung it. Out it went, with a force that surprised her, and for a while she held her open hand up there, fingers splayed, frozen in the moment of letting go. She didn’t see where the hat landed. That wasn’t the point. 

Amdani! Gwenno set off down the rocky path towards the village. Time for another revolution.
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Chapter One
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Gwen Garman cupped her breasts. Pressing her thumb against her heart, she waited for the beat to slowly regulate. This had been her secret habit for many years; she had never told a living soul about it, or about the reasons why she did it. She was pretty sure nobody back home in Wales knew, and she was certain that nobody did here in London.

It was ten to seven in the morning - exactly the time that she normally put her shoes on, having washed up her coffee cup and carefully dried it. But she had not even started stage one of her morning routine. Instead, she was sitting on her kitchen floor staring out at a grey porridge of a sky, wondering how not to tell a living soul that she was not going to school today. And possibly never, ever again. And it’s only September the ninth. Iesu mawr!

Normally, Gwen had no difficulty not telling anyone about her inner life. She didn’t mind other people, as long as she didn’t have to invite them into her flat. She had carved out a comfortable cocoon for herself in her ex-council maisonette in Kilburn, with her books and her piano and her medieval prints. Although at times she did have to admit to herself that it was the kind of cocoon that contains a trapped and desiccated old moth who will never see the light of day. Still, most of the time she liked her life, and had no desire to share it with anyone. When people talked of boredom or loneliness, she had no idea what they meant. How could anyone ever be bored, when there are so many gaps in life to be filled? And she loved her own company far too much to be lonely. She tried to soothe herself now with one of her favourite conversations with herself. So, what is the link then, between the Silures tribe of ancient Britain and the Silurians in Dr Who?

The inner dialogue, however, soon dried up. The walls of her neat little flat seemed to be falling down around her; it was becoming obvious that she was going to expose what was guarded so preciously on the inside. She was going to have to tell someone about this, this...this what? She realised with a wince that she couldn’t even tell it to herself. And she was so weak with the exhaustion of self-control, she couldn’t find the energy to put a name to it. All she could think was: you are a trapped and desiccated old moth, Gwen Garman.

Whatever it was, it had been creeping up on her throughout the summer term. (Not that anyone at school would have noticed it; in the high-stakes whirlwind of a teacher’s working day no one has time to diagnose symptoms of stress). She had been vaguely aware last term of a disconcerting sense that she just did not care about her students anymore - whether they were learning anything, or listening to her, or even what grades they got. Then there had been that performance review meeting with Julius, her head of department. Julius, who didn’t even teach History; he taught Religious Education, which to Gwen was not even a subject. Julius, who was nearly two decades younger than her. Julius, who had a boyfriend called Giles and ‘friends in Zürich who let us use their ski chalet.’ Julius, who arrived at school every morning with damp hair because he came straight from the gym. You seem to have reached a plateau, Gwen. That’s what he had said. He talked to her as if she was one of his students at a parents’ evening, making her squirm in her seat with a pang of unexpected grief. If only she had an actual parent to be there by her side and hold her hand right now. Instead, she stared at the floor as Julius made no attempt to hide his disappointment in her. She hadn’t achieved the performance targets that he had imposed upon her. Eventually, she looked up and snapped at him. She said she didn’t care, and the targets were unachievable anyway (75 percent of that bunch achieving their predicted grades? Cachau bant!) 

The summer holidays had not brought her any relief. While volunteering on an archaeological dig in Greece, she had been forced to stop in her tracks and lie down on several occasions. Heat exhaustion, she’d called it. But she had felt something like a lump of coal burning in her chest. At one point she had burst into tears for no apparent reason. She started to wish that it could be explained by some kind of physical diagnosis; if only she had a heart problem or something of the sort. Tears welled in her eyes now as she cursed her body for being in such good shape. She gave her breasts another reassuring squeeze. 

She knew that she had no choice but to follow the protocol: phone the staff absence line, email Julius and then set cover for the day’s lessons. Gwen thrived on following protocol. She stared at the terracotta floor tiles and found some comfort in their right angles. But it was a brief comfort. Faint slug trails led her gaze from under the sink towards the door, and she realised with a deadening certainty that she was incapable of making the phone call. Well, as Dada used to say: fuck ‘em all! The thought made her smile, but still her body refused to move, like a sheep stuck in the rutted mountain path that wound up out of Blaencadno towards the valley top. She slumped further down onto the floor, and out of the corner of her eye watched her neatly combed auburn hair seeming to blend into the terracotta tiles, creating the illusion of a rock formation with layers upon geological layers of fossilised silence.  

Eventually they’ll phone me. The thought sent her heart rate up again.

An hour later, she was still lying there trying to regulate her racing heart when her phone rang. What, already? It’s not even eight o’clock. But it wasn’t the school; it was Menna, her half-sister in Cardiff, who she hadn’t seen since Christmas. What the hell does she want at this time in the morning? I can’t believe she’s even awake.

‘Menna?’

‘Aw-right, Gwenno. Thought I’d catch you before you go to work. What it is, is...Auntie Carys has passed. I was supposed to tell you at the weekend, but I forgot, like.’

‘You forgot? Fuck’s sake, Menna! When did she die?’

‘On Friday. Peaceful, in her sleep, like. Gobshite Glynis from the village rang me cos she didn’t have your number. They’re sorting out the funeral now.’

‘Right.’ Gwen let out a long breath. ‘Are you going?’

‘Got to, haven’t we? We’re the only family she had left. I’m not giving no speeches mind. You’re better at that stuff than me.’

‘So, it’s just you and me left then, Menna. The last of the Garmans. And neither of us is going to produce any offspring, so there we are - the end of the line.’ As she said the words, Gwen was struck by the thought that her brief and pointless life would leave no legacy behind to be studied by future historians. Strangely the thought gave her a moment of relief from her previous state of mind.  The less people know about me, the better. She felt her heart. It was no longer racing.

‘Speak for yourself, Gwenno,’ said Menna with undisguised relish, ‘you’re forgetting that I’ve still got options. At least I’m still producing eggs. I might decide to get a sperm donor.’

Gwen ignored the dig at her age. ‘You won’t though, will you? Where would you put a baby? You’d have to wash the dishes and clear up all the dirty clothes on your bathroom floor.’

‘Fuck you, Gwen. Shouldn’t you be setting off for work now anyway?’ 

‘I’m not going in, Men. I’m not feeling too good.’

‘Oh, what’s up?’

Gwen sighed. Maybe there was, after all, someone she could tell it to.

‘Oh, you know...when you’re sitting on the floor and you just can’t get up,’ she mumbled almost inaudibly. She was fighting back the tears now.

‘Oh. Like that, is it,’ said Menna, her tone mellowing a touch. ‘Sounds like burnout, Gwen. Well, it was bound to happen. I told you last time I saw you, it’s just work, work, work with you. You’re a workaholic, mun.’

‘I know, I know.’ Gwen’s voice broke and became very small, like a doll calling from inside a toy box. She heard Menna take a drag on a cigarette.

‘Menna?’ whimpered the doll’s voice.

‘What?’

‘Can you do me a massive favour, Men? Can you phone the school for me and tell them I’m really bad, so bad that I can’t even set cover for my lessons?’

‘You mean you haven’t told them you’re not going in?’

‘No.’ The doll now sounded like she was being smothered by an angry teddy.

‘OK, give me the number,’ Menna sighed. ‘I’ll go full Valleys on ’em if you want.’

‘Thanks, Menna. What was it Dada used to say? Ti’n werth y byd.’

‘In other words, I’m a lej. I know.’ 

*
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Shwmae! Enw fi yw Gwen Garman. Athrawes hanes dw i mewn ysgol uwchradd. Dw i heb siarad Cymraeg ers peth amser.

Gwen's overpruned fingernail scanned the handwritten words like a laser pen. She had found them in an old exercise book in her desk drawer when she was looking for something to write on. Slowly, she read the words out loud, first in Welsh and then in English, with the gravitas of a judge issuing a verdict on herself.

Hello! My name’s Gwen Garman. I’m a history teacher in a secondary school. I haven’t spoken Welsh for some time.

She had roused herself from her mothlike state and was trying to set about the task in hand with a sense of purpose. She had to write some kind of eulogy for Auntie Carys’s funeral. Gwen was not one for ad-libbing, as was evidenced by those scribbled Welsh words. She remembered when she had written them; it was in preparation for her first visit to a London Welsh-speaking group, which she had joined for a while and then left when she discovered that most of the people in it were from North Wales. There was nobody in the group who spoke Valleys Welsh. Why had she even joined the group in the first place? It was about five or six years ago, when Dada was dying. A clumsy attempt to bond with him in his final hours. Despite being a Welsh speaker, she had felt the need to write down what she was going to say at that first meeting.

Gwen smiled. In the end, she had sat in silence at that meeting and not said a word until the very end when people were leaving. Someone had asked her if she had far to go to get home. She remembered her answer: eitha pell. Quite far. That's all she had said. And it was not even true. But farness was her steady state, and nearness filled her with dread. 

It suddenly struck Gwen that the funeral would probably be held partly in Welsh, as Dada’s funeral had been, when she had read out the Waldo Williams poem Cofio. Menna, whose speaking voice rasped like a chopsy teenager’s but who sang like a freshly cassocked choirboy, had performed a rendition of Dacw Nghariad. Auntie Carys had also stood up and said a few words about her brother - in Welsh first, then in English. ‘Heb flewyn ar dafod, he did not mince his words,’ she had said. And now Gwen, the offspring of a man who had not a hair on his tongue, was expected to wax lyrical about her aunt.

Welsh or English? She sat at her desk staring at a blank page, both of her languages failing her. What could she say about Carys? Gwen had needed her to be a cwtchy auntie, the type who could have been a mother to her after Mam died, especially as Carys had no children of her own. But that wasn’t Carys. It’s true that Carys had taken her under her wing, but only to satisfy her own needs. It was always ‘come b’yere bach, Auntie Carys needs a cwtch,’ and, Gwen remembered with horror, ‘I’m not spending good money on that jacket, I’ll make you one myself - aren’t you lucky you’ve got me?’ She was a dab hand at sewing, mind. She had designed and sewn the banner for the Blaencadno Women’s Support Group during the Miners’ Strike. It had a red dragon emerging out of a pit head, and the words Your Fight is Our Fight embroidered on it. Gwen remembered going to a strike rally in Tremaendy in the summer holidays of 1984, when she was twelve. She had been forced to hold the banner along with a girl who bullied her at school.

Mam would never have made me carry that banner. She would’ve seen the bully. One of Gwen’s earliest memories was of Mam, a few months before she died. She could clearly remember drawing a picture with coloured crayons, sitting cross-legged on the bed where Mam lay. She drew a red hen, a tiny yellow chick and a big orange fox. Gwen explained to Mam that the hen and the chick were running away from the big, bad fox who wanted to eat them up. Mam took a black crayon from the pack and drew a square box around the fox.

‘He can’t get them now,' she said, ‘I’ve locked him up.’ 

*
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Gwen finally put pen to paper, writing a few bland words about Carys sewing that banner, and about the defiant spirit of the Blaencadno women during the strike. That’ll be a crowd-pleaser for sure. Since leaving Blaencadno thirty-four years ago, funerals had been her main reason for going back. Always big affairs too - the whole village turned out for them. Belts were loosened for the singing of Calon Lân, and the role of the deceased in the Miners’ Strike was always eulogised in reverent tones (and occasionally, to Gwen’s perturbance, with shocking historical inaccuracy). Afterwards in the Fiddler’s Arms, glasses were raised and old black and white photos were passed around. To Gwen, it always felt as if a half-healed collective wound had been opened with a loud communal ouch! before being sewn up and dressed again. 

She tore out the sheet of paper, carefully folded it up and put it in her pocket. Almost immediately she took it out again and decorated it with a crude drawing of a fox in a box. She read over the words again, noticing with interest that she had used the word ‘we’ twice. On the phone with Menna this morning, I said the word ‘we’ for the first time in ages. I never say it here in London. Not since I split up with James. Come to think of it, I didn’t say it much when I was with him either.

Suddenly restless, Gwen got up and went back into the kitchen. She stood on her favourite spot by the window, cupping her breasts under her top. A breeze was now in the air, adding a new sense of purpose to the mottled sky. It seemed to blow a starting whistle at the passers-by and speed them up. At the bus stop opposite, a red double-decker shot off leaving a group of bewildered would-be passengers behind. A girl pootled past on a bike, eating a yellow plum in dainty little bites. Behind her trotted a group of schoolboys in neat school uniform, of Somali heritage, she thought. They looked like they were holding back the urge to run amok, as if the hands that had adjusted their ties and brushed down their blazers were still gripping them by the shoulders. Across the street a middle-aged woman, Lycra-clad and carrying a gym bag, was speaking to a delivery man in clipped tones.

Gwen turned away. The whole street seemed to be brimming with the sheer audacity of London life and she found it unsettling. But why? What was suddenly so irritating about the view from her kitchen window? She sat down and soothed herself by staring at a pile of table mats in front of her which had belonged to her parents. They had badly drawn scenes from London train stations on them. Gwen smiled. They were the kind of drawings which someone who has never been to London might find appealing. So why had she kept them? They certainly clashed with her framed medieval manuscripts. Home, she mused. I’ve never missed it. Home was full of things like these mats. They made me long to leave it. But weirdly, now they’re making me want to go back. I could be that girl again who’s never been to London. Maybe longing can be reversed? Gwen picked up the mat depicting Paddington station; she slowly turned it over and placed it back on the pile.

Hiraeth. Maybe I’m finally experiencing hiraeth? The word made her bite her lip. It was one of those inscrutable Welsh expressions which Gwen was familiar with from songs and poems but she had never actually said it out loud. She had once looked it up in a dictionary, where it was simply translated as ‘longing for home,’ but she knew that it meant much more than that.

It meant being suddenly overwhelmed by a deep desire to walk down streets where girls did not ride bicycles eating yellow plums, and kids did not walk briskly to school in neat blazers, and women carrying gym bags did not harangue delivery drivers in cut glass accents.

Gwen picked up her phone and booked a train ticket. She had never felt so relieved to be going to a funeral.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two
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White, white, turquoise waves; white, white, grey, white, turquoise waves...

Gwen was sitting in Menna’s kitchen in Cardiff. She had originally planned to make a brief stop here between trains on her way to Blaencadno, but Menna had persuaded her to stay the night and travel up to the funeral with her in the morning.

White, white, grey, turquoise waves, white...She frowned as she tried to figure out if there was any kind of pattern to Menna’s wall tiles. There clearly wasn’t. With a sigh, she gave up, distracted by the tap dripping into the ceramic sink which was piled high with pans and dishes. The plopping sound seemed desperate and frantic to Gwen at first, but after a while she started to find its regular beat almost soothing. She breathed out slowly, thinking about each drop of water and where it had come from. Maybe that reservoir up in the Bannau, the one in the photo of Mam and Dada on their honeymoon? Gwen realised that she didn’t even know its name. Her internal scrapbook of family memories had been shut tight and put away years ago. She found herself whispering under her breath in a silent attempt to anchor herself here. It’s Welsh water. Dŵr Cymru. I’m in Wales...Cymru...yng Nghymru. She remembered how she always used to relish the first sip of tap water she drank when she came home from uni for the summer, after months of enduring the chalky insipidness of London water. On a whim, she jumped out of her chair and went to the sink, turned the cold tap on full and bent her head under it. She closed her eyes as the cold caress of the water filled her mouth, as if she was being kissed underwater by a strangely familiar creature of the deep. 

The relentless gush of pristine Welsh water from the tap seemed to flush out thoughts from cobwebbed recesses of her mind. She thought about the ‘half’ that she attached to the word ‘sister’ when talking about Menna. A half-hearted relationship in every sense. Still, here she was in Menna’s shambolic house, and it was the same old story of half-needing Menna and half-wishing Menna had never been born. 

Gwen straightened herself up and turned off the tap. The kitchen was filled with the pungent smell of weed. There was an old oak dresser, but instead of crockery it housed books which did not appear to be cookery books. On the rickety table in the corner, a pile of unopened bills was stuffed behind a vase of blood red sweet peas next to an overflowing ashtray. Dirty plates and freshly-dug, soil-caked vegetables obliterated all the work surfaces, and a large colander full of blackberries had seeped purple juice onto a wooden board. Gwen smiled to herself as she noticed that the purple puddle had formed the almost exact outline of Antarctica. That was very pleasing. She had often thought about going on a trip to Antarctica. Maybe I should look into it - hand in my notice now, and just book it?

‘I’ve forgotten how you take your tea, Gwen.’ Suddenly Menna was back in the room, causing Gwen's dreamy Antarctic cruise ship to judder and hit an iceberg.

‘What?’

‘Tea? How d’you take it?’

‘Oh. Milk, no sugar, please.’

‘Sweet enough as it is, are you?’

‘What? Me? I’m anything but sweet.’

‘Gwen mun, lighten up!’ At that, Menna seemed to remind herself of the half-smoked spliff she had left in the ashtray, and lit it up.

‘Want some?’

Gwen shuddered as she shook her head. ‘Of course not. As if...’

Menna took a long drag and fixed her gaze on Gwen. ‘Tea it is, then - but no sweetness. Coming up!’

She left the lighted spliff in the ashtray while she went to put the kettle on. Gwen stared at it. Should I? Maybe it would help ease this tightness in my chest? She breathed in deeply, filling her lungs with the acrid air. A wave of nausea came over her and she dry-heaved. Maybe not.

‘So,’ Menna called over her shoulder, ‘off we go up into the valley of the shadow of death tomorrow, then.’

‘Actually,’ said Gwen, clutching her stomach, ‘I’m OK with it this time, Menna.’

‘Really?’

‘Yes,’ said Gwen, turning her head away from the ashtray. ‘Thing is, I need some time out. Once we’ve got the funeral out the way, it’d do me good to get out in the fresh air, go on some hill walks up the Top and that. Might stay on for a few days, see if I can stay at the Tŷ Bach Twt’. 

The Tŷ Bach Twt had been their father’s nickname for Auntie Carys’s tiny house in Wern Street. The fact that it was different from the other brown stone houses in the terrace had always pleased Gwen. It was an exquisitely tiny, red brick cottage, built as an afterthought in a mid-terrace gap which had originally been the site of a pigsty, a memento from the days when miners often moonlighted as small-holders in order to augment their paltry income. Menna had hoped they would inherit the Tŷ Bach Twt when Carys died, until Gwen reminded her that it had been bought for Carys by a second cousin who had emigrated to Canada, and whose name was still on the deeds. No one seemed to know how to get in touch with this distant relative, or even if she was still alive. In any case, there was no immediate incentive to do so, as the house was still occupied by Carys’s increasingly decrepit partner Sam and his homeless grandson. Sam had invited Gwen to stay there while she was up for the funeral.

Menna brought two mugs of tea over to the table. One had a spoon in it and she stirred it absentmindedly. ‘Still off work, then? You got doctor’s papers?’

‘Yes,’ said Gwen in a murmur. She picked up the little vase of sweet peas and inhaled their heady scent. ‘I’ve been off sick since the day you phoned the school for me. Finally went to the GP yesterday. Signed off for two weeks, I am.’

‘Stress?’

Gwen nodded, brushing her fingers over the petals, which quivered like crimson butterflies.

‘Time out it is, then. Fair play to you. And Blaencadno certainly is the place for some time out. Time out of everything,’ Menna mused, blowing smoke towards the ceiling. ‘The whole twenty-first century.’

‘Not a problem for a historian,’ said Gwen, placing the vase back onto its spot.

‘Huh,’ said Menna. ‘Want my advice?’ Gwen’s face made it clear that she did not. Menna, however, was still contemplating the ceiling.

‘You live inside your head too much to really fit in there, Gwen. But if you make an effort, you could get something out of it. It could even be...healing for you, like. But you need to get out from inside your head, mun. Look people in the eye. Listen to them. Observe, Gwen, take it all in. Talk to people, for Christ’s sake. You might end up feeling all cwtchy.’ She chuckled to herself. ‘Sweet, even.’ 

Gwen closed her eyes. She knew that Menna was right, but she was not going to admit it. 

‘There’s a lot going on in the Valleys these days,’ Menna continued, turning to face her now. ‘Changes - and not always for the good, either. History in the making, you might say. A lot of idiots up there sitting in their pants watching GB News all day. Totally taken in by grifters like Farage and his mob. They see him as their knight in shining armour, poor sods. I’d like to see their faces when they find out they’ve been conned. Banging on about immigrants all the time. Ha! There aren’t any bloody immigrants in the Valleys - there’s nothing there for them cos there’s nothing there for anyone.’

‘Dispossessed people are easy prey,’ said Gwen with a yawn. ‘When they were all working in the pits and organised in the union, they had some collective power, as Dada used to say.’

‘Don’t I know it!’ Menna rolled her eyes. ‘I grew up being told I was the lovechild of the Miners’ Strike. You ask me, people need to move on and find a new way of living up there.’

‘New way of living?’

‘Listen, Gwen,’ Menna thumped her chest now. ‘Don’t get me wrong, I’m a proud Rhondda girl and I’ve got the Valleys in my veins. But there’s no hiding the truth. There are two types of people in Blaencadno. They’re either legless or toothless.’

Gwen frowned.

‘The ones who are legless have found a way of making a living there. Some of ‘em - a tiny minority mind - are actually living the dream. Holidays, cars, kitchen extensions, the lot.’

‘And they’re legless?’

‘Cos they drink themselves stupid. You should see them pouring off the trains from the Valleys at Cardiff Central every Saturday. They’ve come here for a piss up but they’re pissed before they even arrive.’

‘And the toothless ones?’

‘Well, they’re the ones with no teeth, aren't they?’ said Menna, as if she was talking to an imbecile. ‘Or maybe stubs, like.’ She stared pointedly at her sister to check she had understood. ‘It’s not their fault, mind. A lifetime of poverty takes a toll on the body, don’t it? You either end up crazy-fat or crazy-thin. Bad hair, bad skin, bad teeth. But it’s mainly the teeth that gets to me. You need a decent set of chompers to face the world with, and a decent bite too. Don’t you think?’ She leaned back as if she was in the dentist’s chair herself and took in a long drag.

‘Well, maybe Blaencadno just needs a decent dentist,’ said Gwen, folding her arms.

‘Blaencadno needs more than a dentist, Gwen,’ said Menna, sitting up now and stubbing out her spliff. ‘It needs a reason to smile.’

‘It upsets you, doesn’t it?’ It was starting to dawn on Gwen that Menna was opening up to her in a way she never had before.

‘Thing is, Gwen,’ said Menna, ‘the poverty’s getting worse all the time. It’s not easy these days walking around Blaencadno, with all these shadowy toothless characters passing you by. How can anyone with a heart smile at someone who’s got no bloody teeth?’

‘So I take it you do go back, then?’

‘I do sometimes,’ said Menna, ‘but I only ever go there to see one person.’

‘Who's that?’

‘You don’t know her. She was in my year at school. I had a crush on her then.’

‘And you still do?’

‘Yeah.’ 

‘And does she know? I mean, that you have feelings for her?’

‘Hmm,’ Menna pondered. ‘My lips are sealed, Gwen. She’s married with two kids, see. Moved back to the valley a couple of years ago. Doing OK, too. Usual story - you know, they couldn’t afford a house in Cardiff.’

‘Will you see her tomorrow?’

‘Oh yes. One of the bonuses of a Blaencadno funeral. Whole village turns out. She’ll be there all right.’ Menna, rubbing her hands now, flashed her a mischievous look.

‘I don’t think that’s what funerals are for, Menna,’ said Gwen with a disapproving look. ‘And anyway, it’s a hopeless case! She’s married and you’re in a...sort-of relationship, aren’t you? With what's-her-name?’

‘Malikah?’ Menna seemed to be racking her brains. ‘Oh, that’s on and off, like. Friends with benefits.’

Gwen bit her lip. She found these shades of grey very hard to grasp. Not that she had much skill in navigating relationships in her own life. She had spent her twenties naively believing that men wanted commitment and letting herself fall in love with every man she slept with. This naturally resulted in a series of entirely predictable heartbreaks which, to Gwen, came out of the blue and felt like falling out of an aeroplane mid-flight. After a great deal of breast-cupping, her thirties had been spent in a relationship with James, a mild-mannered academic type. It took her a decade to realise that he was perfectly happy without her. The final straw was that fateful moment when he came to visit her in hospital. He had brought her a copy of Cosmopolitan to read. She stared at it in horror and lashed out at him. ‘I thought all women liked to read this type of thing,’ he muttered. Those words had flicked a switch in her and she stopped loving him there and then.

More than ten years had gone by since then. Gwen had come to the conclusion that she lacked some intrinsic human neuro-response in her brain, some magic power which makes one mind capable of overlapping with another, like that camouflaged moth that merges seamlessly into the bark of a birch tree. She suspected that Menna had this ability, and possessed a kind of sixth sense which assured her that she could attach herself with ease onto the life of this married woman, hidden in plain sight like the birch-bark moth.

‘Thing is, Gwen,’ said Menna, ‘the Cardiff lesbian scene is a bit, well, claustrophobic, if you know what I mean. Everyone you meet is either an ex of one of your exes - or even worse, an ex of yours who you’d forgotten about. And don’t get me started on the chopsing. Sometimes I feel like I’m doing time in a women’s prison. No word of a lie!’

‘There’s always Swansea,’ said Gwen, trying to be helpful. ‘You go there to see your mam, don’t you?’

‘Swansea?’ Menna scoffed. ‘Don’t be daft, Gwen. A girl has standards.’

Menna stretched out her tattooed arms and clicked her finger joints with an air of relished anticipation. She had the same arched eyebrows as Gwen, though her eyes were brown. Gwen had come across very few people who noticed the minor physical resemblances she shared with her half-sister - the angular nose, the high forehead, the river delta of veins on the backs of their hands - because they differed so starkly in their major features. The size difference, the contrast in skin tone, and the clash between Gwen’s neat bob of auburn hair and Menna’s dark, spiky pixie-cut, made the sisters seem totally unrelated. And yet, Gwen felt closer to her today than she had done since their father died. For the first time in years, confidences had been shared. 

‘So, are you going to point her out to me tomorrow, this obscure object of your desire?’ Gwen asked, raising an eyebrow. She was genuinely curious now.

‘Oh no,’ said Menna with a wink, ‘that would spoil all the fun. You’ve got to guess.’ 
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Chapter Three
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Friday morning, and Gwen’s eyes were being pierced open by an achingly blue sky. It was not yet ten o’clock and they were already on the train from Cardiff to Tremaendy, the nearest station to Blaencadno. Unlike many former coal mining villages in the Valleys, Blaencadno had failed to hold onto its pithead railway station. And that, Gwen mused, was when young people started to leave; indeed, she was one of them. By the time she left school she was fully aware that the newly-unemployed inhabitants of her village had far less chance of finding work in the city without a railway connection. The thought of work felt like a hammer at Gwen’s temples; she was trying to ignore the message on her phone from Julius asking her for an update. She was also seriously regretting last night. Menna had persuaded her to go to karaoke night at The King’s (‘Hey! It’s Thursday - know what that means? Time for gay karaok-ay!’) Gwen groaned. What was she thinking? She hated karaoke, just as she hated reality TV. Entertainment minus talent equals less work for the true performers. They should get the unions onto it, that’s what Dada would say.

Menna, however, was born to sing in a gay karaoke bar. And in a way, Gwen had to admit that her half-sister had inherited a different side of Dada there. He had been a tenor in the Côr Meibion Blaencadno, and as last night had revealed, Menna could belt out a Tina Turner tune like a pro, and had the moves to boot. Next to her, the other caterwauling punters sounded like the seagulls they had seen that morning by the river Taff, hovering around a majestic cormorant perched on a throne-like rock.

Gwen closed her eyes and tried to conjure up the Blaencadno people who she was looking forward to meeting at the funeral, but drew a blank. The list of people to avoid, on the other hand, was still etched in her memory from her last visit. First on the list was Mike the Bike, a gangly, gap-toothed manchild who had taken to following her around the village last time. Eventually she had confronted him, and he had taken offence. Disgruntled, he had told her that ‘everyone in the village calls her Waitrose’ and walked off. Waitrose? She frowned. She still didn’t get it.

‘Menna,’ she said out of the blue, ‘is it true that people in Blaencadno call me Waitrose?’

Menna chuckled. ‘Not gonna lie, some of them do. Just the ones who were in your year at school, like. But not everyone, no. Don’t worry about it. It’s just banter, Gwen.’

‘But why Waitrose? I don’t get it. I don’t think I’ve ever seen a Waitrose in Wales, come to think of it.’

‘Well they’ve definitely never seen one. It’s just their idea of what posh people do. It’s a posh supermarket, isn’t it?’

‘Am I posh?’ asked Gwen, not offended but curious.

‘Well, to them you are. You don’t speak like them anymore. And just living in London is posh to them. Come to think of it, living in Cardiff probably counts too,’ said Menna with a self-mocking smile. After a moment’s reflection she added, ‘not Newport, mind.’

Gwen frowned.

‘But seriously,’ she persisted, ‘in London I get laughed at for my Welsh accent. A boy got a detention once for calling me a sheep-shagger in class. I made him write out the words to Hen Wlad fy Nhadau. Even the verses that no one sings. And I told him that London is really called Llundain and it used to be a Celtic settlement.’

‘Nice one. Bet you traumatised him for life.’

Gwen pursed her lips. ‘It doesn’t matter where I am, Men - it always seems to be the wrong place,’ she said leadenly. ‘But Waitrose? I definitely don’t belong there.’

‘You’re your own person, Gwen,’ said Menna with a yawn, adding, ‘I prefer you when you haven’t got a face on you like that, mind.’

Gwen made to scowl at her, but her attention was grabbed by a pasty-faced man with a greasy ponytail wearing a dishevelled uniform. He was slowly loping up the aisle of their carriage, carrying a bin bag full of empty coffee cups and drink cans.

‘Any rubbish?’ he parroted vacantly to nobody in particular.

‘What you got?’ asked one of the lads sitting at their table, with a glint in his eye and a sideways glance at his mate.

‘Ha ha,’ drawled the litter collector without even looking at the joker. He moved on down the carriage repeating his mantra, seemingly unconcerned that he was feeding the same line to a different joker every time. ‘Any rubbish?’

‘No, y’all right butt,’ a man could be heard saying, ‘not today thanks.’ 

The two lads were creasing up with laughter as they got up to get off the train at the next stop, and Menna was also chuckling to herself. Gwen frowned again.

Menna let out a long sigh. ‘God, mun,’ she said, shaking her head. ‘You’re hard work sometimes, Gwenno. Have you forgotten all about Valleys humour?’

‘Yes, I have,’ Gwen sniffed. ‘And so would you, if you were the butt of it.’

‘Oh, here we go,’ said Menna. ‘Next stop: Self Pity Junction.’

Gwen mouthed ‘fuck off’ at Menna, who retaliated with a ‘fuck off yourself’ under her breath.

Gwen decided to pretend she didn’t know this woman sitting next to her. She can't possibly be related to me. She looks nothing like me. How does she manage to be both lumpy and spikey at the same time? Look at her - she’s like a massive cactus.  She turned her head and stared out of the window. The train was creeping up the Rhondda Valley alongside the sparkling river, flashes of which
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