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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 10

11 February 1985

‘You need to do something about Eluned,’ says Mam from the hall.

Great. This again. Eluned turns Pebble Mill up and pulls the crocheted blanket round her shoulders. They’re happy to stand in the kitchen and whisper about her, but it hasn’t occurred to them to talk to her.

Dad says, ‘What can I do? She’s fine, she’s quiet.’

‘Fine? Iesu Grist! She’s not fine. Eluned has never, never been quiet—’

‘Calm down.’

Thank you, Dad. He’s washing up, a new development, while Mam does Committee paperwork and harangues him.

‘I can’t calm down, Emyr. We’ve got one daughter shacked up with a copper twice her age, and one that’s on the verge of the madhouse.’

‘Eluned needs time. She went to the Welfare yesterday, didn’t she?’

Mam had been brilliant, tallying the food donations and divvying them up into parcels. She’d done the calculations in her head before Eluned had even finished listening to the list of items. Eluned’s brain runs so slowly these days, it’s easier to stay in bed.

 

Dad talks her into letting him give her driving lessons. He couldn’t teach her how to measure circumference without causing a row, so God knows why he’s putting them through this. At least it’s something to do. They’ve had the same car for years. The gearstick is stiff, the ceiling stained yellow with cigarette smoke and the driver’s seat black from years of coal dust. It’s weird to be in the driving seat. Dad helps her guide the car on to the road and down their steep hill. She squeezes the steering wheel, pulling as if she can control the machine by force.

When the car is on the flat Dad directs her round the corner, to park up outside the shop. He says, ‘Your mam is driving herself mental trying to work out why you dumped Lloyd.’

‘Don’t start with the Jolly Twp Giant stuff,’ she says.

‘Ah, there’s no malice in it. He’s good as gold. But what do you think I wanted to do at your age?’

Eluned scrunches her nose. She’s never thought about it. ‘Something with music?’

Dad mimes throwing a dart. ‘Bull’s-eye. I would have loved my own record shop.’

She can see it now. The ageing mod, still stuck in his braces, boring pretty women about grain count and sleeve notes.

‘Why didn’t you?’

‘No point thinking of anything else. I’m a miner because my dad was a miner. We had you by the time I was twenty-two. If something good comes out of this, it’s that you two can choose for yourselves. I’ve fucked my back, my lungs. And for what? Prats are writing to the rags to call us lazy traitors.’ Dad pokes at the rolled-up newspaper on the dashboard. ‘What a waste of time.’

‘I think people are afraid of—’

Dad shrugs. ‘You and I could drive into that wall and it wouldn’t make a difference to anything.’

Iesu. If there’s anyone in this family off to the madhouse, it’s not her. ‘I don’t think that’s true, Dad. It would make a lot of difference to us.’

Dad puts his hand over hers. ‘I know. What I mean to say, is you’re down one round, but you’ve got time to get a few good punches in.’

If only she was small again. Sitting in the back seat, his waxed coat heavy over her knees, raindrops racing across the window.

 

Dad sells his cufflinks to pay for Eluned’s driving test, and her only reward is driving the van for the Welfare Hall. The hills are lethal in this weather. She’s taking her life in her hands every time she gets in the van, and it’s worse when Rhiannon and Dan the baby are with her. The last thing she wants is to be responsible for them too. Their mission is to collect an oven that’s being donated and take it to a family without one.

The van is so cold that Eluned wraps her scarf round her fingers before she is brave enough to touch the steering wheel, and Rhiannon throws a mug of warm water over the windscreen to melt the ice. The two women lash old rope round the cooker, tying it securely to the inside of the van. Eluned shoulders the gearstick and the van creaks up the hill. There are slim pickings when it comes to the music selection. Eluned and Rhiannon settle for Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band, trying to sing ‘Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds’ loud enough to distract Dan from the banshee-like noise that the frozen branches make as they scrape along the roof.

‘Is it true that you pulled a girl when you went to London before Christmas?’

Eluned’s hands jump on the wheel. ‘Who said that?’

‘Aled and Owain said that after the gig you disappeared, and no one saw you until the next day. Then you and Lloyd suddenly break up.’

Eluned shakes her head, trying to look as casual as she can. ‘That’s not what happened. Owain was late, he didn’t even see me. I went back to a party with some of the LGSM lot. I would have invited Mabs but you know how she is.’

Rhiannon nods sagely and slips a mitten back on Dan’s hand. Good job they’re on strings, he can’t manage to keep them on for more than a minute at a time.

‘Have you seen Lloyd?’

‘Only on the street,’ Eluned says.

Rhiannon dangles her housekeys in front of Dan’s pudgy face. ‘We saw him down the Welfare. He says he’s getting back into rugby. Now he’s lost his puppy fat he is getting hunky.’

Eluned’s throat closes. She tries to swallow but her throat is full of dust from behind the old cooker. ‘He was always hunky, I liked him with a bit of meat.’

Rhiannon makes a non-committal noise, letting Dan gnaw on her keyring while she stares out the window at the snow-dusted Fan Gyhirych. ‘I’ve kissed girls before,’ Rhiannon says placidly, pulling Dan’s woollen hat down over his reddened ears.

‘Have you?’ That’s a turn-up for the books.

‘Just random girls, from when we used to go to Swansea. The boys always went wild for it.’

‘I’ll bet,’ says Eluned. ‘What was it like?’

‘Soft. Delicate. Girls smell better, they don’t try and grab you all at once,’ Rhiannon says.

Eluned begs to differ. She was desperate to get June’s body close to hers. June smelt of beer and fags and sweat and had sharp teeth that nicked Eluned’s lips.

Rhiannon lowers her voice. ‘One time we kissed in the toilets as well. We’d done it by the bar, but then we wanted another go.’

Eluned could admit it. She could tell Rhiannon that not only has she kissed one, but she’s also fucked one. Rhiannon’s gaze flits between Eluned’s lips and eyes. Oh. She’s doing that thing, isn’t she? The thing people do. Rhiannon tilts her head towards Eluned. This is a bad idea, a phenomenally stupid idea. Rhiannon is married. Rhiannon is a gossip. But even ten minutes of physical comfort would sort her for at least a month, surely it would. If Rhiannon pulled up her skirt and shuffled about, Eluned’s head could fit sideways between Rhiannon’s thick thighs.

Dan cries, breaking whatever moment there is. Rhiannon’s hands fly under his armpits, dandling him over her knee, and she starts singing ‘Dacw ’Nghariad’ in her high sweet voice. Eluned joins in, the Welsh coming back to her as she sings. The rolling, repetitive chorus soothes Dan, and he’s soon giggling at the pair of them.

Eluned drives them to the house where they’re dropping off the oven. They heave it out of the back of the van, working in unison to drag it up the path, over the step and down the narrow hallway.





Chapter 11

3 March 1985

Dad loves Dad’s Army. There’s nothing worse than watching those boorish old men make mistake after mistake, but at least it raises a chuckle. Someone is bumbling around in a diver’s suit when white text appears on the screen. ‘National Union of Mineworkers vote to return to work on Tuesday. More at 3.30.’

‘Well,’ manages Dad.

Eluned puts the kettle on and they wait in tense silence for the familiar jingle of the news programme. Mam hushes the silent room.

The newsreader sits behind his desk with perfect silver hair and a powder-blue suit.

It’s the worst result possible. A narrow vote. Capitulation without achieving any of the aims. No amnesty for miners who have been sacked, not even the ones being wound up by the police.

Scargill’s tone is conciliatory, measured. After his statement, the camera moves to the crowds outside. NUM executives push through angry miners, barely held back by lines of police. Footage moves to a man in the pub. About Lloyd’s age, with sharp blue eyes. He says, ‘I feel sold down the river. We’ve achieved nothing.’

A tear rolls down his ruddy cheek. He swipes it away and takes a long swallow of his pint. Mam stares at the screen, mouth agape. The newsreader announces that they are now going live to the Prime Minister.

Mam’s quickest off the mark, seizing the remote and jabbing it at the TV. ‘I’m not listening to that witch speak,’ she says. ‘If I see a smirk on her face, I’ll drive to London and smack it off.’

All that strife, all that suffering, for nothing. Pits across the country will close, and others will follow. But until then, Dad will be earning. They won’t need her income. LGSM are still fundraising for them, although this time the money is mainly going to men who got the sack while they were on the picket; Mam said they want to capitalise upon the dubious rumour that St Patrick was from here to promote some St Patrick’s Day event. The grey slopes of the valley fall away around her like a cardboard film set. It’s freedom at a cost, but it’s freedom.

 

The men go back on Tuesday. Mam has written a poem about how proud she is of Dad, and it gets published in the Valley Star. He hasn’t seen it yet; she’s saving it for later. Eluned knocks at Lloyd’s house before the formal march. The curtains twitch, and she catches the flash of Jean’s eye before the lace is pulled tightly closed. She knocks a second time, then a third. Come on Jean, you fusty old cow. The door swings open, and even though Jean is only five foot and a fart, her glare puts the fear of God into Eluned. At least she won’t be dealing with her for the rest of her life.

‘I’ve come to say good luck,’ Eluned says. ‘Can I come in?’

Jean’s mouth squeezes tight like a cat’s arse as she opens the door in miserly fashion. She doesn’t stand out of the way, and seems to swell with righteousness as Eluned tries to squeeze pass. Eluned turns sideways to shuffle along the wall; if her belt scags the wallpaper, she’s not hearing nothing about it.

‘He’s in the lounge. I’ll wait here,’ Jean says. The front door stays open.

Lloyd’s work jacket is too big. He looks ridiculous, with the shoulder seams halfway down his arms. If he had asked, she would have fixed that for him.

She holds out the blue and white bag. ‘I brought you lunch.’

‘Mam made me lunch.’

‘You’ve never refused a second lunch before.’

He takes the bag and peeks inside, grinning when he sees the biscuits that she’s wrapped in cling film. Bourbons. His favourite.

‘Thanks, ’Lun,’ he says.

‘How are you feeling?’ she asks. He’s probably excited to head off to work with the lads again.

‘It’s useless, they’ll close the mine anyway. This year, or next. They’ll find some excuse and buy in Soviet coal for half the price.’

‘When did you get so well read?’

‘Everyone knows that.’

‘I brought you this as well,’ she says. She has a sprig of carnation to pin on his chest. Mam’s given one to Dad. The flower is barely open, red petals still folded tightly together. She slips her hand under his lapel to help him pin it on; the last thing he needs is a pin poking in his chest. In the doorway Jean turns her back on them.

‘You must be pleased.’ Lloyd is so close that she can feel his chest rumble against hers as he speaks. His breath smells of toothpaste and raspberry jam.

‘I’m furious that we’ve lost,’ Eluned says.

‘No – I mean. You must be pleased you can tell everyone you’re a dyke.’

The word lashes her. ‘Lloyd . . .’

‘Or that you bat both ways.’

‘It’s got nothing to do with that.’

‘You know what I’m going to do next month?’ he asks. Lloyd must have sloshed on his dad’s aftershave. It’s dark and smoky, with something fresh that reminds her of Earl Grey tea. Tiny bristles of black hair break through the pale skin of his neck. ‘When I get paid, I’m going to get the bus to Swansea and I’m going to get smashed—’

Eluned interrupts. ‘Sensible use of your hard-earned cash there.’

Lloyd ignores her. ‘And I’m going to find a bird and I’m going to shag her fucking silly.’

‘Shag her silly, eh?’

His gaze is fierce. It transports her to his imaginary nightclub. She’d let him shag her silly if she was on that dance floor, if she was that girl. Maybe one more time. But it won’t be one more time. Stepping back to Lloyd can only be stepping towards the chapel, to scrubbing his work clothes, to Sundays with Jean.

‘I’ve got to go,’ she whispers.

Lloyd seizes her arm. No, Lloyd. A tearing pain in her shoulder as she yanks it free. His fingers are too strong. She stamps down hard but misses his foot. Gets a sharp elbow in though. Lloyd grunts with the effort of gripping her wrist. He twists, she winces. His other hand digs into her arse, squeezing roughly. Jean must be able to hear the scuffle, but she’d rather see Eluned get hurt than call her son to heel.

‘Get off!’ Eluned whispers as forcefully as she can. Finally, he lets her go.

Her wrist is ringed with red. It matches the scram she’s left on his neck.

Lloyd fiddles with his cuffs, shuffles his shoes. ‘I’m sorry,’ he says.

‘I’ve got to go,’ she says. ‘Good luck.’

Jean grinds her teeth by the door, slamming the front door so forcefully Eluned can feel the gust of air on her back.

Eluned hurries down the main road through the village, nodding at the other women gathering on the street to support the march. They perch on their doorsteps in nighties, housecoats and slippers, kids on their hip. If she’d played her hand different, that could have been her. Her own house, her own curtains, twisting a gold band round her finger.

These men never have any luck, it’s already drizzling. The slate roofs are transformed into gleaming black planes. In some of the big pits there have been photographers from the papers, but not here. Mam’s leaning on the lamp post outside their house in her best jumper, red carnation vibrant against the admiral-blue wool.

‘You missed all the drama,’ Mam says.

‘What happened?’

‘Mabli came round, wanting to say good luck to Dad. He was shaving upstairs. I sent her away with a flea in her ear. He’s enough of a wreck as it is, without her upsetting him. She hasn’t given him so much as a phone call or a tin of beans, now she’s getting sentimental.’

She shouldn’t have gone to see Lloyd.

The vibrations shake the ground before the men are visible, pinballing off the walls of the long, narrow terrace. Eluned cups her hands to clap, throwing her elbows into it until the sides of her hands smart.

They round the corner. The emerald cloth banner held high. Behind it, the rest of the men march shoulder to shoulder, five abreast. Eluned keeps clapping. There’s Dave, with his lamb chop sideburns, who gave her and Mabli hand-me-downs from his older kids; Ceri, Dad’s mate, who bought Eluned her first legal pint when she turned eighteen; Lloyd’s shy, stuttering uncle with a grisly orange tiger tattooed on his upper arm; most of the lads in her year at school; and Dad. Dad won’t look at them. His eyes are already red-rimmed, even when Mam wolf-whistles in his direction.

Seeing the men dislodges something, like a spade striking water, and then she’s the one crying. This might have freed her, but it’s brought a way of life to its end. Eluned’s hands begin to shake, and the tremor moves up her arms until Mam wraps her arm round her shoulders.





Chapter 12

4 April 1985

Mair had always gone on about this department store in Cardiff because she knows the manager in some roundabout Welsh way. It’s worth a try. Eluned finds the shop in the Yellow Pages and digs out Mam’s writing pad. It’s got to look tidy, so she uses a guiding sheet and pencil, then traces over it with Dad’s black fountain pen. The newsagent is out to rinse her with the price they charge for photocopies, but she makes a copy of Mair’s reference and staples it to her letter.

Eluned passes the days driving the last of the food parcels around to people still in need. Howells is at the back of her mind when the letter arrives, inviting Eluned to interview.

 

The only skirt suit Mam has that fits is mustard, with outdated buttons sewn on to fake pockets. Eluned does her best with a cream chiffon pussy-bow blouse, tied neatly under her chin. Her new shoes are unyielding; she should have broken them in, she’s going to be walking like something from the ‘Thriller’ video.

Cardiff is an hour away. First she’s got to cling to the edges of the Beacons and then descend the valley. Eluned smokes in quick puffs as she drives, hands shaking on the wheel, before rooting in the glove compartment for one of Mam’s mint humbugs. It’s impossible to miss the shop; every door is canopied with carvings of vine leaves laden with abundant fruits. Eluned can’t resist stroking her fingers over the brass letters spelling Howells underneath every window. The make-up department is clinically pristine, marble floors shined until they’re disorienting to walk on.

Eluned is interviewed in the stockroom, where old posters are propped up against the back wall. She wouldn’t mind one of those massive Dior ones, although she might need to chop it down first. Karen has the tightest bun that Eluned has ever seen, the baby hairs flattened with hairspray and combed into pretty loops. As she starts her questions, sweat gathers in the small of Eluned’s back. Mair only wanted to know what she got in her maths exam and if Dad was the same Emyr Hughes from Maesmarchog Primary.

Karen sets out two sheets of laminated paper on the desk. One has pictures of different beauty products, the other is full of blurbs about different customers. Desiree: Out to get a promotion, and her man (oily/mixed), must surely be hypothetical.

‘I’d like you to take your time matching these customers to these products.’

Desiree the maneater gets Lancôme’s Dual Finish Foundation; Eluned’s read you can use that wet or dry. Rita gets emerald eyeshadow to complement her copper locks. Spotty Claire ends up with the astringent toner that will probably burn. Poor Claire.

‘A burgundy? For her?’ asks Karen. ‘What if she feels a dark lip is a bit beyond her?’

‘I’d tell her that if Joan Collins can do it, she can.’

Karen’s mouth twitches as she scribbles on her sheet. For all she knows, Karen could be writing ‘Absolute chancer’.

Next, Karen gives her a sheet of maths. Karen may be a sadist. When Eluned’s sweated herself through that, there are three more questions.

Karen asks, ‘Can you clean?’

‘Mam would have me on the streets by now if I couldn’t.’

Karen continues to scribble. ‘Can you talk to everyone?’

‘I never shut up,’ Eluned says.

‘Are you planning to have a baby?’

Eluned swallows her laughter. ‘Not part of my plan.’

Karen folds her notes and zips them inside her Filofax. She extends her hand over the table. ‘Janet’s seven months gone so we’re looking for someone to start in about a month. How does that sound?’

 

The back page of the Western Mail has plenty of rooms for rent. Dad insists on reading them with her, convinced he’s got a sixth sense for sniffing out weirdos. He circles one ad: a widow looking for a student, or similar, to help her with chores in return for cheap rent.

Eluned lends a quid for the phone box and gives her a call. She is gleeful when she hears Mrs Omar’s voice for the first time; she’s got a proper ‘Arm’s Park for half of dark’ accent, the sort Dad thinks he can do when he’s pissed. She’s never heard it in the wild before, sliding from vowel to vowel in a way that sounds closer to Liverpool than to her own much-mocked sing-song voice. Mrs Omar describes her terrace house and its spare room. It’s sandwiched between the steelworks and the railway, and only a ten-minute walk into town. She agrees that Eluned won’t have to pay her anything upfront, if Eluned starts the housework immediately.

 

‘Don’t take that ring Mamgu Fawr gave you. You haven’t met this woman; she could be a klepto.’

Mrs Omar doesn’t sound like one, but Eluned puts the opal ring back in its box anyway.

‘You can’t take that skirt with you. It’s too short, for a big girl.’

‘Chill out, it’s knee-length. Put it in.’

Mam packs the skirt with visible disgust. She’d have Eluned in a sack if she could. But what if she’s right? Eluned has no idea what women, women like her, wear when they go out these days. She wore that skirt to Swansea over a year ago; fashion has moved on by now, and the lesbian thing complicates things further. Bugger it, it’s good fabric. She can always pick it apart.

Mam’s sidetracked again. She’s flipping through Eluned’s sketchbooks. Pages and pages of girls posing like fashion models. June would have a field day with them.

‘These are great, you should do something with them.’

‘Maybe one day. What about you, Mam? You going to keep on with the Committee?’

Mam squints at Eluned’s sketchbook. ‘Oh I don’t know. It will be quiet around here with you off and Dad back at work. We said we might raise money for the boys dying from that infection. Hey – did you know that it’s still illegal for two men to get it on if someone else is in the house? Isn’t that nuts? If you live in a shared house, you can’t have gay sex if your flatmate is downstairs watching telly.’

Eluned squeals when ‘gay sex’ comes out of Mam’s mouth. She hurls a jumper in Mam’s general direction. ‘You can’t say that!’

‘I’m your mother, not a nun! I can say what I want.’

Eluned doesn’t think there are any specific laws for girls, but it puts her night at June’s in perspective; the whole house was rocking with it.

Mam goes on, ‘If the police don’t like the look of your face, and you know what they’re like, they could bash the front door in, when you’re bashing the back ones in!’

‘Oh my God, Mam! You are so grody.’

 

Eluned feels like a hostage in an exchange, like those Irish blokes on the telly. Dad drives her down to Splott. She’s got to get over thinking that it sounds like a cleaning product. Mrs Omar comes out to greet her: a petite woman with a pink face and a bright scarf wound round her head.

Eluned’s new room has dark, bulky furniture and a single bed with a starchy brown blanket. She unpacks her records first, choosing Like A Virgin and The Top for display on top of her chest of drawers. She tucks the Mars bar from June, and the two business cards she gave her, at the back of the bedside cabinet, along with an old photo of her and Mabli on the swings. She didn’t even see Mabli before she left, but it’s still her favourite picture from their childhood.

Mrs Omar likes the company and Eluned is happy to listen to her, wedging herself on the sofa next to the woman as she works the story of her life between her fingers like an old handkerchief. She’s never met anyone like Mrs Omar before. She says she comes from an Irish family but was raised down the Docks. Mr Omar was a steelworker whose father had been a seafarer from Somalia. They both had seven brothers and married at the Peel Street mosque. Eluned only half-believes it, but Mrs Omar reckons 600 people came to see her draped in her hand-beaded dirac and eating from huge platters of goat and spiced rice. They’d had four boys, now grown up and moved away.

Eluned is free to use the kitchen, lounge and garden as her own. There are rules: no TV after 9 p.m., no outgoing phone calls unless agreed in


































Author’s note

During my writing process I used a variety of primary and secondary sources, before combining research with my own experiences and imagination. If you were around for the 1980s, please forgive my inevitable errors.

In Neon Roses I have relegated towering figures like Dai Donovan, Hefina Headon, Mark Ashton and Mike Jackson to supporting roles in Eluned’s story. It is not my intention to minimise their actions, but to give fictional characters more space to breathe. I hope that the respect I have for them is evident in the text. Many readers will already know that the London LGSM group fundraised for people in the Dulais Valley, but I have chosen to be vague about where, precisely, Eluned and her family live.

Although I have lived here all my life, writing about the Dulais Valley has given me a greater appreciation for this incredible, yet overlooked, part of south Wales. As well as being the land of St Patrick’s birth, it also boasts Roman roads and forts, Celtic stones, and waterfalls.

We should all be grateful to those who supported the miners and their families during the strike, and those who have steadfastly stood with the LGBTQ+ community. I certainly am, you are my heroes. As I have been writing and editing, it has been disturbing to feel that the progress we have made since the 1980s is tenuous. Parallels can be drawn between Section 28 and the current surge of transphobia and moral panic aimed at LGBTQ+ people, as well as concerns about policing, the erosion of workers’ rights and the right to protest. Please direct your support to organisations such as the Orgreave Truth and Justice Committee, Lesbians and Gays Support the Migrants and any local mutual aid funds near you. Let’s all join a union!
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