
        
            
                
            
        

    
        Under a Cloud-Soft Sky

        Elizabeth Gill

        [image: Quercus]

    
        First published in Great Britain in 1996 by Hodder and Stoughton

         This ebook edition published in Great Britain in 2013 by
Quercus
55 Baker Street
7th Floor, South Block
London
W1U 8EW

        Copyright © 1996 Elizabeth Gill

        The moral right of Elizabeth Gill to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988.

        All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.

        A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

        ISBN 978 1 78206 1 755

        This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organizations, places and events are either the product of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental.

        You can find this and many other great books at:
www.quercusbooks.co.uk

    
         Also by Elizabeth Gill

        THE SINGING WINDS

        FAR FROM MY FATHER'S HOUSE

        THE ROAD TO BERRY EDGE

        SHELTER FROM THE STORM

        
    
		
			
				Prologue

				At first Dennes used to think that he remembered the house where his mother had been born but as he grew older he realised that it was her talking about it that he remembered, and her talking about it altered as things changed, so that in his mind the house could be anything he wanted and he could people it with kindness. He only knew that it was near a river, that she had lived there with her parents and that it had been his fault they had had to leave. When the gin was sweet on her breath she blamed him for his being a baby, for his being there at all, for her losing her home and her parents because they had been ashamed and had put her out.

				For a long time there was only the two of them in the house in Wesley Street. They lived in a small town called Deerness Law up on the moors of north-west Durham. He remembered stealing things for her, he thought he remembered that right from the start, her laughter, her seeming delight when he brought home whatever food he could take from the shops, her pretty teeth biting into the cake, and his reward was being pulled into her arms, against her body, the smell of gin.

				‘The only thing I’m glad about is that you aren’t a girl,’ she would say. ‘You won’t grow up, will you, Dennes, you’ll be my little boy.’

				He didn’t want to stay her little boy, he wanted to grow, to grow up and be older, he willed himself there because he soon realised that the men who went upstairs with her gave her money and she didn’t like going upstairs with them, she only pretended to them that she did because there was no money. He needed to be big enough and old enough to make money so that she wouldn’t have to go upstairs with men any more.

				For some reason the people in the village didn’t like his mother. People didn’t talk to them and they were not invited into other houses for a cup of tea.

				He had come in one day out of the light, out of the street and he had said, ‘Where’s my dad? Why don’t I ever see him?’

				She had looked at him. Her lovely golden hair was thin and lank by then, her blue eyes dull.

				‘Your dad was a soldier, he went away and didn’t come back. I expect he got killed. Aren’t I enough for you? I’m enough for most. Don’t you think I’m pretty, Dennes?’

				Dennes pressed her about his father as he got older. What had he been like and when had he been killed and in which war, but her answers were short and vague and he learned nothing, and there was a small part of him which feared that he had had no dad at all.

				When Joseph was little she kept on saying how glad she was that she had two boys, but all Dennes could think about was whether there would be enough to eat when Joseph grew and needed more bread, and he got work where he could so that there would be coppers to bring home to her.

				Gradually she changed. She laughed less, she stopped cooking food for them, she stopped cleaning the house. She was not pretty any more by then and there was no comfort except sometimes when she was drunk and the men had gone. She tried not to get drunk before they arrived but she always did after they had gone. She didn’t sleep and she didn’t eat, she sat by the window and drank and she would think about the house then.

				‘I used to play the piano and we had a lawn and I could dance. I used to dance with men.’ She laughed and put the cracked cup briefly to her lips as though she was drinking tea, taking tiny sips from it. ‘I danced too often, Dennes, that’s how I got you.’

				Dennes grew and Joseph was her little boy. Dennes was not little any longer. He thought it was alarming how he grew. He was taller and bigger than the other boys and it meant that he could get work and make money when they couldn’t – all you had to do was lie and sometimes you didn’t even have to do that as long as you were cheap. Making money was like throwing it over the edge of the old whinstone quarry because it was such a small amount compared to what they needed. Dennes tried to make sure that he bought food for himself and Joseph before he went home. She rarely ate, but if there was not enough for gin she used to cry, and the sight of his mother crying was more than he could stand.

				In the house daily there were men. Sometimes they stayed and he and Joseph slept on the rug by the fire, and when he awoke in the night there were sounds from above, laughter, the bed creaking, a man’s voice low and her voice taking on the note that Dennes hated, the almost pretty, almost childlike voice, pleading. He knew somehow that that was what they wanted, that it was what all men wanted, for her to be almost a child, for her to pretend that she didn’t want them to touch her so that they could be big, so that they could be powerful, so that they could win and be important. She never used that voice when the men weren’t there. Dennes wanted to kill them.

				The women in the village hurried past him. The back street was his territory, keeping an eye on Joseph until he got old enough to fend for himself, watching other children go to school.

				‘Can I go to school?’

				‘Not today. Run down to the Golden Lion and fetch some beer.’

				From somewhere was the desperate desire to read and write, going to school occasionally – she didn’t notice – struggling there at first because children younger than he was knew more and then the realisation that it was just another trick after all, except that reading turned more tricks for you if you let it. It let you run away in your head. It was another kind of pleasure and you could learn to control it, you could blot out the darkness and make it open at your will.

				He was her big boy now, he was bigger than she was, as though not only was he getting bigger but she was getting smaller. Sometimes he was in the way and it frightened him. Men frowned at him, sometimes more; he kept Joseph out of the road of their hands and their belts, away from the clouts and the kickings.

			

		

	
		
			
				One

				It seemed to Grace Hemingway, by the time she was fourteen, that there was no other place on earth which mattered but the small town of Deerness Law and its surrounding moors. She went to other places, it was true; her parents were concerned for her, they even talked of sending her away to school though it came to nothing and she was glad of that. She had been to Durham and Darlington and Bishop Auckland. She had seen the Tyne and the Tees and she knew that in the future she would see the Thames, because her mother had a sister in London and when she was older Grace would go there, but as far as she was concerned the real world was here where the bitter winds swept the fell, the people worked at her father’s steelworks, and on a clear day when she had managed to escape from the house and its grounds there was beyond the town the clearest purest air that God saw fit to grace the earth. To grace it. Was that how her mother saw her? Something high and pure like the air upon the fell? Grace had seen the sea and to her that was what the fell was like, another sea where the wind reigned with its strange noises, the grouse flew low over the purple heather in the early autumn and as far as you could see there was nothing but that rich colour. She thought of God there. She never thought of God when she was in church but when she didn’t believe in him she only had to go to the fell. It was better than any cathedral, better even than the rose window and the special knocker on the door at Durham Cathedral. It was the most wonderful place in the whole world and she lived here.

				From here high up ran the water which turned into the River Wear. She had leaned over Framwellgate Bridge at Durham and seen the castle and the cathedral and the Wear in its wide way on to Sunderland, but here was where it all began, on the edge of the Durham coalfield and from the dale, the high fells and the moors where it started its journey running among the heather, where the curlew cried and the sheep fed and people had lived for hundreds of years.

				People hadn’t lived in her pit town for a long time like that. The village itself was less than fifty years old. Her father and his partner, Nicholas Barmouth, had come here twenty years before, in 1870, because of the mines and the raw materials to make iron and steel, and they had stayed.

				It was winter here now and there were no bees buzzing in the heather. Everything was dark. The light had begun to fade from the short November afternoon and she would get into trouble when she reached home for staying out like this by herself.

				She walked up past the Lizzie pit which stood on the outskirts of the village and then down the Front Street and off to the right, past the Co-operative store, the draper and the grocer and the shoeshop on the corner, down past the butcher’s shop and the baker’s, past the few houses and the Mechanics’ Institute and then into her own short road where the doctor had his surgery, and there further along, standing quite alone, was her house.

				Grace loved it like she thought she would never love a house again. It was a big square stone building with its own driveway which went around to the back, with carriage-houses and stables and a big yard with a hen house and a wash house and the back kitchen where Mrs Jackson, the cook, and Ruth, the maid, spent most of their time. Through from there was the kitchen and the pantry and the big place under the stairs where they kept crockery and jugs and vases and all manner of glassware. There was a little window under the stairs which you could see from the yard. It had looked to her when she was small like a shop with the different coloured glassware glinting through the window in the sunlight.

				Through double doors there was the main part of the house where she lived with her parents, the dining-room and the sitting-room which overlooked the garden, and her father’s study and the big dog-leg staircase which led to the bedrooms and from which a big arched window overlooked the yard. From her bedroom on a clear day she could see to Yorkshire. From the back bedrooms you could see the yard and the fields which belonged to the house and the backs of the houses on the main street. Further over was a pitheap past which you couldn’t see anything, though there were more houses, and at the very top of the view were the graveyard and some trees. When she had been small Grace was happy that she did not sleep at the back of the house like Ruth did. She didn’t like the idea of the graveyard even though it was nowhere near the house, a good field away.

				The lights were on both at the front and the back. She went in by the side entrance which led from the back hall down past the front kitchen and through the front hall and the double doors. She could hear her mother, Dorothy, playing the piano. Mr and Mrs Barmouth were there for the evening and had come early. The piano playing stopped as she went in and her mother greeted her and scolded her a little, and then Mrs Jackson came in with the tea. There was fresh teacake and strawberry jam.

				Alexandra Covington, Grace’s friend, arrived shortly afterwards with her father. He owned three pits in the Deerness valley and they lived on the edge of the town towards the fell. Grace and Alexandra were both fourteen and had been friends for as long as Grace could remember. There were few girls in the village other than the doctor’s daughter and the vicar’s daughter who had anything in common with them, and Alexandra considered them both too stuffy. Alexandra was anything but stuffy, Grace thought now, as her guest arrived. She was a big dark girl who liked her food, had run her father’s house for the last five years since her mother died and read all the books she could get her hands on.

				They went up to Grace’s bedroom to discuss the book they were both reading and ended up talking about dresses and their hair until Ruth came to help them to dress for dinner.

				‘We don’t need any help, Ruth,’ Grace said, ‘we can help each other.’

				‘Mrs Jackson said I had to come up so here I am,’ Ruth said simply.

				‘Have a sweet,’ Grace insisted, opening the box which Nicholas Barmouth had presented her with over tea. Ruth stared into the box and gingerly reached out. ‘Have two,’ Grace said.

				‘Thanks, Miss Grace.’ Ruth stuffed them into her apron pocket. ‘Don’t want chocolate all over your dresses. I’ll eat them later if you don’t mind.’

				They spent as long as they could changing for dinner to keep out of the way of the adults and finally went down only when they had to. Mrs Barmouth, Grace thought casually, didn’t look well but then she was never well, and Mr Barmouth, although he was always polite to her, usually looked as though he would have been glad either to have been somewhere else or to have come without her. Sometimes he did come without her. She was pale and though the dinner was the best that Mrs Jackson and Ruth could prepare and therefore was good she ate virtually nothing.

				Later Grace and Alexandra escaped again to her room and there Grace said, ‘Mrs Barmouth didn’t eat much, did she?’

				‘My father says she’s dying.’

				‘Dying?’

				Grace had never met anyone who had died except Alexandra’s mother and that seemed such a long time ago now. She did not really believe that anybody died. She did not believe that she would ever die and leave the fell. But Alexandra’s father was probably right. Mrs Barmouth had looked bad for a long time now. Because he had nobody else to talk to, Mr Covington talked to Alexandra like she was a grown-up, so they usually found out everything that went on, even though Grace’s parents told her little. When she came into the room they usually stopped talking or changed the subject, which would have been very frustrating had she not had Alexandra to consult about important matters. If Alexandra mentioned them to her father Grace got to know what she wanted. All she wanted now was for her small world not to change, for Mr Barmouth and Mrs Barmouth and her mother and father and Alexandra and Mr Covington and Ruth and Mrs Jackson just to stay as they were and for this Christmas to be the best ever. She hugged the thought to herself. Christmases were always good.

				When the guests had gone Grace went to bed. She wasn’t tired but she knew that her parents liked to have some time to themselves. Sometimes Alexandra stayed and Grace didn’t feel lonely. Now Ruth helped her to undress and brushed out her hair and Grace chattered so that Ruth would stay a little longer, but in the end she let her go. Ruth had to get up early to light the kitchen fire; it wasn’t right to keep her too late.

				‘Do you think we’ll have snow for Christmas, Ruth?’ she said as Ruth reached the door.

				‘I just hope it stays warm enough for that,’ Ruth said with a shiver as she went out.

				Grace went and stood by the fire for a few minutes after Ruth had gone and thought how lucky she was. She and Alexandra had arranged to go riding the next morning. She loved these mornings – the valleys ghostly with mist, the odd leaf glistening on a branch, the dawns dark red and slow and the stars paling slowly into light. She took a last peep through the curtains at the fields beyond the house, but it was too dark to see anything, and then she climbed into her warm bed and was soon fast asleep.

			

		

	
		
			
				Two

				It was just another journey as far as Nat was concerned. Ever since he could remember they had been leaving places. He longed to stay in one place for more than a short time. It seemed to him that they were forever packing. At one time his mother had done so cheerfully, but now she was tired of the continual shifting and longed for somewhere to call home. She never said anything and it would have done no good because they always had to leave. His father was always quarrelling, always causing trouble of some kind and being put out of work. Nat felt guilty for minding. Thomas Seymour was a good honest man and he tried for better conditions for the men wherever he went, but his family were the ones who suffered. Sometimes Nat wished that his father had not been quite so keen on trying to get things right. His father called himself a socialist and was proud of having read a book by a man called Karl Marx which his father said would change the world and make men equal.

				Sometimes they went by cart, sometimes by train. He did not like the cart journeys but he did like trains until he began to associate trains with leaving, and after that there was no pleasure in them. Taylor, who was two years younger than he was, still got excited and Dolly who was the youngest at nine did whatever her mother told her.

				Their mother would enliven the journeys by telling them tales of the old days when their grandparents were small children and there had been no trains. Nat could not imagine a world where you could not move around freely but he thought that from their point of view it might have been an advantage, at least his father would have had to stay in the same place more or less.

				They had been a lot of places by the time Nat was thirteen. He had attended a lot of schools. That was awful too, having to prove yourself in the school playground and be jeered at for your accent because it was different. Everywhere you went people sounded different and they were always the ones at home. You were always the foreigner. In the end he complained about school, about going.

				‘Plenty of lads my age don’t go at all.’

				‘Well, they should,’ his father said and he turned Nat to him in the serious way that Nat hated. ‘Education is power, Nat, don’t forget. Education and sobriety are the ways to win.’

				And so another train and another place but this time it was to the edge of the Durham coalfield, to Deerness Law, a town so small and windswept that after living near the mighty goings-on around the River Tees Nat felt a superiority the moment he arrived.

				‘It’s not much of a place,’ he said to Taylor.

				Taylor sniffed.

				‘I’m hungry,’ he said.

				Taylor was always hungry. His stomach was the most important thing in the world to him, that was why he was so podgy. He had a round face and bright, happy eyes and as long as there was food within sight and reach he didn’t care for anything else.

				The house was a foundryman’s house in a street not far away from the railway. It didn’t impress Nat. The wind blew in at the back door and out at the front and he was sure that he could smell the sheep in the nearby fields.

				‘It’s nice here,’ Dolly said, coming into the room with bedding.

				From the window Nat looked out over the back yard.

				‘It’s not nice, it’s just another place.’

				‘Don’t be like that, our Nat,’ she said, and he turned and smiled and thought, who could resist her? She was so small for her age that he could pick her up and carry her upstairs or on to a cart or up the steps of a train. She and Taylor fought but, perhaps because of the distance of years between them, she never fought with Nat and when Taylor fought with her Nat always bettered him for her within seconds. Taylor knew better than to go crying to his parents over this and Nat taught him how to play draughts, and to fish when they had lived over at the coast near Middlesbrough.

				There were two bedrooms in the house. He and Taylor and Dolly would sleep in one and his parents in the other. He could hear voices downstairs, new voices.

				‘It’s the woman from next door,’ Dolly said. Dolly always knew everything. She had lugs like an elephant, Taylor said. ‘She’s called Mrs Boylen. She’s made tea and soda bread.’ Dolly wrinkled her nose as she spoke, she hated soda bread, but Taylor had heard the word food mentioned and made his way off downstairs, clattering as he moved too fast.

				Dolly came over to the window.

				‘‘Tisn’t much of a view,’ Nat said.

				‘You’re always complaining, our Nat. There’s nothing wrong with it. Anyroad, Mrs Boylen said my dad’ll get taken on at the foundry no bother.’

				‘Yes, but for how long?’ Nat said.

				‘Will you help me with this?’

				This was the bedding which was too big for her to manage by herself.

				‘No.’

				‘I’ll tell Mam.’

				‘Tell her then,’ Nat said and he sauntered off downstairs and out of the door before anybody had a chance to stop him.

				The main street went on and on. Nat thought it was the most dismal-looking place he had ever seen. It wound down from one slight hill to the bottom where there were railway gates and then up at the other side. There was the odd shop but he cared nothing for shops. As he walked snow began to fall. He pushed his hands into his pockets and watched as the streets turned white and his booted feet made imprints, and he kept his head down against the way that the snow was beginning to blow hard into his face. He kept going until there were no more houses and no more shops and no habitation of any kind, until he reached the fell.

				Sheep huddled in against the stone walls. A narrow road trailed out of the town and the fell itself had nothing growing on it; it was vast and the wind howled across it and drove the snow relentlessly as far as he could see. What sort of place had his dad brought them to now?

				When he got back his mother, Gwen, had a bright fire burning in the kitchen, the table and chairs were in place, the better stuff was in the front room and he didn’t doubt that his dad and the man next door would have taken the beds upstairs. As Nat came through the door his mother looked up from where she was dealing with pans on the fire. She was a slight, pretty woman, dark-haired with soft blue eyes, heavily lashed.

				‘And just where have you been?’ she said.

				‘Out.’

				She looked hard at him.

				‘I needed you here to help. You had no right to go and leave our Dolly with everything to do upstairs. She’s just a bairn.’

				‘Where’s my dad?’

				‘He’s gone to see about work and before you ask, no, you cannot go. It’s school for you tomorrow.’

				‘I’m not going to no school,’ Nat said. Nat could have left school by now, he was thirteen, but his dad believed in as much schooling as you could get. The minute the words were out he knew them for a mistake, he was even sorry. His mam had had her fill already that day, she didn’t need him to cheek her. She didn’t generally lose her temper, she was too nice for that, and he was already sorry.

				‘Get upstairs,’ she said.

				Nat quietly called himself names. She was tired now. He wondered whether saying that he was sorry would make a difference and decided not so he went up the shadowed stairs and into the bedroom. The beds were made up and Taylor and Dolly were sitting there. It was cold and snow blew hard at the window.

				Gwen called the other two children from the bottom of the stairs. Taylor looked at Nat and Dolly pulled a face.

				‘Have you cheeked my mam again? You’re not nice to know,’ she said and went out.

				Taylor said nothing before he went.

				Nat lay down on the bed, regarded the ceiling and listened to voices below. Some other neighbour calling, probably with a cake for tea. He went on lying there and the smell of freshly baked cake wafted through the ceiling. The snow stopped, the wind died and he could hear the sounds of Dolly and Taylor playing in the yard. They would be building a snowman. The room got colder. It was funny, he thought, how when it wasn’t snowing it got colder. It was quite dark now. He leaned over and lit a candle and watched the shadows flickering on the walls through the draught from the window. Eventually he heard his mother’s footsteps light on the stairs and she came into the room.

				‘I forgot about you,’ she said, ‘somebody came in. Are you frozen?’ Nat felt awful. She sat down on the bed. ‘We will find a place to stay some day,’ she said. ‘Come down and have some cake.’

				‘I’m sorry,’ Nat said.

				‘You’re a bad lad,’ she said and kissed him. Nat loved being close to her, she smelled of tea and milk and cake crumbs. She was small and skinny but there was a softness about her and instinctively he knew that women always had that softness. Dolly had it, and the lass he had kissed at a party, and they smelled just wonderful.

				She got up and Nat went with her, vowing never to make her cross again. Taylor was wolfing cake in the kitchen and Dolly was playing by the fire. His mother gave him a big mug of tea and some fruit cake which was fresh and moist, and then his father came in. He was smiling which meant that he had work, so there would be meat at the weekend and plenty on the table. His dad was always taken on because he was a skilled man, a moulder.

				His mother didn’t tell his dad of him like most would have, but that was not because he was forgiven, it was because his dad wouldn’t have done anything about it anyway. His father wasn’t capable of telling anybody off, which was funny if you thought about it because his father was as determined and stubborn as anybody Nat knew. He was not a weak man, he just had different ideas than other people had. He wouldn’t hit a child and he wouldn’t let any other man do it. Nat had seen him get hold of a man who was thrashing a horse and frighten the man so much that he ran away. His father didn’t have to use violence. In his presence they rarely fought or argued and when he was younger Nat had cried hard over just a word from his dad. Now he didn’t, but now he was more careful not to cross him. His dad wanted to be proud of him and Nat was ashamed that he didn’t seem able to be anything that his dad wanted him to be. He didn’t like school. All he wanted to do was leave and have a job so that they might be able to stay longer in one place, but his father wouldn’t hear of it and when Nat did badly he just shook his head. Taylor and Dolly did well at school. Nat wished that his dad could be pleased with what he did but there was never any reason for him to be.

				The next day was their first at school. At one end of the building it said ‘Boys. Woodwork’ above the door and at the other end ‘Girls. Cookery’. Dolly didn’t want to go in on her own. Nat didn’t want to be seen going in under the ‘Girls. Cookery’ entrance but he had no choice. She would cry if he left her. Some of the boys in the yard nudged one another and winked and Nat knew that come playtime they would call him names. School was the same no matter where you went. All that altered was the view from the window.

				In the mid-morning playtime he couldn’t even see whether Dolly was all right because the boys had a separate yard from the girls. Taylor was playing football. Nat wished he could join in like that and be accepted. He propped up the classroom wall. There was a biting cold wind but Taylor looked warm, running about.

				Nobody spoke to Nat but nobody bothered him either and he went back inside, grateful. The teacher was a pretty young woman with fair hair and a neat figure. She smelled of lavender water.

				Nat took Dolly home for dinner. Taylor had gone off somewhere and came in when they were almost finished the meal, full of tales about a stream not far from the village. He ate his dinner quickly, twice as much as anybody else, and then ran back to school. It was not quite time for the bell. Two boys came up to Nat and began jeering at him for being with Dolly, and Nat thought it prudent to make short work of them because there wasn’t much time. The result was bleeding noses, tears from them and being caned hard over the hands for fighting. So much for the smell of lavender water, Nat thought, as he went back to his desk. His father wasn’t pleased with him either. That night he called to Nat as the others went to bed and Nat knew what was coming. He went back to the kitchen fire.

				‘I heard you were fighting again today.’

				Like it didn’t always happen, Nat thought savagely.

				‘Fighting doesn’t get anybody anywhere, Nat. Don’t you know that by now? History teaches us that. If we want to make anything of ourselves and our lives we have to use our brains.’

				‘I haven’t got any brains,’ Nat said.

				‘Of course you have. You just choose to use your fists because you’re a big lad.’

				‘It’s the only way I know. Can I go to bed now?’

				‘You might as well,’ his father said, with a sigh.

				*  *  *

				His mother had put hot bricks in the beds but the room was bitterly cold. Dolly had her own small bed but was in with Taylor for warmth. When Nat slid in beside her and blew out the candle she turned to him and whispered, ‘Are you all right, our Nat?’

				‘I’m fine. Did you like school?’

				‘I’d rather stay at home with my mam. Taylor likes it. He’s promised to take me to see the stream tomorrow.’

				‘That’s nice,’ Nat said.

				*  *  *

				The stream was a good two miles from the village. There was a bridge which Taylor and his new friends spent some time trying to block with stones. Nat could have told them that they were wasting their time but he didn’t. He could remember being younger and enjoying doing just the same thing, wading backwards and forwards with big stones while the river ran through the cracks, regardless. He supposed that was a child’s idea of power and wondered what his father would think of it.

				The snow had gone and the sun sat in a clear sky. Dolly sat beside him on a big stone on the bank, content to watch Taylor trying to change the world, and Nat thought suddenly that he didn’t want her to grow up, that he would like her to stay exactly as she was; and then he knew that was a parent’s view of things, he knew it was daft in somebody his age and he smiled.

				‘What’s up with you?’ she said.

				‘Do you ever wish you were grown up?’

				She frowned.

				‘And have to do all the things my mam does? No. Grown ups have to have babies.’

				This was a dangerous area. Nat said nothing more. Taylor splashed in the stream and issued orders. Nobody would ever think he was the newcomer, Nat thought. The funny thing about it was that the other lads seemed to accept that Taylor should tell them what to do and Taylor didn’t seem to realise that he was doing it. He just went on, straining to move a rock which was much too big. In desperation he turned to Nat.

				‘Give us a hand, then.’

				‘What, get all wet just for that?’ Nat said scornfully.

				Taylor looked hard at him.

				‘You never do owt, our Nat.’

				‘I came here with you, didn’t I?’

				‘Yes, to sit on the bank like a lass.’

				Nat considered whether he should clip Taylor’s lugs and then decided against it. He had caused his mother enough problems for one week.

				‘I don’t care,’ he said so Taylor, denied a fight, turned back to what he was doing and succeeded in dragging the stone into the middle of the stream with the help of a smaller boy.

				It was almost dark when they trudged back up the hills to their new home. Nat gave Dolly a piggy-back because she was tired by then, and when they got there he could see the flames from the big kitchen fire through the window, and when he opened the door his mother and father were sitting there together. It was a homecoming which Nat did not forget, their smiles, the slight anxiety leaving his mother’s face, his father getting up to take Dolly from him; and then they all sat down at the table together and had broth, thick with vegetables, and ham and pease pudding and he went to bed later, replete and happy. Saturday nights were the best times. He lay awake for a while, watching the other two sleep and listening to his parents talking below. The smooth sound of their voices sang him to sleep.

			

		

	
		
			
				Three

				Louisa Barmouth died before Christmas. Grace could not help but blame her for doing so. It didn’t exactly blight their lives but as well as being her father’s partner Mr Barmouth was his friend, and so there was quite a lot of upset at a time when Grace could have done without it. She didn’t say anything or let any of them know about how selfishly she felt but it niggled at her.

				First there was the funeral. She was required to go because her parents always dragged her to everything that wasn’t interesting. The parish church was at the far end of a very muddy lane and on a day like that when the rain didn’t know how to stop it was the last place anybody would have wanted to be. Dorothy cried and Alexandra, who always had colds in the winter, had a continual drip on her nose and the church was colder than the day and dark and gloomy. Grace thought longingly of fires and hot tea and was only grateful to leave poor Mrs Barmouth in the icy ground and make her way to Esh House, the Barmouths’ home near the bottom end of the village where the funeral tea was being held.

				‘Don’t funerals make you hungry?’ Alexandra said as she bit into a thick ham sandwich.

				Grace sipped her tea thankfully and stood as near to the fire as she could get.

				‘I’m frozen,’ she said.

				‘It was a mite inconsiderate of her to die at this time of the year,’ Alexandra said. ‘You would think she could have held on until we could have had fine weather for the funeral.’

				Grace smiled. She knew Alexandra so well, and that Alexandra was aware of what she was thinking.

				‘I don’t see why people have to die at Christmas.’

				‘It’s so uncivilised of them,’ Alexandra agreed and they grinned at each other and hid their faces in case anybody should see their disrespect.

				Esh House was the same kind of house as her own, Grace thought. Built at the same time about thirty years ago, they were solid Victorian affairs, square and large-stoned and pleasing with fireplaces in every room and plenty of space around them. There was no way apart from her obvious absence that you could tell the mistress of the house was dead. Florrie Appleby, the cook, had put on a good spread for those coming back from the funeral and as far as Grace could see they had made sure that nobody would be able to fault the house; it was shining clean, the brasses bright, the smell of polish everywhere.

				She could hear Mr Barmouth talking to her father; they were discussing business and she had overheard her parents the night before saying that work would be the saving of him. Her father always maintained that work would be the saving of every man. What he thought would be the saving of every woman she wasn’t quite sure.

				Grace felt better after she had warmed up and had some tea.

				‘The best coking coal in the world here,’ her father was saying to Mr Barmouth, though it was something they both knew and she herself had heard a thousand times. They kept on saying it as though to reassure themselves that everything was all right, that Louisa was not really dead, that things would go on just as they had done.

				After the funeral her father and mother suggested to Mr Barmouth that he should go home with them, and though he refused at first they managed to persuade him. That was difficult too, everyone being very bright and cheerful, and the short winter day already getting dark. They would be obliged to stay in the sitting-room for hours trying to make conversation. Alexandra was not there, she had gone home with her father, and Grace felt excluded from the three adults. In the end she went off to the kitchen where Mrs Jackson and Ruth were drinking tea by the fire. They both looked up when she came in but Mrs Jackson only smiled. Grace often found her way there when she was short of company. They poured tea for her and she sat down with them. The kitchen fire was comforting, black and shiny, being well looked after, and every time the blaze got down it had a huge bucket of coal thrown at it so there was always the most wonderful brightness and warmth. It made Grace want to curl up like a cat and purr with contentment.

				‘Do you think Mr Barmouth will marry again?’ Mrs Jackson asked.

				‘His wife’s only been dead a few days,’ Ruth said.

				‘Men marry again and quickly,’ Mrs Jackson said and Grace thought that Mrs Jackson knew all about these things, being widowed herself.

				‘And where would he find a lady around these parts?’ Ruth said. ‘There’s nothing here but foundries, pits and muck.’

				‘Don’t you like living here, Ruth?’ Grace asked in astonishment.

				‘Not me,’ Ruth said, ‘I’d like the city, Newcastle or even better than that, London.’

				‘Horrible dirty places,’ Mrs Jackson said.

				‘I have an aunt who lives in London,’ Grace said.

				‘Have you ever been?’

				‘Not yet, but I shall go when I get older. I don’t particularly want to. I like living here.’

				‘You’ll soon hanker after other places,’ Ruth said.

				‘That’s where Mr Barmouth will have to go if he’s to find another wife,’ said Mrs Jackson and she sat back in her rocking chair and cradled her cup in her hands.

			

		

	
		
			
				Four

				When he awoke Nat groaned and turned over. It was Sunday, the worst day of all. He knew it shouldn’t be like that but it was, in spite of the big dinner. He had to get done up in his best clothes, all of which were too tight, and go to chapel and then he had to go to Sunday School. He had tried in vain to tell his dad that he was too old to go to Sunday School but his dad wouldn’t listen.

				Nat tried to be honest with himself. He quite liked the chapel here, it was painted in different colours and the minister was a friendly sort who didn’t seem to mind if you talked before the service began. That Sunday a baby was being christened and he brought it around and showed it to everybody because he said it was a new member of their church. Then they all got up and trudged through the little tunnel. Half of them, the older ones, went into a small room, the younger ones into the big room which had the stage. With the door shut the older ones read the Bible until it was time to go.

				Nat liked coming home. The January day was fine. Back at the house there was soon the tantalising smell of meat and vegetables and then they all sat down together. His mother made big Yorkshire puddings with onion gravy. After that his father fell asleep by the fire in the front room, Dolly helped his mother to clear up and Taylor disappeared beyond the yard.

				Nat wandered up the back street. There hadn’t been a fine Sunday for some weeks since he moved in. This made a nice change. It was bitterly cold but the sun shone. Small children were out. The girls were playing skipping games. Further along a boy just older and bigger than him was standing against the back wall. He called out and Nat stopped.

				‘You haven’t been here long, have you?’ the boy said.

				‘Haven’t seen you at school,’ Nat said.

				‘Don’t go. I’m a foundryman. School’s for lasses.’

				He took Nat into the house. The yard was untidy as if they had lived there for a long time. There was a half-dismantled pram which somebody was making into a bogey, and bits and pieces of various things which could have fascinated Nat for hours but the boy went into the house and he followed.

				It was dark in there, the curtains were almost closed, but it was dark in a different way too. The fire was low; there was a smell of unwashed bodies and dust. There had been no cooking done that day. It was damp. Dirty dishes littered the table and the windows were rain-spattered. As Nat stood there a younger boy came in. He grinned at Nat.

				‘This is him. He fettled Angus Simon and Willie Smith the first day. Don’t you remember, Dennes, I told you.’ He looked admiringly at Nat. ‘Got in your road, did they?’

				‘Summat like that,’ Nat said.

				The older boy went into the pantry and came back with a big jug of beer.

				Nat had never tasted beer, his father wouldn’t allow it in the house, but they seemed to assume that he would have some and poured a big mugful and passed it to him. When he first tasted it he didn’t like the flavour, it seemed so thin and bitter and yellow without a head which Nat felt sure it should have had, but it would not have been nice to refuse. They sat down in the cold grubby kitchen. From time to time there were sounds from upstairs.

				‘My mam,’ the older boy said and explained no further.

				Nat drank and the more he drank the easier it became to get down and the better the taste got and in no time at all he had finished the whole mugful. It was instantly refilled. Nat was particularly glad of that. He felt happier now than he had felt since arriving. In fact he felt happier than he had done in a long time and even the almost dead fire and the dark dirty room did not dim that happiness. It seemed as though he could be clever and funny – he could even sing, which he had never been able to before. By the third mugful the good feelings had worn off and there came over Nat a sudden desire to go home. He felt decidedly ill. He said his goodbyes or at least he tried, but the words would not come out in the right order though it didn’t seem to matter. The younger boy had gone to sleep, the older one was laughing at everything he said.

				Nat got as far as the back lane before he threw up and threw up and went on throwing up, not just the beer but all the dinner he had eaten. Afterwards he felt better but weak and tearful and empty. There was no one about, the children had gone in, dusk was beginning to fall. He walked on a little way, taking in the crisp air until he thought that his mother would not know what had happened and then he went back home.

				The tea was set out in the kitchen, egg and bacon pie, custard tarts, tea and butter and jam. It made him feel sick again. His mother wanted him to sit down with them and eat but even though his stomach was empty the very thought of food made him want to retch. He said that he didn’t feel well and went off to the bedroom. She came after him.

				‘You look so pale, I hope you’re not getting anything,’ she said.

				Nat hid his face against the pillows thinking that she might be able to smell the beer on his breath. When she had gone he lay there, in the gathering darkness and the quietness, listening to the voices of them as they ate tea and he smiled to himself. He soon felt better and within the hour was downstairs drinking a big mug of tea and eating bread and jam. It tasted so good. He resolved not to drink again but he remembered how he had felt while he was doing it, how wonderful like never before and then he thought of how he would have felt if he had been sick at home and had to confess that he had been drinking, how upset his parents would have been. His father would have been disappointed in him again. People said that his father was a man of vision. Nat didn’t know what they meant by that, visions were things people in the Bible had. His father, keen on bibles and chapel as he was, had certainly never had a vision of that type. Nat thought of the dirt in that house. His mother would have called it ‘hacky’. He was glad that his house was not like that but in some ways he envied the other boy.

				*  *  *

				His father was restless that spring and summer. Usually when they moved that restlessness did not come upon him for some time but it was as though it had never gone away, as if they had not moved over from Middlesbrough where the rest of the family had been happy. Nat knew that they could not go back, that his father’s name was on some kind of blacklist there, he would not be taken on. He thought often of Middlesbrough which he had known well where the ships came in and went out, of the different kinds of people, strange tongues and coloured skins and the excitement of it all. It was so busy. It was busy here too but in a different way that had everything to do with steel and nothing to do with anything else. He knew that his father grew tired of it, he grew tired of it himself. There was nothing but school and home and chapel and Sunday School. He would have liked to have gone out at night with Dennes Eliot, the boy from the dirty house, but his mother did not like the family and would not let him go. As the evenings lengthened Nat became restless, knowing that Dennes worked in the steel foundry as an apprentice moulder, had freedom and did what he wanted. Nat even took to playing football with Taylor and some of the other boys though he cared nothing for football and wasn’t very good. Taylor was good and laughed at his attempts to score a goal. Taylor had lots of friends by this time. Nat wished for that ability. People didn’t come to him and he didn’t know how to go to them. Dolly had a particular friend called Alice and seemed happy with the one person. They played at houses together and rarely went beyond the yard.

				Nat watched his father’s restlessness, dreaded it, even grew used to the howling gales and sleet that went by the name of spring here. The odd daisy showed in the grass. It wasn’t that he wanted to stay here, he just didn’t want to move on to yet another place, and he wasn’t the only one. He watched his mother watching his father and knew that she sensed it too. Hadn’t she seen it a dozen times and more? They began to live frugally. She saved and the pennies went into the little tin box on the mantelpiece which Nat thought might have been a tea caddy in a former life. They lived during the week as simply as she could manage. Only on Sundays did she splurge on meat and even then sometimes it was not good meat. A kind neighbour gave them rabbits which his ferrets had caught. Nat hated rabbit. It smelled sweet and looked like what it was and it was so bony. There were pigeon pies too. The meat was grey.

				Nat thought it was strange how people were. As long as his father and mother had been happy here he had not wanted to stay or even to have been here in the first place, but now that his father showed signs of wanting to leave he wanted to stay as though he had been born here and had happy memories of the place. Instead of which it was just a dirty little town on the edge of the Durham coalfield where they had nothing but a house perched so that the wind blew straight through it. He thought that he could learn to love the house if his father should want to move. He dreamt that he was hanging on to the outside door and his father was urging him away. It was nothing new, it was nothing to do with the grubby little place. He felt that way about everywhere they went as soon as he knew that his father would make them leave. It was just a matter of time and not a very long time at that.

				One day he and the others came in from school to find their parents sitting over the fire. It was a cold bright day and ordinarily he and Taylor would have gone straight back outside again to play football with some of the others; it had become an established thing after school and even Nat liked getting outside and putting school at some distance from him. He was doing worse and worse there because he wanted to leave. He sensed that there was something wrong as soon as he reached the doorway. Normally his mother would have had tea and cake ready for the children as they came in but the table was bare and they both looked up and neither of them smiled. Taylor and Dolly came in after him and there was an unnatural silence in the room until their mother said steadily, ‘Your father’s going away.’

				Nat’s first reaction was one of anger. Had his father really made a mess of things already? They hadn’t been there five minutes.

				‘I don’t have to go,’ his father said, seeing his face. ‘I mean, I haven’t been asked to leave or anything but there’s an opportunity …’

				Opportunity was his father’s favourite word. Everything, even the hardest things in life, were opportunities.

				‘I’m going to South Africa.’

				Not Sunderland or Durham or Yorkshire. Somewhere so far away that it was past thinking about.

				‘There’s work there, good work, digging gold,’ and his father set off, talking like he usually did. Nat had heard it all before. His father’s ship was about to come in, the end of the rainbow was about to unfold. He watched his mother’s face. Could she have agreed to this? Could she have put up the money? Was that what she had been saving for? He thought not. The money that she had so carefully saved for as long as he could remember was for hard times, not for dreams. He wondered what fool had put such notions into his father’s head. His mother said nothing. She kept looking down and it was no wonder, Nat thought, to be left here with three children and no man. When his father had finally finished telling them what a wonderful opportunity this was and how good it would be Nat said shortly, ‘I’m fourteen soon. I’ll go to work.’

				‘You will not,’ his father said but for once Nat defied him. He looked straight into his father’s guileless blue eyes. ‘Who’s going to keep us in the meantime with you gone?’

				‘I’ll not be gone long.’

				Nat looked scornfully at him and turned and walked out of the house.

				*  *  *

				That night when his father had finally gone to bed and the children were asleep he sat by the fire with his mother.

				‘You mustn’t blame him,’ she said. ‘He can’t help it. People can’t help what they are.’

				‘Or their dreams?’

				‘He wants to do well for us, that’s all he ever wanted. He’s a good man and your father and you should respect him.’

				‘How did he get the money?’

				‘He borrowed it. Fifty pounds.’

				She looked ashamed, as well she might, Nat thought. Fifty pounds was a fortune. His father would never be able to repay it. It was typical of him to persuade somebody to lend him the money; his father had a tongue like silver and now he was going to dig for gold. Well, he had finally got what he wanted, Nat thought. He could go and chase his dream and his wife and children would have to survive as best they might.

				Nat went to bed. Once there all he wanted to do was sleep. He wanted to blot out the nightmare that his father’s desires had provoked in him. He knew now why he had not wanted to care about this house or this place or any other place, because the moment that he did so his father would destroy any feeling they had of belonging, in some way he would spoil it. Nat hated him so keenly just at that moment that he felt hot. He tried to bury himself in the bedclothes but to do that would have meant disturbing Taylor. Taylor and Dolly were guilelessly sound asleep, like the children they both were. He had never felt so grown up and he knew that when his father left he would leave school and go to work and support them. He would take that concerned look out of his mother’s eyes for good.

				He thought of the boy from the dirty house, Dennes, of his mother who was mucky and went to bed with men for money and he wondered if parents were ever any use.

				*  *  *

				Nat had looked forward to the day that his father would leave. He had thought that he would feel like a man, so strong and capable, but when it happened, when his father’s train was out of sight and they had turned and gone home again he felt helpless and sick like a small child and wished things differently. He didn’t want anything to eat, though his mother made the tea just as if nothing had happened. Taylor and Dolly went out to play. It was a warm summer afternoon. Nat was to start work the following day. He was going, like Dennes and like his dad had done, to be a moulder. His dad had spoken up for him and Nat was proud but school had never looked such a cheerful prospect. He wandered down the back lane until he saw Dennes who grinned at him.

				‘You needn’t worry,’ Dennes said, with the confidence of somebody much older than his fifteen or so years. ‘I’ll look after you.’

				‘Will I need looking after?’ Nat said, feeling worse.

				‘Naw.’ Dennes put an arm around his shoulders. ‘But I’ll look after you anyways.’

				Nat smiled back at him and followed him into the house. There was nobody around. Lately there had been a miner staying in Dennes’ house.

				‘Your dad on shift?’

				‘He’s gone.’

				‘Gone where?’

				‘Dunno. Like yours.’

				‘I know where mine’s gone.’

				Dennes flashed him a knowing look.

				‘Africa’s a big place. Anyroad, he wasn’t my real dad.’

				‘Where’s your real dad?’

				‘Dunno. Never knew him. Don’t think she does neither.’

				There were sounds coming from above them. Nat glanced at the ceiling.

				‘Who’s up there then?’

				‘Dunno,’ Dennes said, and grinned.

				*  *  *

				The first day at work was a bit of a shock to Nat but it was better than school. His mam put him first, she treated him like she had always treated his dad. He got his meals first, he got her attention first, he was earning money.

				The foundry was rather frightening in a way because it was all new, the heat and the cold, the brightness of the metal, red hot, the various workmen busy about their tasks. The noise was tremendous, the dirt and dust were thick. Dennes knew everybody and they seemed to like him. Nobody tried to hurt Nat or bother him and gradually that first day his fear went and his confidence grew, and Nat could not understand why his father had wanted to leave. It was the most fascinating place that he had ever been to, it was exciting, being part of something which was all men, where everybody knew everybody, where everybody’s job made up a part of the whole, and to know that what they made went on to do such important things, to keep the railways going and to make the ships what they were. It made Nat feel so very important even though he was just starting here and had no skills. The men smiled on him, some of them even spoke to him and Mr Barmouth actually came into the works several times that day and was there much of the time, talking and sometimes frowning and sometimes smiling, joking with the men and going to watch the different processes. He wasn’t clean and aloof like posh people might be, Nat thought, he had foundry dust all over his suit and especially all over his hat which looked as though it had seen many a day in the foundry.

				For the first time Nat felt like a man. He felt as though he was doing something worthwhile.

				When they stopped, which they did more than once because the hot work made everybody tired and thirsty, Dennes laughed with the others. Nat couldn’t understand how he could be so cheerful with such an awful home to go back to. On the way home Nat said, ‘Come back with me and have some tea. My mam won’t mind.’

				‘She would mind all right, she doesn’t like me.’

				‘She’s never said so.’

				‘No, well.’

				Dennes wouldn’t be persuaded so Nat went home by himself. It being a Monday and washing day he had thought there would be little of substance for him to eat, but when he got home his mother had prepared broth and there were big chunks of ham and pease pudding with bread.

				‘You had such a lot to do today,’ he said in appreciation.

				‘We have to keep the workers fed,’ she said, smiling.

				‘Could Dennes come to our house?’ Nat asked, when he had eaten.

				His mother frowned. ‘I don’t think I want that lad here,’ she said.

				‘He helped me such a lot today. His dad’s gone and his mam … he works hard and he never gets anything to eat.’

				‘I can see that but he’s dirty, Nat.’

				‘He’s never been looked after. His dad’s gone off somewhere and his mam’s—’

				‘Yes, I know what his mam’s like.’

				Nat didn’t ask again and his mother didn’t mention Dennes. A week later Dennes, dirtier and more cheerful than ever, declined to walk home.

				‘I don’t live there no more,’ he said. ‘My mam’s gone off with some man and she’s taken our Joseph with her.’

				‘Where are you living then?’

				‘Oh, around.’

				Nat had by then learned that Dennes’ cheerfulness was no indicator of how he was feeling.

				‘I’ll lodge with somebody,’ he said.

				Nat trudged home to find his mother contrite.

				‘Has nobody taken that lad in?’ she said.

				‘I don’t think they have.’

				‘People think he’s a bad lot.’

				‘He isn’t,’ Nat shot back. ‘Just because his mam went with men for money …’ His mother’s face was so shocked that Nat said nothing for a few moments. ‘Well, she did.’

				‘I know she did,’ his mother said softly, ‘there but for the grace of God go all of us. You can bring him back with you but he doesn’t sit down in my house or eat until he’s had a bath and I’ve checked him for whatever he might have.’

				‘A bath?’

				‘You tell him,’ she said.

				*  *  *

				Dennes was round-eyed at the idea of a bath.

				‘I can’t go washing all of me,’ he said, ‘it weakens your back to have it washed.’

				‘My mam says,’ Nat said.

				The kitchen was tactfully empty when they got home. Nat watched his friend looking around what was probably the cleanest house he had ever seen. The brasses shone in the firelight. The tin bath stood in front of the fire and steam rose from it and his mother put the clothes horse covered with old sheets draped around it for privacy. Dennes didn’t hesitate and could soon be heard inside the clothes horse, singing loudly and sloshing water on to the floor. Nat’s mother insisted on throwing out his clothes despite his protestations that they were all he had.

				‘They’re fit for nothing,’ she said, ‘dropping off your back.’

				‘But Mrs Seymour, what will I wear?’

				She insisted on washing Dennes’ hair in something which smelled awful in case he ‘had anything’ as she called it, and going through his hair carefully with a fine comb. Some time later a shiny clean Dennes emerged, dressed in Nat’s father’s clothing which fitted him fairly well, Dennes being tall and big for his age, and then a surprise. He had pale golden hair.

				‘Only lasses have hair this colour,’ he said ruefully.

				‘Not any more,’ Nat said. ‘You don’t half look bonny.’

				‘Shut up,’ Dennes responded.

				‘Leave him alone, Nat,’ Gwen said and the colour of Dennes’ hair was forgotten when she set before them the most wonderful pot pie in the history of the world. It smelled like the best thing this side of heaven. It oozed a thick dark gravy and neat pieces of beef. The onions were shiny, the potatoes were soft and creamy, the suet was light. Steam rose reassuringly as she piled their plates high and the top of it soaked up the gravy. For once Dennes said nothing. He ate, and when he had eaten she put another plateful in front of him. When that was gone, and three cups of tea thick with sugar, he sat back, smiling at her.

				‘I’ll work hard,’ he said.

				Dolly was not very happy that Dennes would have her bed and she had to sleep with her mother.

				‘I’ll miss our Nat. He tells me stories in bed.’

				‘I’ll come and tell you stories when you go up.’

				‘That’s not the same,’ Dolly said, huffily.
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