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			One

			1930 Durham Fell tops, Castle Bank Colliery

			Christmas was all around. The shops had coloured streamers crisscrossed in their windows and Kath Watson could see chickens, geese and turkeys hanging up in the butcher’s. She thought it might be nice to have something good to eat on Christmas Day. The shop had a queue; people here must eat a lot of meat.

			She lingered outside the shoe shop. Her family bought their shoes off markets so a shoe shop was a strange place, with its boxes everywhere. She looked through the window and her attention was caught by a pair of black patent leather shoes that she instantly longed for.

			She was surprised at herself. Clothes were just something to wear to keep you warm and cover you up; she thought pretty clothes were nothing more than a come-on to coarse mucky lads who only wanted to take you behind a hedge.

			Her father had wished her married long since and didn’t understand why she was so picky. A lot of the gypsy lads had money – those that dealt in scrap metal or horses – but Kath had seen inside other families’ wagons and they reeked of filth and disarray. She did not see herself turning out baby after baby, clearing up and putting up with the likes, so she wouldn’t have any of them. Her father called her unnatural and asked her what in hell she thought she would do instead.

			Her mother had shuddered and said when he was gone, ‘I want a better life than this one for my lasses. I don’t want them on the road like we are.’

			Kath had never ventured this far up the main street of the little pit town, where many people shopped and went out. The street had as many houses on it as shops and children played in the road. She was always afraid that she would be shouted at and since at the moment they could not move on, she didn’t want to face their scorn.

			Today, however, she made herself take it on. She thought that people stared but that could have been simply because they didn’t know her.

			The shops were mostly repeats of the co-operative department store and every so often there was a little run of terraced houses among them. A picture house called The Palace was at the top of the slight hill that led up past the railway gates where the cattle market was on one side and a foundry on the other. After the petrol station and some buses, the street evened out and straggled away until it split in two at the top.

			Yards or passages led into the back streets and she passed several pubs with archways which must have been where the horses and carriages were kept in older times. There were also a number of churches. She didn’t know much about churches. When she reached the top of the street, she crossed over and began to come down the other side until she became aware that somebody was following her. When she stopped and turned around, a middle-aged woman was behind her.

			She stared at Kath. ‘You’re Rose Gurney’s lass, aren’t you? You look just like her, the mucky slut.’

			Kath stared back and replied, ‘My name’s Watson.’

			The woman chuckled but her eyes were full of scorn. ‘Is that right and where did you get that from?’

			She walked off before Kath had a chance to say anything more. Kath tried not to think about it, but flustered, she hurried home without the shopping she had meant to buy. She had had such plans for Christmas – she was going to bake a cake and stuff a goose. She was so determined that they would have a good holiday this year.

			She had not been back long when there was a heavy knocking on the back door. She opened it and beheld a policeman, large and fierce-looking.

			‘Is your father at home?’

			‘No.’

			‘Your mother?’

			‘My mother is very ill and in bed.’

			As she spoke her father appeared behind her. She thought he had gone out and was relieved he was there to handle the problem.

			‘What’s this?’ he asked and she stood back and let him go to the door.

			The policeman stared at her father and said, ‘You can’t stay here. This house is Jonathan Gurney’s.’

			‘He’s not here,’ Kath’s father replied. ‘I had to pull the boards from the windows so that we could stay. My wife is ill. When she’s better, we’ll go.’ He slammed shut the door.

			*

			Late in the morning she went upstairs to check on her mother. She was worried by what she found. Her mother was asleep and her breathing was harsh and uneven. She didn’t open her eyes when Kath entered the room. She didn’t look like Rose any more. She had turned old, her yellowing skin stretched across her face as though there wasn’t enough of it. She was getting worse.

			Kath lingered. She wished her mother would open her eyes, that she would say something. Kath didn’t like to make any noise, though she hoped her mother would be aware of her presence. It was better for her to sleep.

			She swept the ashes from the fireplace then laid sticks and paper and a little coal inside. She put a match to it and watched it light and lick. The growing flame gave her a measure of satisfaction.

			The sheets didn’t seem to need changing; everything smelled fresh. She was thankful she didn’t need to open the window to clear the air – when she drew back the curtains to let a little light in, snow began to fall. She stood there for a few moments, watching it.

			She could remember last Christmas. They had gone south as they often did and met up with friends at Thirsk. It was such a pretty town and unlike many places, there were fields they could stay in. Nobody had tried to move them on or got in the way. The man who owned the land wanted payment, but that was no problem – they had plenty of money and her father was thought by other men to be silver tongued, which helped. Kath’s father was a harsh but decent man and kept his family well. He could read and write and talk to the authorities. They stayed several weeks while the weather was bad and left in April when things picked up.

			She enjoyed their time there, surrounded by friends and music and dancing. Her pleasure wasn’t even diminished by her father’s attempts to marry her off. He had insisted that Kath wear beautiful dresses in the camp so that the young lads would court her, which they did. She braved her father’s anger when she refused to marry any of them.

			She had other things to worry about now. Her mother had been ill for four months and was becoming worse each day. Their father had brought her back here to her hometown only when she broke down and begged. Kath did not think her father told the truth to the policeman about when they would leave – he would never have come back here but to let his wife die where she chose. It was just a question of time.

			*

			Christmas morning dawned and was nothing like other Christmases that Kath had known. The house was like a tomb; it had its own atmosphere. She heard voices, sound raging beyond her room.

			She got out of bed, pulled open the door and in the dimness of the shadowed hall she could see the figures of two men, one half-turned toward her and the other almost completely away. She heard a sound she didn’t know, a man crying. It was her father. The other man was the doctor, whom she recognised from his visit two days before. He was in his shirtsleeves, white shirt stark against the gloom, a jacket over his arm and the black bag he carried in his other hand.

			The doctor, ignoring her, went down the stairs. Her father hurled himself into the room and slammed the door. Kath was left in the freezing hall. She wore nothing but a shift and began to shiver, but it was not from cold, it was from dread.

			She could hear her father sobbing. Had her mother died? Her father was crying now as he had never cried before. Kath was confused. He had never taken her mother’s happiness into consideration. Like most of the travelling men, he pleased himself and did whatever he liked. He was the person who dictated how the rest of them went on. It could be nothing but guilt bringing him to tears. As Kath stood there, Ella, her younger sister, came to the door. Hearing her father crying, she turned back into the room and Kath followed her.

			*

			Kath thought that her father would eventually come out and tell them that their mother had died, but he didn’t. As the morning wore on, she dressed, went downstairs, saw to the dogs and lit the fire. Ella said she didn’t want anything to eat but when Kath made toast over the fire, slick with butter, they downed it with hot, sweet tea.

			She could not believe that their father had not invited them to say goodbye to their mother. She felt as though she would never have the strength to move away from the fire again.

			When her father staggered down in the early afternoon, she could see that he was drunk. Kath had seen him drunk before but this time felt different. He looked years older. His face was harsh, his hair wild and his eyes unseeing. He blundered to the cupboard where he kept a couple of bottles of whisky, took a bottle and staggered back upstairs.

			‘I’m scared,’ Ella moaned in a tiny voice and she ran from the house and into the wagon that was their usual home.

			Ella came back inside when dusk fell and Kath was glad of her company. It was mid-evening when she took Ella upstairs to their bedroom. There was no sound at all from her parents’ room. It took a long time for Ella to go to sleep; she turned over and over. She was cried out and exhausted and when she finally slept, Kath listened to her breathing and was thankful for it and for her warmth. Outside a keen frost had set about the town though the snow had stopped falling and the air was clear.

			She must have slept at one point because when she awoke in the darkness she knew that something had changed. She didn’t know what it was. She thought she heard footsteps on the stairs.

			The curtains were pulled across the windows but she could see a light from outside. It was not the moon – it was too bright and too big and too low and the wrong colour. She didn’t want to disturb Ella so she slid from the bed and gently pulled aside the curtain. She gasped in horror at what she saw.

			Their wagon was on fire. It was made of wood and was well alight. She could see her father standing, a tall black silhouette in front of the flames, watching as it grew. She did not know how long she stood there, knowing that there was nothing she could do. It was too late for so many things.

			Ella slept on but after a while Kath slipped from the room. Her parents’ door was open and a lamp burned inside. The room smelled of death and the fire had long since gone out. It was cold, and her mother’s body was all that was left of her existence. Kath could see that she was dead and that there was a complete absence of anything that had been like her mother. She didn’t stay. There was nothing to stay for.

			Her great fear had been that her father had burned her mother with the wagon. Since her mother had not traditionally been a traveller, it would not have been right. Indeed, it was only his anger and spite that made him burn everything they owned – only necessities had been brought into the house. Now they had nothing except the money that Kath’s mother had given her long ago to keep in case of emergency. Thank God her mother had had the sense. Everything else was over.

			The only things that mattered now were outside that room. She would wait until her father had spent his rage and grief on the fire before trying to comfort him. If he was too drunk, she would wait until morning.

			How they would leave this town now was her next concern. They could go nowhere without the wagon. Her father seemed to have lost all reason though Kath did not understand why when he had always treated his wife as nothing more than a possession. Most men went on beyond their dead wives.

			She watched her father throw what she thought was everything her mother owned on to the fire. When it began to die down, she thought he would come inside – maybe even sleep – but he didn’t.

			He went out of sight and Kath went downstairs to wait for him. She heard him calling the dogs. They whined and scratched at the door so she let them out. Then she heard the galloping hooves of a horse on the crisp frost. Her father, like a madman, had taken Diamond and was riding away, both dogs hurtling behind him.

			*

			Kath had never laid out a body before. She closed the bedroom door with Ella asleep inside and went back downstairs.

			There was water still warm in the boiler. She ladled it into a bucket, took clean cloths and went upstairs. Steeling herself, she went into her mother’s room and here she made everything right. She took off the clothes her mother had died in, washed her body and put her into a clean nightgown. She removed the soiled sheets and everything that held any evidence of illness or death.

			Kath steeped the sheets and clothing in soda and water again and again. She rinsed them and wrung them out and when there was no more clean water, she left them bundled in the basket. Later, when the smoke had died away, she would hang the sheets and her mother’s clothes on the line. The wagon was still smoking when the sun came up.

			She went upstairs and cleaned out the fireplace and laid the fire as though her mother would awaken. Her father would find his sanity and come home.

			Late in the morning, she went to bed. She lay down and closed her eyes and this time she fell asleep.

			*

			She awoke when somebody tugged hard at her arm. She was about to protest when she opened her eyes and saw her sister.

			‘Kath, the wagon burned. Come and see. There’s nowt left but a pile of sticks. Everything. All my stuff was still in there. Look, Kath, look!’

			Kath, not wanting Ella to know what had really happened, got up and went to the window and showed horror.

			‘We have to tell Dad,’ Ella said.

			‘I think he went out earlier,’ Kath said.

			‘He did? What about Mam? What about . . . what happens now?’

			Kath had thought about this. She should go to the undertaker but she didn’t know if he would be at work on Boxing Day. She had thought that her father would take care of such things. Now she must try to do it herself, though she didn’t want to leave Ella alone with her mother’s body or take her to a place where there would be coffins. Ella, now fourteen, had always been the baby of the family and close to her mother. Kath was seventeen and quite old enough, she thought, to cope until her father remembered his responsibilities and came home.

			Ella would not go near her parents’ bedroom. Kath did her best to avoid it when they went out on to the landing. Ella sidled down the hall and the stairs and into the kitchen. Kath wished she could run away, that she had a horse and could gallop off like her father had done, but she was bound here by her duty to Ella and her mother.

			The frost gave and more snow fell. It went on and on. It would have been comforting had her father been in the house, but she was too worried about where he had gone. Ella kept asking when he was coming back and Kath made excuses so she stopped asking. When it grew late, they didn’t go to bed. Ella didn’t want to go upstairs where her dead mother was and Kath didn’t want to go upstairs because her father wasn’t there.

			They curled up together on the floor, wrapped in blankets in front of the fire. Kath had visions of her mother appearing in ghostlike form. She didn’t know where the idea had come from. Was her mother trying to return to them? She knew that wasn’t possible, but it was comforting nonetheless.

			*

			All that night she waited for her father to come home. She didn’t sleep. She felt as if she would never sleep again. But he didn’t come back, even when the snow stopped and the pale winter light arrived in the silent yard. Kath decided that she must act. She found a key and locked the door of her parents’ room and then she told Ella to stay inside by the fire. She promised she was only shopping and would bring some chocolate back.

			She had no idea where the undertaker’s was and didn’t like to ask. People stared at her. She thought they knew who she was by now. She made her way quickly up to the store and went into the grocery department. She was greeted with a smile by Mrs McGregor, who had previously served her potatoes and yeast and flour.

			‘Why, lass,’ she said, ‘I thought you’d be with your family today. I didn’t think to see you in here.’

			Kath looked around her. The shop was full of people so she whispered, ‘My mam died. I need to find an undertaker.’

			Mrs McGregor looked startled. ‘I had no idea. You poor soul.’

			‘I only need to know where he is. I don’t want to interrupt your work,’ Kath said hastily.

			‘Oh, bless,’ said Mrs McGregor. ‘Just along the road, toward the end. It’s on the left-hand side. He’s called Donald Lawson.’

			‘The bloody gypsy. She got what she deserved,’ someone muttered behind her. It was not the first time that Kath had wished she did not have such good hearing. She knew that they were talking about her mother.

			She set off along the icy street. A nasty wind, low and keen, was swirling through the town and her shoes were letting in the damp. She had had them a long time and they had not been good when her mother bought them. Rose loved them for their red colour.

			Her mother had liked pretty things, she was not practical like Kath. Kath thought sorrowfully about her and wondered not for the first time why she had run off with a man like her father. She must have been drawn to his wildness and the romance of gypsies, campfires and the open road. She had paid for it ever since, Kath thought.

			Her mother could not have thought that Kath would spend a second winter in these damp shoes. Each step was hard, her feet frozen so that her chilblains itched. Every time her shoes encountered water, they shrank a little more.

			She was almost as far as the fell when she found Mr Lawson’s establishment. The door was unlocked so Kath ventured in. A tall thin man peered at her over the top of his spectacles.

			‘Ah,’ he said, ‘good morning.’

			She said good morning in return and then hesitated; she didn’t want him to know who she was. Then she realised it was unavoidable. She explained that her mother had died and her father was not at home and asked if he could help her arrange a funeral. She had money, she assured him.

			He gestured for her to sit down across the desk and there he eyed her for several moments.

			‘I’m afraid that you must pay for this now.’

			He thought she had nothing. She looked squarely at him.

			‘If you tell me what I can have and how much it is, then I will tell you what I want,’ she said.

			He told her about the graveyard, about the coffin, how much it would cost to lay out her mother’s body—

			‘I’ve done that,’ Kath said.

			‘Do you want some kind of service in a church?’

			‘No.’

			‘Will you need a place for people to go who have come to the funeral?’

			‘Nobody will come,’ Kath said.

			‘No food or drink then?’

			‘Nothing like that.’

			‘A tombstone?’

			Kath couldn’t see the point to it and shook her head.

			‘I don’t want anybody to know. I just want to be able to say a few words over her grave with my sister. How much will that be?’

			Mr Lawson worked this out and gave the total to Kath. She thought it was reasonable so she brought out her purse and counted the coins, slowly and deliberately. After this he was a lot more cheerful.

			*

			Managing her mother’s funeral was the hardest thing that Kath had ever done. Her father did not come back and she was astonished at how fast things were happening.

			Gypsy funerals always had a closed coffin on a flat cart pulled by a horse, but since Kath’s mother was not a traveller, she had neither of these things. Kath requested a straightforward burial and was thankful when her mother’s body was finally carried out of the house by lads that Mr Lawson had sent.

			The cemetery was a strangely welcoming place. It looked out from its hill down to Weardale. They buried her mother’s body in a particularly good spot. Her mother had liked looking out at the world, and Kath hoped she would be comfortable here. She couldn’t pray, she didn’t know how to, so at the graveside she stood silently, accompanied by Mr Lawson, the lads, Ella, and a grave digger who stood slightly apart, leaning on his spade.

			She had no idea what to say. Ella hid against her and after a few moments, the man began to fill the hole with earth and Mr Lawson and his boys departed. It was not much of a burial for a woman like her mother, who had been so vital, so alive.

			She and Ella left without speaking. Neither of them cried. Kath thought that Ella would ask where their father was but she apparently understood that it was pointless.

			The house had a different atmosphere without her mother’s body in it. Already the place was lighter. Kath felt certain that her father would come back that night, now everything was done. He would come home and face the future. Kath didn’t know what it held but he would. He was good with money and would take care of them. He would come back and have a new wagon and a plan and he would know where they were going next.

			That night felt very long. Kath lay awake from dusk to dawn and still nothing. She was beginning to panic.

			*

			The day passed and the one after that. Ella continued to ask where their father was. Had something happened? Kath had no answer. The longer her father was gone, the more she worried.

			It was five days before the constable came to the door. Kath stood back when she saw who it was and quaked before his uniform.

			‘Right, Miss,’ he said. ‘Can I come in?’

		

	
		
			Two

			1930 Weardale in County Durham

			It was almost Christmas when Jake’s mother died. The doctor had said he thought she would live until the spring but Jake thought he was simply being kind. For his mother to survive the bad winter weather and the hard spring storms seemed unlikely and proved so. When the wind came screaming down the dale in late October he had known that she wouldn’t last much longer.

			She was stubborn. She wouldn’t let him light a fire in her room, nor carry her downstairs to the big stove in the kitchen, which was the only fire they could afford to keep lit all the time. So he sat in her bedroom, windows wide open at her insistence, frozen and terrified, listening to her taking gasping breaths, day after day, night after night.

			Jake would lean against the cracked windowpane, curtains drawn back at her request, the howling bloody gale turning his body to frost. He sighed a dozen and more times each night and wished that his mother was not so damned stupid and stubborn, yet he was still proud of her for not giving in.

			She might have lasted longer had she gone downstairs, but then again she couldn’t eat and she would barely drink. She would not have death defy her, she would defy it and go out when she chose. It was not a view that Jake shared. His father had dropped dead years ago in a low field next to the river. It was his heart, the doctors said. Jake couldn’t disagree with that. It had broken his father’s heart when two of his sons did not come back from France. Jake was only glad his father was not there to see when his eldest son, Patrick, came back without his mind.

			His mother had endured all that time – she fought so hard – but she too had suffered much during the years. In addition to all her work in the house, she had been obliged to help Jake with the milking, the butter-making, the dairying and taking care of the animals.

			She helped him with the lambing because there was no way he could do it alone, but in the bad years, the sheep and lambs were lost in snowdrifts and in the good years, the harvests were so fruitful that the work was never finished. They both worked to the bone and still the farm brought in less money each year.

			One morning in August his mother was so unwell that she went to lie down. Jake came back at teatime to find the kitchen stove extinguished, no dinner made and his mother asleep in the rocking chair. He went up to check on his brother, as he always did at that time, and found Pat’s bed empty.

			Jake went back out into the early evening to discover that the warm weather had left. It was raining hard and the day was so dark and cold that it could have been November. He went back into the hall and pulled on his coat, setting off again with Nell, his sheepdog, by his side.

			He shouted Pat’s name up the yard in a panic. Pat rarely went out.

			Jake searched the buildings, calling Pat’s name. Nell was sniffing here and there and despite the rain would have found Pat’s scent had there been any sign of him. Jake could feel his heart pounding with fear. What if Pat had gone beyond the gates, wandered into the road?

			He would probably not be knocked over, Jake reasoned, because the road was quiet. It was only traversed by bicycles, the bus that goes up and down the dale, and the odd car belonging to the better-off folk. But if the night was cold and Pat could not find his way back, he might despair and lie down.

			Jake shouted across the road. He considered whether to go up to the fields or down to the river, but he was equally concerned that his mother would awaken to find neither of her sons in the house. He retraced his steps back to the yard and beyond the buildings to the field where the hen house stood. The hens very sensibly had gone inside to get out of the weather.

			Nell followed him there and began to whine. Jake opened the hen house door. It was all shadows inside and he could see very little. The hens blinked their tiny jewelled eyes while Nell hovered, crying in a low voice because she knew that she must not go inside or frighten the hens. Jake gradually saw a shape right at the back of the hen house. He got down and said his brother’s name very softly.

			‘She’s going to die,’ Pat said, in strangled tones.

			‘No, she’s not, she’s just asleep. She was tired, that’s all. Come in and I’ll light the stove and we’ll have some tea.’

			*

			In a way, Jake thought, Pat had seen before he did that their mother was worn out, but then Pat had seen so many deaths. Even though his mind denied such things, his body had grown accustomed to it and this was what he could not bear. Jake couldn’t bear his mother’s death, either. How on earth would he manage without her?

			*

			Jake was familiar with Gold Hill Hall. Colonel Banks had always had parties at Christmas and harvest time for his tenants and their families. Then the Colonel had died and Mrs Banks was only seen by the farmers and villagers at the parish church on Sunday, dressed in black, heavily veiled. She would walk up the aisle to her family pew, ignoring everyone as she made her slow progress towards the front.

			She always arrived just as the first hymn ended – with Miss Banks falling behind, cheeks flushed – and Jake was forever amused by the consequent annoyance of the new vicar, Robert Black. Mr Black would have to wait in the quietness until Mrs Banks, assisted by her daughter, was seated. Taking off her gloves, she would settle herself with a great flurry of veil and scarves before kneeling down to spend a considerable amount of time communing with her maker.

			Because God was listening to Mrs Banks, there was no way He could also hear the new vicar attempting to greet and welcome his parishioners, and so Mr Black waited. Inevitably, as soon as he had deemed it safe and began to speak again, Mrs Banks would finish and need to be helped off her knees and back onto her pew where her daughter waited with her hymn book and beautiful white leather-bound Bible. It was only then that she would sit back and look at the vicar, wondering why on earth he was taking such a long time continuing with the service.

			The congregation, having waited all this time in silence – barring the odd cough or already bored child kicking the pew in front – gave a collective letting go of breath as the vicar was allowed to go on.

			After the Colonel died, the festivities at the hall – so much looked forward to and appreciated by the tenants – had ceased. Since this was several years ago, Jake had been astonished, one cold dry afternoon just after his mother died, to find Miss Banks at the back door at teatime. He ushered his guest into the cold back kitchen where she got right to the purpose of her visit: she hoped he would accept her offer to serve refreshments up at the hall after his mother’s funeral.

			Jake’s biggest worry until this point was whether he ought to offer tea to Miss Banks. He was aware of the unwashed pots in the small kitchen sink and how messy the house was because he had no time to see to it. He was ashamed that there was a dark empty grate in the front kitchen instead of a roaring fire and that if Miss Banks cared to look about her at the various downstairs rooms, she would notice the thick dust on every surface. The unforgiving sun, which was even now going down at the front, was casting light through the rain-streaked windows into the room so that the cobwebs and dirt might be seen more clearly.

			Miss Banks, however, did not notice. Jake thought she looked uncomfortable. He thought he could understand why. Without his mother’s supervision, a woman could not come to the farm alone without running the risk of people talking.

			Miss Banks was probably above such things, but when she saw how astonished Jake was at the offer, her face coloured to the point he might have warmed his hands by it.

			He wanted to say that he had never heard of such a thing, that it was far too generous, but he couldn’t. Words seemed to have escaped him. He wasn’t used to talking to people outside of the marts where the sheep and cattle were bought and sold. He conversed in the general run of business. He was also painfully aware that Miss Banks was an educated woman and he was a tenant farmer.

			Miss Banks, however, ploughed on.

			‘My mother thinks that it is the right thing to do.’ She smiled slightly and the blush on her cheeks faded. Jake thought that was a shame; the colour suited her usually pale face. ‘And if this goes well, then she might agree to reinstate the parties for the tenants. I miss them very much and I’m sure everyone else does.’

			Miss Banks, Jake thought, always sounded as though she had just read a book. He found his face warming, too, but that was at his sudden awareness that he owed her several months’ rent. It was yet another problem he had been trying to put to the back of his mind.

			‘It’s . . . it’s very good of you.’ He hoped he sounded as educated as she did. Perhaps it was just her presence. He wanted to talk to her about the rent but since there was no way he could pay it, it seemed pointless. The growing misery that always fell on him when he thought about the farm’s financial state was broken by Miss Banks saying, ‘My mother was very fond of yours.’

			Jake’s mother had been a maid at the hall when she was a young woman. Jake could remember her saying that Mrs Banks had remonstrated with her when she gave her notice to marry his father; she told her what a fool she was. His parents’ marriage had been a good one, but Mrs Banks never took back her harsh words. It seemed strange that she should want to do this now.

			Jake thanked her and Miss Banks departed with assurances that his mother’s tea would be in good hands. He helped her back onto her horse and opened and closed the gates for her.

			He tried not to notice, as he did several times a day, how gloomy it was without his mother presiding over her kitchen. The warmth was gone and not just from the stove. He went through into the big kitchen at the front of the house and noticed how dirty the windows were that looked out over the lawn. The garden was a jungle. His mother had loved it, cared for it. Now it was just something else that he had failed to do.

			He plodded up the stairs and opened the bedroom door. Pat was either asleep or hiding from their visitor. He quickly confirmed this second notion by whispering to Jake, ‘Has she gone yet?’

			Jake sat down on the bed. Before their mother died, Pat would occasionally get up and sit near the stove in the afternoons, but her loss had sent him back to the safety and relative silence of his bed.

			‘She’s offered us the hall for Mam’s funeral tea.’

			Jake was rather satisfied when his brother sat up in astonishment. Pat’s face was pale in the dimness of the light that came from the one candle on the side table.

			It was a lovely room, Jake thought, with its small black fireplace and wallpaper of pink roses. Jake had never yet lit the fire there.

			‘Why?’ Pat said.

			Pat may have suffered badly during the war but sometimes his utterances were acute.

			Jake told him what Miss Banks had said about reinstating the festivals but Pat frowned. Even so, he said, ‘That would be nice for people.’ Jake wondered again whether he would be able to persuade his brother to wash, shave, dress and follow the coffin the half-mile or so to the village church. He knew it wasn’t likely; Pat had not left the farm in twelve years.

			‘It will likely be a good spread,’ Pat allowed. ‘Mam would have been pleased,’ and he lay back down with a sigh.

			‘Will you come downstairs if I make you some tea?’ Jake offered. ‘I can have the stove going in no time at all.’

			His brother considered the bribe.

			‘Yes,’ he said, after a few seconds, ‘that would be nice.’

		

	
		
			Three

			Kath duly pulled back the door even further and the policeman took off his helmet and went with her into the kitchen. When he saw Ella he said, ‘Is there another place maybe where we could talk?’

			She took him into the icy living room and he shivered. She was not surprised. They had never lit this fire and the walls were almost running water.

			The constable collected himself. ‘I have to tell you, miss, that we have found a body up on the fells—’ he hesitated there as though she should react but Kath only went on looking at him – ‘and it is your father’s. He has been identified by the doctor.’

			For some stupid reason she thought first of the horse.

			‘It looks as if the animal stumbled and threw him and then he hit his head on a stone. There’ll be an inquest.’

			‘And Diamond?’ she said.

			He gazed at her. ‘If you want the animal’s carcass moved, it will cost you a great deal of money. And then what would you do with it?’

			Kath didn’t know. Perhaps Diamond was better up on the fell, so that the crows and the land could take him. She didn’t bother to ask about the dogs. Why would he care?

			‘You’ll have the funeral to pay for unless you want a pauper’s funeral for him. And you need to leave this house in the next few days. You won’t have to go far – there are plenty of farms here looking for hiring maids. But I warn you that local folk don’t like gypsies, so if I hear of anything going missing I’ll know where to look.’

			The policeman left. Ella waited until he had gone and then she came into the hall.

			‘I heard,’ she said and she didn’t cry, she just stood there. ‘Did Daddy do it on purpose, Kath?’

			‘Of course he didn’t,’ Kath said, soothingly. She didn’t say that her father had been mad with grief when he left. He hadn’t known what he was doing, was all she could think.

			‘We can’t stay here now, Kath. I don’t want to go and live in the middle of nowhere with some mucky old farmer.’

			‘Don’t worry, we won’t.’

			‘What about the dogs?’

			‘I don’t know,’ Kath said.

			*

			When it had been established that her father’s death was an accident, she went again to Mr Lawson and gave him the money that he needed. It was also all the money she had left.

			Kath was fighting back panic; she didn’t know how to go on. Her father was buried beside her mother and she and Ella were on their own. After the funeral they went back to the house, not speaking. There was nothing left to say. Kath didn’t know what to do. She had no money, no friends to call.

			She thought briefly, absurdly, of Will, the richest gypsy lad she knew. He had offered to marry her last Christmas. How much she wished now that she had accepted the offer. How right her father had been to urge her. She needed help now and the support of a family.

			*

			She and Ella slept in the same bed, hugging one another for comfort and warmth.

			‘It’ll be so cold on the road,’ Ella said.

			‘Anything has to be better than staying here,’ Kath pointed out. She thought of Thirsk. Their friends would be gathered there as they did most winters. She couldn’t allow herself to think that they might be somewhere else this year, and that Thirsk was very far away.

			*

			As soon as it was light, Kath took what they could carry, and they wore as many clothes as they could. Kath thought she knew which way was south and so they set off across the top of the hills, past a long row of houses some way beyond the town. The land began to fall away into the valley and up the other side. She started to think that things might improve – there could even be a horse and cart or some other kind of transport that might help to carry them away from here. They picked up the pace and Ella even managed a smile.

			They had not gone much further when she heard a noise behind her. Turning, she saw that two policemen approached on bicycles. They angled these in front and behind her, while Ella drew back.

			‘Leave us alone. We’re not doing anything.’

			‘Except trying to run out. I thought you might do something like this,’ said the first constable.

			‘What difference does it make to you?’

			‘Sergeant Birton and I are the law around here and you are mucky gypsies who need to be taught better.’ His gaze went to her breasts. Kath looked at the other man and saw nothing better.

			‘Just leave us alone,’ she said.

			The two policemen laughed.

			‘A bit lass like you shouldn’t be going no place,’ said Sergeant Birton, getting off his bicycle.

			Kath waited until he was close and then she moved forward and rammed her knee in his groin. He staggered and let out a groan of pain. The other officer grabbed Ella and pulled her arms behind her back. Sergeant Birton tried to grab Kath again and when he reached between her legs, she elbowed him hard in the face, hearing a satisfying crack. Ella was screaming as the other man took her away. Distracted by her sister’s cries, Kath didn’t see Birton’s hard, fat hand coming until it struck her across the face.

			Kath fell to the road, rolled, and leaped back to her feet. She crouched, ready, and looked him in his piggy eyes.

			All she could hear was Ella screaming. She wanted to kill him.

			He came forward, truncheon in hand. He swung it clumsily and she weaved and dodged it easily. Ducking behind him, she chopped her hand into the back of his neck. He fell to the ground and lay there.

			She turned to see where Ella was. The other policeman had dragged her down the street. Kath started to run in their direction when she saw a police car pull up to the pair. She halted in her tracks – they were bundling her sister into it. She dropped to the ground until they were gone, and then seeing the prostrate sergeant stir, she pulled her thick coat around her torn clothes and ran.

			*

			When she got back to the village, she saw the car parked outside the orphanage. She watched the building for any sign of Ella but there was none. She knew better than to approach. She had hurt a policeman and she appreciated what would happen if they caught her. They might put her in Durham gaol, they might even hang her. Women had been killed for lesser things, and she was a traveller.

			She waited outside the orphanage all night and it took some doing. It was so cold that her teeth refused to chatter, even after the sun came up. She had nothing to eat or drink and the late winter morning progressed so slowly that she could have screamed.

			Ella still did not come outside. Kath considered going in, but they would surely hand her over to the police and what would happen then? If they put her away she certainly couldn’t help Ella. She must go find help and return. Without knowing where to start, she turned away blindly and started walking.

			*

			It took both policemen to get Ella into the orphanage. She was in full panic and didn’t understand why they were taking her away from Kath. She had never been away from her sister before. She screamed and scratched and clawed.

			Her anxiety levels grew when they hauled her into the car. It was her first time in one and when it started up, she began kicking and punching in terror. The tears fell hot on her cheeks until her eyes were sore. They attempted to restrain her to no avail. She fought all the way and by the time they got her back into the little town, she was exhausted and could cry no more. She fell to whimpering like a small animal, curled up as tiny as she could be. She thought they were going to kill her and she would never see Kath again.

			She did not notice the building they took her into. She twisted and turned so much that the policemen could barely hold her. Her face burned with frustration. It must be prison, this place.

			Once inside, she was dragged into a small room where a woman sat behind a desk. Released, Ella could barely stand. The floor came up to meet her and she fell into a sweet dark nothing.

			She dreamt of the view of stars from the wagon. Home. Joy. It wasn’t until she began to come round that she remembered the nightmare was real.

			She opened her eyes. All rooms were small and dark to her. This one had a lot of furniture, which made it even smaller and darker. A dim light fell through the only window and she could see the two policemen and the woman. Ella was lying on a most uncomfortable couch of some sort. The room smelled of overcooked vegetables and was musty like old wagons that had long been abandoned. As she looked up the woman said, ‘She cannot stay here. She’s no bairn.’

			‘It’s just for now. Don’t you worry, we’ll sort her out when we find the other one. I dare say you could find use for her in the meantime.’

			‘I want our Kath,’ Ella managed.

			‘Your sister is not here. The police have taken her away. You should be grateful that they have brought you to me. You couldn’t have survived out there in this weather. Whatever was she thinking, taking you out like that? We are only trying to help you but she wouldn’t be told, would she? She is a very bad example to you, a very bad girl.’

			‘She’s nothing of the sort,’ Ella said crossly, sitting up carefully.

			‘You must not speak to me like that. I am Miss Timpson. I run the orphanage and I demand respect.’

			‘I want our Kath.’

			‘I have no doubt that you will see her soon. The other constable has her and if you behave well you will probably see her later. Gentlemen, I have it from here. Please keep me informed. ’

			The two policemen retreated and left the room.

			‘Now if you can manage it, you may come into the dining room and have some breakfast with the children.’

			Ella was not hungry. She thought she would never be hungry again. Her throat was raw from tears and fright and all she wanted was to have Kath close to her as she always had been.

			The woman led her out of the room, down a corridor and into a long narrow room where a dozen children of varying ages sat at either side of a table on long wooden benches. None of them was nearly as old as she, but she was tiny and people always mistook her for younger.

			Ella sat down and a dish of food was put in front of her. She had no idea what it was. It was the first time she had ever seen badly-cooked food. Kath had done their cooking for as long as she could remember and she was good at it. Ella hadn’t thought about that before now.

			The children were scooping up the mixture. Ella gazed into it. She was not used to people she didn’t know and didn’t want to look at any of them. Gradually she became aware of the boy sitting next to her. She thought that he was extraordinary looking with his hair the colour of carrots and dark brown eyes. She looked quickly back down at her bowl. After a little while he said softly, ‘Can I have it?’

			She was brave enough to look at him again.

			‘Can I have your porridge?’ he repeated.

			It was porridge? The stuff that Kath made with milk and sugar, thick and creamy?

			She peeked around her but none of the other children was looking at her so she pushed the dish towards him.

			‘Thanks,’ he said.

			Ella had met a lot of lads. The travellers all had big families and she knew many boys of all ages – the little ones she loved – but this one was not like anybody she had seen before. Gypsy lads were mostly dark-haired, very often black-eyed and dark-skinned. Some who came from overseas were as fair as she was and even more so. But mostly they looked like Kath. It made her miss her sister all the more.

			When the meal was over, the children were lined up and marched away into another room. Ella had never seen anything like it. It was full of desks and seats and at the front was a blackboard. When they were all seated, a short, stout man with a red face wrote words on the blackboard.

			‘Now then, who can tell me what this says?’

			Nobody moved, nobody spoke. The man surveyed them. Then he walked up and down, finally pausing before Ella.

			‘Ah,’ he said, ‘a new girl. Do you know what the words say?’

			Ella shook her head.

			‘You must say “yes, sir” or “no, sir”.’

			Ella gazed at him. She had died and gone to hell for sure. And then she spoke up as she had always been encouraged to.

			‘I don’t read or write,’ she said. ‘I’m a traveller.’

			The man looked perplexed.

			‘A gypsy?’

			Ella considered his ignorance.

			‘It’s not the same thing at all,’ she allowed.

			‘Perhaps you would like to enlighten us as to the difference.’

			‘Well, gypsies were originally from Asia,’ Ella said, ‘tinkers are from Ireland and travellers are from all over the place. My dad’s family have been travellers for hundreds of years. My mam came from here.’

			‘Would you like to tell us your name?’

			‘I want to go back to my sister,’ she said.

		

	
		
			Four

			Caroline Banks, who had owned Gold Hill Hall since her father had died several years ago, was standing in front of the study windows considering what to do next. When her father made his will, he left her everything, knowing that his wife did not care and wouldn’t be able to cope. He trusted Caroline – or ‘Caro’ as he affectionately called her – to look after her mother and the estate and the farms and everything that went with it.

			The Colonel had been a good man, a kind father and an astute businessman. He loved the countryside and he cared about the people who worked for him. He often noted that some of his tenants had likely been on the same piece of land for a thousand years, hundreds of years more than any of his ancestors. He respected their heritage.

			He kept the farms in very good repair – if the harvest failed or the winter was bad and the sheep and lambs died, he made sure that the men and their families had more than enough to feed and clothe them. Caro started visiting the farmers’ wives when she was a child, and although she would say little, she knew the problems they had. She would discuss them with her father, who would help to sort them out with discretion so nobody was embarrassed or humiliated.

			He didn’t expect any of his tenants to go to church. He believed when people had free time, it was up to them what they did with it. His wife was a big churchgoer but he only went to weddings, christenings, funerals, Christmas and Easter. He had loved shooting in the autumn and fishing in the spring and summer. He encouraged the tenants to shoot over their own land and fish in the tributaries that adjoined their farms.

			Caro went to church every Sunday with her mother. She knew her father was grateful to her for this. She adored him. He had been her whole life, and when he died, all happiness ceased and her work began. She had no one to turn to now, nobody to help.

			Caro always recalled him with affection and pain. She knew he had wanted a son – he must have done, though he never said – and she had the feeling that her mother could have provided one but had chosen not to try after her first child was born.

			Her mother had been an aristocrat and married beneath her with Caro’s father. She never let him forget it, either. Caro suspected relations in the bedroom had stopped with her birth or because of arguments and dissent. Certainly her parents were never happy. Every year on her birthday her mother would tell her how hard her birth had been until Caro longed to stop her mouth with cake.

			Not that her mother ate cake. She ate nothing and drank nothing but weak tea pale with milk. Her mother was skinny and was always looking her daughter up and down because Caro was podgy. There was no other word for it. She was like a little square, very short and rather round. She was just over five feet tall and had always hated it, though she knew that it didn’t make any difference what size people were. In fact, she thought, smaller people tended to be more successful. Perhaps they had bigger brains. What a lovely thought. She looked like her father, who had also been short and portly. She liked being like him; it was better than being mean and tall and skinny like her mother.

			Her father had had a fancy woman for years. Caro wasn’t sure whether her mother knew or cared. He said nothing and was discreet – he never took his car and was not often seen – but the dale was a series of villages and there was nothing for people to do but work and gossip. Miss Turner was one of the local schoolteachers, most respectable.

			When Miss Turner went on her holidays to Whitley Bay in the summer and to Newcastle to visit her family at Christmas and Easter, the Colonel would make business trips to join her. He was happy, his wife was delighted to be left alone, and Caro enjoyed the consequent peace and quiet.

			Miss Turner did very well for a schoolteacher. She had pretty clothes and good jewellery and she lived in one of the Colonel’s houses in the village, a lovely place with double bay windows at the front and a big garden at the back. He left it to her when he died, along with a substantial amount of money that only Caro and Adam Wilks, the solicitor, knew about.

			Caro begrudged Miss Turner nothing. She had made her father content; she had been good for him. He made sure when he died that she would be financially independent. He wanted her to have the freedom to move away if people talked, or give up work if she chose. But nobody said anything and Miss Turner stayed where she was. Sometimes the people here were outwardly respectable and inwardly forgiving. It helped that Miss Turner was a very good teacher and people wanted their children to be well-educated and capable, and have the ability to succeed both inside and outside of the dale upon graduation.

			Mrs Banks would never admit to any kind of good humour. She had, Caro thought, spent her whole life complaining. Her family had a very old name but they were potless. She had landed on her feet, the community said, when she married a lovely man like the Colonel. His match had disappointed a lot of local women who would have appreciated marrying him, but Caro’s mother could not forgive her family for having no money nor the Colonel for having enough to buy her for his wife.

			After he died, Caro’s mother wanted no part of his tenant parties. Few people came to the hall. Initially Caro had endured her mother’s wishes because it caused shrill complaints from her when she didn’t. But as she gained in confidence running the estate, she learned not to care about or listen to what her mother thought, though it wasn’t always easy.

			Her mother had never liked her; she wanted her to be dainty and catch a rich husband as her mother’s generation had been obliged to do. Caro understood that her mother wanted better for her, but was not the kind of better that Caro would have enjoyed. She did not want some man to tell her what to do. Her father never did, but she saw around her a lot of women who would not have been allowed to do what she was required to every day.

			The work may not be considered womanly, but she liked the challenge. She liked going to the marts and talking to her solicitor and her accountant, she liked driving up and down the dale. And in a shameful kind of way, she liked that people knew who she was.

			She was happy with herself, but she did not think that any man – or at least, any that she would consider for marriage – would like her. She was plain and fat and Miss Banks.

			Caro was twenty-one when her father died. She thought he had hung on until she was old enough to be given the responsibilities he had no intention of leaving to his wife. For years after, she put up with her mother telling her what to do.

			Business was hard. There had been several awful years during the war when a lot of men went away. Families like the Sutherlands had an even harder time after the war when their sons did not come home and they struggled to keep their farms. Now she was tired of her mother’s wishes and her mother’s commands and her mother’s needs.

			She had lied to Jacob Sutherland – it had not been her mother’s desire to help when his mother died; she had suggested it to her mother and her mother had finally agreed. Emboldened by this success, Caro decided that she might alter a great many things. She was tired of fighting so hard for everything.

			She decided to start with the tenants’ festivities. Soon after her mother acquiesced to the funeral reception, Caro went into her sitting room in the middle of the morning when she knew her mother would be taking tea. She got straight to it.

			‘Mother, the tenants work hard and I would like to reinstate their parties.’

			Her mother sniffed.

			‘Out of respect for your father, I think we had better keep things as they are,’ she said.

			‘He’s been dead for many years and the people are having a bad time. The parties at Christmas and harvest time will boost morale.’

			‘I couldn’t allow it.’

			Caro looked at her. Why did her mother not understand that she was being consulted purely from a respect that she did not deserve? She had no power here.

			‘I think we should,’ Caro said.

			‘Whatever for?’

			‘Because we look ungrateful.’

			‘Ungrateful?’ Her mother looked sharply at her. Had her mother ever looked at her any other way? ‘These people should think themselves lucky that they have these farms. If it wasn’t for us they would be homeless.’

			‘Mother, people like the Wears and the Sutherlands have lived on these farms for hundreds of years. It’s a question of cooperation.’

			Her mother looked tired. Her face drooped. She wore too much white face powder which only served to offset the thick black eyeliner and mascara on her well-divided lashes. Her mouth was a thin slick of tangerine and her cheeks were round and pink like a doll. It was gruesome, a mask, Caro thought.

			‘Dear God,’ her mother said, ‘you sound like a man. No wonder no one will marry you.’

			That stung because there was truth in it. Caro knew that most of the men in the dale didn’t consider her a proper woman, if they thought of her at all. And yet she still wasn’t one of them.

			She belonged nowhere, she had no friends. The women shunned her because she ran her father’s business. Women her age had been married for years and had two or three children. She had nothing in common with them. She was Miss Banks.

			When she went to bed at night – in a room much too large for comfort – she looked at herself in the mirror. She saw the lines on her face, how she was too fat and too pale, with eyes that were too dull. She remembered when her father had sent her to London when she was seventeen for her coming-out season.

			She had been so excited. She was not a beautiful girl but she was pretty and her figure had been attractive then – hourglass, that was what men called it.

			Her father was generous with his money so that she could have anything she wanted. Her mother’s family had connections and she lived in London for the summer season. She wore lovely dresses, her hair was looked to each day, and she strolled on slippers that suited her tiny feet – they were the one claim she had to beauty. She had admired the slender elegance of her own ankles and wrists. Her skin was milky and her eyes were bright. She saw men admiring her breasts, her small waist and swelling hips.

			The trouble with an aristocratic mother and a rich father was that the men who danced with her were those who needed money. The cream of the aristocracy would not have aligned themselves with a mere colonel’s daughter, no matter how well-connected her mother was.
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