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1

I always suspected Jack Jagger was a bad payer. Nobody could be that well off and pay up on time. The other clue was the way he looked at you. It was like being weighed up by a bull. When I was building his pond, I told him my favourite joke, the one about the wasp in the shop window, and although he laughed out loud, his eyes never changed. Friend or enemy, you were only ten seconds away from a punch up.

I’ve said nothing to Deb, of course, or to our Gav. They’ve no idea what mess I’ve got myself into. They’re used to seeing me walking around the house with a distant look on my face. Deb says all ex-miners look like that – miserable. I’ve tried to explain to her that for a start we’re not ex-miners, we’re former miners, and we’re not miserable, we’re angry. We just keep the resentment well hidden. Miners are good at keeping things under the surface. It must be all those years working underground.

I come down the stairs sideways, one step at a time, groaning and yawning and squeeze past Deb. She’s standing in front of the mirror in the hallway, putting on her lipstick and I glance at her through the glass as I nudge past.

‘If my breakfast’s not ready,’ I say, ‘I want to know why. And if it is, I don’t want it.’

Deb pouts and stares at her own reflection.

‘You’re not fast enough, lazybones. Goldilocks has eaten it all up.’

Somehow, despite the slow death of the village, most of us have managed to cling on to our sense of humour. It’s like having a safety lamp shining deep inside.

I drop into my chair at the kitchen table the way I used to do after a tough shift at the pit. In those days the fatigue was a result of hard, honest graft. Now it’s through scratching a living, arthritis and uncertainty.

‘These lazybones are going as fast as they can,’ I say.

‘Well, if you’ll not take any painkillers, I’ve no sympathy for you.’

Deb turns her shoulders and tries to see the back of her suede jacket in the mirror.

‘Does this coat look okay?’

‘Looks all right to me. I thought you were going up to the café to do a bit of decorating? I’m beginning to think you’ve got another bloke up there.’

Deb opens the cellar door and brings out two bulging carrier bags. There’s a neatly folded red jumper with white stripes on top of one of the bags, and two pairs of blue shoes and a black patent leather handbag on top of the other. I move my creaking legs out of the way and watch her place the bags against the back door.

‘What have you got in there?’ I say. I don’t know why I ask this question. I’m not really interested. Maybe it’s the fear of being left out. Or maybe I’m looking for something to poke fun at to liven up the morning.

‘Some of my old clothes and jewellery,’ Deb says. ‘I’m taking them up to the café before the big opening day. I’m going to give them all away.’

‘Give ’em away? We’ve given enough stuff away. Good jobs. Security. A future.’

‘Plenty of women in Brodworth will be able to make good use of them. I’ve had my wear out of them. Time for a change, and you never know, it might bring a few people into the café to nosey around and then they might decide to come back next week when it opens.’

I’ll give Deb her due. She’s only ever done waitressing and office cleaning and a few years as a home help but she’s really got her teeth into this café business.

‘Nice bit of marketing,’ I say. It’s all the praise I can find without digging too deep.

‘Have you got anything you don’t want that I could take up? Old clothes? Shoes?’

As I lift myself out of the chair to make my first coffee of the day, I hear a groan. I feel older this morning than I’ve ever done. I seem to have gone downhill these last few years since the pit shut. Deb seems to have got younger.

‘You could tek my skeleton,’ I say. ‘See if you can swap it for a new ’un.’

‘What about all that old gear you keep on the top of the cellar? It’s been stuck in there for years.’

I spin round from the sink and stare at Deb as though she’s accused me of killing somebody. I get upset at the least little thing these days and I don’t know why.

‘What old gear?’ I say, angry at the aggression in my voice and even angrier that I’m incapable of doing anything about it.

‘Them old pit boots and steel toe-capped wellies you got when the pit shut, and that fusty old helmet with the lamp on. They look like something out of a museum. It’s like a shrine in there. It’s time you got rid of them all.’

‘I’m not giving them away to nobody. They mean a lot to me.’

‘You never use them.’

I sit back down and hold onto my cup at a stiff arm’s length. It looks as though I’ve dropped anchor for the day but I don’t care. Deb lifts the carrier bags and tests the weight as if to demonstrate there’s plenty of room inside for my old pit gear.

‘Somebody might want them,’ Deb says. ‘A builder. Or a mechanic.’

‘Or a plumber,’ I say, and pull on the anchor even harder. ‘I might need them wellies missen if I don’t master this soldering technique. And I’ve only got another week to get it right. That’s if they don’t kick me off first.’

‘What do you mean, if they don’t kick you off first?’

I think about the money I owe the training centre and sigh at the low odds of getting the five hundred quid off Jagger before next Wednesday.

‘Nothing. Just joking.’

‘I hope so. We need you to be out earning money again.’ Deb opens up the patent leather handbag as though she’s having second thoughts about giving it away. ‘And what about that old donkey jacket of your dad’s? The one he gave you when he retired. It’s been hanging in that cellar that long it’s gone green.’

‘You’d have a job on getting rid of that old NCB jacket. Not unless somebody called Norman Clive Barker or Neil Cuthbert Bothwell came in looking for one.’

Deb unfolds the red jumper with the white stripes and holds it up to her chin.

‘My mother knitted this.’

‘She did a good job,’ I say. ‘I’ve always liked you in that jumper.’ I remember the first night Deb wore it down to the King George. She looked great. All the wives complimented her on the style and the quality of her mother’s knitting and how much the pattern and the colour suited her. And I could tell some of the lads fancied her that night. ‘It suits your skin.’

Deb has great skin. There’s a few lines around her eyes now, but she still looks fresh even without make-up. Maybe it’s because she’s always smiling. I’m a lucky bugger.

She carefully folds the jumper and puts it back on top of the bag.

‘I was thinking,’ she says.

‘Dangerous.’

‘No, listen. I’ve got an idea and I’d like to know what you think.’

I can feel my stiff arm relax its grip on my cup and I keep quiet. Deb wants to know what I think. It always works, even when I know she’s after something. 

‘If this women-only day I’ve got planned for Thursdays gets off the ground, and I’m convinced it will, then I thought it might be a good idea to ask the women if there was anything they wanted to learn or do on those days while they’re at the cafe. You know, a craft or a hobby or a skill. Or anything they wanted to know more about, like, I don’t know, rights and things. Then I could get a volunteer to come in to the café for an hour and do a little training session or give a talk.’

I grip my cup again. So that’s it. She’s trying to get me to do a training session on clearing a blocked toilet or fitting a tap washer or something. Not likely.

‘We could do it over a cup of tea and cake,’ Deb says. ‘I’ve talked to Sheila about it and she likes the idea. It was something we talked about when we were working together in the kitchen at the miners’ welfare during the strike. She thinks it would be great. A bit like a learning centre.’

‘Sounds like a good idea,’ I say, trying not to let Deb see I’m already getting worried at the thought of being asked to stand up in front of a room full of women and give a demonstration.

‘Of course, I’d have to give it a few months before I could set it all up,’ Deb says. ‘I’d need to let the women get comfortable with the idea of the women-only day first.’

When I realise it’s not going to happen for a while, the colour returns to my knuckles. Deb sees my shoulders relax and I know she’s playing me like a fish.

As we look at each other, waiting for one of us to say something, our Gav’s left hand appears on the balustrade, slowly working its way down the handrail. A yard from the bottom the hand stops moving for a second then there’s a whoosh and a thud as Gav pivots the full length of the staircase from the landing to the hallway without his feet touching a step.

Deb shakes her head as Gav sits down next to me at the kitchen table and turns on the TV.

‘You’ll be breaking your neck one of these days doing daft things like that,’ Deb says.

‘I think that jump qualifies for the Guinness Book of Records. Take a photo of me next time, Mam. It could make me famous.’

There’s a slice of cold toast on Deb’s plate and I pick it up and butter it, laying it on thick, head to one side as though I’m creating a sculpture.

‘I hold the record for vaulting down stairs, Gav,’ I say. ‘Back at your grandmother’s I used to vault the full length every morning before I went to school, sometimes one-handed.’

‘Aye, okay Dad.’

‘I did. And your gran’s stairs are twice as steep as these.’

‘And I suppose if they’d had that stair lift in back then you’d still have been able to do it.’

‘I would. With your gran on my back.’

Deb opens the back door and picks up the two carrier bags.

‘Right. I’m off up to the cafe. Things to do. I’ll leave you two to argue with yourselves in the school playground. Byee.’

‘Hang on, Mam,’ Gav says, and he jumps up and runs upstairs like a Thompsons Gazelle, then races back down just as fast, laptop in hand, lid open, eyes on the screen. ‘Will this do for you?’

Gav puts his computer on the table and Deb peers at the screen and smiles as though she’s looking at a bonny new baby in a pram.

‘Oh, that’s wonderful, Gavin. Exactly what I wanted. Don’t they look superb. All of them. Which one do you like best?’

‘I like the red and black version,’ Gav says. ‘If I wa’ designing a training shoe or a car, they’re the colours I’d use. But I don’t mind the green one if you’re going for a ‘new age’ look.’

They’re as thick as thieves and I’m beginning to feel left out so I walk round the back of them to see what they’re admiring. On the screen are eight tiny images of the front of Deb’s café. It takes me a few seconds to work out that each picture shows a different shop front sign with the words DEB’S CAFÉ written in a style ranging from simple coloured lettering to fancy motifs and elaborate graphics.

‘Which one do you like best, Phil?’

‘The simplest one,’ I say, and I sit back down again and turn off the TV seeing as nobody’s watching it. ‘It’ll be cheaper to make.’

‘Oh, come on, Dad. Don’t be boring. They’ll all cost about the same. It’s the plastic board that’s the expensive thing.’

‘Plastic? What’s wrong with a bit of half inch external ply and two coats of decent gloss paint? It’ll last for years.’

‘Here we go again,’ Deb says. ‘Putting the mockers on any new idea straightaway.’

My arm stiffens again and I can feel the reassuring strain of the anchor.

‘Somebody has to be practical.’

Gav closes his laptop and laughs at me.

‘Look at my dad’s long face. Anybody’d think he was paying for it.’

‘I’ll finish up paying half,’ I say. ‘I can guarantee you that.’

‘I’ll ask Sheila what she thinks,’ Deb says. ‘She’s got a good eye for these things.’

‘There is one thing I wa’ thinking about, Mam, while I wa’ playing around with the design.’

‘What’s that?’ Deb says, her eyes widening. ‘Go on, I’m all ears.’

I’m all ears as well but I don’t let Deb and Gav know. Instead, I take a slow drink of coffee and watch them over my cup. 

‘I know it’s personal to you, calling it Deb’s Café, but have you thought about something a bit more …I don’t know, a bit more… eye-catching?’

‘You must be a mind reader. I’ve been trying to think of a new name since I got the place. It’s not easy.’

‘You’d better make up your mind quick before you splash out on a new sign,’ I say, looking out of the window, distancing myself without moving an inch.

Gav laughs again and says, ‘You could have a revolving sign, Mam. When my dad calls in from work for his bacon sarnie, you could call it The Half Empty Café. Then when he’s gone, you could swivel the sign round and call it The Half Full Café.’

I’m not quite sure what he means but I know he’s taking the mick so I smile at Deb as if to say, ‘Can you hear him.’

‘Right. I will get off.’ Deb says.

‘Me too,’ I say. ‘The training centre calls.’
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Garrett, the director of training, slips quietly into the classroom at a minute past nine with his clipboard pressed tight against his chest as though he’s holding something top secret. He’s already got me worried. He doesn’t usually take the register on a morning so I know something’s up. He slams the clipboard down on the trainer’s desk so hard it makes the wiper board cleaner jump up and crash to the floor. The action startles a few of my classmates standing by the window with their backs to Garrett. They’re looking at a central heating pump that somebody brought in this morning for us to strip down and play around with. When they see the director of training, they stop what they’re doing and slink back to their desks the way my dad’s greyhound used to do when it was caught kipping on the couch. That’s Garrett all over – catch as many people off guard as you can then watch them react to your presence. The scraping of chairs and the scrunching of sandwich wrappings replaces the murmur of serious conversation and in less than a couple of minutes we’re all settled and ready to hear what the director has to say. 

Garrett looks over the top of his glasses and surveys the class. Anybody else would lift up their glasses, not keep them perched on the end of their conk, but it gives him an excuse to look down on us. 

‘Morning. Right. Bollocking time. Somebody’s been taking all the milk again. I brought two five litre cartons in yesterday morning and now there’s not a drop left.’

We all sit back with relief. It’s only milk. Nobody’s been caught cheating in their assessments or stealing copper pipe. I join the other students and point at likely culprits in mock judgement.

‘Anyway, I’m warning the lot of you,’ Garrett says. ‘If it happens again, you’ll be buying your own milk for the final week. Right. Second bollocking. Over to you, Peggs.’

Peggs Perkins, known as the Silicone Kid, has been standing by the door at the back of the classroom. He’s got his scruffy green trainer’s smock on as usual, the one with the greasy skid marks at the entrance to every pocket. Peggs is a walking miracle. The whole of his left arm is no thicker than his wrist and only his boney knuckles stop his watch from slipping off. His left leg is permanently bent and if you look closely there are no creases in his shoe.

‘The workshop was left in a right state yesterday,’ Peggs says. ‘It was a tip. There were tools left everywhere and there was a ton of scrap copper and lead left on the benches. And nobody had swept up, neither. Me and Young Simon spent half an hour cleaning up after you’d all buggered off. Didn’t we, Simon?’

Young Simon is sitting in front of me and he nods, licks his finger and scribes a figure one in the air. The students on either side prod him in the ribs and he pretends to be grievously wounded, twisting to soften the jabbing fingers.

Peggs is looking for an acknowledgement of bad behavior but our attention has shifted to Garrett who is now writing something in red on the whiteboard. When he moves out of the way I see two names.

Phil Steele      Simon Watts

Garrett points at the two of us. He must think we’ve forgotten who we are.

‘I’ll see you two downstairs when Peggs has finished in the classroom. The MD wants a word with you both.’

Young Simon follows my lead and removes an imaginary top hat and we bow to the rest of the class like a pair of Victorian gentlemen.

Young Simon is the baby of the class. Twenty years old, six foot tall with a pair of shoulders that puts the T in T shirts. On the first day of the course, he turned up in a flash red open top sports car and made a big thing of opening up his wallet in front of everybody and paying his first instalment in cash. He never came in the sports car again – he drives a little white van now – and most of us suspect he hired the convertible for the occasion. He’s had a deep tan from day one despite the miserable weather we’ve had, and Hazel and Jean in reception go wobbly-legged when he talks to them.

Garrett picks up the board marker, tosses it onto the trainer’s desk and goes out of the classroom whistling Fly Me to the Moon. Peggs waits until the director’s footsteps reach the bottom of the staircase.

‘Right. For you lot doing your assessments this morning, remember only one thing.’

Peggs picks up the red marker pen and writes ‘CHEAT’ in big letters under the two names on the whiteboard.

‘It’s never done me any harm,’ he says. ‘It’s a skill for life when people treat you as though you’re a bit slow just because you limp. You learn early on the only way to survive is to cheat.’

He wipes off the two names and his word of advice with his scruffy sleeve and leaves a good impression of a toxic red cloud on the board.

‘Right. Come on. Into the workshop. Let’s get cracking.’

It’s more like creaking. I slot my pen down the spine of my portfolio and groan as I straighten up. Newspapers are reluctantly closed, chairs are pushed back under desks, students sling their overalls over their shoulders, and half eaten sandwiches and empty paper cups are shoved into the overflowing waste bin.

Garrett puts his ear to the MD’s door and I put my hands in my pockets then some distant memory of school makes me take them out again. Young Simon pretends to bite his finger nails. Garrett knocks once and the MD’s response is immediate.

‘Come.’

I look round to see if there’s a dog behind us.

‘Ah. Good morning, gentlemen.’

We try to keep a distance from the MD’s desk but Garrett nudges us forward. The MD is sitting in a high-backed imitation leather chair in front of a computer screen. He has a black earpiece behind his ear and although I know it’s high tech and meant to show how important you are, I can’t help but think of the big black slugs that hang around the window in my cellar when it’s been raining.

‘Well, only a few days left now before you set off into the lucrative world of plumbing,’ the MD says. ‘You’re almost there. Now. Last week we agreed you would pay your final instalment by today. The girls in admin tell me they haven’t received anything yet. Has there been a problem?’

The MD sits back in his chair and locks his hands behind his head. Every time he rocks the chair, the pivot mechanism squeaks like a mouse. I shift my feet and inspect the bare office walls and chrome steel furniture. Bundles of freshly printed company brochures are piled on top of the filing cabinet. The front cover shows Garrett in a pair of brand spanking new overalls with a spanner in one hand, a wad of cash in the other and a big smile on his face. Next to the pile of brochures is a photograph of the MD, Garrett and two other directors dressed in dark suits and black dicky bows outside a casino. The neon light above the revolving doorway says Las Vegas and the four directors are holding their thumbs up to the camera, faces full of glee.

I nod to Young Simon, encouraging him to respond, delaying my own interrogation for a few more minutes. Young Simon, cool as an alley cat, puts his hand in his pocket, pulls out a roll of fifty-pound notes and hands it over to the MD. The MD doesn’t blink.

‘Thank you, Simon.’

I’m mesmerized. The MD’s fingers flick through the money with the expertise of a bank clerk and I’m still gawping long after the cash has been safely locked away in the desk drawer. I don’t think I’ve ever seen a fifty-pound note before never mind ten of them together. Ten little pieces of paper. Five hundred quid. The office walls seem to close in on me. 

Young Simon is almost out of the door when Garrett taps him twice on the shoulder.

‘Hey, young man. Where are your safety boots?’

Young Simon looks down at his gold and white trainers.

‘Up in the classroom.’

‘Well-go-and-put-them-on-then before I stamp on your toes. You’ll follow Health and Safety regulations when you’re in this training centre like everybody else. Why you insist on wearing trainers in a working environment is beyond me.’

‘Speed round the workshop.’

Garrett comes back in and shuts the door. I put my hands behind my back and breathe in, trying not to feel intimidated, and I keep telling myself that I’m the customer here.

‘Now, what about you, Phil?’ the MD says.

I inspect the green carpet tiles on the office floor. They’re the same type as the ones Deb made me rip up when she took over the cafe.

‘I still need a few more days. Somebody’s let me down but I’m sorting it.’

Garrett’s stare is like a blowtorch to the side of my head and he says, ‘You’ve had seven weeks to find the money. I’m beginning to think you’re pulling our plonkers.’ 

‘Hang on,’ the MD says. ‘Let’s keep calm. Go on, Phil.’

But Garrett won’t let go. ‘You’ve done nothing but complain from day one. I don’t think you ever intended to pay up.’

I’d love to have it out with Garrett. Tell him to keep his opinions to himself. Ask him why he always thinks we’re swinging it as soon as his back’s turned. Tell him if he treated us like adults instead of trying to catch us out doing something wrong, we’d learn a lot faster and we wouldn’t complain as much. But I need to stay calm. Keep the MD on my side. He seems more understanding. I double check the carpet tiles. Maybe slightly greener but definitely the same type.

‘Of course I’m going to pay up. I just need another day or two, that’s all. You know where I live. It’s not as though I’m going to do a runner.’

‘We can’t sign off your portfolio until we’ve received the final payment,’ the MD says. ‘The last thing we want to do is send you away without your qualification. You’ll have difficulty finding work if you’re not qualified.’

‘I should have the money next week.’

I suspect this might upset Garrett and I’m right.

‘It’s to be hoped so,’ Garrett says. ‘You finish on Wednesday.’

The MD drums his fingers on the desk. Through the window I see two students carrying a ladder across the car park and I have to pull a face to stop myself laughing when the ladder and the students get stuck in the workshop doorway.

‘Okay,’ the MD says. ‘Wednesday. But that’s it,’ and he presses his ear piece and stands up. ‘Yes. Put him through.’

I worked out early on how the MD always seems to receive a call when he’s had enough of talking to students. Coincidence or not, it’s an effective way of ending the conversation. I put my head down and leave the office determined not to look at Garrett.
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For the rest of the morning my head’s all over the place and I can’t concentrate on any of my practical tasks because I’m thinking about my qualification and what Deb and our Gav will say when I tell them that all that money I’ve spent on the course so far has been wasted. When it gets to lunch time, I’ve made up my mind to call round on Jack Jagger one more time in an effort to get my money.

The drive along the rough track leading to our house at the foot of the muckstack bounces me up and down in my seat, rattles the ladders on the roof rack and throws my tools around in the back. I used to laugh at the crazy jolting and noisy commotion. That was before years of graft underground followed by years of labouring above ground wrecked my body.

A pair of my old pit knee pads hang from the overhead telephone cable where it crosses the track close to our house. The day the pit closed, I tied them together and flung them over the cable as a futile, but satisfying last act of defiance. Now the knee pads are locked together through years of spinning and twisting in the wind. Whenever I come home from work after a back-breaking day mixing concrete or carrying bricks, passing under the knee pads is like crossing a finishing line, or a starting line, depending on whether I’ve earned a wage or not. 

I ease myself out of the van and lean on the garden gate for a few minutes until I can stand upright. It’s a solid gate, like the rest of the fence, made up of blue pallets that a mate of mine half-inched from a warehouse. I haven’t bothered staining them green yet to match my shed because if things don’t improve on the financial side, I might end up burning them to keep us warm.

Mining subsidence has affected all the houses round here and the whole of our terrace leans to the right. Our house, being the end property, looks as though it’s straining to hold up the entire row. Maybe I should ask the council for a rebate. Upstairs, the curtains in Gav’s bedroom are closed. Downstairs the kitchen window is partly open and I can hear the boos and laughter of daytime TV escaping over the gardens and garages.

It takes the usual three shoulder charges to open the door and the draught strip sweeps the morning post into a straight line. It’s mostly junk mail and a few official looking envelopes. The flyers go straight into the bin and I drop the letters onto the kitchen table where Deb is sorting through her paperwork.

‘All yours, Deb. Looks like more bills for your cafe.’

One half of the table is covered with forms and invoices, the other with coloured photographs torn out of home interior magazines. The glass fruit bowl, a wedding present from Deb’s mother, has been pushed to the edge of the table and is empty apart from the withered remains of three green grapes. I lob my van keys into the bowl, the concave shape amplifying the sound of metal hitting glass. Deb doesn’t move. She never looks up when she’s wearing her reading glasses. Maybe it’s because I once said I didn’t think the red plastic rims suited her blonde hair.

‘What are you doing home?’ Deb says, still not looking up.

‘I’ve just won the award for the best bit of soldering in the class so they’ve let me off early for the day.’

‘A-ha.’

I rub my shoulder and try to rotate my tight neck.

‘That door’s getting worse. If we get any more subsidence, we’ll end up wi’ a busload of tourists gawping at us. Welcome to the Leaning Terrace of Brodworth.’

‘You should have let me know you were coming home. I could have got something in for your dinner. I’ve just put the last of that steak pie I made yesterday in the oven for our Gavin.’

‘I thought you’d be up at the café.’

I take a painkiller out of the cupboard above the fridge and swallow it dry while Deb has her head down. As I pull open the fridge door, Colin, the next door DIY neighbour starts drilling the party wall, tentatively at first before switching to the full hammer mode. The plates above the microwave jingle and the pan supports on the gas cooker rattle. 

‘How many more shelves can Colin put up in that kitchen of his? It must be like a warehouse in there. He’ll be putting them up for all the drills and hammers he needs for putting his shelves up. It’s perpetual motion.’

‘I might ask him to put some shelves up for me in the café,’ Deb says.

I can almost see a little mischievous grin on Deb’s face and I ignore her attempt to goad me. Deb would never let Colin do any work in the café. He thinks he’s a perfectionist but he’s as rough as a bear’s arse. I think it’s because he can hardly see. His glasses are like jam jar bottoms and I feel sorry for him sometimes especially when he’s had a stab at being a builder. Like the other week when he built a little wall around his veg patch and he’s standing there with a proud look on his face and all I see is the mortar thrown all over the brick faces as though he’s used a spade to point the joints. But he thinks it looks good so who am I to criticize. 

The fridge is full but the only quick snack in there is a todgy pork pie sitting on its own in the egg compartment. It’ll fill a corner. I clamp the pie between my teeth and bang on the party wall. Colin stops drilling and I down the pie in two bites.

‘We’re doing tiling this afternoon. It’s optional. I’ve done enough tiling in my life so I thought I’d nip out for an hour. See if I can catch a bloke in who owes me some money. But it’ll be a complete waste of time, I know it will.’

‘Will it?’ Deb says, still not looking up.

‘I think he must have a camera on his gates because every time I go round there, nobody’s ever in. I once spotted him on his drive but as soon as he clocked me, he buggered off round the back of his big double garage.’

‘Wear a disguise, then.’

‘I owt to. Have you got a clown’s outfit in your wardrobe?’

I imagine myself pressing the buzzer on Jagger’s steel gates, looking pathetic in a ruffled collar and pointed white hat, a painted smile on my face and a custard pie in my hand. The way I’m feeling right now it would be a fitting disguise.

‘And if he’s looking out for your van, why don’t you go on your motorbike?’

‘Hey, that’s not a bad idea, Deb. I hadn’t thought about that.’

Deb scans the newly arrived letters, putting them into an order that baffles me. Somebody comes on the TV playing the bagpipes and I reach over the table for the remote.

‘Can I turn this down a bit? You can hear the thing in the garden.’

‘Turn it off if you want. It’s only on to keep me company.’

The kitchen goes quiet and a blackbird starts singing from the top of the garage and I put my hand on Deb’s shoulder.

‘Do you know. When I hear that blackbird singing, all my troubles disappear.’

Deb puts her pen down and takes off her glasses.

‘How much does this man owe you?’

As I’ve already said, I’ve no intention of telling Deb how much I’m owed and I’m definitely not about to tell her who my debtor is. She would only drill me, keep on asking why, why, why, and if I wasn’t careful, I would end up telling her how I’d been that desperate for work to pay for my training course that I’d done a job for Jack Jagger. Yes, that Jack Jagger. The man who made money out of the sale of the house we lost six months into the miners’ strike. And I would end up telling her how I now owe money to the training centre, all because of Jagger’s debt. She would look at me and shake her head and tell me what I already know – that I’m a fool.

‘It’s only a few quid,’ I say. ‘Not much. I’ll manage.’

‘Good. Don’t forget the rent’s due for the cafe. You said you’d go half with me for the first two months.’

‘I know I did and I will. No need to keep reminding me.’

Deb knows how to stick the knife in. Nobody else gets under my skin the way she does. It must be love. I take the change out of my pocket and shuffle the coins as though I’m panning for gold.

‘Is our Gav still in bed?’

‘I don’t know if he’s in bed but he’s up in his room. He’s working on a design for the café menu board, and he’s doing a spreadsheet for me.’

I’ve no idea what a spreadsheet is. Something to do with bedding? I lean over Deb to get to the jar we keep at the side of the TV. She doesn’t move even though her work is now in the shade. I shake the contents of the jar to separate the dead batteries, buttons, fuses, paper clips and whatever else is in there, from the small change but no pound coins come to the surface. Not even a fifty pence piece. Deb tries to move out of my shadow. 

‘Phil, watch what you’re doing. Can’t you see I’m working? Just because you’re in a bad mood doesn’t mean to say you have to make me feel bad as well.’

I want to say at least it would make me feel better. Jump in this hole with me for ten minutes. It’s grim down here. 

Deb scoops up her paperwork and files it in a box in the sideboard. I know I’ve upset her and when she closes the kitchen window and puts on her coat, I try to help straighten her collar.

‘I’m sorry, love,’ I say. ‘All this training and chasing about for my money is beginning to get to me.’

Deb twists away from my clumsy attention and straightens the collar herself.

‘I’m going up to the café. I’ve a lot to do before next Thursday.’ Deb closes her eyes and lifts up her chin in mock martyrdom. ‘Somebody’s got to go out and earn a living round here.’

‘Yes. Go on. You can laugh. Get your crowing in while you can. There’ll be two of us earning a living next week,’ and then to myself I add, ‘With any luck.’

Deb drags a heavy cardboard box from under the table and with the load balanced on one knee tries to open the front door.

‘Look out,’ I say. ‘I’ll get it. No need to be stubborn.’

As Deb steps outside, I make a show of peering into the open box. There are rolls of expensive-looking wallpaper packed tight, and on top is a bag of adhesive and a brand-new burgundy paste brush still in its plastic wrapper.

‘I don’t believe it,’ I say. ‘Harris? And Laura Ashley? How much has that lot cost us? We’ve a dozen rolls of woodchip on top of our Gav’s wardrobe. Never been touched.’

‘Woodchip?’ Deb says, shaking her head. ‘You’ve no idea have you.’

‘And we’ve a boatload of brushes like that in the cellar.’

‘I know we have. I’ve been down there to have a look. Have you seen the state of them? They’re that stiff I could sweep the path with them, front and back.’

Deb’s wit makes me feel happy. It takes my mind off the money I’m owed and the fix I’m in. It sharpens me up and warms me through. But even so, I have to have the last word.

‘They just want cleaning, that’s all. A bit of turps and they’ll be like new.’

Deb pauses on the path and adjusts her grip, her small frame leaning back to counterbalance the load. She still looks good. Not bad for fifty.

‘Hang on,’ I say, stepping outside. ‘Give us it here. I’ll take it up in the van. I’ve just about got enough time.’

‘It’s okay, I’ll manage. You’d better get off and see if you can get that money you’re owed.’


	

4

I lean my trail bike against a silver birch tree half way up the muckstack. The young tree, like all the trees covering the tip, is no thicker than a pit deputy’s stick and it bends with the weight of the motorbike as though the wind has caught it. The sun still hasn’t got out and when I take off my helmet and gloves, I have to rub my numb fingers which are as white as the bark on the silver birch. As I’m waiting for some colour and feeling to return, I count the number of daffodils still in flower among the dying clumps at the side of the tree.

‘Nice,’ I say aloud. ‘Ten. One for each fifty quid owed.’ I shake my fist then slyly look around. If anybody’s watching me from behind the trees, I’ll be getting a visit from the men in green jackets. The surviving daffodils look a bit weak close up but they’ll have to do. I talk to them in confidence and snap off their stems one at a time.

‘You might just be the key to my future.’ Snap. Snap. ‘All I want you to do is hold your pretty heads high.’ Snap. Snap. ‘Let me do all the yapping.’ Snap. Snap. ‘And if that doesn’t work.’ Snap. Snap. ‘Well. Looks like I’ve been shafted and I’ll have to take back what’s mine.’ Snap. Snap.

I take my lead sheet knife out of my top pocket and cut the stems to an equal length. The sap is as sticky as phlegm and I curl a dock leaf around the knife blade and wipe it clean. The bike seat makes a good workbench and I set to work fastening the stems together using the pink ribbon I found in one of Deb’s drawers. On my first attempt, the bow falls apart when I try to tighten the tails. On my second effort, my finger gets trapped in the knot. Third time, I’m lucky.

As I thread the bunch of daffodils down the front of my jacket, I laugh at my lack of knot tying skill, wondering how I’ve managed to tie my shoe laces for the last fifty years. I pull on my helmet and start up the bike, still smiling to myself. Then I remember where I’m going and I snap down my visor.

‘Right Mister Jagger,’ I say aloud. ‘Time for a different approach. The Debt Man cometh.’

I zig-zag around the silver birches back towards the gap in the fence at the bottom of the muckstack. The ground is soft and the young trees are evenly spaced and I soon find a rhythm, building up speed, the thin twigs and fresh leaves brushing against my shoulders, left, right, left, right. I’m just beginning to enjoy myself, imagining I’m in the final of the slalom on Ski Sunday when I hear a shout above the noise of the bike’s engine. A man and his dog stand motionless in front of me less than ten yards away. I grab the front brake and stomp on the back and the forks dive and the rear wheel locks, sending the bike sideways. In panic I dig my boot into the ground and the bike straightens up and comes to a halt six inches off the man’s leg. He never moves. He’s either very brave or he’s in shock. Even the terrier freezes, not barking until I put both feet down and kill the engine. The man lets the terrier yap and strain on the lead for a few seconds then he gently pulls it back to his side.

‘Tha wants to slow darn a bit, lad. It’s not a race track, tha knows.’

I put my hand out to quieten the dog and let it sniff my leather glove. My heart is still bumping and when I lift up my visor, I recognize the owner.

‘I wa’ just enjoyin’ that, Frank.’

‘Bloody ’ell. Is that thee Phil? Thar a bit old to be scramblin’ up an’ darn t’muckstack, aren’t tha? Shut up Bess. That’s enough. I thought it wa’ wun a’ them young tearaways off yond estate.’

‘It’s a good job tha sharted,’ I say. ‘I nivver saw thi.’

‘It’s a good job tha not deaf, then.’

Frank, as usual, is wearing the grey anorak he wore when we were on the picket line together. There’s never been much meat on Frank. At the pit we used to call him the King of Skiffle because the ribs on his back stuck out like a washboard. After the pit shut, he gradually lost what little fat he had on him and now his anorak is baggy at the shoulders and the sleeves come down to his knuckles.

Frank is looking at the daffodils poking out of the top of my jacket like ten little yellow joeys. 

‘Has tha got thissen a new job then, Phil? Flower arrangin’?’

I gently tuck my jacket lapels around the daffodils as though I’m trying to keep them warm.

‘I might finish up doin’ that if things carry on as they are.’

‘I’ve got used to doin’ nowt,’ Frank says, and he strokes Bess’s head. The terrier looks up at him as though she understands everything he’s saying and everything he’s not saying. ‘She keeps me company. Don’t you, lass. I’d be lost bart her.’

I look around the muckstack. It’s softer and greener than it was when we were working here. It might not be increasing in size any more but it still dominates the skyline and overshadows the houses. It’s private land now and the whole tip has been fenced off. The British Coal Corporation sold it off a few years ago. Nobody in Brodworth knows for sure who bought it. Some say it was sold off at a giveaway price, thank you very much, to the former pit manager, lucky bastard, and he was going to put his sheep on it. Others thought a developer had got his hands on it and had plans to turn it into a ski resort. The joke going round Brodworth is that all the miners who lost their jobs when the pit closed will be gainfully employed building a hundred ski lodges using left-over pit props.

‘It don’t seem two minutes since we were diggin’ a mile under here for a livin’, Frank.’

‘It seems a long time to me.’

‘And it don’t seem two minutes since we were scramblin’ up and darn here in t’freezin’ cold,’ I say. ‘Scratchin’ abart like animals for any slack we could find to tek back home to keep our families warm.’

‘I’ve bin cold ever sin.’ 

Frank is a good guy, a good worker, never missed a shift, and always with something dry and witty to say. But when the pit closed, he turned into one of those men who could talk all day without altering his sad tone and he would bring you down if you let him. Frank’s missis isn’t a bundle of laughs, either, and I often wonder what the atmosphere must be like in their house. No wonder she lives in the front and he lives in the back.

‘Anyway, I can’t stop, Frank. I’ve an urgent job on.’

‘Lucky thee.’

I hope Frank doesn’t tell anybody down at the working men’s club about the near miss with the bike and I hope even more that he doesn’t mention the daffodils. Word would soon get round that I’d picked them for Deb and I would never live it down.

My eyes are wide open from the near miss and I ride like a learner through the gap in the fence and back onto the lane that leads to the town centre. The gap appeared within days of the fence going up and I’ll guarantee the missing rails are now on the side of somebody’s pigeon hut or on a shed on the allotments.

The thin clouds that had been shading the sun all morning and cooling the air on the muckstack are slowly disappearing. As I turn into the high street the sun breaks through above the working men’s club, distorting the light coming through my scratched visor, sending coloured needles across my vision and fracturing the shops and vehicles in front of me. By the time I flip up the visor I’m only ten yards from hitting the front end of a wheelchair. It’s a good job I’m only going steady. Two near misses in ten minutes. Jagger must be getting to me.
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