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By Kate Worsley


She Rises
Foxash










About the book



Worn out by poverty, Lettie Radley and her miner husband Tommy grasp at the offer of their very own smallholding - part of a Government scheme to put the unemployed back to work on the land. When she comes down to Essex to join him, it's not Tommy who greets her, but their new neighbours. Overbearing and unkempt, Jean and Adam Dell are everything that the smart, spirited, aspirational Lettie can't abide.


As Lettie settles in, she finds an unexpected joy in the rhythms of life on the smallholding. She's hopeful that her past, and the terrible secret Tommy has come to Foxash to escape, are far behind them. But the Dells have their own secrets. And as the seasons change, and a man comes knocking at the gate, the scene is set for a terrible reckoning.


Combining a gothic sensibility with a visceral, unsettling sense of place, Foxash is a deeply original novel of quiet and powerful menace, of the real hardships of rural life, and the myths and folklore that seep into ordinary lives - with surprising consequences.









 


 


For one we have lost









 


‘A weed is a plant out of place’


Donald Culross Peattie (1896–1964) botanist and painter


 


‘Sir: you know this hope is such a bait, it covers any hook’


Ben Jonson, Volpone; Or, the Fox
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28th January


I thought he’d be here to meet me. I had it all crystal clear in my head. Letter said to come down twenty-eighth of January. Ticket was a single, same as his. Caught the ten-to-eight mainline, same as he had, three month back. I’d pictured him that day, arriving here about teatime, with the rest of the men from the Special Areas. Cold, hungry, tired, piling into an Association truck in a fog of white breath. All those nights since, I’ve conjured him up, stood here waiting on me. I’m not after a truck. Just my Tommy.


He’s not written to say either way, of course. Not written once, bar that Christmas card. A robin, perched on the handle of a spade dug deep in snow. Crinkle edges. Greetings from the Association. And just Tommy, no love from, no news. Not that I wrote and asked. I learned early, never ask, never expect nothing, and that’s what he liked about me, right from the start. No where you been, or what you been up to, or where did that 10/- come from? Tommy’d rather twist your arm off than give an account of himself.


And he knows I’ve never been on the railways before. Leastways, not the mainline. My pluck lasted about as long as the poke of barley twists I bought on Durham platform. There’s no earthly power keeps Lettie Radley away from a confectioner’s barrow. Even as Mrs Chilvers had waved me right round the corner and up the hill, I’d not really believed that I was leaving. It was only on the big train, squeezed in with a party down from Edinburgh – yes, their fine leather gloves and trimmed hats did for me, their scented soap and bright complexions. And the baby. Their big, silent baby, with its big, blue eyes. When the lot of them trooped off to the dining car I swiped their copy of Titbits, and after they came back I peeped and sucked and swung my legs at the lot of them.


By the time I had to change at Peterborough I was pretty low. A fresh bloke in the pinstripe got on, his cheeks pitted like a copper kettle with the chickenpox or whatever. Yarned me all sorts, he did, starting with his leg and Verdun, and then the drapery business and the little place he likes to stop off where there’s willows and a viaduct. I didn’t take anything off him, not a nip, not a tab, just a sugared bun or two. But after a while his talk got me pepped again. I’d nod, and smile, and look out the window at the green fields, the telegraph poles flashing by, the birds on the grinning wires. All I felt then was joy. Our past was vanishing behind us; already it seemed to mean nothing. We’d escaped. And I was on my way to Tommy. To claim a future I’d hardly been able to believe in until now. When I caught my reflection, I couldn’t stop dimpling.


Quite a job it was, keeping him at bay. He helped me off with the cases, tipped the porter for carrying the tea chest. He’ll be sat back down in the fug now, off to London and the big shops he sold to. No harm in any of it, of course; though Tommy wouldn’t have understood. Even so, I’d wanted him to clock the fellow, see him touch his hat, touch my elbow as I stepped down on to the platform, good foot first, in my green plaid he’d always liked so much. In my stockings and shiny button shoes, all fresh out of hock thanks to the Association advance. This perky little hat too. His sister Monica’s best, in fact – not that Tommy’d remember – I knew she’d never redeem the ticket.


Both platforms are empty. And beyond the platforms there’s only fields and hedges and cloud and wind. No houses. No trees. No hills. No snow, or slush or soot stains. All flat and wet, green and muddy. Soft. It sets my teeth on edge. Who builds a station in the middle of a field anyway? There’s only the station and the stationmaster’s house, the signal house, the two platforms, with steps down to a tunnel connecting. I watch for him: the steps, the station building, the steps again. Rain comes in great, windy gusts, rain that splatters my smooth stockings and powdered face. They said it’d be warmer down here, and it is, a little. There’s a sweet, rank smell in the air too. The smell of the South.


When I ask after the Association my voice sounds tinny, like an announcement. The Manningtree stationmaster snorts unpleasantly under his moustache. He’s back in his stuffy little room before I’ve worked out what he’s said: Best fetch up in the Ladies Waiting Room, miss, Association’s a rule unto itself. They’ll be along in their own good time, I reckon.


I huddle too close to the banked grate, lose myself in the familiar scent of damp wool and cheap coal, and I wait and I wait and I try not to think about why Tommy might not turn up. All this planning, all this way, Association can’t send us back now. I’m standing on one spot, but I still feel like I’m moving. The air seems to rush past my ears and the room shimmers. I’ve never travelled this far for this long in my life and I seem to have left myself behind.


*


It takes an age for the Association trap to come. Tommy’s not in it and the trap driver’s about as friendly as the stationmaster. By the time we’re away and out of the woods that big empty sky has shuttered down to an orange sliver over the high, bare hedges. And everywhere flat and no one and nothing to see. Just a paring of moon overhead, around every promising corner another long, straight muddy lane. We’ll need to get somewhere sharpish, though. I’ve been due my monthlies all week, cramping on and off since dinnertime, and my rags are right at the bottom of my bag. I’m gearing up to ask how much further when he pulls hard on the reins and we come to a halt, just before the lane enters a dark tunnel of trees.


Down on our left I can make out the gleam of a low picket fence. Tucked behind it, the silhouette of a neat cottage, low and wide, with a steep roof and a squat chimney, dim in the rising dusk. The wind-rinsed air fills with a scent of woodsmoke and bruised apples. Here it is at last. The fairy-tale home they promised us.


Wordlessly, wearily, the driver dumps my luggage on the verge, and I step down, clenching and praying for everything to stay in place. My heels sink into clumpy grass, I stagger, and up floods a stench of mud and leaf mould and worse. Then, before I know it, the trap’s rattled off, swallowed up in that tunnel of trees. Was I supposed to have tipped him? Too late now. Here’s the gate. Our gate. With no one stood by it.


The dark’s never bothered me, Tommy knows that. I’m not the afraid one, am I? And this isn’t even proper pit dark. Not alley dark, or cellar dark. Not any kind of dark we’ve ever known. No, it’s wide open country dark, weighty and huge. It’s alive. And it’s all around.


I have to tug off a glove, and pull down Monica’s hat to shut my ears to the rustling and the whispering before I manage the sneck. Through at last, on to snaggy grass and a rough concrete path. I sweep my feet like a skater in case I walk into some invisible nastiness. There’s no door to be seen, just a pair of casement metal windows, set wide apart, their panes bare and lightless. I feel my way to the right, and down the near side, my palm scraping raw brick and mortar. This wall is blank too. At the far corner I meet a faint butchery stench, like something died a while back. Then the full force of the wind hits.


Never mind, I tell myself. We’ve got ourselves far away from Easington, and just in time. We’ve our own place again. This is our fresh start. Come daylight, we’ll see what we can see. The rest of the settlement must be down the lane there, through those trees. The shops, the pub, all of it. A picture house. And we shall have this place to ourselves. Just the two of us, like we’ve always wanted. Never mind that it’s out of the way. It’ll be safer. Less talk.


Dead ahead, out in the wide, blowing blackness, a distant light flares and blossoms. It breaks up into dozens of glowing fragments, like some gigantic church window. That’s the glasshouse they promised us too. Its ribbed frame scores the yellow light inside into a shifting kaleidoscope of diamonds, squares and slivers. And it’s huge: cavernous as a dance hall, bright as a motion-picture screen and entirely empty inside, save for a single moving figure holding a lamp.


I grab hold of Monica’s hat before the wind does and set out, across grass, and cinders, and mud and more grass. My poor shoes. And my foot, cramping. At the corner of the glasshouse I bump into a water butt taller than me. Ducking behind, I straighten my hat and brush off my coat, tug my handkerchief out for a lick and a spit.


He’s hanging the lamp up, on a low rafter down the far end. The light rocks jauntily, over neat lines and low ridges of earth dotted all over with small green shoots. Poking up around his feet are three bright rows of clustered green leaves. Solid, lacquered and luminous, they could be giant lime sherbets, fresh cracked from the frame.


I’ve not seen that dark jacket before, with its big, baggy pockets. Those loose matching trousers of stiff drill, muddied up to the thigh. Or the wide brown felt and the high boots. Must be Association issue. Four years married, and I’ve never seen him in anything other than his Sunday suit or his pit clothes. Or his birthday suit.


Tommy’s taller, somehow. Straighter. Stronger. I will him to turn round and see me framed in the doorway. To tear off his hat and stride towards me and take me in his arms. But the metal door won’t pull open, or push neither, it snags my coat sleeve and as I’m struggling to free it a hand falls heavy on my shoulder.


‘Oh! You’re . . . you must be . . . come in, come in.’


It’s a country voice. Deep but soft. And flustered. A woman’s voice.


She tugs me inside, into warm, still air, all paraffin and damp and soil. Ducking behind me, with a practised heave of her shoulder, she slides the door shut on its runners.


‘Best keep weather out.’


Her face is long, and lean, like a horse, her skin as creased and dull as reused brown paper. She pulls off that wide hat, and her bobbed hair, coal black with strands of grey, curling and clumped and flecked with dirt, swings forward to her jaw. Tucking it hurriedly back behind her ears, she smiles shyly down at me, her wide-set dark eyes fixed on the lace at my throat. Under her snarled brown pullover I see the clear swell of large solid breasts.


Stupid, stupid of me.


I can’t help myself. ‘What are you doing here?’


Her arm jerks nervously and she drops the hat. As she snatches it back up, I see her clock my shoes and my stockings, muddied as they are, my trimmed cloche and my powdered cheeks and my reddened lips. It’s a hungry look she has. Craven with it, like a kicked dog. She looks me up and down, quite speechless. And I feel better, somehow. This one won’t know it’s all fresh out of hock, will she, only cornflour and cochineal. That I’m near fainting with tiredness and vexation and my monthlies. This one won’t know the first thing about me. About either of us.


Slowly, I re-pin Monica’s hat on the side of my head. Best voice this time, and pray the powder hides my blushes.


‘Direct me to Mr Radley, if you’d be so kind.’


Her whole wizened face crinkles up. She tucks her hair back behind her ears again and this time she beams down at me, showing all her teeth, white and strong, like a dog’s, like she whets them on bark.


‘Of course I shall, my love!’ she says, joyous and lilting. ‘You’re our Mrs Radley, aren’t you? Of course you are. And haven’t we been proper looking forward to your coming?’


This one doesn’t look shy now, not a bit of it. She looks like she knows an ancient secret I don’t, oh yes, many secrets, and maybe she’ll tell and maybe she won’t.


Wiping her right hand carefully on her trouser leg, she smiles, then holds it out like some sort of a blunt implement. What sort of a woman shakes hands? She squeezes my hand deliberately, like you’d test a loaf for freshness. Her hand is huge and her grip is firm and dry. But, once she releases me, those dark eyes are wide and searching and nervous again.


From over by the house, Tommy shouts my name.


Three paces off he stops dead. His shadowy figure is the spit of hers. But that was his voice all right. That’s the way he’s always said my name, off hand, on one note. Lett-ie. Firefly. As though he doesn’t care. The shivers come, my knees go; only then does it come over me, in a rush, how close I’ve been to giving up, without him.


He clears his throat. Shoves his hands in his trouser pockets the way he does, poking both thumbs at you; though of course I can’t see, in the dark.


My Tommy Radley. I’m smiling like a fool. I want to thump him.


‘All right,’ he says.


It’s how much he keeps hidden, that’s what turns me over, makes my chest tighten. The caution that is his constant shadow.


‘Hello, Tommy.’ My voice hides nothing, never could.


Before that one catches us up with her lamp, he’s taken me by the hips and tugged me up and against him. This strange new place has soaked him in strange new smells, musty as an empty larder beneath the scorched cotton reek of that stiff Association jacket. His stubble is loud with grit, and his throat, hot and slick, pulses against my forehead.


He’ll have been outdoors since first light, in the chill damp air. He’ll have hurried, far and fast, to meet me. Much too far to walk, along those lanes down to the station, and after a full day’s work. In the country dark. Three whole months Tommy’s been alone down here, waiting on me. Labouring in this strange, bleak place: out in the cold and wet, turning in every night stiff and weary to a narrow barrack bunk.


I clasp my arms around his neck and press my face between his lapels, smother the resentment, the impatience, the triumphant dissatisfaction. Under cover of my coat, his hands search out all the softness that’s left on me: my backside, my breasts, my backside again. Three months he’s been away – how much longer since he came this close? Those soft full lips murmur against my chilled ear: that choked, urgent whisper when he doesn’t want anyone else to hear.


‘Lettie, ah, Lettie. Lett-ie. Lett-ie. Lett-ie.’


Then he stills in my arms as his whole frame braces. Only his eyelashes blink hot and wet against my forehead and his thudding heart matches mine beat for beat. This has never changed, for either of us. He only has to come close and stay there, and something rekindles inside.


Now I just need to get us safe indoors. I just need to see his face. It was what had made up my mind, when the Association letter arrived. He’d stood there in Monica’s doorway, letting in the draught. The letter flapped in his trembling hand. He held it out to me, held his head high, and held my gaze.


For how long had it been since Tommy’d met anybody’s eye, if not in anger? The more he’d tried to fake it, the more it showed. I’d looked at that poor, drawn, chalky face, seen the fresh hope flicker in his eyes, and I’d wanted to cry: the pain and fear and worry of moving away, I knew it would be nothing compared to what our life had been before, the worry and the waiting. How could it be worse? For either of us.


*


There’s a man stood at the corner of the cottage. A great long lash of a man, twisting his hat in his hand, watching us.


He lopes over, and he stands much too close, holding his lamp high, grins down into my face like he’s known me his whole life, knows me inside out. He’s the spit of scarecrow woman – big bones, long legs, dark eyes. Same greying curls and creased skin and gleaming teeth. But this one’s not shy of me, not one bit.


Adam Dell, he says his name is. And grins again, wide and slow. Oh now this one’s alive, I think. This one’s all here.


‘Pleased to meet you,’ I say. And I’m dimpling, despite myself.


‘Now then,’ he says, with a little jolt, as though he’d only now remembered he had more words inside him. ‘You must blame me, Mrs Radley. Not young Tom here.’


I have to listen hard, watch his lips move, because they don’t all talk the same down here in Essex. He’s got that same chewy, sing-song way of talking she has, nothing like the stationmaster.


‘Most days we cadge a lift partway, but we had to make do with Shanks’ pony today, isn’t that so, Tom?’


Tommy’s silent, of course. He’s stepped back, out of the light, a shrunken shadow of the man I married, next to this old Adam Dell, tall and straight and full of sap.


‘This time of year, Association’d have us at it all night if they could. I did try and say to Mr Bridgewater—’


Tommy jerks with a pantomime shrug. ‘Ha!’ he says explosively. ‘Ha!’


Dell grins down at him, and waggles his hands too. ‘Mr Bridgewater, eh?’


Marra talk. They must have gone through training together, then. Shared a billet, a tab, a drink or two. What else might Tommy have shared with him? This man’s easy, avuncular manner might lower anyone’s guard. Though surely not Tommy’s. And especially not now.


‘The wife’s introduced herself, I trust? She’s been watching out for you since dinnertime.’


She makes a rakish silhouette, with her long, trousered legs and wide hat tilted, hands in pockets, and the glasshouse behind her spilling rays of light on the dark ground. As she comes over, her feet shift and scuff, she’s wary as a wild thing.


Dell takes her hand, that great mitt of hers more than a match for his, grins again. ‘Now look you here, Mrs Radley. See this hand? These are the greenest fingers in the whole world. A natural-born grower is my Jean. This woman can make anything grow—’


She casts him a pleading look, like some giant fettered pony. Dell smiles fervently back at her, and bends to kiss her hand. Tommy stands rigid, just outside the rim of the light. When you were First Man in the pit, I think, you’d have spat where you stood, to see a grown man fawn over his woman like this.


As if on cue, she unfurls, helpless, blushing. They tear their gaze from each other, only to turn it on me like I’m the second coming, their twin faces joyous.


‘You’ll sup with us tonight, the pair of you,’ simpers Jean. She paws at Dell’s chest, tousles her head on his shoulder. ‘You’ll not even think of taking her to that canteen, Tom.’


‘Oh no,’ I say, prim as. Tom, indeed. It’s Mr Radley to you two, whoever you are. ‘Don’t you go putting yourself out on our account, Mrs Dell. We’ll get ourselves indoors. Tommy can fetch us back a couple of fried fish and some chipped potatoes from up the road.’


Two portions, large. I’ll nip up and change these rags sharpish, set a fire, check my face, comb out my hair. He’ll pull me on his knee and let me pick out the crispy bits before the grease soaks through, while the newspaper scalds my thigh. And when he’s balled up the wrappings and thrown them on the fire, I’ll let him kiss my fingertips, one by one, tart with vinegar and salt, and watch the flames flare blue and yellow.


‘Fried fish?’ Dell ducks his head to hide his smile.


There’s no fried fish shop round the corner, is there. No blessed nothing out here, by the looks of it.


Jean flings out both arms as if to herd us down the lane. ‘We can do you better than fried fish, Lettie. There’s more than enough for all of us. Eh, Ads?’


Dell nods, grinning still.


‘Very kind, Mrs Dell, I’m sure,’ Tommy says, in that jerky, pantomime way he has with strangers.


And she’s off with the lamp, arm in arm with Dell. Tommy lowers his head and follows smartly behind. I’ve no choice but to go with them, or I’ll be stranded out here in the wind and the dark.


Just before they head round to the lane, the Dells stop at the rear of the cottage and raise the lamp before a low door framed by thick-stemmed briars, hard pruned. Dell lifts the latch, and a large white chicken bolts out between his legs and flutters off across the grass. He holds the door open. Jean stamps her boots and tugs them off. Then she shucks on a pair of well-worn carpet slippers waiting on the mat, peers back out into the windy blackness and, in a huge, cawing voice, yells: ‘Flo!’


A white scud in the dark. And before I can move, the chicken is making swift, painful darts for the button fastening the shoe of my bad foot.


‘No, no, my darling,’ Jean croons. ‘Don’t you go bothering young Mrs Radley.’


She scoops the chicken under one arm and heads inside with the lamp, leaving the door wide open. Tommy’s not said a word. He’s crouched down beside the step, busying himself with his boot laces.


Dell stands close. He rocks on his heels. ‘You make a good door but a rotten window, if I may say so, Mrs Radley.’


I dimple up, but I swear, once Tommy and I are back on our feet, I’ll never humour another old bastard ever again.


Dell swings his lamp high again, and to the left of the door is a pair of narrow metal windows, each with three single square panes. To the left of them, a second door, bare of briars and exposed to the elements.


‘This is us, see.’ Dell speaks slow, as though I’m backward. ‘We’re holding number 95, and that’s you next door, holding 94. Now come on in. We’re ever so glad to have you as our neighbour, and that’s the truth. There’s him who does the tractors and such, of course, a way further up towards Central and the rest of them. But it’s been just the two of us down this end of the estate for far too long, we reckon.’


He flashes that grin once more, for luck, and ducks inside, leaving the door ajar.


Only now does Tommy straighten up. We watch their light flare in a larger window to the right. It spills out and shudders over the grass, pushing at the darkness. Inside, we can hear the chicken purr and whistle. Jean talks back to it, high and girlish. Dell chuckles.


Tommy stands at my back. He doesn’t have to speak. He doesn’t have to move a muscle.


*


Ever had one of those rotten headaches, laid up proper, and had to put a hankie over your eyes, soaked and fumey with lavender water? Soon as we go inside, that tiny hallway drenches me in just that same startling sweetness. Their kitchen is stacked fuller than a florist’s window. Dozens of pungent pastel blossoms stagger to stay upright, shelf upon shelf of them. Pots of hyacinths are lined up on a dresser on the far wall: fat, drunken fists of waxy lilac and white. Clusters of yellow narcissi are ranked all along the windowsill and the mantelpiece, more hyacinths, blue and pink, pink and blue, on and on.


I don’t remember the last time I saw a fresh flower, truly I don’t. Not even a snowdrop. I used to watch for them in the backyard at St Clement’s. Nothing but bare flags out there, hardly a crumb of earth, you think they’d give up. But then one day, they’d return, always, my precious tiny pearls.


Jean watches my face. ‘Yes,’ she murmurs. ‘She’s a country girl at heart, just like you said, Tom.’


Tommy lounges restless against the dresser. The lamplight catches a faint flush and rounding of his cheeks as he bends to sniff a blue hyacinth, waxy and stiff. Pit stoop’s gone, the pallor too. My heart turns over again. Yes, I think, Tommy’s been like a shuttered pit himself all these years: unnaturally still and silent. But coal doesn’t rot when there’s no call for it. It lies there, locked away, useless and taunting. It just needs digging out.


‘Oh, Lettie loves her flowers. Always on at me she was, terrible.’ He folds his arms with a hard little chuckle. ‘Couldn’t pass a stall without nagging.’ He adds, in a final spurt, ‘Won’t have to waste any more of my money now, will she?’


Jean nods vigorously. ‘That’s right, Tom. No call for spending what a body don’t have on what a body don’t need, not here.’


‘Now these here bulbs of Jean’s,’ intones Dell, in reverent tones. ‘They’re what gets us through the dark months. We’ve scarcely room, as you can see. But they remind us, don’t they, Jean? Spring is always just around the corner.’


Reassured, she wraps her arm about his waist, and worms her ruddy cheek up against his. Tommy’s tapping his heel against the dresser, looking about, everywhere but at me. That face of his – mud-smeared, sheened with exertion, ruddy with weather – is a bright mask.


Dell grins. ‘You’ll not believe this place in a few months’ time, Mrs Radley.’


Jean gives me her moist stare again, like a hungry dog. ‘You never told us she had such pretty hair, Tom.’


Candyfloss head is what Tommy used to call me. He’d aim to catch me unawares, just so he could press his great seamy palm into the pale puff of my hair. Afterwards, in the mirror, I’d see myself outlined with a faint halo of soot.


I fluff my hair and flash the dimples around. ‘Well, you know, folk do say I have a look of Valentine Fox.’


Their faces are quite blank. These two might have never been near the pictures in their lives.


‘I don’t know about that.’ Dell’s dark eyes glitter with amusement. ‘I’d say this one’s a dandelion clock, come to life.’


Jean giggles. ‘Wouldn’t take much to blow her away, now would it?’


‘Do sit down, Mrs Radley,’ says Dell, all dignity. ‘You must take us as you find us, mind.’


Their table is bare pine, dark with grease. No cloth, no paper, nothing but a couple of clumped-up brown paper bags, and a ball of twine and a sticky jam jar with the knife left in. A curving length of red rubber hose and a broken piece of chalk and a grubby teaspoon and a newspaper parcel tied with string and sat on its own damp bottom. My stomach turns. Only the real slatterns down Pit Bottom live like this.


‘Very kind, I’m sure.’


I take the chair next to Tommy, nearest the dresser and the bracing scent of the hyacinths, and reach, discreetly, to undo my shoe strap. Long time since I wore anything but clogs. But that chicken of hers is back, stalking about underneath the table. I draw my feet in.


Jean plonks bowls of stew where she can, and hands me a spoon with a spidery crust of something green on the back. Dell holds a square shop-bought loaf to his chest, sawing off slices and offering them out on the point of the knife. I take one.


‘Well, now, what a long way you’ve come, Lettie.’ Jean folds her slice and splashes it in her bowl. ‘However did you manage, all alone?’


I tear off a morsel and pop it daintily in my mouth. ‘Oh, you know. It was a very comfortable journey, Mrs Dell. Most stimulating.’


‘Hmm.’ She sucks sceptically at her crust. Her upper lip is cross-stitched with creases. ‘But you’ll have left everyone who knows you, your family. Won’t they miss you, all the way down here?’ She waits, her eyes wide and avid.


Tommy doesn’t miss a beat. ‘It’s a different world down south, that’s for sure.’ He lays down his spoon. ‘Now here’s a poser for you, Lettie. How long you’d think an Essex summer lasts?’


At last he lets me look back into his eyes, that are clear and bright and guileless.


Yes, he’s told them I like flowers, which is true. That I’m a country girl, which is not. He’s clearly not told them about me being from the St Clement’s home. No one ever treats you the same once they know you’ve no family behind you, do they. He won’t have told them anything about himself either, then, not anything important. That’s my Tommy. It’s far too early to show our hand, to anyone. If ever.


I lay down my spoon carefully, next to his. ‘Why, Tommy, I couldn’t say.’


At that, his muddied brow knits together. I watch them appear at last – those familiar furrows in his forehead. One two three four, like ripples in sand. I used to be able to read them the way other women read tea leaves, or palms. And I shall again.


‘Thirty-six week.’ Dell sounds triumphant. ‘February through October.’


Jean leans forward. ‘He means in the glasshouses, Lettie.’


‘Thirty-six week,’ he repeats.


‘Gosh,’ I say, dimpling up.


It does the trick. The Dells take turns telling me about what a good life they’ve made for themselves here. About the climate – sunnier – the soil – sandier – the Association – fairer – than anything back home. Back home being somewhere down in the West Country. Which accounts for the chewy way they talk. I’d thought all the Foxash smallholders were from the Special Areas, like us – Glasgow, Tyneside, Lancashire and South Wales. The Dells seem to have moved about plenty, although what did it matter, because the way they tell it, they had nothing, until they came here. It all belonged to whatever family they worked for. That being the reason why they’d moved all the way over here, when they heard the Government was doing something for people who had nothing of their own. Tommy and I both nod at that.


Turns out he’s not been training with Dell after all. Dell’s been one of those training him. He’s what they call a ‘pacesetter’, brought in by the Association at the very start of this settlement here at Foxash, on account of his ‘extensive horticultural experience’. He took over his own holding straight off. Nowadays he makes £600 a year. He’ll be able to buy a piece of his own land back West before long.


He and Jean reminisce about the early days, three years back, when the holdings were just rectangles, marked out with string on posts, in the used-up fields of the old Foxash farm bought with Government money. The way they tell it, Dell built most of this entire estate single-handed: the outbuildings, and the poultry houses and glasshouses and pigsties. Laid the drainage pipes. Dug the wells. Spread manure. They laugh. Cartloads of manure.


All the while, though, I can feel them looking me over the way you might inspect market produce. Keen, but not keen to show it. Her eyes flicker all over me: my frock, my hair, my home manicure. He turns that melting smile on me every chance he gets.


Did I know the Government is now backing the Association’s estates across the country? It will mean national food security can be assured. And if everything goes to plan, they’ll set up a whole load more estates out in the colonies. Then they’ll be able to ship all the redundant men and their needy families from the Special Areas out there and off their hands altogether. Yes, the Dells have swallowed the whole brochure: back to the land, and back to work. An end to hunger, idleness, poverty and degeneracy.


When Sanders was spouting this stuff at our interview – as man cultivated the earth he drew from it something virtues. Something something the dignity of labour, the beauty of growth – talking of Tommy and his marras, idle and poor, like they were the scum of the earth, I saw how Tommy’s fists clenched tight behind his back. Now he nods along, obedient as a well-trained dog. And when Dell takes a breath, Tommy chips in, to recite more of their achievements for them. Two breeding sows and thirty blue pigs for fattening to bacon, 125 laying birds. Two dozen geese and twice that in poultry. Mr Adam Dell is the best pig man on the estate. Big deal here, apparently, pig breeding. Thirty-eight different market-garden crops over a twelve-month period. On average.


Three months the Association’s had Tommy to itself. He’s spilling over with words, complicated new words at that. Those final months at his sister Monica’s, he’d never said more than a how do to old Mr Chilvers downstairs, to anyone. The morning he left, blacking his boots on the step, I’d heard him parrot: Association don’t just take a man’s labour and pay him off when they’re done with him. It’s a hand up they’re giving us, see, not a hand-out.


And see how the Dells gaze back at him, fond as loving parents. Lord Sanders had that look on him too, by the time he left. Here’s a good un.


Tommy clasps his hands earnestly before him on the table, to match Dell’s. Dell’s hands are slender and tanned, with long, tapering fingers whose broad, pale nails are reeded like acorns. Tommy’s hands are blunt, reddened slabs, his fingers that short and wide he could never close his hands to make a fist. I can see the hot, fresh blisters rising. These years without work have softened his skin. I remember that first afternoon he took me up the back of the church, those hands were as rough and dry against my throat as the warmed stone against my back. I’d flinched, even started to prise them away. That’s when I’d noticed the finger on his right hand. The little finger, lopped off at the first knuckle. A part of him must have gone missing, I’d thought, some accident maybe, down there in the dark of the pit. And I’d closed my hand around his. I’ll hold on tight to this one, and we’d be all right. I’ll be all right. But he’d pulled away, breathing hard, and stuffed both hands in his jacket pockets. He might have walked off then, and never come back. He didn’t, though, did he? Couldn’t tear himself away.


Oh but you’re mine, I tell myself. You are. Aren’t you?


‘Lettie?’ Tommy pauses. ‘I said, we’ve done well to have fetched up down this end of the settlement, next to the Dells. They’ve a lot to teach us.’


Dell nods sagely, accepting his due. ‘Collecting eggs before we could walk, weren’t we, Jean? You know, we’ve been crying out for fine young men like your husband, who are keen to learn. Those Special Area fellas they’ve been sending us – twice your age, hordes of kids – they tell us they’re skilled, but they don’t hardly know one end of a chicken from the other.’


‘Pfft,’ scoffs Tommy. ‘Was the same for us in the War. When they sent the conchies. Worse than useless, they were.’


Dell nods. Then, with a sidelong glance at Jean: ‘Tell me, Tom, wasn’t it pigeons you and your dad specialised in, on that allotment of yours? Oh, and chrysanths, of course.’


If he hears any slur, Tommy doesn’t show it. ‘You see, Lettie,’ he says to me, brisk, respectful, ‘gains you a fair advantage, a specialism does. Adam here was the first to lead on winter lettuce.’


Dell braces his hands comfortably behind his head. ‘Lettuce does us very well, all things considered, doesn’t it, Jean? Although’ – he rocks slightly, grinning – ‘it doesn’t always do, to put all your eggs in one basket, we’ve found.’


Jean lays down her crust and gazes wordlessly at him, her cracked lips parted.


Tommy whips out his tabs, taps the packet over and over on the table and lights one in a flurry. ‘Well now, Dell, you cut, what is it now, over two thousand lettuce, priced at—’


Dell shrugs. Then he grins.


Tommy tucks his packet away and gives the tabletop a loud slap that makes us jump. His shoulders are braced, his pale eyes intent.


‘Ha! Never you mind what it comes to. Hear me, Adam? I’ll beat that easy.’


Dell sits silent and still a moment more, bestowing his calm, winning smile on one and all. Then he reaches round the table to yoke a heavy arm around Tommy’s neck. ‘Ah yes,’ he says fondly. ‘You’ll see, Mrs Radley, Tom’s got his own ideas about how to run this place. Haven’t you, Tom?’


Jean smiles that cringing smile at Tommy. ‘Course you have, Tom.’


‘That’s the joy of this place, Mrs Radley. A man gets to be his own master. We work hard, course we do, no one gets anything for free in this life. But you’ve got your independence now, haven’t you, son? Up to you now. Show your lady wife what you’re made of, eh?’


Tommy lifts his tab to his mouth once more.


‘Lettie.’ Jean’s voice is sharp. ‘You’re not eating.’


Tommy plucks a flake of baccy from his lip. ‘She’ll have filled up on toffees. Our Lettie’s got a right sweet tooth.’


Jean tuts. ‘You Special Area girls are all the same. You need some proper nourishment inside you.’


‘When Tom first got here,’ says Dell, ‘he could barely hold a blessed trowel, let alone pick up a bale, remember?’ He gives his indulgent guffaw. ‘What was it she had you living on up there, Tom, thin air?’


Before either of us can reply, a mass of white feathers and red beak rears up from the mantelpiece. Jean pats her shoulder smartly and the chicken topples towards her with a loud cluck and rustle. But Tommy is up and standing and there to catch it. The chicken tucks in its wings and feet and neck and sits very still in his arms, a china ornament rescued from certain shattering. Jean turns to take it from him and for one long moment, as we watch Tommy settle it in the crook of her arm, her breast rests heavy against the back of his hand.


‘Hello, my lovely,’ she croons, lowering her head. ‘Have we woken you up, Flo? Come on, say hello to our new friend.’


Flo fixes one shiny, bulbous eye on me. Tommy sits himself back down next to Jean. He hunches over his bowl, all elbows, like a hungry child. I watch her stroke the chicken’s smooth, oily neck, gazing vacantly over my head, up at the shadowy shelves behind me. Something hot inside me shifts, and pools.


I lay down my bread.


‘Mr Dell?’ I say, polite as I can, and try not to wince as I slip the button of my shoe back into its loop.


He raises his head and gives me that big, soft, enquiring grin.


‘If you could let me have that lamp there, Mr Dell, I need to step out for a moment.’


*


He builds a fine outdoor nettie, I’ll give him that. Roomy. Dry. Very little in the way of draughts. The night air sits thick and damp in my throat. If Tommy’s been eating here most nights, where’s he been sleeping?


Each square of newspaper tears easily away from the loop of twine, mushroom soft and just as fragile. I hold them to the lamp to read, out of habit. It’s a foreign language.


MOLASSINE LAYING MEAL . . .


3’6 weekly buys a Mead . . .


COMBINE WITH GOVT. DURING RAT WEEK . . .


Rat week.


I tug off more sheets.


Intercrop the Nursery Bed.


Dreadnought, Bunyard’s Exhibition Early Long Pod . . .


In the end I put down the lamp and shut my eyes and do my best. Just my rotten luck. I tell myself I should be glad of my monthlies, glad I’ve not messed that up at least. But I never feel clean any more, not properly.


I wipe my eyes and straighten my clothes and sprinkle straw down the hole, waiting for the four crumpled balls of newspaper to warm inside me before I lift the latch.


*


When I finally get Tommy away, out into the dark and the wind and the cold and the mud, he takes a deep, long breath, the sort of breath he never used to manage without coughing his guts out. He holds it for longer than I think possible and then raises his face to the stars. In and out he breathes, like a bellows, like he’s stoking himself up, or reaming himself out. He lets the last breath out long and slow.


I move a little closer and slip the point of my little fingernail into his buttonhole, smooth his lapel. ‘That’s better. Fresh air, eh?’


He grunts.


Shivering prettily, I clasp my elbows.


‘Tom, is it now?’


Tom had been his ma’s name for him, long before he was born. Only his sisters use it now.


He raises the lamp high between us, swaying slightly. And I see how tight and grey his jaw is, how tired and worn out he must be by his long day outdoors and all this talk. I should have kept my mouth shut.


I take the lamp from him, find the latch. ‘Best get indoors, pet.’


It’s clear someone’s lived here before us, but not recently. Not lavishly or even well. There’s a kitchen, just the same as theirs, but in reverse: coal range to the right, big windows to the front, door to the stairs on the back wall to the left. They’ve left us a table, just as Jean said, and two battered chairs and a dresser. There’ll be a bedstead upstairs too. With a mattress. Tommy had grinned at that: the Association won’t need to have ours sent down after all, Lettie. Meaning, Monica can sell it on.


Front to back this place is no bigger than Monica’s front room. And we’ve damp here too, and mildew, and mouse droppings. The ceilings are lower, but the walls are scuffed, and the corners bracketed with spiders’ webs. Lino throughout, yes, but unswept and torn in places. Off the small hallway, to the side of the back door, is a scullery, with indoor pump, as advertised. It’s tiny, though, nowhere to set up a copper. Some dark shelves under the stairs. But where’s the electric, we were promised electric. I can’t see any sort of switch, or fixing. When I came back from nettie, Jean told me we’d have had water closets if the Association hadn’t been warned off by the locals; they’d insisted we weren’t to have better than they have themselves.


I shine the blessed lamp everywhere I can, but this is all there is. And one of Jean’s hyacinths perched on the front windowsill. Pink as a baby’s bottom.


Tommy slumps against the kitchen door. He doesn’t act the fool. Pull me on to his lap. Nuzzle my neck. He just stands in the doorway, letting in the draught. That’s my Tommy back, right there.


I’d get off work at Crampton’s, the other girls clacking off down the hill, and me left there like a lemon, thinking my eyes were playing me tricks. But he’d be there, stood still in the shadows. Then out he’d come. Stooped. Hands in pockets. Forehead furrowed. That bright face, full of want. I don’t let myself remember what I’ve done these past months and years, just to get that look back.


But I can’t seem to stop.


‘You’ve not been here at all, then?’ And then: ‘You’ve been stopping at barracks?’


He wipes at his mouth with his handkerchief. Now we are alone together, he seems nonplussed, like a child whose game has taken a wrong turning.


‘Aye. Been waiting on you, Lettie.’ He gives me a steady look, wipes his mouth again.


There is something different, but I can’t put my finger on it. Something pent up, yes. A constraint. A forbearance, perhaps. Hope flares back up in me.


I set the lamp down on the table, claim it as my own. ‘She’s laid us a fire too, isn’t that kind.’ I bustle over and cock my finger under the latch of the stair door, give it a jiggle. ‘Look. A downstairs and an upstairs.’


I even start to whistle. I love you, a bushel and a peck. This is the Lettie he likes, scooting about the place, chattering on, brass shining, fresh flowers.


Tommy stuffs his handkerchief back in his pocket. ‘It’s what you wanted, Lettie.’


‘Oh yes! It’ll be grand once I’m done with it.’


I wiggle my way across the room. ‘It’s ever so dark, though, isn’t it? Without—’ Without the electricity we were promised. In the middle of nowhere. Next door to the pair of them.


He pulls the door to behind him and swallows a cough. ‘It’s getting on, Lettie.’


Someone’s already carried in the tea chest. All Tommy has to do is lever it open to get at the bedding. I’m glad of the hammering and splintering. It keeps the silence inside and the darkness outside. Because I used the quilt to line the chest to keep everything from breaking, I have to lift all the pieces of our old life out of the chest before I can get to it. Kettle, fry pan, teapot, cups. Mending bag. Dustpan and brush, worn to a slant. The pot. Spoons, forks, knives wrapped in newspaper. It looks like someone else’s rubbish.


Tommy picks up the bedding. I take up the lamp and lift the latch and go gingerly up into the narrow, musty space.


There’s one room. A dormer window to the front, bare boards and sloping whitewashed eaves. The bedstead and mattress take up its whole width. A tiny cast-iron fireplace at the foot of the bed, some pegs for clothes, and a small cupboard door in the wall opposite, to the left of the bedhead. Tommy squeezes past the end of the bed to crank open the window latch. As he lights up, the clammy night air floods in.


I dust off the mattress and make up the bed. I hang up the green plaid he liked so much and the ruined stockings, and get into bed in my slip. I lie down on the left side, my side. Three months I’ve slept alone, in the middle of our mattress on the floor. Huddled up in my overcoat, and still I’d slept sounder than I had since I don’t know when. I’d even started to dream again.


When he hears me tug up the sheet, Tommy flicks out his tab. He pulls the latch to and undresses where he is. Under his long johns, I glimpse his shoulder blades, his ribs and the ridge of his spine. Muscle is coating bone again, smooth and concealing. Rubbing him down used to be like running a cloth over a boulder.


He snuffs out the lamp. As he makes his way over, my body flares and curls to him. It’s like striking a match you thought might be too damp to spark. He lies himself down flat on his back, left arm stiff as a poker over the blanket between us, and stares into the darkness, the silence. Only inches between us, but he could be hundreds of miles away.


I shift on to my back. ‘Good to stretch out in a proper bed, eh, Tommy?’


He tucks in his chin.


‘Sheets not damp, are they?’


I draw the blanket up over my shoulders. We’d never had many blankets, we’d always had coal. And I try to hold my breath, stay very still.


‘No word, then?’ he says finally.


Those mornings at the pump. The queues I’ve stood in. Nothing. This whole three months will have been worse for him. He’ll have been wondering, waiting. Maybe we’ll never know if we’d had to leave at all. I turn my head from side to side so he can hear the pillow rustle.


He pulls in a long, steady breath.


‘It’s just us here, Lettie. You know? Rest of them from our area were from the docks, and they went over north of the river. Another settlement there, Newbourne.’


No one around to ask awkward questions. No one to write home and let on where he is. He’ll be safe. He’s telling me we can start again, just the two of us.


Next door, a latch drops loudly. A drawer shunts shut, the other side of the wall. Feet scutter on bare boards. The Dells’ voices rise and cut out, but I can’t make out whose is whose. I feel hot all over. They could be right here in the room with us. We hear a high giggle, then nothing. Nothing, until the dull, unmistakeable thud of a bedstead, against the wall at our feet, over and over.


I heave the bedclothes up loud as I can. ‘You’ll be back to the Central first light, then?’


‘Aye.’


The thudding doesn’t stop. I rustle the sheet again. ‘I am glad to be here, Tommy, you know. Aren’t you glad?’


Tommy’s rigid, staring up into nothingness.


His hair, cut. Socks, darned. Seconds, served. What is she to him? He’s never strayed before, I’ll say that for him. But then he’s never been away before. No, it’s ridiculous. I know better than to let on, though, not even with a look. He can’t be questioned. His chest tightens, his eyes go blank, and he can’t breathe, he’s back down there in the dark.


‘Night, Lettie,’ he says.


Then it comes to me, in a hot wave of shame. He’ll have smelt it on me straight off, trapped inside my coat earlier, now wafting up between us – that rusty, rotten tang of stale blood.


I press my legs together. But his breathing is already slowing, exhausted, sleep is sucking him down. It means a lot of hard work, of course. Naturally, you’d expect that. I tuck the sheet over my cold, exposed ear, and listen to the pounding of my own blood.


*


We’d both been stuck so long it was like asking the slag heap to grow legs and run away. Doesn’t matter how you try, his marras would say, once you’ve been in the pit, she’s got a hold on your throat. And we knew well enough how people spoke about them who had gone down south. They didn’t speak of them. Do a moonlight flit, least you get respect.


But it had been like that longing to have a tooth pulled, even if you can’t afford the dentist, let alone the gas. If everything’s rotten – the gum, the ground, this rotten place – it should be easier, shouldn’t it, to pull it, to go? And then a thought would come that would make me take my hand from my aching jaw, because what if I’d got it the wrong way round? What if we were the rotten ones, and we were only taking our own rottenness with us, to poison somewhere else?


The day of our interview, the streets had been emptier than ever. It was pouring down. The clock gone from mantelpiece, no pit buzzer no more: the man from the Association might arrive any minute. I knew they’d all be watching out from behind their windows. I should have done more to the place, for days I’d been making lists in my head. Monica’s three-piece was back where it should be and our mattress was wedged behind her kitchen door, if only it had stayed fine, I’d have put it in the yard. The table was set. I’d borrowed a chair from Mrs Chilvers downstairs for him and I’d got tea and sugar and if he wanted fresh milk he’d have to whistle for it, no one has fresh. I couldn’t let myself think about the look they must all have on their faces, because it was hard enough to wipe it off mine.


I was trembling hard and it made me so cross I was wishing I’d never even told Tommy. This is our chance, you know, I’d said, when I showed him the leaflet. I’d stripped it from the window of the butcher’s up Argyle Street after Daniels cheeked me again. That had been the Wednesday, three whole days after, and I’d heard the way talk was turning. So I’d dared him. Told him I’d not forgotten the gambler in him, the chancer I’d married.


Tommy Radley, hewer, king of the pit. First man down the shaft every shift, first to move from pit to pit, to work where there was gas or water or a weak roof, to get the best rate, get ahead. Silent, sleepy-looking, stony-faced Tommy Radley, who’d play pitch and toss in the woods all night long, and play to win. And if you were fool enough to take him up on a game of cards, he’d fold you in half. Bluff you till kingdom come.


You’re my First Man still, I’d told him. There’s plenty of gilt left on that gingerbread, if you know where to look.


He’d not said a word. But off he’d gone. And he came back from dole with it all on a piece of paper. Gave me a flash of that look. Then his mouth twitched and out came someone else’s voice. Well, what do you think of it, now you’ve read the particulars? I wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction. We were well beyond larking. If I’d played along, I think I might have have crumpled up and cried, and never stopped. But before I could turn away he was mumbling into my neck, thick with the pitmatic.


It means a lot of hard work, of course. And then he was stood behind me, snatching up my hands and clapping them before us like I was a dummy. Naturally, you’d expect that. When do I start?


He hadn’t touched me in so long. His lips were soft and warm, all across the nape of my neck and behind my ear.


That was when I told him about the allotment too. Not said whose it was, mind, just that no one seemed to be working it. Let him work it out, I was thinking. Believe it was his idea. I never thought we’d be in with much of a chance, even so. I must have been still hoping, even then, something might turn up.


They had us up before their selection panel, the pair of us. He had to borrow a pair of socks and I tacked him on a set of cuffs and a collar. I’d steamed my hat, but when I sat down I saw I’d have to take it off and I hadn’t been able to get my hair to wave. Then there was a physical inspection for Tommy, that we hadn’t known about, and I wanted to weep then, for what they would see when they stripped him, how would they know what he had been?


All those years he’d faced down any bugger. Flying out pit gates on that fancy bike of his, never mind he’d worked a double shift. Chin up, cap down low like a fighting man, you’d be a fool not to get out of Radley’s way. Not that he was ever one of the likely lads. Tommy never went looking for trouble, kept himself to himself, but oh, Crampton, and the salesmen fellas, when they saw him waiting on me across the street, they scattered like pigeons.


Will you walk out Saturday, then? Chin up, pale eyes steady, mouth petal-soft, slightly pursed. My knees folded and my palms stuck to my skirt.


I’d have done anything rather than walk out. Always tried to hide it, how my bad foot throws my right hip out. Turned out he really went for it. I could spot you a mile off, bobbing about in that shop. Next Saturday, I made him a trail of sweets wrapped in shiny paper, got him chasing after me all the way back down to our canal bridge.


You run like you’re hobbled.


Have to catch me if I trip then, won’t you?


My First Man. The year we married, he was making over £3 a week. That bike of his was a Jack Adams, cost him £8, all his savings. He said he’d buy us a tandem, if I’d learn to ride. He was saving for a motorcycle. Imagine. After the first lockout, he was one of the lucky ones, they had him back. But on £2, even as First Man. After the second, £1 14/-; then 5/- a day before offtakes. No man alive can hold his head high on that. Or step out smart with cardboard for boot soles. Let alone look a body in the eye.


And so I’d watched him walk blind, these three years. Back from gates every day, back from Guardians every week with our relief vouchers in his hand, back from nothing to nothing and his step slower each time. Him and all the rest of them, disappearing inside their clothes, inside themselves. If you go on strike and win, you’re a hero; if you lose, you’re nothing, and a fool to boot. You never hear the spark of hobnail on cobble no more, do you Monica would say to me, after we’d had to give up Shiney Row and move into her front room. And if you do, it only spells trouble.


He fixed himself up as best he could for the interview. Shaved so close his face was dish-rag soft. Oh yes, Tommy was ready. I could see it in the set of his jaw. It would be the Association v the Radleys. But I wasn’t. My rag of a frock hanging off me, my pitwife bun, Monica’s half-cocked housekeeping. How would they know how we had once lived, or who we could be, given a chance?


A smart, steady step rang out in the yard. Alongside it a lady’s heels tapped, fast and light. My breath puffed fast and white. I could see too well how the place would look through a woman’s eyes. The only other cup was chipped. Tommy never found a new pane. I never got anything for a fire.


At first he’d tried to keep his dignity, and hadn’t I wanted to curse him for it? We both knew they wouldn’t have us if he kept that up. He soon buckled under. What choice did he have? Was made to repeat himself over and over, knuckles whitening behind his back. Lord Sanders noted down everything on sheets of creamy paper with his fancy fountain pen, only he didn’t have the faintest, did he. Sat there in his punched brogue boots. Fanning out his brochures.


Last Friday in every month, I wanted to say to him, the means test man has sat himself down at the table, and without being invited, neither. Three years now, every month. And all he’s ever needed to see is one page, but no, he has to flick back through the whole book. That £1 we started out with, and the £76 we’d built up – and we’d bought a lot that year too. He’d always pucker up his lips at that. Not long, it was £68. Clothes, and coal, and things which had worn out. £50, £48. Trying to manage without drawing. £20. £19. Matter of time and it was £6, £4, £2 . . . He pawed down the page and he never once looked us in the face. Ill-mannered pig. I’d be giddy with anger by the time he left. Notice there’s not enough chairs, Mr Sanders? No cushions? No mirror? That’s thanks to him.


All that striving, and we knew we were failing. We were helpless, and we knew it. And so did Sanders.


And as for that lady wife of his, eyes glassy with curiosity. The state of this place is Tommy’s sister’s fault, you know. Friday nights, our place always looked bright. When we had our own place. There was brass to polish, cushions to plump. Rugs everywhere. I’d have got something special for tea and supper, stowed his pit clothes in the box under the sofa and made myself neat and clean. I had a bob to set then, not this wispy little nest in the nape of my neck. And on Saturday nights we’d go to the pictures, no matter what. Don’t crane your neck about like that. It’s not like we’d always had nothing.


Tommy’s trying not to cough, stood awkward at my elbow because Lady Sanders had his chair, not knowing he had hold of that cup so the chip showed. Remember, pet, I wanted to whisper, when you were on a foreshift, how I’d get up before dawn with you? Warm your coat and boots, put up your bait and tea, sit with you a while. And when there were no more shifts, but we couldn’t sleep, I’d mash the tea, and bring it back to bed. We’d listen for the knocker-upper, knowing he wouldn’t be stopping outside ours, tensing anyway. And long after that, when there was no more tea, I’d heat some water and bring the kettle back to bed to warm our feet and we’d lie there and talk until our stomachs made us get up.


I aimed the dimples at Lord Sanders and made sure you never clocked. Yes indeed, sir, we’re dead on our feet here, as you can see. But inside I was shouting: you lot can keep your sympathy, your sneers, your pity, your charity: it’s all the same to us.


They came straight on back up afterwards, Mrs Chilvers, with Tommy’s sisters at her back, crowding in, and me having to sit myself down on her ladyship’s chair that was as warm as a hand on my bottom. I was swallowing hard, trying to plug it, that hole the woman had opened inside me with her rallying talk and her considerate smile, each prying remark that dislodged a new sift and dribble of shame. Tommy carried on rooting about on the mantelpiece and patting his pockets. He’d have thumped you rather than admit it, but there was a plummeting inside him too, I could tell.


He blew out his match and turned to face them. Fold them flat, Tommy.


Pfft, he said. Mrs Chilvers held her breath. His mouth twitched. It means a lot of hard work, of course, he told them. No time to write.


I told them, those pitwives who’d never got over a St Clement’s girl taking their precious Tommy. Now I’d be taking him away for good. We’ve a brand-new cottage all to ourselves, I told them, in a jolly little place too, a ‘thriving settlement’ a world away, down in the sunny, civilised, fertile South. Running water indoors and our own front door. Electric. Windows that open proper and shut tight. I’ll have a parlour again. And an oak sideboard and a three-piece, and a wireless. There’ll be a parade of shops, and a regular Saturday dance. I’ll cook hot every day, smarten myself up, have something over for extras, have a bit of fun.


And I beamed and dimpled and cooed enough for both of us. I meant it too. Because this Association scheme isn’t just our crack at that gilt on the gingerbread. It’s my chance to get my Tommy back.


I always had hope, you see. Always knew I had more than him. Never was one to give up. Never even thought of hope as something to be kept alive; it was just what you did. Because what else could you do?


*


I open my eyes. There’s no curtain, but there’s no lights either. No moon, not even any stars. I close my eyes again. Makes no difference. My rags will have to wait till morning. I turn on my side.


After a while I can’t tell if I’m floating, or falling. I’m in the dormitory, with the whisper and hiss of nine other little girls at St Clement’s. I’m squished up next to Mr Robert’s daughter, in the bed we shared above his butchery. That’s him sawing and hacking away out there in the yard. Scrabble, scratch. It stops, then starts, then stops again. A tremulous hooting somewhere down the lane. Four, five times. It stops too. Then something closer, by the gate perhaps, like a baby crying, crying and crying. And now a terrible collapsing noise, right below the window, a deep, grating rumble that goes on and on. The earth, grinding and shifting in its sleep. Some wild animal, trapped. I’m lying in the dark with Tommy, trapped. I inch closer to him, put my hands to the warm blank wall of his back and bury my face between his shoulder blades.
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