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For Marjorie
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Prologue


County Durham, 1897


Luisa McAndrew stared up into the shadows of her bedroom. It was the room she had been born in. When she was a little girl she lay and listened to the River Wear, which flowed beyond her window, across the path and through the field at the bottom of the dale. She had loved it here then. The sound of the river and the secure feeling that was home lulled her to sleep each night.


She was afraid to sleep now. She thought that if she closed her eyes she would never wake up again and she was afraid of the darkness too. She did not want to die and she had the feeling that night took you off like an ebbing tide. You went out never to come back in and the day would break without you. She could not bear that the day should break and find her gone forever.


The doctor and the nurse fussed and the child which they had taken from her cried. The pain was over. They moved around the room and she could see her husband, George, holding the baby. She felt the hatred of him running through her weakness. She wished she was strong enough to protest. She wished she could leap out of bed and grab the child from him. It was not his and he knew it so why did he look down and smile on the baby like that?


George was incapable of loving a woman in any respect. He had married her because she was beautiful and twenty years younger than him. He liked to look at her naked, he liked to dress her up and parade her before other men’s envious eyes but it had taken a boy of twenty with nothing to recommend him but the world’s most honest green eyes to make her understand love.


She had wanted to leave here. How stupid it seemed, how naïve she had been. She had thought the Durham moors boring and the people parochial. It had seemed to her that they led small lives. She had wanted a grand house, an influential, prosperous husband, rich and clever friends, diamonds, furs, travel. She had had all those and would have given them away to spend a single week with the man she loved and the child she had borne, in his shabby old house upon the fell where the wind was bitter in early spring, the snow lay deep in February and the heather laid its purple cloak all around in August. Joe’s house, the home she had never had, though in some ways now it would always be hers, albeit she had visited fewer times than she had fingers on one hand. She had not liked it. Now she would have gone if she could have crawled there. She was not going to be crawling anywhere. Indeed, she could hardly see the room.


She thought of all the hotel rooms where Joe had made love to her. There was one in Berwick which looked out over the sea and one in Alnwick on the main street so that you could hear the people talking down below outside and best of all the one in Newcastle where they were almost certain to be discovered and yet had not been.


Joe wasn’t like somebody twenty, he had always seemed to her much older than she was but his body was twenty and that was very nice. It made her smile, thinking about it, how kind he was, how caring, how careful, how sweet and smooth and unused. She had felt very used by the time she reached Joe. He had not been her first lover but he had been her last and the best in every way. She just wished that she didn’t regret having cared for things which didn’t matter. It was too late. She could feel the energy leaving her and with it the will. She knew that he was somewhere close. Earlier that day he had kissed her all over her face and told her that he loved her. Where was he?


She could no longer say the words. She could see George at the side of the bed with the baby in his arms. She wanted to say to him that the child belonged to Joe now. Her husband was looking down at her and Luisa thought suddenly that she should tell him if he did not give the boy to Joe then no good would come of it. If he could not be honest he would not prosper though she knew that was not the way of the world. Evil men always prospered. Good, honest men like Joe had to fight for everything. Was it a battle worth taking on, she wondered? Did it matter in the hereafter? She had a terrible feeling that it didn’t.


What if Joe was not aware that he had a son? Would he find out? Would he care? She had betrayed him in so many ways, had told him that she didn’t want him when they could have been married, had seduced him out of idleness and boredom, destroyed his peace of mind, inflicted all the hurts of love upon him. She smiled to herself. It was a lot to do to a man. And he had loved her. She thought it was the only pure love of her life. You needed just one to make everything worthwhile and there was a child from it. It was as much as a woman could ask, she thought.


She wished that George would not hold the child, she did not trust him even though the nurse hovered behind him and he looked gleeful. She didn’t like it when he looked like that, it spelled triumph, unholy joy. He thought that he had won. He had wanted a son. Strange how badly he had wanted that when Joe had never discussed children with her, was too young to care for such things.


Her mother, Alice Morgan, came to the bed and Luisa did not mistake the look in her eyes. It was grief. Her mother had always told her that she must marry well, that she should have nothing to do with the pit owner’s son because they were nobody. If she married George McAndrew she could have everything that her mother had not had. Her mother had been right, she had had everything and had lost the house upon the fell and the boy who loved her. She could have made so much of it, been happy, and yet … it was her own fault she had not had such things. Perhaps she would have always been restless and wanted things which Joe could not have given her and she would have spoiled their love and he would have despised her. Perhaps it was better this way with the bloom of illusion still upon it, stolen, illicit, every delicious moment in Joe’s arms, aware that he was not her husband. Husbands and lovers could never be the same thing. How many women had made that mistake and regretted it?


She would have hated being poor, the lack of society, dowdy dresses and dull dinners. She was too beautiful to be hidden in such a backwater with nobody to admire her but him. He had no friends, no education, no ambition. He had never been anywhere or done anything and yet the times when she had gone to him there she had somehow been able to see the sense of it all, with the darkness falling upon the fell top, the sky coming down to kiss the heather, the wind in a never-ending sweep across the grey stone walls and the road which beckoned to all those stupid people who thought there was more to be gained elsewhere. She had not known it then but that was the road home, it was the way back to Joe and even she had found it in the end. It was not quite too late then, it was not quite over. She had put herself into his arms in the shadows of his shabby house and, outside, the wind had chased the rain all the way across the fell to throw itself at the windows and whip round and round. Joe’s house was a testament to the way that men lived here. They endured the hardest life of all. He wouldn’t leave. He wouldn’t leave his pit and the people and the two days a year when the sun might almost shine. She liked that idea. It was nearly true. People joked and said there had been snow here in July. She believed that. They were proud of it, called city people soft, lived up there under an endless sky, broke their backs and their wills in the search for coal. That was what she had loved most about him, that he wouldn’t give in. He wouldn’t be bettered nor turned from his task. She loved his stubborn endurance. She would always love it.


Where was he? Why didn’t he come to her? She could hear her mother’s voice in the distance, tried to say his name so that they would understand she had to see him. She couldn’t manage it and it didn’t seem to matter somehow. The room was growing dim but it was not a room she cared for, it was Joe’s house that she wanted with its champagne air and rain-soaked garden. They would be there together, Joe and herself and the baby.


Daylight came. George held the screaming child in his arms. Babies were horrible little things. They did not look as if they would grow into people. It had a gurned-up face, red and wrinkly, and a shock of dark hair. Where was that from? Luisa and her bloody lover were both fair. Perhaps it was his child after all. He laughed. The last time he had bedded Luisa had been a long time ago and he could not stop, did not want to stop remembering it. She had turned her face from him in disgust. He had never forgiven her for it. She had married a rich clever middle-aged man and given her affections to some lad off a hill top. She had wanted everything. The trouble was that because she was so disgusted he found that he could not make love to her though he wanted to. She had gone to other men. He knew all about them. He knew that she was a slut. All women were sluts but there was some satisfaction in watching the progress of her affair with that boy. Joe Forster would never amount to anything. His father had been a wastrel and he could barely keep the pit going. He had nothing that would have brought a woman to him except that he was young and handsome. Well, if that was to be the way of it, George decided, then it was. He had known for a very long time that he could not give a woman a child, if so Glasgow would have been filled with his bastards by now because in his young day he had had a different woman every day and none of them would ever have dared look at him the way that Luisa had.


He had plans. He would sell the shipyards and everything that he owned in Glasgow and move permanently to his house in Edinburgh and bring up the child as a gentleman. Joe Forster had no rights to this boy and George would have his revenge on both of them by taking the baby away.


He could hear Joe Forster. He had been trying to get into the house all night and now it was almost day. George didn’t intend to stay here any longer. Luisa was dead. Her parents could bury her here, there was nothing for him to stay for. He had ordered the carriage. He wrapped the child carefully and without a backward glance he walked out of the room.




One


Edinburgh, 1904


There was a very big table in the blue and crimson dining room. His father would stand Niall on a chair at the end so that he could see the laughing faces, the men sitting on both sides. The table would be covered with discarded food and the white tablecloth was dark where wine had spilled and there was the smell of food growing cold and cigar smoke. Their voices were very loud and their laughter made your ears hurt. They wore black suits and white shirts and threw questions down the table which he was supposed to answer and never could. Sometimes they gave him wine. He didn’t like the taste of it, he didn’t like the noise and wanted to get down and run outside into the wide grey Edinburgh streets and squares where he was not allowed to go alone. He loved his home, the house near Charlotte Square, just off Princes Street, the garden in the middle of the square, with the iron railings all round and the houses where people were always busily coming in and out, the castle all big and dark and mighty on the hill, the gardens below, the rain and the wind and the bleak summers and every stone that made up his home town, the firth and the fishing boats and the hills, the places where he played and the grass and the first spring flowers, the coffee shops and tea rooms where Jean took him and Princes Street where the ladies shopped and he was always bought a new toy and toffees. Jenner’s at Christmas all glitter, and spring with daffodils, and winter afternoons covered in snow; horses and carriages and tramway cars, markets and trains and shops and offices, and the Mile stretching from Holyrood to the castle.


Sometimes women in pretty dresses came to the house and there was music and dancing and they sat him on their laps and kissed him and told him how handsome he was, that he looked just like his mother. They wore sparkling jewellery and had painted faces and their eyes were bold. He would much rather stay upstairs with Nanny and Jean. He felt safe there. Jean would read to him when he was in bed or Nanny and he would sit over the nursery fire and eat cake. Jean and Nanny were both from Fife and his father said of them that they were staunch Presbyterians, whatever that was.


The parties at the house became more frequent and he thought as he peered through the bannisters, picking out his father’s short round figure with the bald head, that he was very often dancing with the same lady. She was small, dark and pretty. She came to the house at other times, though not to the nursery, and once when she arrived in the early evening he was ushered from the room. It angered Niall that he was so unimportant, that he was not wanted, that once Alison was there his father ceased to notice him. Alison noticed him but he thought that she did not like him. If she had done, she would have looked at him, talked to him, allowed him to stay in the room for a little longer.


Niall had no friends, his father did not seem to want him to mix with other children. The servants were kind. He particularly liked Mrs McLaughlan, the cook, and spent many hours in the kitchen, sitting at the table or by the fire, eating biscuits and watching as she and the maids prepared the dinner. Sometimes Niall watched the rest of the square from his window. Other children played games and in the early evenings when Jean had read him his story and left him he would hear their shouting and laughter as the summer evening shadows lengthened on the walls.


When he was small he and his father and Jean and Nanny would go to St Andrews for holidays and he remembered with great joy the long beaches, the ruin of the cathedral, the sea, the links, the men playing golf, the ladies walking in the town and shopping and the sky in St Andrews which went on forever, the Forth with its fishing boats and the train which took them to holidays. In the summer there was the big market with fairground rides and stalls selling bright pink sugar hearts, sweeties and gingerbreads. The fair people’s caravans parked in North Street. There were picnics on the beach every day and wonderful food from enormous baskets which the women carried and the lime trees which graced the streets. They stayed at the Grand Hotel and he would go to sleep listening to the sounds of the waves making their way over the beach.


Other times they went to Lewis and Harris and Skye. He could remember the smell of mushrooms which they gathered from the fields and in the evenings Jean would read the works of Sir Walter Scott and the sun would set and the night sky would come down to meet the day and Jean would carry him to bed and he would be drowsy in her arms. The silver sands of Morar where he played and Loch Fyne where he and his father hired a boat and fished for mackerel in the late afternoon were precious memories and soon they were all he had.


He well remembered the day that he was taken downstairs all dressed up amidst much fuss. It had to be something important because Nanny and Jean had talked in low voices so that he could not hear and when he got all the way downstairs he was taken into the drawing room and there was his father with Alison. She smiled at him. Niall didn’t like the smile, it held triumph. It made him want to run back upstairs.


‘Niall,’ his father said. ‘Alison is to be your new mother.’


Niall didn’t see how she could be a new mother since he hadn’t had an old one or any kind before but he thought you could only really have one kind of mother and she was apparently dead. Would he have to come downstairs more often? He hoped not. Every evening before he went to bed he was called into the drawing room and spent a little time there with his father. The drawing room had gold and white walls, dark pink sofas and two huge fires. It was the only time he saw him other than the parties where his father and friends were very merry.


After that he saw his father less rather than more and Nanny said that they had gone travelling and would be back. Niall was relieved that he didn’t have to spend any time with them. Life went on just as before except that Jean very often took him on to her knee and said that she knew where it would all end and then what would happen and there were lots of conversations in the house among the servants but not in front of him.


By the time they came back from wherever they had been, and it seemed to him like a very long time, Niall was seven. He was called downstairs and into the library and there they both were, smiling, and he looked up into his father’s face and was told, ‘We’re going to send you to school.’


That made him feel excited. There would be other boys at school and he could learn things and they could come home to tea. He said that he thought it would be very nice. He couldn’t understand why Jean was crying or why Nanny’s face was tight when he went back upstairs.


A great big trunk appeared and was open on the bedroom floor for many days. Niall liked the look of it, you could have stored exciting things in it, and he liked his uniform. Nanny and Christine filled up the trunk with his belongings and one September day he was bundled into the carriage, taken to the train and set off on a long journey to school. It had not occurred to him that it would be the kind of place where you could not come home at tea time and he wondered how he would manage and how Jean and Nanny would get on without him.


After a long time a man in uniform came to him in the carriage and said, ‘This is Carlisle, where you get off,’ so he did and they put his luggage down with him and a pale thin man came across to him.


‘Niall McAndrew?’


‘Yes.’


‘I’ve come to collect you.’


He didn’t tell Niall who he was, which Niall thought particularly ill mannered. His luggage was loaded and he got into the carriage and then he stared out of the window. The road was narrow and there were great big hills all around and a river which eventually turned into a lake. It was very pretty indeed but it went on and on, more hills and more water, and more road, which twisted and turned for so long that he thought they must never get there until they came to a small village where they must surely stop but they didn’t. There was mile after mile until Niall was exhausted and rather frightened and the autumn day drew in and became dark and he thought it would never end. Eventually the carriage turned in at a long narrow drive. Niall could see the huge building at the end of it. His stomach went round and round. He wished that he could run home. They got out and he was ushered in through the front door and it opened into a great big space that went all the way up to the roof. Niall wished he could cling to the man who had collected him but he had disappeared, after pushing Niall in the direction of a big oak door. Niall opened it.


The headmaster introduced himself as Mr Duff.


‘You call me “Mr Duff”. You call the other masters “sir”.’


Niall wasn’t listening. He wanted to go home, back up the stairs to where Nanny and Jean were waiting. It was so big and so confusing and the rooms were all grey. He went to bed almost immediately and that too was a shock. He had never slept in a room with anyone else, but the room that they gave him to sleep in was huge, with windows so high that you couldn’t see anything out of them. The walls were grey there too and the noise was something he thought he would not get used to and there were so many boys in the room that he couldn’t count them. They didn’t speak to him and when he spoke to them they laughed at his accent and imitated it.


There was never silence and there was never peace or being alone and he had not the courage to make friends as he had thought he would and he missed everything about his home. The food was served in a great big dining room and it was inedible. The potatoes were hard, the gravy was sludge, the meat was chewy. Everything was cold. There were big water jugs on the tables and the noise again was tremendous. He couldn’t find his way to anywhere and the older boys were so big. The one thing that he became pleased about was the fact that he could do his lessons, which was just as well because the boys that couldn’t find the right answers were beaten daily. Niall was terrified but not so afraid that he could not remember what was asked of him and he was so grateful not to be beaten. The bad food and the freezing dormitory were unimportant beside that.


All he could think about was Christmas. He would go home for Christmas. Everybody went home for Christmas. He worked hard, he kept quiet, he learned to sleep amidst the noise and he thought of home and what it would be like when he went back. That term was the longest time of Niall’s life, learning to find the right places for the lessons, not meeting the masters’ eyes, not saying anything when the boys laughed at him, not crying, because there was no privacy in which to do it. He did his lessons, he ate the awful food and he dreamed of home.


He did not think the day would ever come when his trunk would be packed and the carriage would come and he would go back on the train, but it did and he was overjoyed. Every minute was an hour, every hour was an age. When he finally reached home he ran in, without thinking, up the stairs, up the next flight to the top storey where Nanny and Jean would be waiting and then he stopped. He ran into the nursery and into the night nursery and into the room where Nanny and Jean slept. Nobody was there. The rooms were strangely empty, and then he heard a noise and turned around. It was his new mother.


‘Niall. What are you doing up here?’


‘I … I came to see Nanny and Jean.’


She laughed.


‘They aren’t here any more. You’re a big boy now, you don’t need people like that.’ She came over and got down and pushed back his hair or something like that, she got her fingers into it anyway. He wanted to move away but he made himself not do it. He could not imagine a world which did not have Nanny and Jean in it.


‘You have a big boy’s room now. Don’t you want to see it?’


‘I want Nanny and Jean. Where are they?’


He saw his father that evening but only briefly. They were going to some kind of party and were all dressed up. His new mother looked very beautiful and when he told her she laughed and said that he would be a charmer. Niall went to bed in his new room. He had waited for so long to come home and now it was all spoiled. The following morning when he went downstairs he thought things had changed. The servants were not the people he remembered so well and there was very little furniture and there were big spaces on the walls where pictures had hung. There was nothing to do and nobody to talk to. It was mid-afternoon before his father and his new mother came downstairs and they had nothing to say to him. His father went to sleep on the sofa in the drawing room. Niall went upstairs and read a book. When he came back down again in the early evening, hungry, his father said to him, ‘We’re going away for a few days after Christmas.’


‘Where are we going?’


‘Not you, Alison and myself. We’ve been invited to the kind of place where small boys don’t go, but you’ll be all right here until you go back to school.’


It had not occurred to Niall that he would ever be glad to go back to school, because school was so awful, but it was as though he had no home any more. The servants drank and did not heed him. There was a good deal of laughter coming from the kitchen but he dared not venture there. Several days afterwards he made the journey once more to school in the train and this time he did not look out of the window, because he knew what there was to see.


After that the cold became the important thing. He was always cold because it was impossible to get near a fire, the big boys hugged it. He thought spring would never come but then he had thought Christmas would never come and then he had wished it hadn’t. But spring didn’t. The cold weather went on and on. The icicles were a foot long from the buildings. The ice beneath your feet was hard when you went out running, which they did twice a week. You washed in cold water. You ate cold food. Niall began to feel angry. Surely he deserved better than this. Everybody did. His only pleasure was lessons. And that was ridiculous. But he found that he could please the masters. He could watch their faces lighten, he was so good. Nothing defeated him, not mathematics or English or Latin or Greek or anything that they chose to teach him. It became his sole ambition to bring a smile to a master’s face. It never happened but he held on to the idea. He had no friends. If you tried hard at lessons you couldn’t have any friends and he hated sports and that was the only way you could make friends.


January went past. February was worse, it was colder. March was just as bad but he knew that Easter would arrive. He would go home. This time it was different. His new mother was not there and a great many of the servants had gone. The house was empty of furnishings and echoed, and his father who had always been jolly and gone to lots of parties did not go out any more and, whereas there had been fires in every room, now there were not. The one consolation Niall had was that he spent a lot of time with his father. Although there was no pleasure in it. His father had nothing to say, seemed to get through a great deal of wine and slept, rosy-faced, before the drawing-room fire. He did not tell Niall where his new mother had gone, so that after the first few days Niall enquired for Alison.


His father laughed but it was not the kind of laughter which Niall enjoyed.


‘She ran off. Can you imagine? Ran off with somebody. Left the country. Took everything though. Took everything she could and went. There’s nothing left. I shall have to sell the house, move to somewhere smaller.’


Niall couldn’t think why that mattered. To him only one thing mattered.


‘Will I be going back to school?’ he said.


His father assured him that he wouldn’t and the relief was so big that it made Niall happy. He didn’t care if they lived in a tiny house just so long as he did not have to go away to school and Alison was not there. He would be happy to live in a little house with his father. He lay in his cold room at night while his father sang songs down below and he thought how pleasant it would be, only the two of them. He would be able to sit by the fire and read while the weather was wet and in the summer … Would there be a garden, just a little garden? And maybe there would be other boys so that he could play games with them and his father would teach him to play golf and they would be happy together? He made plans every night when he went to bed.


He grew tired of sitting in the house with his father. Day after day it went on and the house became even emptier until all the furniture had gone except for their beds and the two chairs by the fire. The house echoed even more after that. Each day he expected that they would move and each day they did not and men came banging on the front door and shouting and there were a good many letters and notices put through the letterbox, which his father ignored. Niall would have brought them to him except that his father was rarely awake. The pile of letters and papers grew and grew in the hall and there was nothing to eat. The house was dank and chilly without fires and the shadows seemed to him to get longer and longer so that in the evenings he was afraid to leave the drawing room, where his father snored.


Niall rifled through the kitchen cupboards. At first there had been things in boxes and cans and some of them were nice to eat, everything was good to eat when you were hungry, but after a while the only food left was the kind which needed heat and water and there was none of that. Luckily his father said to him that they were going to leave, that they were going to travel and there was no need for them to stay there where there was nothing good to eat.


They were going to Durham. Niall did not understand why they had to leave Edinburgh but he suspected it was something to do with the way that the men came banging on the doors and shouting and how his father kept everything locked and how they kept the curtains closed in the drawing room all day in case the men should take to the garden and come banging on the windows too.


When it was dark and late one early summer night his father urged him out of the house. They moved carefully, his father watching around him all the time for the men who came to the door but there was nobody about. It was very late. Niall had not been out that late and thought that perhaps it was an adventure such as boys had in books. The lights were burning in the houses. His father grasped him by the arm.


Niall had assumed that they were going by train. When he had gone to school he had travelled by train and with his father there it might be exciting. It would certainly be more exciting than sitting in the house day after day with the curtains closed, bored because there was nothing to do, nobody to talk to and nothing interesting to eat. He had run out of biscuits long before they left even though there had been boxes and boxes of them to begin with.


They walked. At first it was easy because the day broke and it was fine. They rested during the day and walked at night and he knew why, because his father did not want them to be seen though how the men could have followed them this far Niall did not understand. His father drank as they went. He had a hip flask, a silver vessel which he kept in his pocket but it soon ran out and he cursed it. As the days went on they began to walk during the day and stop at shops for something to eat and that was all right except that it began to rain. Walking when you were very wet and tired was, Niall decided, almost as bad as being back at school and his father would not stop even when he cried. He was too big to be carried, his father said, and would drag him until Niall lay down on the road and that was when they stopped.


Sometimes they stayed in boarding houses. They all smelled different. They were never clean and the food offered was always the kind of thing that you had to be really hungry to eat but since he was always hungry he always ate it. They were noisy too and he had to sleep with people he didn’t know and he and his father had to creep out before daylight so that they didn’t have to pay. Niall grew fed up with walking. His shoes gave out and his father got him some others which were a bad fit and made his feet blister so that sometimes after that his father was obliged to carry him because otherwise they couldn’t go anywhere. Niall longed for home. He thought of what his life had been like before his father married Alison, when Nanny and Jean were there and there were good things to eat and the rooms were warm and he had nothing to worry about.


It was full summer by the time they reached Newcastle. His father said he had not the strength to go on any further so they found a room for the night. It was just like all the others except that Niall found he had to listen hard to understand the woman’s accent.


The Newcastle streets smelled of rotting fish and the house smelled of it too. The woman offered them fish for dinner and it looked disgusting. Niall couldn’t eat it. His father never ate. He drank. He always had whisky on him, Niall had grown used to the smell of it on his breath. He went to sleep with the smell of warm whisky and woke up to it, his father snoring on none too clean pillows beside him. He quite liked his father’s snoring. At least when his father was snoring you knew you weren’t going to wake up by yourself or with dozens of other boys. It was reassuring.


The morning after they got to Newcastle he ventured to ask his father what they were doing here.


‘That’s a good question,’ his father said as the light reached through the thin curtains and made a pattern on the ceiling.


They were still in beds that smelled of other people so Niall was not inclined to linger, he thought he might like to venture out into the streets but, when he asked, his father said, ‘Not today.’


Not today became the next day and the following one until Niall was desperate to get out and sat for hours beside the window noticing small things like a cat crossing the backstreet. He heard the church bells that Sunday and saw every coming and going. On the Monday there were strings of washing in the street, flying like flags in the warm breeze.


‘Please can we go out today?’


‘No.’


Niall left the window and went over to the grubby bed and looked at his father, who didn’t look much like his father any more, he hadn’t shaved for months and had a tangled beard, his hair was never brushed or combed and the clothes he was wearing he had been wearing for as long as Niall could remember. He could not think that this man was the one who had married Alison, laughed with his friends.


‘Why are we staying in Newcastle?’


‘We aren’t. We’re going to Durham.’


‘Why?’


‘Because I think I should take you home.’


‘Can we go home?’


‘Not that home,’ his father said.


Niall didn’t understand but his father turned away as though he was going back to sleep.


That day his father drank all day until the smell of whisky sickened Niall and he was hungry and his father would not go down to supper so that Niall longed even for the dreadful fish which they had had the night before.


‘Please let us go downstairs,’ he begged. ‘I’m hungry. Please, Father.’


‘I’m not your father. My name’s George.’


Niall knew it was only the drink. He was more worried however when George sat up. He had a gun in his hand. They had had guns at home but they were shotguns, the kind of thing men used for shooting grouse and ptarmigan and deer. This little gun which sat in George’s hand like a toy did not look dangerous.


‘Have you ever thought of what it would be like to be dead?’ George said.


That made Niall afraid. Was his father going to shoot him? George pointed the gun at him.


‘We could both die and that would solve everything. There would be nothing left. I should have thought of it before we set off. This is a godforsaken place and Durham’s worse, the people and the dirty little villages and …’


Niall wasn’t listening, he was staring at the gun, wondering if he was about to be blown into the next world by a drunken father.


‘Do you want to live, Niall? Do you?’


Niall had backed into the door.


‘There’s nothing left.’


George got up from the bed and Niall pushed further into the door as though it would give. He couldn’t watch any more. He closed his eyes and put his hands over his face and waited for George to shoot him. He waited and waited. It felt like a very long time but he did not think it was, just a few seconds, nothing at all. He couldn’t move. He thought that if he moved even an inch George would shoot him and his life would be over when it had barely begun. Then he heard the shot and waited to be dead. He didn’t move. He thought it was taking a long time. He stood and wondered if this stillness was eternity and then he thought he heard footsteps on the stairs and Mrs Riley, the woman who owned the place, rapped on the door.


‘Are you there?’


She banged harder. Niall took his hands down from his eyes and then he wished he hadn’t. George was lying on the floor, Niall could see him and half his face was shot away and there were bits of it all over and he was still. Niall put his hands back over his eyes again and slid down the door, crying. He didn’t know whether it was relief that he was still alive or horror that George was not. George was the only person he had in the whole world.


Mrs Riley banged on the door and then she tried to open it but it was locked. She began shouting and then screaming and her husband’s loud voice could be heard too. They tried to open the door. Niall could feel Mr Riley’s weight behind it and so he made himself crawl away to the side and when he had done that he reached up and turned the key in the lock and Mr Riley almost fell into the room, staggering.


‘Oh Jesus!’ he said and stood still.


Mrs Riley followed him in.


‘Holy Mary, Mother of God,’ she said.


Niall sat against the wall and stared and the room filled with the smell of George’s death, sweet and warm.


Mrs Riley got him up and walked him out of the room and down the stairs into the kitchen. It was a greasy place and Niall thought of the house in Edinburgh and Mrs McLaughlan singing in the huge spotless kitchen with copper pans bright and clean sinks, the whitest ever, and of her singing the Skye Boat Song, which always made her cry but she kept on singing it. She made lemon biscuits and gave them to him warm. Mrs Riley sat Niall on a chair and told him to keep still and that wasn’t difficult. He thought he might never move again.


A policeman came. It had not occurred to Niall that he might lie but he thought back to the way that they had left Edinburgh and when the policeman began to ask him questions lying seemed important somehow.


‘They’re called “Mc” something or other,’ he could hear Mrs Riley say as the policeman came into the room. ‘Scotch people. They’re all alike. He didn’t pay me nothing neither.’


The policeman was very big. He got down to Niall who was sitting on a hard chair beside the long narrow table.


‘What’s your name, lad?’


‘McLaughlan,’ Niall said.


‘Where are you from?’


‘Glasgow.’ The policeman didn’t look like the kind of man who could tell different accents.


‘And what is your address there?’


‘I don’t know,’ Niall said.


He kept on saying that he didn’t know. Some of it was true, he had no idea why George had brought him here, he only knew that they could not have stayed where they were and it seemed to him that if George had brought a gun with him, perhaps for protection on the road, he had gradually decided that he would kill himself, if not both of them. Niall did not see that giving information to the police would make any difference.


He became drowsy and eventually fell asleep to the sound of Mrs Riley saying, ‘We can’t keep him here you know. He’s nothing to do with us.’


And then it was morning and Niall’s only hope as he awoke and realized he wasn’t dead was that it would be the morning before and that George would not be dead. It was a false hope. A cart came with a coffin on it and he was shut into the kitchen as the two men went upstairs to bring George’s body down and then he heard the cart amble away up the street and the shouts from outside.


There were several visitors, word had spread and people were curious and Niall heard Mrs Riley say again and again that she thought it was just awful people could do such things in her house and she didn’t understand it and she wasn’t being left with that bairn, she didn’t understand a word he was saying and he looked sullen to her.


Niall understood her perfectly, he was good at different languages, hadn’t he learned Latin and Greek? He could hear exactly how she sounded and even speak like her, he thought. She came back into the kitchen after seeing her visitors out of the parlour and Niall said to her, ‘Where have they taken my father?’


‘To be buried, of course. Mind you, they won’t be burying him among respectable people. There are places for those who think God’s earth isn’t good enough for them,’ and she crossed herself as he had seen her do several times already.


Niall didn’t know what to do. He wondered whether he should leave. He had no money and nowhere to go and nobody had said anything to him. He didn’t know what he was waiting for, for George to come back?


Before long, however, Mrs Riley went to the door and came back with a man.


‘Mr Wilson’s here from the children’s home. You’re to go with him.’


Mr Wilson was a big man, the biggest Niall had ever seen and obviously did not like small boys. He looked out from narrowed close-set eyes which had no colour. He was not tall, his bigness was in how wide he was. He wore shiny, greasy clothes and his hands seemed to Niall as big as dinner plates.


‘Any belongings?’ he said.


‘No.’


‘No, sir,’ Mr Wilson corrected him.


‘No, sir.’


‘Foreign then, are you?’


Niall had never been foreign before.


‘I’m from Glasgow.’


‘You don’t sound like you come from Glasgow. Are you a liar then, lad?’


‘No, sir.’


But he was, Niall realized. He had been lying ever since George had died. He didn’t understand why, just that he needed some form of protection. What difference could it make now? Nobody would come for him. His father had no friends and neither had he. Mr Wilson grasped hold of him by the shoulder as though he might try to run out of the door. Niall could not think where to.


They walked through the middle of Newcastle. Niall realized that he didn’t like it, he was afraid of it and he was afraid of Mr Wilson and the grip that Mr Wilson had on his arm. The streets were thronging with people and horses and carts and trams and the buildings seemed so high and dark. The markets where the farmers sold dairy produce and rabbits and other dead things upon the stalls were on, but Niall didn’t watch. There were other things too, which reminded him that he had hardly eaten in weeks, sweets and fruit. They went past the tea rooms and the coffee shop and the tailors and the boot shop on Grainger Street, the Empire Theatre further on and the jewellers and a dozen public houses. Off Percy Street were smaller dingier streets, Liverpool Street and Percy Court, and here the houses were poor and men sat about on the corners and children in rags played in the road and had dirty faces. Part of the way along, Mr Wilson opened a door and ushered Niall inside.


He had been in a good many places which he disliked in the last few months but none like this. There was an air of defeat, it was like something out of another age. The afternoon sunshine did not venture here, the windows were high and barred. It smelled of bodies long unwashed and food kept too long. A woman came into the hall, she was big too, very wide with greasy hair that fell to way below her shoulders like she was a young girl. She smiled and her cheeks dimpled.


‘Well, what a little picture,’ she said. It reminded Niall of the women at his father’s parties. They had been skinny by comparison but they had put their fingers into his golden hair and admired his clear skin and bright blue eyes. He didn’t think there was much to admire any more. He was very thin. His clothes were old and worn and going into holes in places and he had grown out of them so that his trousers flapped above his ankles and his jacket was too short in the sleeve and too tight across the chest. He said nothing.


‘What’s your name, sweetheart?’ she said and she said it in a nice voice and he thought of Jean and Nanny and how if he had been able to get to them they would not have let any of this happen to him. Had Nanny gone back to Fife and did she not think of him any more?


‘Niall McLaughlan.’


‘It’s a long name for a small person,’ she said. ‘My name’s Mrs Mackenzie. Are you Irish?’


‘He claims he’s from Glasgow. Don’t you think he sounds like a southerner?’


‘Maybe,’ she said. ‘You’re just in time for tea.’


Things were improving, Niall thought, suddenly hungry. She put a hand into the middle of his back and propelled him along the hall and into a big room. It was just like school, Niall thought, heart sinking, but in fact it was worse. The children did not wear neat uniforms and they stared back at him through unkempt hair from dirty faces. Mr Wilson sat him down on the end of the wooden bench and they put a plate in front of him. It had on it a piece of bread and butter and to the side of it a mug of water.


Niall didn’t know where the anger came from but it did. He had to fight it down so that he wouldn’t say anything, so that he wouldn’t get up and protest at his treatment and shout at the woman who had been nothing but kind to him up to now. He ate the bread and drank the water and said nothing and didn’t look up. There would be supper later, no doubt. There was not. There were long prayers after the meal and then there was bed and it was a dormitory, much bigger than the one at school and more than one child in every bed. In some beds there were two at the top and two at the bottom. High above him the summer sun set late, just as it had done when he was little and the world was contained and organized. There was silence. Nobody moved.


Niall couldn’t sleep, he relived George’s death over and over and when he finally did doze he relived it again in all its detail.


At six they got up and there were prayers again and breakfast. It was porridge. Mrs McLaughlan would have wept if she could have seen it, it was so thick and grey, but Niall ate every scrap.


‘I like to see a clean plate,’ the woman said.


She was in the right place then, Niall thought, every plate was clean. Some children, when the woman wasn’t looking, licked their plates.


There were lessons that morning and that was the first time Niall had ever thought about education and its having different levels. He was very far in advance of these children, many of them didn’t even know their letters and when Mr Wilson wrote on the board Niall could have pointed out his spelling mistakes. He was obliged to pretend that he could not read and write and knew nothing of mathematics when in fact he knew all about multiplication and division and such like. He knew Greek and Latin, not a lot, he had not been at school for long enough to learn much, but it was a great deal more than any of these children would ever understand.


Next to him sat the most exquisite girl in the whole world. Niall did not dare to look at her. She was older than him, two or three years, and just as uncared-for as the rest, but she was small, dainty, fine-boned and fair-haired, with very dark eyes surrounded by long lashes, ears like shells on a beach and slender fingers. She couldn’t do her sums. Niall tried not to tell her how to but when he drew a little closer as Mr Wilson’s back was turned and said softly, ‘The answer’s twenty-four,’ she didn’t move or look up but she said, almost without moving her lips and certainly without anybody else hearing, ‘You’ll get leathered if you don’t shut up,’ so Niall did.


The answer was twenty-four.


At midday there was soup. Niall had no idea what had gone into it and he didn’t much care any more. He couldn’t see her. He wished he could have sat with her but it would have been no real advantage because you were not allowed to talk. In the afternoon the girls did sewing and the boys did woodwork. It was the first time that Niall had been stupid at anything. He had not realized that he could not use his hands. Nobody complained, perhaps Mr Wilson was used to boys who were stupid at such things, but Niall was unhappy. Tea time was the slice of bread and butter again, so thinly spread you could hardly see it, and prayers and then bed.


He hadn’t spoken all day. He wondered whether the children were ever allowed to talk. It didn’t seem so. There were so many children, he thought, you could lose yourself in them and that, he decided, was his best bet for now. He couldn’t think beyond it. He didn’t want to be noticed, to be special or to stand out in any way and he would if he said much or if he knew too many answers. From that day on Niall kept quiet, ate what he was given, tried to keep out of trouble, did not ask for anything and in his mind he tried to come to terms with the idea that George was dead. During the long hours of the night he thought about it so that when he went to sleep it would not come at him again and again.


The summer days did not last and the autumn came in cool and dark so that when he got up it was dark and when he went to bed it was dark and Niall began to think that his life at the home had gone on forever. At first he clung to some kind of idea that Nanny or Jean or some person who cared would come and find him. He imagined himself standing in the hall and holding somebody’s hand and somebody saying to Mr Wilson that it had all been a mistake and it was time for Niall to go home. He dreamed of home, sometimes it was home as it had been and sometimes home as it had never been and his father was not always there. Sometimes it was a cruelty to wake up, because he would dream of the meals he had had there and wonder if he would ever taste good food again. He dreamt of cake and jelly and chocolate.


The only day he got to go out was Sunday and that was to church. They walked in twos and didn’t speak. They could sing the hymns when they were in church. Niall came to enjoy the singing, it was the only time he was encouraged to speak. He thought he would forget what his voice sounded like. The church seemed rich and sumptuous compared to the children’s home. It had blue and red stained-glass windows. That autumn the cold pale sun sent shafts of red and blue light down upon the floor of the church. There were gold candlesticks and embroidered altar cloths. One Sunday in November when it was so cold that Niall could barely move and the sermon had gone on for so long that he was numb and in danger of falling asleep he began to wonder what things like that were worth. He knew that it was a very bad sin to steal from a church but churches were very often open and if they left valuable things about surely people stole them. In his brief walks between Percy Street and here he had seen people living on the streets with nothing but a blanket, mothers with children who cried from the cold. Why was the church so rich and the people so poor?


Christmas came. He could have laughed now to think of how badly off he had thought he was the year before when George and Alison went away after Christmas and left him with the new servants who sat in the kitchen and got drunk and didn’t bother with him. He had still had a comfortable bed, a great big room to himself, gardens, all of Edinburgh around him, warm clothes, books. There were books at the home. Niall had discovered them, hidden away in cupboards, and he stole them frequently. Mr Wilson didn’t notice. He had no idea that anybody could read well enough to want the books and some of them were in Greek and Latin so Mr Wilson wouldn’t have understood them. Niall didn’t understand much himself but he was so bored with the lessons that he had to do something. Pretending to be stupid was becoming impossible. He got everything right because if you didn’t you were punished but he never volunteered any information or added anything to his answers in case Mr Wilson should notice him.


Christmas Day was just like any other except that they went to church and saw the nativity scene and sang carols. The food was just the same. It was just like Sunday, they didn’t have lessons but they had to read the Bible in the afternoon and there were prayers more often and longer than any other day. That evening after prayers Mrs Mackenzie called Niall into her little room. It held a bed and an easy chair, a fire and a table and looked very comfortable. It certainly was a lot better than any of the rooms he had seen before.


She smiled at him and beckoned and in her hand there was a biscuit tin. The biscuits in it were cream and broken and nothing like the kind of thing which Niall had been used to.


‘Take one,’ she said.


Niall stayed back.


‘Come and take one.’


Niall looked for a complete biscuit but there wasn’t one, they were all broken. He took the biggest piece he could find, less than a half. Mrs Mackenzie reached up and touched his cheek with her hand.


‘Are you happy, Niall?’


He gave her the required answer.


‘Yes, Mrs Mackenzie.’


‘Good.’ She cradled his cheek with her hand and put her fingers into his hair. Women had done it before but they had not looked at him like she did, at least he didn’t think so. He thought she might offer him another biscuit but to his surprise she undid the buttons at the top of her dress and she took the hand that didn’t have the biscuit in it and guided it inside on to her bosom. Niall was astonished, horrified, fascinated. Her breasts were enormous. It made him want to giggle and then it didn’t. She held his hand over the tip of her breast until Niall wanted to run away.


‘Move it.’


‘What?’


‘Move your hand around.’


Niall tried to extract his hand instead and she caught at his wrist.


‘Try it again,’ she said, ‘and you can have another biscuit.’


‘No. No.’ Niall wrenched free and ran.


That night, in bed, his heart thumped so hard he thought it would come through his skin and he imagined that Mrs Mackenzie would tell Mr Wilson that he had not done what she wanted but nothing happened.


The child he had sat next to and told the sum answer to was called Bridget. He didn’t know what her second name was but he watched her a lot as the days after Christmas went by and he waited to be asked back into Mrs Mackenzie’s office to be offered biscuits and told to touch her. As much as there was any privacy, Niall took books from the top of the linen cupboard outside the bathroom and read them when he could.


One day in March Mr Wilson found a book on Niall. It was a Latin primer and Mr Wilson noticed the shape of it under Niall’s rapidly wearing clothes.


‘What is that, McLaughlan?’ he said.


‘It’s a book, sir.’


‘Really? Give it to me.’


Niall handed the book over. Mr Wilson stared at it.


‘You read Latin?’


‘No, sir.’


‘So what are you doing with a book on Latin?’


‘I wanted to read it.’


‘Where did you get it?’


‘It was in the linen cupboard.’


‘You stole it?’


‘No, sir. I was going to read it and put it back.’


Mr Wilson got hold of him by the hair, pulled him up and out of his seat and over the desk at the front of the gloomy classroom and beat him. Niall had always thought he would cry when somebody did that but he didn’t. He just stored it up along with the gold candlesticks in the church and the biscuits in Mrs Mackenzie’s room and the way that George had died. He thought it was a very hard beating, it hurt for such a long time afterwards. When Mr Wilson shoved him back in the direction of his desk nobody looked up. The one good thing was that there was no such thing as triumph here. Nobody wished you to be beaten and nobody was glad because everybody was the same. Niall was allowed no food that day or the next. During meals he was made to stand in the corner. Towards the end of the second day he passed out. It was a weird feeling, like he imagined dying might be. All of a sudden you just weren’t there any more and in a way he was grateful. The floor enveloped him like a blanket. When he woke up he was disappointed. Mr Wilson was standing over him, telling him to get up and when he did shoved him in the direction of his bed with the comment, ‘You shouldn’t thieve.’


Prayers were going on below, Niall could hear them but at least he was alone in the bed, for the first time. As he lay there Bridget slid into the room. She was not allowed in the boys’ dormitory. She closed the door softly and came to his bed like a wraith.


‘Do you really read Latin?’ she said.


‘A bit.’


‘You’ve got to stop stealing,’ she said.


‘I wasn’t stealing.’


‘Is there another name for taking things which aren’t yours?’


‘I didn’t take it, I only borrowed it.’


‘Was that how you felt when Old Wilson hit you?’


‘I didn’t do anything wrong,’ Niall said.


‘You don’t have to be wrong, you just have to be found out,’ she said.


‘You’ll get found out being here.’


She went without another word but Niall felt happier. That night he went into the girls’ dormitory and in the cold quiet he moved past the beds until he saw her unmistakable, almost white hair. She had a bed to herself. How lucky. He sat down and touched her on the shoulder. She jumped and opened her eyes.


‘What are you doing?’ she whispered.


‘Can I get in? I’m frozen.’


‘No. Yes. They will kill you.’


‘I have to tell somebody.’


‘Get in then. Only don’t touch me. Nobody touches me.’


‘I don’t want to touch you,’ Niall said.


He got into the bed. He could feel the warmth of her on the bedclothes.


‘Bridget.’ He said it just to say her name, just to say somebody’s name. He had talked more today than he had for weeks, months. ‘Mrs Mackenzie got me into her room and gave me a bit of biscuit and got me to touch her.’


‘She does that to everybody. What makes you think you’re so special? It’s just her tits, isn’t it? Boys like tits. Besides, what does it matter? Take the whole frigging biscuit tin while you’re doing it.’


‘I don’t want to do it.’


‘Think about something nice. Something nice must have happened to you some time.’


‘I don’t think it’s right,’ Niall said. ‘Nobody asked me to do that before.’


‘Don’t kid yourself,’ Bridget said. ‘It’s not going to be the last time some woman does, not the way you bloody look.’


Niall didn’t understand.


‘I don’t know what you mean.’


Bridget laughed into the pillow.


‘Jesus, Niall, you look like you fell out of heaven.’


The funny part about it was that was exactly how he felt, as though he had been in heaven, bypassed earth and gone straight to hell.


She was right, it was not the last time. Within another month he had been called back into the room and given biscuits three times and on the third occasion Mrs Mackenzie made him sleep with her. He didn’t have to do anything after the breast bit, just sleep, and she didn’t touch him so it wasn’t that bad but she made him take all his clothes off. He felt sick. Why Niall felt so awful about it he didn’t know. It seemed to spoil the memories of Jean and Nanny though they would never have done such a thing to him in a million years. His mind got all mixed up and he didn’t want to go near anybody. He didn’t go into the girls’ dormitory again to see Bridget and he didn’t talk to anybody. He didn’t steal any more books, he just went through the day-to-day of boring lessons and being hungry all the time and other people’s elbows and legs in the way when he wanted to sleep. He had stopped thinking about things like being clean and having clothes which fitted.


Niall could no longer disappear among the other children. In class Mr Wilson did not forget the Latin grammar and he gave Niall work which he could not do and then beat him when he got it wrong. The misery grew on him like a hard shell. He no longer expected to be happy or for there to be relief of any kind. The days and the weeks and the months went on and on.
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