
		
			[image: 9781786486721.jpg]
		

	
		
			The House at Silvermoor

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			Also By

			Also by Tracy Rees

			Amy Snow

			Florence Grace

			The Hourglass

			The Love Note (originally published as Darling Blue)

		

	
		
			Title

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			Copyright

			This ebook edition first published in 2020 by

			Quercus Editions Ltd

			Carmelite House

			50 Victoria Embankment

			London EC4Y 0DZ

			An Hachette UK company

			Copyright © 2020 Tracy Rees

			The moral right of Tracy Rees to be

			identified as the author of this work has been

			asserted in accordance with the Copyright,

			Designs and Patents Act, 1988.

			All rights reserved. No part of this publication 

			may be reproduced or transmitted in any form 

			or by any means, electronic or mechanical,

			including photocopy, recording, or any 

			information storage and retrieval system, 

			without permission in writing from the publisher.

			A CIP catalogue record for this book is available 

			from the British Library

			Hardback ISBN 978 1 78648 671 4

			EBOOK ISBN 978 1 78648 672 1

			This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, 

			businesses, organizations, places and events are 

			either the product of the author’s imagination

			or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to

			actual persons, living or dead, events or

			locales is entirely coincidental.

			Ebook by CC Book Production

			Cover design © 2020 Nicci Dupin

			www.quercusbooks.co.uk

		

	
		
			Dedication

			For Phil,

			For my parents

			and

			In memory of my grandfather, Leonard Rees, 

			who was a coal miner in South Wales

		

	
		
			Contents

			The House at Silvermoor

			Also By

			Title

			Copyright

			Dedication

			Part One

			Chapter 1

			Chapter 2

			Chapter 3

			Chapter 4

			Chapter 5

			Chapter 6

			Chapter 7

			Chapter 8

			Chapter 9

			Chapter 10

			Chapter 11

			Chapter 12

			Chapter 13

			Chapter 14

			Chapter 15

			Chapter 16

			Chapter 17

			Chapter 18

			Chapter 19

			Chapter 20

			Part Two

			Chapter 21

			Chapter 22

			Chapter 23

			Chapter 24

			Chapter 25

			Chapter 26

			Chapter 27

			Chapter 28

			Chapter 29

			Chapter 30

			Chapter 31

			Chapter 32

			Chapter 33

			Chapter 34

			Chapter 35

			Chapter 36

			Chapter 37

			Chapter 38

			Chapter 39

			Chapter 40

			Chapter 41

			Chapter 42

			Chapter 43

			Chapter 44

			Part Three

			Chapter 45

			Chapter 46

			Chapter 47

			Chapter 48

			Chapter 49

			Chapter 50

			Chapter 51

			Chapter 52

			Chapter 53

			Chapter 54

			Chapter 55

			Chapter 56

			Chapter 57

			Chapter 58

			Chapter 59

			Chapter 60

			Chapter 61

			Chapter 62

			Chapter 63

			Chapter 64

			Chapter 65

			Chapter 66

			Chapter 67

			Chapter 68

			Chapter 69

			Chapter 70

			Chapter 71

			Chapter 72

			Epilogue

			Acknowledgements

		

	
		
			Part One

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			[image: ]

			Tommy

			Summer 1897

			‘’Scuse me, Schoolmaster.’

			The bell had just rung to mark the end of our last day of school. The other boys had fled in an instant; a proud stampede. For them, finishing school meant a new stage of life; the chance to bring a wage to their families. Stepping into the shoes of generations, rising to the challenges of our heritage: that’s what becoming a man meant on the coalfields. But I lingered.

			I watched as Mr Latimer tidied his desk and shook out the jacket that hung on his chair while he delivered his lessons. White chalk dust had settled on top of the coal dust that we all wore and breathed. We swallowed it when we licked our lips. The mingled black and white always gave Latimer a curiously grey and muted appearance.

			He looked up. ‘Tommy Green. Still here, lad? Do you want something?’ 

			‘I’d value a word, sir, just a moment of tha time.’

			Latimer continued to shake his jacket and line up his chalks. I fidgeted, unsure what to do with my hands. I didn’t even know what enquiry to make. I knew of nothing but coal mining and earls. What should I ask?

			‘Thank you, sir. It’s just, you see, sir . . .’ I took a deep breath. ‘Tha’s always been good enough to say I’m fair at school, sir.’

			I hoped he might help me then. Perhaps chime in with, ‘You certainly are, Tommy! In all my years’ teaching I’ve never seen such a promising lad. You’ll be wasted in the mines . . .’

			But he said nothing. He dusted off the blackboard, erasing the proverbs and verses from which we had drawn our final instruction in spelling and morality. I saw my hopes swept off with them. 

			Over the years, I’d worked hard in school, drawn praise from Schoolmaster. I’d won prizes, three years in a row, and had them presented to me by the smiling earl at Sunday school, with my ma in a bonnet clapping wearily along. It was the closest most of us had ever been to the earl and each time he shook my hand and called me a bright boy. The second time I was prepared to greet him like an old acquaintance but he showed no sign of recognising that I was the same bright boy as before. 

			The third time, he was accompanied by his six-year-old son. Young Lord Walter Sedgewick’s christening had been held on my fifth birthday and all the villagers had been invited to ­Silvermoor for the celebrations, which had culminated in fireworks. The fact had always made me fancy an affinity between us. We shook hands too, he as solemn as a little judge. I stared fiercely into his eyes. Don’t you know me? I pleaded silently. You were christened on my birthday, we are linked. But he only looked a little frightened. When I released him, he brushed off a smudge of coal that I’d left on his cuff. 

			It wasn’t only in school that I’d proved myself. I’d also satisfied my father in a dozen small challenges of manhood. I’d shot rabbits – and he clipped me when I cried. I’d stayed locked in the coal house all night when I was nine – to get me used to facing darkness alone, he said. I’d stood over corpses and gazed into their wide eyes – there was death aplenty before me, he said. 

			I’d dreamed – oh, how I’d dreamed – of leaving Grindley and going far away. I dreamed of meeting people who did and talked of other things besides mining. I dreamed of rooms full of books. But whenever these hopes spilled unwitting from my boyish lips, I’d earn a lashing from my father. So I learned to stay quiet. 

			When I was very young, my favourite daydream was that one day the earl would come to our cottage and claim me as his own long-lost son and brother to Walter. I would go to live at Silvermoor and ride ponies every day. But when I was older, and came to understand such matters, I realised that this fantasy could only come about through my mother’s disgrace – and that could not be unless she were a very different sort of person. 

			Despite all my efforts to grow up right, life had shown me the same number of avenues that it showed us all – one. To work at the mine. So here I stood, aged twelve, desperately hoping to avert my destiny.

			Latimer turned to his next task, the repositioning of books in the wooden cupboard we called a library. 

			‘I just wondered, sir, if there might be . . . if I might . . . ?’

			I’d never so badly needed to go to the toilet but I steeled myself. ‘Is there more schoolin’ to be done, sir? And can I do it? Is there summat I can do in life other than the mines? Canst tha help me, Schoolmaster? Please.’

			‘So there it is,’ he said at last, putting on his jacket. ‘Fair at book learning, perhaps, but the important lessons have clearly passed you by. Humility, acceptance, duty. You’re a coal miner’s son, Tommy, a coal miner’s grandson. Do you disrespect them and what they do?’

			‘No, no!’ I hastened. ‘It’s nowt like that, sir . . . But I know there’s a world out there, beyond Grindley. I know there are those as don’t work underground and I only wondered if there’s a way for me to be one of them. I disrespect no one, sir.’

			‘I see.’ He sat down and steepled his hands on the desk in front of him. Years I had sat and watched Mr Latimer at that desk. ‘I’m grieved, Green, if I have given you false pride. It’s true that you have come top in class numerous times, but this merely reflects the sad lack of basic intelligence possessed by the majority of Grindley children. It isn’t their fault, it’s breeding. Someone has to come top, Tommy. In a tiny village school where only the dullest of intellects grasp for a basic understanding, that someone was you.’

			I felt a rush fill my head but I did not cry, another thing I had conquered for my father.

			‘But, but, sir . . . the earl . . .’

			He looked at me sharply then. ‘What about the earl?’ 

			‘He . . . he called us a bright boy. When he give us me prize.’

			He snorted. ‘He’d hardly call you a dunce at a prize-giving. Merely good manners, Green, not something to take to heart. It’s all relative, you understand. Relative.’

			I didn’t understand, but I struggled to, as was my habit when something was new to me, or difficult. ‘Does tha mean I’m not bright, Schoolmaster, that I only seem that way compared to some?’

			His face lost some of its anger. ‘Green, lad. You must understand, the world out there is more complex and difficult than you could ever imagine. Its realms and reaches are not for the likes of you. Here, you may be the star pupil. Out there, you would be nothing. You would be crushed in an instant, as surely as those men were crushed in White Arrow Drift Mine years ago. Does the minister not tell us that we are born into our right place on this earth? Do you doubt God’s plan?’

			I was tongue-tied. In quite real terms, my tongue had lodged in my throat in a glutinous lump, and I could neither swallow nor speak. I hung my head and I stood there and burned.

			‘I should think not,’ he concluded, as if I had agreed with him. ‘Off with you now, lad, and in recognition of your efforts in this classroom I’ll not tell your father of this. Mention it again and I’ll see to it he gives you a sound thrashing to rid you of your notions.’

			It would be the thrashing of my life, I knew. I whispered, ‘Then there’s really . . . nothing? For me?’

			‘Nothing,’ he agreed.

			I turned and left the schoolroom for the last time. At the door no sense or wisdom could prevent me from turning and asking one last question. ‘What were your father, sir? Was he a schoolmaster too?’

			The board duster came hurtling through the air with a wicked accuracy. ‘Out, Green!’
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			Tommy

			I wended my way home greatly dispirited. Hearing that I wasn’t sufficiently bright to make a good fist of aught but this life was as great a loss to me as when my brother Dan died in the pit last year. But I knew I must shake it off before Da got home. He’d often told us that back in the old days, before the law had changed, children were sent to work in the mines at the age of five. His tone suggested a certain nostalgia for that time. 

			I arrived home to find my brother John sloshing in the tin bath in the yard. ‘All right, our Tom?’ he asked.

			His clothes had been whipped away by Mercy, my eldest sister, who was at the laundry tub, and a pair of clean long johns was slung over the wall. Needless to say, those of us who worked were utterly barred from the house before washing. 

			I stepped into the back room through the only door we ever used, where Ma was cooking something with bacon. The housing was better in Grindley than in many a pit village. We had two rooms downstairs and decent sizes at that. Twelve by twelve, one of them. Ernest and Alfie sat on the floor, playing jacks. My middle sister Mary was in a corner, sewing and sulking. She was always sulky since our Jimmy, who was her twin, had started down the pit last year, and she’d never been the smiliest lass to begin with. Grandma was peeling potatoes by the stove. Year round she sat there – she felt the cold. 

			‘Where’s our Con?’ I asked Ma, giving her a kiss and tearing a piece of bread from the loaf that was cooling on the side. Connie was the little one, my favourite.

			‘I don’t know,’ Ma answered, flustered. ‘I can’t keep track of you all any more. My head’s not what it used to be since our Dan went.’

			It was true that my formerly calm, clever mother had gone to pieces since we lost Dan. Not in any way that a neighbour would recognise – she continued to cook and clean and sew our buttons and organise us all. But inside our cottage we saw the changes in her. She was often distracted, quick to tears. She forgot things she would never have forgotten before and we all knew that a piece of her was away with Dan. 

			He’d been the handsomest of us brothers. Only seventeen when he died. No big disaster, no astonishing accident. Just that Ned Vale, the timberer working behind him that day, hadn’t shored up the ceiling sufficiently. Or he had, depending who you spoke to. It had never happened before with Ned’s props so maybe it was just one of those things. Down came the ceiling, crushing our Dan. Ned was inconsolable. It was the only time I’d ever seen Da cry. 

			No report reached the newspapers – that only happened when many lives were lost. The more the better, from the point of view of the papers, who wanted sensational reading. For the miners, too, those stories made greater leverage to campaign for better conditions. But no newspaper could have altered the horror of what happened to him, three hundred feet below ground, alone in the dark . . . the sudden drop of rock . . . Had it been quick – Dan snuffed out in an instant – or had he lain there a long while, knowing death was coming?

			The door burst open and John came in from his bath, followed by Mercy, looking red-faced and hot, followed soon after by Grandpa and Connie, who was clutching a small bucket and chuckling with glee. 

			‘I done it, Mamma!’ she piped. ‘I catched a fish!’ She beamed when she saw me, and threw her arms around me, her bucket clonking my leg. 

			‘Ouch!’ 

			‘Sorry! Look at my fish, Tommy!’ I peered in to see one very small silver minnow dead at the bottom.

			‘I took her to the stream,’ Grandpa explained. ‘She wanted to have a hand in the supper.’

			‘I said thank you to the fish for being caught,’ Connie explained, slapping the minnow triumphantly onto the table. ‘And to the fish’s ma and da for letting me have their bairn. And to the stream for letting me fish in it.’

			‘Where does she get these notions?’ marvelled my mother, moving the fish to one side.

			*

			After dinner, when the little ones had climbed the ladder to bed and Grandma and Grandpa were tucked into their folding bed under the stairs in the corner of the kitchen, the rest of us sat in the front room, Ma playing the harmonium softly: ‘His Mercy Shall Raise Me Up’. Mercy was crocheting. Mary rested her head on Jimmy’s shoulder, her face more content now that her twin was home. George and John were playing cards. These short intervals of peace in the evenings meant a great deal to me. 

			Then my father caught my eye and jerked his head towards the door, lifting a finger to pursed lips.

			‘Time for a smoke then,’ he said, taking up his pipe and heading out. 

			I waited a convincing moment or two then sauntered after him. He was sitting on the wall, tapping his pipe bowl. Away down the row other neighbours were doing the same. He had swung his legs over to face the street and other people’s houses, set in a parallel row to ours. I sat beside him, facing our house.

			‘I’m takin’ you tonight,’ he said without preamble. ‘I won’t take Jimmy now he’s down pit. Food’s scarce and I need a hand.’ 

			I stayed silent, digesting it. 

			‘Say nowt to tha mother,’ Da said unnecessarily. Ma regularly berated Da for taking her sons poaching. Our deaths couldn’t come fast enough for him, she accused him each time a new one of us did it. We’d all be shot or hanged, she railed, but there, at least we’d be saved from the mines. Da took no notice but I don’t think he liked it. 

			‘I’ll not,’ I assured him. ‘What time, Da?’ 

			‘Midnight. There’s a good moon tonight. Mind you learn the ways whilst you can see. Now go on. Leave us finish me pipe.’

			At midnight I stole from the bed. Ernest’s feet were lodged under my chin, an arm of John’s was thrown over me and my own left leg was trapped beneath a snoring George. Never mind the hazards of poaching, getting out without waking everyone was my first challenge. 

			Da was waiting in the yard, grim-faced as usual, and we set off without a word. Even so, it felt like high adventure. It would take a worse father than mine for a boy not to feel the thrill of venturing out in the moonlight with him. 

			Poaching was illegal, of course, and risky, but I was excited to set foot on the Silvermoor estate again. The glorious memory of my fifth birthday had never faded and my secret fascination with the gentry had not waned. But when we reached the turning for Silvermoor my father kept walking. 

			‘Where are we going, Da?’

			‘Can’t go to Silvermoor a while. I had a run-in last week.’

			‘Then . . . ?’ 

			He didn’t answer. Man of few words, my father. 

			We walked a couple of miles in the direction of Arden, the next village over. It dawned on me that the next big estate we would reach was Heston Manor and fear stilled my blood. Heston belonged to the Barridges, the other coal-owning family in our area. They owned three mines and worked their men harder than dogs. When we in Grindley told ourselves we were lucky to work for the Sedgewicks of Silvermoor, since there were others far worse, it was the Barridges we meant. 

			Twenty years ago, there had been an explosion in one of the Barridge pits, caused by firedamp, one of the noxious gases that made life underground so very hazardous. The deputy, a very experienced man, had raised concerns about that stretch of tunnel with Winthrop Barridge, who told him to carry on. Hundreds of men were killed. I could scarcely believe a man could be so uncaring. All those deaths, so unnecessary. 

			And Winthrop Barridge paid not one penny of compensation to the widows. The very next day they were ordered to leave. So many grieving women and children with nowhere to live and no means at all. It was said that he had a lump of coal for a heart.

			The women protested, camping at the edge of the Heston estate. Barridge set his dogs on them. They went to a local newspaper, which made much, for a time, of the greedy and merciless mine owners. Barridge paid them off and the story died. Those widows and bairns disappeared to who knew what fate, while Winthrop Barridge brought in new men to work his Hepzibah mine and toasted the birth of twin sons with champagne. 

			The story summed up everything we knew about the ­Barridge clan. And now we were going to poach on their land. 

			Heston was empty now. Perhaps God had punished old ­Barridge for his coal-heartedness, for six years ago his eldest son, the Barridge heir, had met a tragic end. A keen horseman, he’d been thrown from a new mount. Soon afterwards, the Barridges had moved to their other Yorkshire home, which was smaller than Heston but free of bad memories. In our families we could not indulge our losses in such a way. 

			Heston Manor was a chilling place, fenced, walled, chained and in all other ways forbidden. The woods were thick with game but it was common knowledge that although the Barridges weren’t around to roast their rabbits, they didn’t want anyone else to get them either. Paulson, their groundsman, was a violent man with a zeal for catching poachers. I’d heard the place was trapped and patrolled nightlong by Paulson, with his henchmen and three great black hounds. Since my father was taking me there, I could only assume that these rumours were greatly exaggerated.

			‘Now, lad,’ said Da, coming to a halt in the shadows. ‘Tha’s heard the stories of this place? Aye, well, they’re all true. There’s only so far we dare go, a corner or two that seem to slip old Paulson’s notice. Stick with me and do as I say, you hear me? That man will string you up by the ankles if he catches you.’

			I nodded, numb with disbelief that we were about to cross such an inviolable boundary. A tall, thick hedge, bristling with nettle and briar, barred our way like something from a tale. It seemed positively alive with ill intent. But Da showed me a small area where it was sparser. Leaves and more pliable branches had been pulled across, but the moonlight showed it up like the bald patch on Preacher Tawney’s head. He combed his hair across it, but it was there nonetheless. Da parted the branches and nodded for me to slip through. He followed and put his hand on my shoulder for a minute while I looked around. We were surrounded by trees. 

			‘Don’t be deceived,’ murmured Da, close in my ear. ‘We’re not safe, keep a sharp eye at all times. If you see anyone, even far off, run and get out. They’ve got dogs like you’ve never seen. Fastest bastards I ever knew. We’ve got two paths we can use. I’ll show you.’

			I nodded, nervous, but probably not as nervous as I should have been. It all felt like a dream. We walked less than half a mile along a very thin path that threaded through the brambles. In Da’s traps we found two rabbits and a pheasant. In the weird white light his face wore a look of determined victory. We slung the game in a bag and he showed me how to reset the traps. 

			‘See that pine tree,’ he said then. ‘The tall, thin one next to the fat bushes? That’s our limit. Go no further, never ever, if you value your life. Understand me, son?’

			‘I understand,’ I whispered. He rarely called any of us that so I knew he was deadly serious.

			‘I’ll show you why,’ he said, leading me to the thin pine. The moon had vanished for a moment behind a cloud. When it sailed out again, he pointed. I could see nothing and frowned but he clipped the side of my head and I looked again. Then I saw it. A thin, thin line, like a hair, across the path. I looked at Da in shock.

			‘That’s not . . . ?’

			He nodded. ‘Shotgun’s in t’bushes. That string’ll trigger it. They’ve been illegal eighty years now, but Paulson still uses them. Traps too – this place is crackling with them. So where do you stop, lad?’

			‘At the thin pine by the fat bushes.’

			He nodded. ‘Back we go then. You lead, show me you’ve remembered the way.’

			I had a good memory for the countryside and the moon was bright. I only threatened to veer off the path once and Da slapped the side of my head again so the right way was lodged in there good and proper. 

			The other path took us an even shorter distance; Da was playing it safe, staying well within the boundaries of peril. His traps yielded nothing but a squirrel this time. Da cursed softly and threw the small, broken body into the bracken. He showed me how important it was to pull the foliage back over the traps, to keep them concealed. ‘We don’t want Paulson on the lookout in our patch.’

			Then he pointed. ‘That tump there? That funny hillock just off the path? That’s where you stop.’ He marched me up to it. I didn’t even want to wonder how he had found all this out. Da took up a stout stick and threw it just ahead. I hadn’t seen the trap, veiled as it was by ferns, but I saw its grey glint as it sprang shut. It wasn’t a small trap like Da’s; it was intended for poachers, not game. There was a loud snap and the stick was cracked in two, bits of wood flying up. I swallowed.

			‘Could be yer leg,’ Da said briefly. Then, with our small, hard-won booty, we went home again.
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			Josie

			April 1898

			There was always a sense of rivalry between Arden, which was our village, and Grindley, three miles over. I took quite some foolish pride in coming from Arden because it had the prettier name; as a girl I required nothing more from my place of origin. Looking back, I marvel at my complacency. A miner’s daughter I was, a miner’s wife I would one day be and Arden was where I lived. All that changed the day I met Tommy Green. 

			My sister Alice was getting married. I’d been charged with fetching violets for her to wind in her hair, to bring out the colour of her cornflower-blue eyes. Alice and her perfect colouring and angelic face! Why should she care about bringing out her eyes? She was only marrying Fred Deacon. He was squat and swarthy and I wouldn’t have married him if you’d paid me five whole pounds. She said she loved him but I think she loved the overwinder’s job that would be his when his father died. I think she especially loved the large cottage that came with it. 

			It was late April. Didn’t think of that when they sent me out for violets, did they? The flowers were gone from the lanes by then but I knew where they still grew. I set off to my secret place, a small corner of the old Barridge estate, Heston. They’d have killed me if they’d known I went there, for a fact. 

			The Barridges were the landowners, our gentry. Our homes, our labours, all belonged to them. Our souls too, some said. Once, the Barridges had lived at Heston Manor, and held balls and dinners and taken part in the usual customs of the wildly rich. But now Heston was empty and abandoned and forbidden. 

			That was one thing I envied the Grindley lot. They had gentry they could see and tug their caps to and chatter about. Ours were too far off now for all that. I’d never seen a lord or lady, never glimpsed a shiny carriage. Only the men ever saw a Barridge, for, despite the distance, despite his age and whatever the weather, Winthrop Barridge visited his mines every single day. That was not a good thing, they said. 

			It was known across the county that he was a hard master. Back then I didn’t fully understand what that meant. All I knew was that the family wasn’t liked, but what was that to me? It wasn’t as though I would ever cross paths with any of them. 

			I sauntered through the lanes, enjoying the weather, until I came to a rocky incline that rose to an old stone wall. Behind it was a copse of trees, pressing to get out. In one place the wall had crumbled and the gap had been stopped up with a wooden fence but the boards had rotted and it was easy enough to squeeze through. I doubted the gamekeeper ever bothered with this dense tangle; there was estate aplenty to patrol and nothing here but wildflowers and bramble. All I did, once I was in, was look out. I would peer through the wooden boards, observing the sweep of countryside from a landowner’s perspective. I would enjoy the peace, which I never got at home, and after a while I would leave.

			The woods were full of bluebells and violets this time of year and they were bluer, brighter than elsewhere because the thick trees protected them from the coal dust in the air. It was rare to see pure colour, unclouded by grey. I gathered a coronet’s worth of violets for Alice and an armload of bluebells for me then headed home. It should have been such an uneventful morning. 

			But then I met the gamekeeper coming the other way. I’d never seen him before but I knew him at once, by his gaiters and boots, and his hat bristling with pheasant feathers. And by the shotgun hanging at his side. And the swing of his stride, tramping the lanes as if he owned them. I thanked God that I was back where I had a perfect right to be. 

			‘Good morning, sir,’ I said, a little perky. 

			‘Where did you get those flowers, girl?’ he demanded. 

			I flushed. I know I did. With my complexion you can’t get away with anything. I hate my red hair and my white skin. Never mind vanity, they’re impractical. Now Alice, she could tell a barefaced lie and stay just the colour of ripened corn. But what concern could he have with a twelve-year-old girl carrying wildflowers?

			He had concern aplenty.

			‘Did you steal them from Heston?’ he boomed. I was suddenly aware of the wide, silent countryside spreading in every direction around me. ‘Have you been trespassing, girl? Answer me!’

			‘They’re for my sister’s wedding, sir!’ I was gabbling. ‘Our Alice. She’s getting married at one. I’d best get back or me mam will kill me. Nice to meet you, sir. Good day.’

			‘Not so fast!’ He yanked my arm and the bluebells scattered in the lane. The violets were tucked into my pinny pocket so at least they were safe.

			‘No!’ I cried, shocked at the waste, the petty black and white of it all.

			‘How did you get in?’ he roared in my face, still holding my arm. ‘Can’t you read the signs, girl? Perhaps you can’t read. They say, Trespassers will be prosecuted. What do you say to that?’

			‘I weren’t trespassin’!’ I wailed. ‘I swear!’

			‘Then where did you pick them? Not a great many bluebells in the hedge, are there?’

			‘Sir, they’re nowt but flowers!’

			‘To Heston flowers you have no right and no entitlement. I ask you again: how did you get in?’

			‘I were at Grindley, sir! There’s bluebells in the lanes at Grindley, only go and see ’em.’

			He looked at me disbelievingly. ‘You walked all the way to Grindley, to fetch flowers for your sister?’

			‘I did! For her wedding, sir. A special day.’

			He let go of my arm. ‘What’s your father’s name?’

			Everything inside me stilled. We all knew the trouble that men like this, men who had the ear of the family, could cause for the likes of my father. I couldn’t tell him the truth. ‘Broad, sir, Thomas Broad.’

			‘And your name, girl?’

			‘Lizzie.’

			‘Well, Lizzie Broad, you’d best go on back to Grindley, hadn’t you, and pick more flowers for your sister? These are all quite spoiled now,’ he said, pacing back and forth over my bluebells, crushing their stems and grinding their lovely heads into the ground.

			‘Aye, sir. I’d best. If that’s all, sir.’

			‘Don’t let me catch you this close to Heston again.’ 

			I turned tail and fled towards Grindley, which was in the opposite direction from where I needed to go. After a while I looked back over my shoulder. He wasn’t following. He’d turned off the lane and was cresting the hill towards Heston. Even so, I must have run half a mile before I let myself stop and think about turning back. And when I did I found myself crying. I’d been so cocky and now I felt scared and stupid. God, I hoped that man didn’t go to Arden and ask about for a Thomas or a Lizzie Broad, for no such folk existed.

			I’d never had anything I’d wanted snatched away from me before, and the reason for that, I realised, was that I never wanted anything. When something as small as wildflowers was denied you, well, there was some sort of shame in that. 

			The next minute I heard whistling and a lad about my own age strode into view. I gasped in annoyance and dragged my sleeve over my wet face. Was no one at home this Sunday, or in church? Must they all tramp the lanes between Arden and Grindley and get in my way?

			‘How do?’ said the boy, tugging his cap.

			‘Good day,’ I said, giving myself airs because he was a Grindley lad, I’m not sure why. I took my cue from the adults, I suppose. The men always swore that Grindley men were soft, that the Sedgewicks, the family for whom they worked, were soft, that a Grindley lass should count herself lucky to marry an Arden man. (Despite the fact that had never happened in living memory.) In time I came to learn that Grindley folk were as proud to be them as we were to be us, a discovery which astonished me at first.

			He smiled as if I’d said something funny, which made me puff myself up all the more. I was especially irritated because I really needed to turn around and start for home. If I did it now, I’d look as if I were following this young fellow-me-lad. I was quite sure he rated himself enough to think it. He was all down at heel and covered in coal dust, as we all were, but he was good-looking. His pond-green eyes were ever so slightly bulbous – not enough to look strange, just enough to be striking. Froggy eyes, I thought at once; they gave him an open and enquiring look. He was tall – that wouldn’t help him down the pit – with dark curly hair and an air about him. That’s all I could think then, that he had an air. I hesitated, because I didn’t know which way to walk and because I was curious.

			‘Fine day,’ he remarked and his striking eyes still danced on me as if I were a delight – or a great source of amusement.

			‘Look,’ I said. ‘I’ll be honest. I have to turn around and go home. I need to get back for me sister’s wedding and me ma will kill us I’ve been out that long. But now tha’s happened along and I don’t want you to think I’m following you. I’m sure the girls in Grindley consider you very fine and all but I’m an Arden lass and we stick to our own. So don’t think owt.’ And I turned round and marched ahead of him, though I don’t know how I thought I’d maintain my lead. He was tall, as I’ve said, and I was ever so medium-sized. 

			‘Would you like me to turn round so you don’t think I’m following you neither?’ he called after me, cheekily I thought.

			I sniffed. ‘I’m sure it makes no difference to me where you go. Enjoy your walk, why don’t you.’

			He laughed aloud, a surprising burst of sound on that hushed Sunday morning. ‘I’ll carry on then, seeing as it’s all the same to you,’ he informed me and fell into step at my side. ‘As we’re companions of the road, introductions seem proper,’ he said. ‘I’m Tommy Green of Grindley.’

			I looked at him sideways, getting a little puffed but not wanting to slow my pace. Truth be told, I didn’t want him to keep up his same long stride and pull away from me. ‘Josie Westgate of Arden.’ 

			‘Pleased to meet you. If your sister’s getting’ married, and your ma wants you home, why were you racing as fast as your little legs could carry you away from Arden?’

			‘I do not have little legs!’ I said indignantly, stopping dead, gasping for breath. ‘I have perfectly normal legs for a lass my age.’

			‘A lass of . . . ?’

			‘I’m twelve year old, Tommy Green, though it’s nowt of your business. And I was heading to Grindley, if you must know, because I had a run-in with the old gamekeeper and I had to get away. And are you always so full of questions?’

			He stopped too and sighed. ‘Aye. I am. Everyone tells me so. Old Paulson do you mean? Him as wears the feathers an’ blots out the sun?’

			I couldn’t help but giggle. ‘Aye, him.’

			‘What’s he doing picking on a young girl then?’ 

			‘I had bluebells . . .’ I hesitated; I hadn’t told a soul about my excursions to the forbidden estate so why would I tell a complete stranger? Yet somehow I wanted to. We came to the place in the lane where my beautiful flowers were spilled and trampled. I gestured at them sadly. ‘He thought I’d stolen them from Heston. He were that angry. I told him I’d got them from Grindley lanes to get out of trouble and he said I’d best go back and get some more. So I had to go that way.’

			He stared at me. ‘And did you? Get them from Heston?’ He looked intrigued and admiring and worried all at once. 

			‘See up there?’ I pointed and he followed my gaze. ‘There’s a gap in’t wall. I don’t go far, only into the woods, but it’s quiet and the flowers are beautiful.’

			‘They were beautiful,’ he murmured, picking up two or three stems from the ground but discarding them again when he saw how damaged they were.

			‘Only he called it stealing,’ I went on, glad to have someone to confide in. ‘And he asked me da’s name, so I made it up, and now I’m that scared he’ll go to Arden demanding to see Thomas Broad and there’s no such man. An’ now I’ll have to spend the rest of me life in hiding. There’s no mistaking me with this hair.’ I pulled a long strand of it away from my face and inspected it. As red as it had been that morning. And every morning. ‘Oh, well done, Josie Westgate,’ I concluded bitterly. ‘A nice pickle tha’s made of this one.’ We were walking again now, matching each other stride for stride and comfortable, as if the differences in our legs didn’t matter after all.

			‘Well, I think you were brave,’ he said. ‘Don’t worry. I reckon he just wanted to put the fear of God into you so you wouldn’t go back to Heston. You shouldn’t, by the way, he’s a nasty man with a crew of nasty men working for him. They’re no company you’d want to keep.’

			‘And how do you know?’

			‘I’ve been poaching there for months,’ he said. ‘Me da’s told me stories that’d make your hair curl.’

			I was horrified and impressed by his daring and astonished at his honesty. ‘How old are you then?’ I asked. 

			‘Almost thirteen.’

			‘At surface?’ Boys around here left school at twelve, did surface work until they were fourteen, and then they went underground.

			‘Aye. Crooked Ash.’

			‘Does tha like it?’

			He snorted. ‘Like it? Nay, I’ve no liking for any of it. It’s better than it’ll be when I go underground, I know that, but if the best you can say about something is, “I probably won’t die today,” then it’s not saying much, is it?’

			Now that he said it, I had to agree that it wasn’t. His logic was clear but I’d never heard my father or my brother Bert say such a thing. ‘But . . . it’s our lives . . .’ I breathed, wondering at his audacity. ‘I mean, it’s what we do, isn’t it?’

			‘Aye, it is,’ he conceded. ‘But we don’t have to like it.’

			‘Don’t we?’ 

			‘Coal mining,’ he said, adopting the tone of a schoolteacher addressing a class, ‘is a mighty industry. For a hundred years now it’s been making money, lots of money, for our lords and masters. Not so much for us, it must be said,’ he added. ‘It’s dangerous, it’s difficult, but the masters don’t concern themselves with that bit of it. The dangers and the difficulties, they’re for the likes of us. We can’t expect better, simple folk like us who wouldn’t know what to do with a better life if we had it. It’s what we’re bred for, to risk our lives for them. It’s our path to glory.’ 

			I gawped. He had quite the lyrical flight, did Tommy Green of Grindley. I hadn’t heard anyone else talk this way, but I did recognise a degree of sarcasm when I heard it. 

			‘Most say it’s a fine system, as God ordered it, and perfect in its simplicity,’ he went on. ‘I say it’s a fool of a system and the masters could stand to think a lot more than they do about the men they work to death and what they might want or be capable of. Some masters are better than others, and yours are the worst of all.’

			I opened my mouth automatically to defend Arden but something stopped me. I wanted to know. ‘If it’s so bad,’ I interrupted, ‘why do so many do it?’ In school, when we asked a question, we got a cuff and were told we were stupid. But Tommy didn’t make me feel stupid.

			‘Good question. Because a man must earn a wage. He must be able to support his family. And he’s grown up being told that this is the only way he can do it. So he never wonders what other capabilities he might have.’

			I saw him clearly then. ‘But you wonder, don’t you, Tommy Green?’

			‘I have wondered, aye. But it’s been carefully explained to me that there’s nothing to me but arms for hewing and legs for carrying and a head for cracking on a deep stone ceiling. So underground I go when the time comes.’

			‘And you’re scared.’ 

			‘Course I am.’ 

			No Arden lad would ever admit to being afraid. But Tommy said it like it was the most natural thing in the world. And now I came to think of it, it was.

			I put my hand on his arm, not knowing why. ‘Why, Tommy Green,’ I said at last, ‘are you a . . . a . . . ?’ I’d always tried to ignore talk of politics at home. What young girl is interested in that? And I preferred to think that our lives were not so very bad. But now I struggled to remember a word I’d heard the men use, a word I thought referred to the sorts of sentiments Tommy was expressing. ‘Are you a . . . revolution?’ I knew I was a couple of syllables short, but I couldn’t call it exactly to mind. 

			He laughed again. Not scornful, like my brother, but good-natured as if, despite all his anger, there was something untouched in him. ‘Aye, that’s me, Josie. A walking, talking one-man, revolution. Change the world I would, if I could.’

			‘And will you?’

			‘Nay. I’m nowt but a lad. There’s a whole system in place, a century of history behind us. I’ll change nothing. I’ll go about my work, same as all of us, accepting my lot. Only I did wish I might . . . ah, never mind.’ 

			‘What?’ I asked. I, who had never wished or dreamed or questioned, badly wanted to know what his wishes were.

			‘I’ll tell you another time. Look, there’s Arden. Go and see your sister wed, and stay away from Heston. I mean it. That place is more deadly than you could ever imagine.’

			He was right: we were looking down the last slope before Arden and could see the cottages and the schoolhouse and the church tower. The wedding bells were ringing. I would be skinned.

			‘Well,’ I said, sticking out my hand. ‘Thanks for the lesson and good luck with your wishes, whatever they may be. Ta-ra, Grindley lad.’

			He shook my hand and grinned. ‘Ta-ra, Arden lass.’ I picked up my skirts and ran. ‘I like your hair,’ he called after me. It was wriggling around my face like so many red snakes. Cheeky bugger. Like my hair indeed! Alice was the one with the flaxen braids, fair as a princess. If he’d said my eyes, I might have believed him. They were dark as sloes and rather handsome I thought. But no one ever called me the girl with beautiful dark eyes. I was always just ‘the red-head’.

			The violets were limp in my apron pocket when I got back, their delicate petals so dark and damp they looked as though they were crying. I found my family already on the march to the church. I flung the violets at my mother, who gave me a sharp slap then wound them hastily into Alice’s hair anyway; always reluctant to change a plan in the face of circumstance was Ma. She ripped off my apron and stowed it in a bush to collect later. She gave an expressive look up and down my person and shook her head in shame. She drew a comb from a pocket and dragged it through my hair, so that I was in tears all the way through the psalms. Alice married Fred and looked a picture. 

			Afterwards, when I fetched my apron from the bush, it fell open to reveal a bunch of shining, lovely bluebells. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 4
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			Josie

			A week after Alice’s wedding I decided, through sheer obstinacy and nosiness, to visit my secret place again, but the weak spot in the fence had been discovered and mended with an excess of boards and nails. So Tommy became my new secret.

			We met again, several times, always by accident. (Accident was enhanced by the fact that I knew that Sunday was a likely day for him to walk out and my own walks now always took me in the direction of Grindley.) I didn’t see him often; our lives weren’t such as allowed for a multitude of leisurely hours. But nevertheless we became friends – were so from that first meeting, I suppose. 

			I would often hear his whistle travelling the serpentine lanes before I saw him. Then he’d appear before me: clumpy boots, long legs, wide smile, froggy green eyes and mad brown curls. The sight never failed to bring a smile to my face. We would walk and talk and climb Silvermoor Rise, a hill that overlooked both our villages. It watched over us as we lived and worked, its gentle slope turning green, grey and gold by turns. 

			From our usual spot high on the rise we could look out over the county. We could see the mighty pithead of Crooked Ash, where Tommy worked, behind us and those of Hepzibah and Drammel Depth, both Barridge mines, to our west and north-east. We faced a cleft in the hills where no pithead was visible, but we knew that White Arrow Drift (Barridges) and Horizon Drift (Sedgewicks) lurked unseen under the folds of earth. The air was always veiled and dirty but we were used to that. This was our world. 

			We talked about all sorts, but mainly where we would go, if we could go anywhere in the world. Tommy was obsessed with foreign places and I learned more of the wider world from him than I did in all my years at school. I never paid attention in class. But when Tommy told me facts about Amsterdam or Peru I remembered them without effort. Talking to him opened up a brighter horizon. 

			‘Egypt,’ he sighed. ‘The pyramids, the Nile. Crocodiles. I should love to see a crocodile, Josie. I imagine they’re the most ancient creatures on earth.’

			‘Strange boy,’ I remarked, shivering. ‘They’d love to see you too – and crunch you to bits.’ 

			‘India,’ he murmured. ‘India most of all. Elephants, Josie! Rubies as big as eggs.’

			His fascination for the distant and exotic was catching. Within a week or two he had me daydreaming too. 

			‘I think I’ll go to Africa and tame lions,’ I mused one day. ‘I’ll teach them to pull carts and carry me around. They’ll guard my children and let me sleep with my head on them at night like furry golden pillows.’ Soon I couldn’t imagine how I’d never thought about such things before.

			We also talked of our families and village life and of our gentry. They had no idea of our names, yet they held our keeping in their hands – and they fascinated us. 

			Some days we climbed further up the rise to look down on Heston. Lawns and woodland we saw and just a glimpse of roof, red and pointed, through the trees.

			‘A brooding, bristling sort of place it is for all that it’s worth a king’s ransom,’ I shivered. ‘Why did they leave? I know their son was killed but . . . that happens to us all the time. We can’t run from our grief, we have to live with it.’ I was getting like Tommy, asking questions. They were like weeds. Once they started springing up there was no holding them back.

			‘Aye,’ he sighed. ‘That we do.’ He stared off into the distance and I knew he was thinking of his brother Dan, dead at seventeen, so I changed the subject.

			‘What’s Silvermoor like, Tommy? Is it beautiful?’

			Then he told me about his fifth birthday, the little lord’s christening. ‘All these years later and it’s still the brightest and best of days in me mind. Oh, you’d have loved it, Josie. All the miners had the day off and we were all invited to Silvermoor, the whole village! There were feasting and barrels of ale and games on the lawn . . . pony rides and laughter and music. And then, at the very end, fireworks! Showers of silver and rockets of gold.’ He laughed. ‘Needless to say, it were the best birthday I ever had! I were so young, Josie, I couldn’t help imagining that it were all for me. I thought, if they chose my birthday, it must mean summat. But then it got dark, and we all went home, to the mines and the laundry tubs and the schoolhouse, and the black dust and hard graft . . .’ He sighed again. ‘Even then, I knew which I preferred.’ 

			I was quiet for a moment, imagining it. ‘And what about the family? Did you see Lady Amelia?’

			‘Aye, a dress like blue cornflowers she wore. You know how the women are around here, Josie, bent and frowning and wrapped in aprons? Well, she was tall and graceful, with fair hair and grey eyes. They say the earl’s strayed many, many times, but can that be true?’

			I shrugged. Who understood men? 

			‘The earl was right splendid,’ he went on, ‘with a big smile and a huge moustache. Lady Flora’s just a few years older than you, Josie, and Lady Elizabeth’s just a few years younger.’

			I wished the Sedgewicks were our family. The Barridges were a very grim rogue’s gallery in comparison. A pair of boy twins, who were twenty-one or so, a pair of girl twins who were even older – boring – and a dead heir. A cruel master and a mistress I’d never heard described as beautiful. I would never see a lovely gown or a fine carriage. 

			‘I know there’s folk as hate the gentry,’ said Tommy. ‘Folk as hate all they stand for and want to pull it down. But I think it’s the wrong way round. I think we should have better lives. Maybe not just like theirs, but closer to theirs. We should see daylight and have choices and celebrate things with fireworks. Everyone should, shouldn’t they?’ 

			I’d never thought about fireworks before, but now that he said it, it didn’t seem too much to ask for.

			‘Perhaps you’re really the earl’s son.’ I embarked on another flight of fancy. ‘Perhaps one day he’ll take you in and you’ll be Thomas Sedgewick and be too grand to know me.’ 

			Stranger things happened. It wasn’t unheard of for a lord to fancy a bit of village skirt, though he would always vanish back to his big house when there were consequences. People mostly had very little sympathy for the woman; she was expected to get on and deal with the gift he’d left her. She wouldn’t be cast out or anything like that – after all, who could say no to one of the masters? What was really frowned upon was if she gave herself airs and graces over it; worst of all if she gave the bairn one of the family’s names. I remembered my father holding forth on the subject when I was small, I couldn’t remember why. Aristocratic origins had to be hidden behind a simple Joe or Molly. There’d be no little Winthrops or Clementinas in Arden; no Rufuses or Amelias in Grindley.

			‘I used to daydream that very thing,’ Tommy said, ‘but no. You haven’t met me ma, Josie, but if you had, you’d know it were impossible. Besides, I’m Da’s son, right enough. We’re that different, but you can see it sometimes in the set of his mouth and the way my hair falls here . . . I do belong in Grindley, Josie, which only makes it all the more frustrating that . . .’

			‘That you don’t,’ I finished.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5
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			Tommy

			The following Sunday I sat in church, smiling to myself at the thought of Josie. She was like a candle, bright and cheering in the grey of my days, days I now spent in the shadow of the gargantuan pithead of Crooked Ash, engaged in the interesting occupation of washing coal. Crooked Ash was the deep mine owned by the Earl of Silvermoor. He had a drift mine too, Horizon Drift, and all us Grindley lads were destined for one or the other. Mostly we followed in our fathers’ footsteps; Da worked at Crooked Ash, so I did too. 

			When my classmates and I started work, there was no need for the overseer to explain to us what needed doing or why. Coal was in our blood; our fathers and brothers talked endlessly about their work, with weariness and passion and pride. The language of gob and rolley-way, of heapstead and slack, was our mother tongue. Our job was to place coal into a tank. Good, clean coal would float and could be passed along for sorting. Coal which sank had to be removed, and crushed to separate out the dirt. All day long we stood under our wooden canopy, washing and sorting, for the appetite for coal was unquenchable. Small wonder that Josie’s friendship was so precious to me. 

			I breathed in the cool, glossy smell of the furniture polish that turned the mahogany pews to sable and idly watched the thin swirls of Preacher Tawney’s sandy hair glistening in the sunshine, making the bald patch beneath much clearer. He should just give up, I thought, accept that he was balding. But I felt immediately appalled with myself. If anyone was to understand the need to keep fighting a losing battle, it should be me.

			My own dreams lay dormant inside me. I had buried them so deep they would probably turn to coal themselves, but they were there. And I wasn’t the only one, I realised that day.

			After the service we were stopped by Millicent Tawney, the preacher’s wife, a small woman who darted around like a quick little robin. There was to be a county-wide concert of different children’s choirs in Rotherham next Easter, she told us in her flighty way. She thought it would be a splendid thing – a joyful thing! – if Grindley sent a choir. She would select the music and undertake the coaching. Might Connie swell the ranks?

			Connie let out a deep gurgle of excitement. She was only six, but loved music. Grandma often sang to her in the evenings and Connie would sing back, mimicking the tunes easily. None of the rest of us had an ear for it. 

			Pa grumbled and groused, of course, worrying about the cost, the disruption, but Mrs Tawney, bitty thing though she was, answered all his objections until Ma said, ‘Oh Jim, what harm can it do?’

			‘I don’t want that child gettin’ notions,’ he said, scowling. ‘It’ll fill her head with fancy ideas. There’s no future in it for her.’

			‘Of course not,’ Ma soothed. ‘Just a one-time thing, Jim, just for fun. She’s nowt but a littl’un.’

			He groused a bit more until Grandma, who was usually so quiet we often forgot she was there, poked him hard. ‘She should do it,’ she said. ‘I like hearing her little voice. You’ve passed on your complete lack of musical talent to every single one of my grandchildren but her, Jim Green, and I’m not best pleased with you. She’ll do it, Mrs Tawney.’

			In the general excitement I think I was the only one who saw the light in Connie’s eyes. I recognised that light. It was the lure of Things Beyond. And if she dreamed of those, I wondered how my little Con would fare, stuck forever here in Grindley.

		

	
		
			Chapter 6
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			Josie

			June 1899

			Weeks crept by and turned into months, melting into summer of the following year. Knowing Tommy had changed me utterly. He had given me the gifts of questions and dreaming and laughter. Yet his fourteenth birthday was looming and he felt that entering the mines would be the end of his life. Not the end of his life as he knew it, but simply the end. He was possessed by a dark foreboding that he would die in the mines like his brother Dan. 

			He was such a sunny soul most of the time that it was hard to see him brooding and glum. And the thought that he might be right, that I might lose him, flew through me like a fluttering bird. My life would be the poorer without him, in unmeasurable ways. We tried to cheer ourselves up, distract each other from what lay ahead.

			‘What would you do then, if you could do anything?’ he asked me one day.

			‘There’s . . . farming,’ I mused. ‘I could be a dairy maid. There’s service. Ummm . . .’

			‘Groundsman, gamekeeper,’ frowned Tommy. ‘How does a person get to do that, for instance? I can’t believe that Paulson’s educated. He can’t be cleverer than me.’

			‘Maybe it runs in the family with those jobs, like with ours.’

			‘Maybe.’

			‘But we were talking about me,’ I reminded him. ‘Girls can’t be gamekeepers. Maybe I should go on the stage!’ We dissolved in giggles at the thought. It was as likely a prospect for me as becoming a unicorn. ‘Be a chorus girl!’ I gasped. ‘With ringlets and ribbons . . .’

			‘And fancy bloomers,’ said Tommy. 

			‘What do you know about ladies’ bloomers?’ I demanded, swatting him on the arm. 

			‘Our John’s got a card from a cigarette packet. Lillian ­Sharpell, back in the eighties. Pointing her toe and lifting her skirts. I can see you in frilly bloomers, Josie Westgate, that I can.’

			‘Disgusting,’ I sniffed. ‘It’s true what they say. Grindley lads are horrible, base creatures.’ I said it even though our Bert had a similar card, of Patricia Lamar. It was shocking, of course, but she was so pretty. Prettier even than our Alice. 

			Our merriment was short-lived; the future was just too close now. ‘When is it exactly?’ I asked him softly. I had to, while we were together. He knew what I meant.

			‘Two weeks.’

			‘Two weeks?’ His birthday was very close. 

			‘Aye. Two weeks left of sunlight,’ he said. ‘Then into the darkness I go. And that’ll be it for me.’

			I shivered in the summer sunlight and hoped he was wrong.

		

	
		
			Chapter 7
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			Tommy

			June 1899

			During my last week of surface work, I started to feel weighted and numb. Sometimes I tested the sensation, just to be sure, the way you poke a wobbly tooth with your tongue. I thought of Silvermoor. I felt nothing. I thought of the little lord and I felt nothing. I thought of sunlight and geography and art and how they would not be part of my life. I felt nothing. Such relief. Maybe like this working in the mines would become possible for me. 

			Over the past two years I had progressed from washing the coal to screening it for different markets by tipping it through iron sieves, an equally monotonous occupation. By those last days, which were numbered in my mind as surely as if someone had drawn large black figures on them, I could have done it in my sleep. In fact, I often did. 

			It was from just such a mundane dream that my father woke me one night, angry because I’d slept through midnight. I stumbled out of bed, the heap of my brothers disturbed. 

			We set off at a punishing pace. My father was forty-five years old but he was as strong as an ox. Within a mile I was puffing. 

			‘Wait,’ he said, catching my arm when we reached our secret way in. ‘Yer fourteen tomorrow and down pit Monday. This’ll be yer last night out, you hear?’

			‘Aye, Da, all right.’ We all started work the first Monday after we turned fourteen. The prospect of my birthday was more a death knell than a celebration.

			‘I’ll take Ernest next week. He’s at surface now, almost a man.’

			‘Oh Da, no,’ I protested in a whisper, while the hedges rustled about us. ‘Not our Ern. He’s that weakly.’

			The clip around the ear that he gave me wasn’t hard but he only held back so I didn’t cry out on that soundless night. 

			‘And who else should I take?’ he demanded, quiet but fierce. ‘Our Alfie’s nowt but a bairn yet. Or should I take our Con?’ Connie was now seven and still the light of my eyes. A lovely little creature with an unspoilt spirit like a sunbeam. Her Easter choir concert had come and gone and never been repeated.

			‘No, Da,’ I said wearily. ‘’Course not. But you know how our Ern is.’ Ernest was fragile. Tired easily, caught a cough every month, could hardly lift the coal bucket . . . 

			‘He’ll have to step up now. He has to show us he’s the makings of a man.’

			‘He’s not weak on purpose, Da. Some are just made that way. I’ll go instead of him for a while, till Alfie’s older. I don’t mind.’ Alfie was a robust little thing, as suited for Grindley life as Da was, I think. 

			He clipped me properly this time, and I did cry out and then he shook me hard for doing it. It had been a while since we’d had one of these conversations, in which what seemed like common sense to me completely incensed my father. 

			‘You, lad,’ he growled. ‘You and yer fancy ideas. You have no idea what the world’s about. You won’t be able to get through a day in the mine and then come out at night. You’ll find out when you get there.’

			I tried one last time for my brother. ‘Ma doesn’t like any of us poaching but you know how she is about Ern. She’d skin you, Da, and if going out at night will affect any of us, it’s him. She’ll notice summat, I’m tellin’ you.’

			‘Oh, telling me, are you? Well, I’ll tell you summat, boy. I’m off. I’ve no liking to work with you tonight. Seeing as yer such a man, and you can do everything and you know everything, this should be a piece of piss for you, shouldn’t it? And don’t come back empty-handed.’

			He strode off down the lane and fast vanished in the shadows. I sighed. Then I squeezed through the hedge and got on with it. I went down the trap path first: a squirrel and two rabbits. I threw the rabbits in my bag. There’d been a time in my childhood when the sight of a dead rabbit, all tender and velvety and bloodied, had made me cry. Now I was hardened to it. We did need to eat, after all. I made my way back, then started off along the shotgun path and found a pheasant. I was pleased, because Da would be. I reached the tall, thin pine next to the fat bushes. 

			Then something happened. The night had been dense as dense. But suddenly the moon came out and poured light onto the path. I could see the treacherous silver wire glinting and a mad thought came to me to cross it. 

			I remembered Da that first night: That’s our limit. Go no further, never ever, if you value yer life.

			But I wasn’t sure that I did any more. And I hated that old bastard. I looked up, expecting the cloud to swallow the moon any minute, but it shone steadfast and brilliant, as if saying, Go on, lad, I won’t fail you.

			‘Fourteen tomorrow,’ I whispered. And, taking care to lift my feet as high as they would go, I stepped over the wire.
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			Tommy

			The path remained narrow, with overhanging bracken on either side, and I walked recklessly, heedless of traps. Trusting to the moon, I followed one bend after another, deeper and deeper into the woods, until I was through them and stood at their edge, gazing down a long sweep of grass dotted with stately oaks. Across it, within plain sight, was Heston Manor. The house built on the deaths of a thousand men.

			I should have got myself away from there while my luck held. But something more than a death wish transfixed me. The story of that house was so poignant; it was like a vision of what I had always wished for, except gone badly wrong. And it would be something wonderful to tell Josie. 

			In the moonlight its red roofs were black and grey. It was gabled and haughty, old-fashioned even to my ignorant eye, and more elaborate than Silvermoor, which was simpler and more classic in style. I’d never seen a Barridge, nor wished to, but gazing upon their abandoned manor brought the drama of it home to me. The eldest son, prized not as the first wage earner, as it was with us, but for reasons of heritage, tradition and pride, killed in his prime. The family fled. How deep their pain must have been. 

			Seeing the arches and eaves and chimneys and lawns, even imperfectly at night, made it all come alive. The life they must have led here. The balls and banquets and learning and travel . . . all cast aside. The house must have brimmed with life as it now brimmed with shadows. The thought of the empty rooms, populated only by spiders, made me shiver. Most of Grindley would have fitted quite comfortably in there, but we endured cramped quarters only two miles from this ghost house.

			The moment that thought crossed my mind, I saw a ghost. A white man on a white horse dancing on the lawn. Again, I should have run. But I couldn’t. I was like a boy turned to stone. I rubbed my eyes, hoping desperately that I was seeing things. A dancing horse? 

			But when I removed my fists from my eyeballs it was still there. The man wore no hat and his pale hair gleamed in the moonlight. He wore no jacket, only a loose white shirt. His hands were white upon the reins. And the horse! Not only did it dance, it floated, an inch or so above the earth. It was white all over with a white mane that shimmered. It arched its neck and pointed its hooves and looped and swayed in elaborate formations as I watched, as though moving to the music of an invisible orchestra. 

			Wonder overcame fear. I had never thought a ghost could be so beautiful. What would Josie make of this?

			Then I heard a sound that curdled my blood. Dogs. Barking in the woods, coming closer. My death wish had passed. I didn’t want to be ripped to shreds by those black hounds. That floating apparition had sparked something in me that had been long dormant. Some rekindling of whatever it was in me that was moved by beauty and revered the miraculous. My soul perhaps. I ran. 

			The guiding moon kept her promise. I had never been so fleet. My long legs stretched and my heart pounded as I heard the dogs grow closer, their massive bodies tearing through the undergrowth, breaking it apart. When I reached the thin pine by the fat bush I didn’t dare slow and look for the wire but judged its position as best as I could and cleared it with a bound, my poacher’s bag jogging on my back. I threw myself through the gap, stopped a brief instant to ram the branches and tangles of ivy back into place to veil the opening, then took off again. Soon my heartbeat grew louder and the dogs grew fainter and I knew they hadn’t followed me through. 
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