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			Prologue

			Crawleyside, Weardale, County Durham, December 1855

			Her mother called out to her from the door.

			‘I’m going now, Ruth.’

			Ruth would have said goodbye and even held her mother, though her mother would not want to hold her. Her mother never wanted to hold anything or anybody; when Ruth reached the outside door of the house, her mother had already set off down the path towards Stanhope.

			She had said earlier that she was going to the village, but she was always saying that and never going. Ruth’s father did not like either of them to go out, other than to bring in milk from the cow, vegetables from the garden or to feed the hens.

			Ruth watched her mother’s skinny form until she could see it no more. She worried, because if her mother did not get back before her father came home from the quarry at the end of the day, he would shout and swear. She comforted herself that tomorrow was Christmas Day, even though he would have been paid and he would probably go to the Grey Bull. It was the pub at the bottom of the hill, and there he would spend as much of his wages as he could drink while still being able to climb up Crawleyside and fall in at the front door; it was not something to be looked forward to.

			Ruth stood at the door after her slight, grey mother was out of sight. She knew that her mother had been stealing from his pockets for months. She told Ruth it was so that they could have a decent Christmas, because otherwise they would have as little as they always had. They always had to make do because he gave her mother so little to keep them and yet he complained. But Ruth was not convinced. Her mother often took money from him and so far there were no signs that this Christmas Day would be better than any other.

			She let go of her breath. She decided that she would make everything right for her mother coming home. She cleaned and swept, she saw to the animals, she kept the fire going and the kettle on the boil and she kept herself busy. Yet her mother was gone such a long time.

			She had gone off shortly after her father had left in the morning and she was not back by mid-afternoon. Ruth thought that perhaps she was enjoying this rare freedom and had stayed in Stanhope. Ruth could not remember the last time they had been to chapel though her mother assured her that they had gone at one time. Now her father did not want them to go, but her mother probably remembered people in the village and maybe had even spent time with them. Ruth never did. She tried not to begrudge her mother the contact just because she had no contact herself. Her mother deserved a little time, so she made sure that when her mother came home she would have nothing to do.

			As the sun set very early, she locked up the hens, saw to the fire and made sure everything was right so that her mother could come home to tea. Ruth had even made a cake; she sat and waited.

			The sun went down, it set, the darkness came on soon as it always did at that time of the year. Ruth hated how the darkness covered the land as though it was suffocating it. By four it was pitch-black, and she did not like to use candles or the oil in the lamp because there was so little left.

			She did build up the fire, thinking that both her parents might come back together. That they had never done so before did not deter her. They might and she would be there, and it would be Christmas and the Christ child would be born. She thought it was such a lovely idea that she dozed but when she awoke the fire was almost out and she was still alone.

			She was worried now that her mother did not return. She listened and listened and nothing happened. She couldn’t eat, she couldn’t drink. She went into the tiny room which was hers but she didn’t sleep. She had no idea what time it was, just that she should let the fire down. Had something happened to her mother? Had something happened so that her father did not come back?

			She lay there awake and longed for the light of the next day. The night seemed endless. She was convinced that her mother had died.

			Ruth had never liked her parents. She knew that it was sinful not to love the people who had given you life. She knew enough of the Bible to be aware that you must honour your father and mother, but she didn’t know what more she could do. Her parents were unhappy. She felt as though she had caused it. Daily her mother told her that they would have had a much better time of it had she never been born. As though there was something she could do about that. Maybe she should have been able to. Maybe she should have walked out and put herself into the river if they disliked her that much.

			Her mother called her hair ‘that devil’. Ruth knew that her hair was a very strange colour, so red that it looked like the fire. Her mother brushed it and combed it and Ruth cursed it because it was always full of knots. Every time her mother brushed her hair, it hurt, so she hated her hair too.

			There were no mirrors in the house, no looking glass, so she had no idea what she looked like, but her mother convinced her that she was the plainest girl in the world and would never get a husband. Ruth thought her chances of marrying were few since she never saw a man or a boy. Besides, if marriage was like that her parents had, who on earth would want it? Though she had no idea what else life could hold. Were things worse in other places? She couldn’t imagine it somehow.

			Ruth thought her mother plain so if she looked like her mother she must be awful. Her mother was skinny, with sunken cheeks, and she wore the kind of pinny which came up over her shoulders and fastened at the back of her waist so that it covered her dress completely. She never took it off, except presumably when she went to bed.

			Her mother cooked and baked and cleaned and knitted and did crochet work and embroidery and she taught Ruth to do all these things. The only book they had in the house was the Bible and Ruth was not allowed to read. Her mother didn’t read and didn’t see why women should. Her father did not approve of such things. In the evenings on Sundays he read the Bible to them, but haltingly because he didn’t know many of the words. Ruth suspected he made it up from the garish pictures which illustrated the book.

			They lived on what was called The Velvet Path because of the heather that covered it so smoothly in August, above Stanhope near Crawleyside. Her father worked at the quarry there. Sometimes he would bring home his pay. More often he went into Stanhope and drank it. Her mother would wait fretfully by the door until he came back and fell in and then she would extract any copper that was left from his pockets.

			Her parents shouted at one another. She found things to do when they did this. She went outside or started sewing or knitting. She liked best the piece of land which was as sheltered as anything got up there near their tiny cottage. It stood below the house and she grew vegetables there. She couldn’t remember a time when she didn’t grow things. It was the only pleasurable thing in her life. Life was duty and nothing to do with pleasure, her father said very often, so why it was that he drank she did not know. She and her mother got no pleasure from that and there was often nothing to eat so she presumed he did it for his own pleasure.

			The house was built of stone and her father said proudly that his ancestors had lived there for hundreds of years. She thought he was wrong. The house was owned by Mr Forster who owned a great number of small farms in the area, but she didn’t think any of them could be that old. Perhaps it was true, stone well-built there lasted.

			She didn’t know why her father would be pleased about that. She had thought they should try and get away to better places, but it was a disgrace to do that, so her father said. You were stuck in one place because God had allowed your ancestors to build here. You would be accepted nowhere else, her father said, because you did not belong. This was their home and they must cling to it and look after it.

			Everything seemed to fail up there. A fox killed the chickens. Sheep suffocated in the snow. Their only cow ate something which blew up its stomach and it died with its legs in the air. Ruth felt as though they were doomed never to have anything go right, and in time, she thought, you got used to that.

			So her mother went down to the village, ignoring what her husband had said about not going, that he would bring back what he could. She would go down and make sure they had something to eat for their Christmas dinner.

			Ruth lay in bed in the half-light with the fire almost out since the wood was low, and waited, worrying that her mother would come back to the darkness. Perhaps something might happen to her on the way. Nothing happened until her father came back, drunk and singing as ever, and then he fell in at the door.

			Shutting it, she left him there. That was what her mother had always done. In the morning he would wake up and know where he was and be amazed that he had yet again climbed that hill to get back to his house. He always said the same thing. How he had got there he would never know. Ruth was so tired of hearing this.

			In the mid-morning she could hear him yelling her mother’s name and then he came out of the bedroom; it was the only bedroom of any size. Her room was tiny and had nothing in it but a narrow bed. He had no doubt made his way there sometime in the night. He came out shouting for her and calling for her and then he said, ‘Where is she?’

			‘I don’t know. She went out yesterday and didn’t come back.’

			He so obviously didn’t believe her, as though her mother was under the bed or had gone outside into the frosty morning.

			‘Is she collecting the eggs?’

			‘I said, she didn’t come back from Stanhope.’

			‘What was she doing in Stanhope?’ he said, as though the place were a hellhole.

			‘She said she was getting some things for today.’

			‘What things?’

			‘For Christmas Day.’

			‘You didn’t tell me.’

			She wouldn’t contradict him. There was no point. He would have knocked her across the room. She said nothing. He gazed all around, then he went outside and she could hear him shouting.

			‘May! May!’ He went on shouting from time to time all the rest of the day and then he fell back into bed and slept.

			The following morning, he went to the village, and presumably to the pub. When he came back in the middle of the night he shouted his wife’s name over and over again and when he didn’t find her he came into his daughter’s room. She sat up suddenly at the intrusion, but he came over to the bed and pushed her down. She shrieked and cried and said that she was not May, she was Ruth, but he didn’t hear her. She didn’t think he could hear anything.

			She screamed and fought but he was a big man and she was very slight. This could not be happening to her. He had never done such a thing before and she was almost fourteen. In all those years, he had never touched her except to knock her down when he was angry and drunk, and that didn’t happen so very often. He pushed open her legs and put himself into her. Her body recoiled at the pain and the intrusion and it got worse, and hurt more and more as he went on, despite her screams. Ruth thought she had died and gone to hell. She screamed and wept and tried with all her might to push him away. She was horrified but he took no notice and held her down.

			Whatever he was doing to her, it was disgusting and awful, and went on and on until she thought that it would never stop. Then he grunted and shoved and shoved and then stopped suddenly and after a few seconds – though it felt like forever – he took his disgusting thing out of her, did more grunting and then left her as suddenly as he had come to her.

			Ruth could not believe it. She went on disbelieving it, trying to convince herself that she had had the most awful dream of her life, but the bed was bloody and she was in a lot of pain. The pain did not go away, inside and outside, and she could do nothing more than lie there, fearing he might come back and in his drunken state maybe do it to her again. But as she lay there in the darkness, waiting and not daring to move, she could hear him snoring. He went on snoring. When daylight eventually arrived in a thick snowstorm which blotted everything out, she got up as usual and lit the fire. When she had sufficient hot water, she put a hot cloth between her legs and washed herself. It stung and she was in a lot of pain, but it did help. Then she stripped her bed and got rid of the bloody sheet.

		

	
		
			One

			Ten Years Earlier

			Jay Gilbraith remembered nothing before the streets. He did not know who had given him his name. There must have been a mother at some time. Maybe she had died. Maybe she had weaned him, and taught him not to piss or crap in his pants, because he didn’t, and he ate food and drank water, but that was all. No matter how often he struck at his memory, he could find nothing.

			Nobody had taken him in. Why would they when he was just a ragged child and there were so many? They slept where they could, ate what they could find on the ground or steal. Often he had to fight for bread and he learned to sleep anywhere, no matter what the weather. You had to learn to look after yourself. He stole a knife from an ironmonger and learned to use it.

			There were men who had you, literally, and used you badly, so you had to learn to hide; he had become very good at such things. He was quick, and though he was tall, he was light and could use his fists and dodge and weave. He could outwit other heavier or stupider boys or men and they were almost all these things. And some of them drank and others sat about too much. As he learned to own the streets, they did not better him.

			He didn’t remember when he first met Wesley Hallam. It seemed to him as if they had been together always. They were about the same age, he thought, and Hallam too was a street child. It was good to have a friend. There were lots of people about, but nobody knew you and nobody stopped to help you. The crowd was always moving on, always had somewhere to go, but you had nowhere to go, you were stuck here because you had not the strength, the maturity or the money to go anywhere. The rain came down and soaked you, the road came up and chilled you, but there was sunshine, which dried out your clothes and your body, and there was always a wind off the river. He didn’t know whether to love or hate the wind that came off the Tyne, just that it was always there like a faithful though poor friend.

			It would softly touch his shoulders while he slept, on long summer nights when darkness barely arrived, in May and June and July. It whispered to him that the snow would not fall too hard upon him because there was too much salt where the river flowed to the sea, and it was not that far away. It was somehow too far away for him to move nearer. When it was cold, he slept under the bridge near the water so that the rain and wind were tempered.

			Hallam was always around and he needed a friend too, so although they didn’t talk much, they stayed close. Jay soon saw why Hallam was a good friend to have because two men jumped him down a dark alley. They put a rope around his neck and tried to throttle him and he was gagging, falling to the ground, and all of a sudden one was taken away and then the other.

			By the time he had loosened and got rid of the rope and could breathe, the two men were lying on the ground, one of them moaning, the other turning over and over, clutching at his stomach.

			Hallam turned around and walked away. Jay followed him. Hallam had a big gash on his face where somebody had knifed him. It hadn’t improved his looks.

			At first they stole anything they could reach, anything they could manage, and the more they stole the quicker they were to run away. They never got caught no matter what it was; they knew the streets around them so well and could outrun any shopkeeper. It made them laugh to outwit folk. In the end, Jay found a broken-down house which was empty, and he gave people who had nothing a place to shelter, and he went out and found food for them. There they lived, sheltered from the rain.

			Most of them were very old and ready to lie down and die, or very young and could not steal well. Jay became so adept at it that he taught them to steal. Then he went into a church and stole a Bible and began to teach himself to read with help from an old woman, Morag McInver, who slept in the house he had provided. Hallam told him he was mad but went along with it, being helpful although he would have denied it.

			Jay gave Mrs McInver clothes and blankets and all the food she could take, bread sopped in milk when her few teeth gave out. She helped both of them to read and write. She died in the winter, as so many people did.

			‘Now what?’ Hallam said.

			‘I want to buy a house so that I can let other people come inside.’

			‘Bloody hell, are you Jesus?’ Hallam said and then they laughed.

			‘Have you got any money?’ Jay asked him.

			‘You want it?’

			‘Aye, give it up.’ Hallam did.

			By then Morag had given them both a basic education. Lads like them were born knowing how to add up. They knew how important it was and learned before they could speak. So with the money in their pockets, and bartering what they had, they began to steal anything that was worth money. They were able to feed the people in the house. They grew better and more wily and started to prosper. It was strange how suddenly they were able to buy new clothes and decent food. Eventually they bought a tumbledown house in a backstreet and put it right and put tenants into it who could pay. Then they bought another and they began to put money into buying and selling and building.

			Jay liked the building best of all. He could then attract people who would pay because he employed good workmen to do what he could not do himself. Specialists were the way forward, he felt sure.

			They went to the best tailor in the area and began mixing with men of business in Newcastle. Hallam hated it and did not care to get involved but Jay thought it was a good idea. Either they liked him or they admired how he was making money. He lived in a respectable house and was soon seen as a man who was on the way up.

			Hallam jibed at him and stayed away from these gatherings. He didn’t like people and most especially he didn’t like rich men. He always spat when he said this, but it only made Jay smile and say nothing. In particular Jay admired the architect, Henry Charlton. He wished he had been this man’s son. He wanted to be with him all the time, to be of his set, because he thought Henry Charlton was a genius.

			He was building churches and large houses and a hospital. Jay discovered that Henry Charlton lived in a broken-down house by the river and he saw also that this man was so modest and caring that he kept nothing back for himself. He was astonished at this but also aghast when he saw Charlton’s daughter at a distance; the man’s only child was beautiful. How could he keep her in such awful circumstances?

			‘Oh God,’ Hallam said when Jay talked of her. ‘You want to rescue her, don’t you?’

			There came an evening when Henry Charlton took him back to the house in the muddy lane by the river. There he introduced Jay to Madeline and Jay fell in love. He couldn’t believe it. He thought the whole idea of love, especially falling in love, was nonsense, and so unguarded and costly that he would never have ventured there, but he did. He tried not to call it that, he would have named it dangerous and a thousand other things, but he would never have called it love before he met Madeline Charlton.

			She was so beautiful that he thought he might have died happily just for having met her. She was all silver and black. Her hair was black and her eyes were silver-black and her skin was pale. Her clothes were grey-white and also silver somehow.

			He knew it was an illusion, but he could not help it. He thought about her day and night. He conjured for himself a world in which she was his wife. She was the first real lady he had met, and he knew that he had to have her for keeps. He loved her voice and her smile and how kind she was and how she read and knew all manner of things that he didn’t know.

			He imagined them teaching one another because they had so much and so little in common, and yet everything. He was astonished that he could love a woman and yet glad; he felt like a bird soaring high. If he could have this woman, he could do anything with her by his side.

			The next time he saw her was at a dance and he knew then that he did not want to be without her.

			He did not know what to do to gain her. He had the feeling that if he spoke to Mr Charlton, he would never be in company with the man again because Henry Charlton knew who he was and where he had come from. Ought he just to creep away and hide his feelings and not acknowledge even to himself that he loved her? He had no right to love her – no chance of touching her ever in his whole life, he was sure – but since he had always tried to better everything, he went to her and told her how he felt.

			He had never forgotten that day. It was winter in Newcastle and the snow was falling fast, despite the damned river which usually held it fairly well at bay. The tide with salt helped to turn the snow to sleet or even hail or rain.

			He knew that he should not have gone and yet he did. She was by herself in the dark, cold house. He had hoped so, that her father would have gone to his club as he so often did in the middle of the evening. Jay knew because occasionally Henry Charlton took him along. It was the proudest evening of his life when Henry asked him to go there and introduced him to other influential men.

			Henry went there to think things over with like-minded people, to mull over the day’s doings, so he said, and occasionally he invited Jay to dine and drink among his friends. He discussed how things could be better on the morrow than they had been today.

			So Jay went to the house and there she received him in the drawing room. He could have smiled at the idea. It was a ghastly little sitting room, cold and dark and damp and drear, and he wished he could have taken her out of it. As they entered, he thought he heard the scurry of mice, or was it rats? A lot of old buildings held vermin, but he had become unused to it. The curtains and furniture were shadowed and there were few books.

			The fire in the grate was tiny as though she did not stay in there for very long, and why would she, he thought. She looked very surprised to see him and he was worried about that because he was rather hoping that she liked him. It was the best he could ask at this point.

			Draughts howled down the hallway and in the room, where they met the wind sweeping down the chimney until the whole room smoked. He had been very surprised when he first learned that they lived there, but was not now that he knew Henry better. But even so he ached to marry and take her to some lovely dwelling that he would build for her. He would buy her jewels and gorgeous dresses and take her to Europe and be proud of the fact that she was his. He would do anything to get her to accept him, but he didn’t hold out much hope.

			It was then that he saw this girl was almost always alone here. And though she was beautiful, her dress was shabby and old and had been mended several times by the look of it. There was no smell of a decent dinner. He wanted to ask whether her father was out every night and managed, ‘I thought perhaps Mr Charlton would be here.’

			‘Oh no,’ she said, ‘he rarely comes home in the evenings.’ She said it simply, without pity, but he longed even more after that to give her everything he could, to make her happy.

			‘Miss Charlton, I know we have only met twice and I’m sure this seems very forward, but I wondered whether you might let me see you sometimes.’

			She looked mystified and then understood and the colour came up in her cheeks like a winter sunrise.

			‘Oh,’ she said.

			‘If you dislike the idea completely, I will go away. I don’t mean to intrude.’

			‘No, I – it’s just that I don’t know you very well.’

			‘Perhaps we might get to know one another a little better. Might you allow that?’

			‘I don’t know. I’m not sure. I haven’t really thought about it.’

			‘It’s just that I have spent a lot of time thinking about you and I like you very much. Would you allow me to speak to your father so that I could come here from time to time? If you don’t wish for this, please say so.’

			She didn’t. Her gaze turned from surprised to rather pleased.

			‘I did like you when we danced together,’ she said.

			‘You did?’ he said, hopeful. He remembered her then in a worn white frock, looking the nearest thing to an angel he might ever hope to meet. Ethereal and fragile, yet not.

			‘Yes, I – I have the feeling it had something to do with how tall you are. That’s silly, I know, but I liked dancing with you.’

			‘You did?’ he said again, unable to utter anything sensible. He couldn’t help but smile and then felt stupid, having said the same thing twice. He had had a number of dancing lessons at a place in Pink Lane so that he would survive in society. Hallam had mocked him for it and then laughed at his enthusiasm. Jay thought he could go on looking at her for years.

			‘I felt safe there,’ she said.

			He wasn’t sure that was the impression he wanted to make but it was certainly a start. He did want to look after her, he did want to shield her from hot sun and cold rain and poverty and loss and whatever else he could.

			‘Then if your father gives permission, I may visit you.’

			She agreed and smiled and nodded and then he went off to her father’s club very worried about what he would say and what Henry Charlton might think. But there was no other way; he could hardly address her without asking her father. So he braved the man.

			Charlton had dined and had a few drinks, he could see, and he slapped Jay on the back and told him to sit down. He had ordered brandy and cigars for himself and several other men.

			Jay thought of the girl alone at home, but for a maid, as far as he could judge. He had heard noise from the kitchen. In this club, men dined on the best food and wine, the most expensive brandy and cigars. That evening they had been drinking champagne. He tried not to think badly of Henry Charlton, but the picture of Madeline poorly dressed, and alone with a low fire which she was evidently letting go out – and only two candles to see by – came to his mind and he had to stop himself from becoming angry.

			This club was of Georgian build and had every luxury. The long wide windows, the huge fires, the silk curtains which stretched from floor to ceiling, the smell of good food and wine, the men who wore evening dress and enjoyed what seemed to Jay the best of everything. He hated it.

			He half thought he should tackle the man in the morning but when he said he had something to say, Charlton took him aside, insisting on giving him a cigar, though Jay loathed tobacco and had never been able to afford drink. He tried to explain that he had seen Miss Charlton, that he would like to get to know her. That was all he said, but Charlton’s brow darkened.

			‘You went to my house?’

			‘I thought I should ask her whether I might approach her—’

			‘You didn’t think to ask me?’

			‘That’s what I’m doing now. But that would have been foolish if she had disliked me.’

			‘How could she possibly like you? She doesn’t know you.’

			‘We’ve met twice and we’ve danced and I liked her the moment I saw her.’

			‘Well, of course you did. Half of Newcastle wishes to marry her. You think I’d let her go to an upstart like you?’

			Jay told himself that he had no right to be offended by this, but he was.

			‘I can’t help my background; I can’t do anything about that. But if you would allow me to address her, I am doing very well and I do care for her.’

			Henry Charlton laughed and that was when Jay saw him for what he was: a very clever man, but fat, red-faced, middle-­aged. He drank too much, smoked too much and he was self-­indulgent. Yet he wanted his daughter at home, waiting for him in that appalling, damp house by the river, as though she was some kind of plaything to be put down and taken up at his bidding. It was not much of a prospect for her if no one was allowed to court her.

			‘She is a prize you will never win.’

			‘Will any man ever win her?’ Jay said, angered and affronted.

			Henry Charlton frowned.

			‘She is all I have. No man is good enough for her.’

			‘Except you as her father. What about her future? What about when you aren’t here anymore? What will happen when you die?’

			Henry Charlton laughed.

			‘I will never die,’ he said, ‘and you will never address her.’

			Overnight Jay tried to imagine Henry Charlton in the nasty throes of death. The trouble was that those you wanted dead lived forever and Charlton couldn’t be more than fifty.

		

	
		
			Two

			Jay turned up at the house quite early the following morning. Madeline was having breakfast and she had not expected him, or that the maid – who was new and understood nothing; they were always new for everybody – would let him come in without asking. It was cool in the dining room and all she had was a pot of tea growing cold and a crumbling piece of toast – so her first thought, that she should offer him something to eat, was no use at all. Her second thought followed on so swiftly that she forgot about the first.

			‘You saw my father?’

			‘Is he here?’

			‘I presume he went early to work.’

			This was a lie. Very often he did not come home. There were rumours she had heard that he kept a woman and very often went home to her, but Maddy didn’t know whether this was true and could not even stand the idea of it. The fire smoked. She saw Jay looking around with disdain, as though he had expected better, but since he had been there once, she misread his face, she knew.

			‘Did he give you permission to address me?’

			‘No.’ Jay said the word, and then again, as though he needed to make sure he was accurate. She saw that his face was all disappointment. ‘No, he didn’t want me to.’

			‘My mother died when I was very small and he isn’t well,’ was her explanation, though only the first half of this sentence was true.

			‘I want to marry you.’ He was looking at her so earnestly that Madeline found it difficult to meet his gaze. ‘I haven’t ever wanted to marry anybody before, so I’m not quite sure how to go about this. I am doing very well and making money. I’m building houses and plan to do all kinds of other things. I can offer you marriage, and I will build you a house anywhere you like, and I would love you and look after you and see the future through with you. Will you marry me?’

			‘Oh,’ was all she could manage.

			‘I didn’t put it very well,’ he allowed.

			‘No, you – you did put it very well. It’s just that – I don’t feel as if I can leave my father.’

			‘I can understand that but he – he has a great deal in his life, and forgive me, you seem to have little. He says he doesn’t want you to marry anybody.’

			‘I think he has the idea that he will approve the man I marry.’

			‘I see. Well, he said I wasn’t good enough for you, which I’m sure is true, but also that nobody would be good enough for you. That can’t be true, I think. Presumably if you cared for me, you would leave him and come with me and be my wife, despite what he says.’

			‘There’s only been the two of us for as long as I can remember.’ This was not quite true, but her father had never brought another woman back here. He was not here much but still, he had been true to his wife’s memory in essential terms, having not re-­married. She had dreaded him marrying in case he chose badly, as she knew men sometimes did, and she did not feel as if she could leave him now. It would be some kind of betrayal.

			‘Is there anyone he approves of?’

			She had to think, and of course saw that there was not. He rarely brought his business colleagues here, and when he did, they spent hours shut up in the library where the fire smoked. Somehow she felt responsible for the fire smoking and was never easy about it. He would say to her that it was annoying, but he never said anything should be done about it. If she provided food, he would complain about it: the beef was tough, the soup was thin, the pudding was thick, the custard was lumpy and the wine was sour.

			He would take the other men away with him. They would go to his club and she would be left with a smoking fire and dirty dishes and a sense of failure that she could not rid herself of, however much she said to herself that it was not her fault. It was her mother’s fault, in a way, that she had not been here. She wanted to make up for her mother not being there and she failed. She wanted to shout at him that she had no money, that the house was his, and the failings were his too, but she could not. He had been widowed so long ago and with a small child and he was due all her love and devotion.

			‘I cannot leave him. I cannot marry you.’

			‘I suppose you would if you loved me.’

			She did not tell him of the times when she had been small and her father had read stories to her. She could not tell him of her small self, skipping to church by her father’s side, and how he had held her hand. She could not tell him how her father had cried quietly in the night for years, before he stopped spending the nights at home.

			Her father had come to terms with so many hard things in his life, and she could not leave him to come back here to the silence. He counted on having her there, like a wayward young man who loved to stray from home because he thought that somehow it completed the balance. Here he could imagine that his wife was still waiting. If Maddy left, his wife would never be waiting for him. He could never come home again. She could not do that to him even though he had condemned her to that silence.

			Jay wanted to tell her that if she changed her mind, she could go to the three-storied black and white house on the quayside which he had recently bought, despite Hallam telling him he was an idiot and it would fall down around his ears. He went back there and began to work and he tried not to think about her anymore.

			He could not believe that he missed Henry Charlton as much as he missed Madeline, that was the stupid part about it. For all he now disliked the man intensely, he could see that he wanted to be Henry Charlton; he wanted to build, to go forward, to put something new where there had been nothing. He was not Henry Charlton’s equal – the man was a superb architect, whereas Jay was not even a builder. He knew that, but he could put his ideas into place and get other people to work for him and create something worthwhile, and house people who could not afford housing otherwise, and he liked that.

			He and Hallam went on building houses and putting people in them, buying and selling, but it was not enough.

			‘I want to do something special,’ he kept on saying and Hallam kept on ignoring him. In the end, he said,

			‘We have everything.’

			‘No, we don’t.’

			‘Well, if it’s respectability you’re hankering after – though I don’t know why – we are making friends with people who own things and can think for themselves.’

			Jay said nothing to that. He had not talked to Hallam much about Madeline and yet Hallam said to him,

			‘You wanted to get married and you’re fed up about it. There are plenty of women in the world.’

			‘Not like that.’

			Afterwards nobody said anything, but that was when Jay decided what he would like to do.

			‘I want to build something bigger. I want to build a town.’

			*

			Jay had gone up to the top of the Durham fells where he had chosen to build his town several times before he did anything about it. He knew it was the right place. It had pits which gave up good coking coal for making iron and there were a number of limestone quarries nearby that he could easily buy. There was no town here, but the land could be bought. He went there and stayed at the Bay Horse, an inn at the bottom of the bank in Wolsingham, and there he pulled his plans together.

			He put in motion searches to find the pit that would be right by his town. He called it The Hope Pit, and there he paid and temporarily housed pit sinkers in tents to find what he needed. He bought a quarry so he had the iron ore, too. It was exactly the right place.

			*

			At first Hallam had made all kinds of objections. The quarry wouldn’t work, the town was in the wrong place, the men were idle. He didn’t like the pits, especially the one in the town that was Jay’s favourite because it had been the first one he had sunk.

			The only thing Hallam said, and Jay took it for a token gesture, was, ‘Thin seams, eh?’

			West Durham was notorious for its eighteen-inch seams, where men sweated and laboured more than most. But the coal was of the finest, which was needed to make coke. And he had built high up from beyond the seams – to the wagonways, as best he could – so that the men could do their jobs and not worry.

			Jay acknowledged it and Hallam clicked his tongue. The coal was costly to get out.

			‘We have everything we need here to make iron and we have the railway.’

			Hallam still said nothing.

			‘Oh, come on, Wes—’ Hallam’s mother had been a whore, but obviously a clever one because she had named her boy for the preacher. He had never had any father, but he was better off than Jay, who had known neither parent. He had no idea about his name but had stuck to it. ‘You must think it’s a good idea.’

			‘I think it’s a very good idea, if you had nothing else to do, but you have huge business interests in Newcastle. You don’t need this. We have good lives. We have lovely houses. People even talk to us.’

			Jay wanted to say the things he always said, but there was no point; they knew one another so well. He didn’t want to talk to people in Newcastle. He didn’t want to go on doing what they had been doing the past few years, reaching into the small society that existed there and pretending to be a gentleman because he had money. Hallam knew all this but continued to bait him. It was a form of humour, teasing.

			Hallam half-wanted to be a gentleman, though he knew he never would be. He had no voice, he had no background, he had had little parenting. He had no history and seemingly no future. Jay had learned to live with this. Hallam had not.

			‘I’ve spoken for it all,’ Jay said now.

			‘I know you have,’ Hallam said in even tones. ‘I tried talking you out of it over and over again, but you wouldn’t listen.’

			‘I said, you don’t need to be involved.’

			Hallam mooched about. It was freezing and they went and looked at the fell and how open it was. The wind was howling with a sideways snowstorm behind it, but they stood.

			‘Don’t you just love it?’ Jay said and Hallam laughed.

			‘Oh, come on, man,’ Jay said, ‘help me. I’ll make the farmhouse really nice.’

			‘It’s already pretty good,’ Hallam allowed, having seen it that morning. He dismissed it as he always did.

		

	
		
			Three

			Crawleyside, Weardale, County Durham 1856

			Nobody said anything, just as though nothing had happened. From then on, each night Ruth was terrified, and lay there waiting for her father to come into her room. She wondered if it was something she would die from, but she didn’t. She thought that her mother would come back. After all, she had nowhere else to go. But after a week she had to accept that her mother must have taken a great deal of money with her when she had left. Perhaps she had been saving for a very long time and it was just that Ruth didn’t know about it.

			Her father worked and when he could, he got drunk, but he did not come into her bedroom again. She had no money and nowhere to go. He would bring things back from Stanhope as he had always done, flour and yeast and sugar; sometimes meat, because all they had were chickens. She grew vegetables in her garden. Their diet was monotonous except the cakes. She was good at making cakes.

			Things were easier with her mother out of the way. It was a horrible thing to think, but her father seemed to drink less and come home earlier. They never spoke of what had happened; she wasn’t even sure that he remembered it. She tried telling herself he had thought she was her mother, that all he remembered was the act itself and perhaps not even that. He often forgot things when he was drunk.

			He was a lot less quarrelsome, and with them both out of the way, Ruth could do more or less what she chose. She was a better cook, baker and housekeeper than her mother, and the place was cleaner than ever because she worked so hard. It was a strange kind of contentment.

			Ruth soon began to think again that she was dying, but in a way it was worse than this. Her body began to swell. She hid it as best she could but one night in the late spring, her father went down to the village and got drunk. When he came back, he realised that she was having a child, called her a dirty slut and demanded to know who the lad was who had done this. How had it happened? When she told him how it had happened, he said she was a liar and said that he was her father, he would never have done such a thing. She was sinful and ungodly, and she was filthy and a whore. He tried to come at her, to hit her because of what she had done. Punishment was always due, according to him. Whereupon she bolted herself into her bedroom. After that, she kept a knife under her pillow.

			He stopped drinking again but his silence was as difficult to bear as anything else had been in her life. He did not question her again. Ruth was horrified at the way that her body had reacted. She was getting bigger and bigger and there was nothing she could do about it. Her mother had told her in intimate detail how awful her birth had been so she tried not to imagine what would happen, but there was no help for it. The baby was there and would be born.

			She became more and more tired as the baby grew bigger, until the late summer when she was convinced it would be born and there would be nobody to help. She was finding everything she had to do hard work and kept falling asleep in the afternoons. She and her father no longer spoke. The little happiness she had gained after the awful act he had perpetuated on her vanished like early-morning mist and a horrible tension settled over the house.

			He did not accuse her again, but he went to the pub more and more often and came home less and less. He did not give her a single penny, so she could go nowhere, and all he brought back were the bare essentials. Often she was hungry, and the hunger made her more tired.

			The baby began to take over her entire existence. It got in the way, it moved around at night; she could not get comfortable no matter how she laid in bed, and the tiredness was all day now. Her back ached and her body went on swelling until she started to think that it would never stop. By late summer she was huge, and so scared as to how the baby would get outside her, though there was nothing she could do to stop it.

			Somehow she knew that her father would attack her again. She didn’t know how she knew; perhaps the baby was fine-honing her instincts. He was losing control over himself in all kinds of different ways. He had gone mad, she felt sure – because of her mother leaving, because of what he had done to her. Whatever it was, had she had somewhere to go, she would have left. But she had not a penny and nowhere to go to. She knew no one who would take her in. She had to stay there and endure whatever might happen now.

			First of all, he forgot to go to work, and then they had no money. He forgot to feed the few animals they had left. He didn’t light the fires; he didn’t do anything to help. She used what stores she had and fed the animals they had, and she cooked and cleaned and lit the fires. He had begun spending more and more time in bed.

			And then from somewhere he found money, and quickly he put on his clothes and disappeared out of the door. Ruth wanted to cry because she needed food. As the child got bigger so she got smaller, until she thought she would disappear, that the child would somehow eat her up as its needs became greater.

			So it was by early autumn, she was huge in front and she could not get comfortable. That night, when her father left, she lit the one candle she had. It didn’t matter which way she turned, her stomach was still too heavy and too uncomfortable, and she needed the chamberpot all the time in what light there was.

			So she heard his footsteps as he came in. She lay quiet as she had done before and hoped that he would remember who he was and who she was and that he would just fall into bed and sleep. It was almost morning, but he had sobered sufficiently to throw open her bedroom door and after that she knew what he would do next.

			He staggered to the bed and tried to get hold of her. When she resisted, he pleaded in his wife’s name again and again, and when that did no good, he hit her and hit her until she felt sure that he would kill her and the baby. He would not blame himself if he did such a thing. He would convince himself either that someone else had done it, or that she had been so sinful with some man that she did not deserve to live. He would have cleansed the world of his shameful daughter.

			That was when she drew the knife from under the pillow and stabbed him.

			It was not a big knife. Had it been big, it would have been useless in her thin hands. In fact, it was her favourite kitchen knife, that she used to peel vegetables. It had a lovely sharp edge to it and the blade was short. This she now stuck into her father’s shoulder, the nearest part of him she could reach while trying to free herself from his hands.

			He howled in pain and grabbed at her again, whereupon she took the knife back out – it took more doing than she had thought it might – and she struck again. He didn’t stop. In the end she didn’t know how many times she put the knife into his body and drew it back out again, only that she became deft at it and began to admire her own dexterity because he was not assaulting her, just trying to ward her off. The whole thing took on a rhythm and it became easier and easier, long past when he had stopped trying to grab her.

			Finally she registered that he was not fighting back, that he stopped trying to grab her and she breathed very carefully. She had not known the effort involved and how it took the strength from her. She was hurt; she ached everywhere – especially in the region of the baby where his knees had found contact. She was smarting from the blows and she was breathing carefully, exhausted. She was in pain: whether from the blows or the baby or the horror, she didn’t know. She was hurt seemingly everywhere, and couldn’t move.

			All she was aware of was that he didn’t come at her anymore. She managed to disentangle herself from him, crawl out of bed, and then in fear that he would come around and begin again, hurting her even more, she put on as many clothes as she could find in the darkness. The candle had long since given up. Her shoes were too tight and pinched her toes and blistered her heels. She donned her coat. She had a big shawl which was full of holes – she thought it must have been her mother’s – and then she took the last slice of bread from the kitchen table. She drank until her thirst was quenched, stuffed the bread into her pocket and let herself out of the door.

			*

			It was early autumn, but early autumn here could be as cold as November. The summer had been hot. The summer was well over, she thought, as the rain came down like needles on her head; it soon drenched her clothes and her body and made her shoes squelch. The road was somewhat up and down but she knew her way.

			After the rain stopped it was a brilliantly clear night and there were many stars. She didn’t want to go down into the valley, even though it would be warmer there out of the wind – her toes would be strained at the front of her shoes and that would make the walking harder. It was already hard enough with the baby so big and so low; it was like carrying a huge heavy bundle, almost weighing her down.

			The dawn broke not long afterwards with the kind of beauty that hurts your eyes. Why were the sunrises and sunsets so beautiful when everything was going wrong for people? It was bright red orange, and as she walked she began to make out the odd house up there on the tops, but she did not linger.

			She could not think what she would say to anybody if she happened to meet them, big with child as she was and desperate. She did not know where she was going, just that she would eventually get to Frosterley and Wolsingham. She knew that she had to get as far away as she could before her father came after her.

			Once the drink and her inadequate attempts to hurt him wore off, he would follow her and she was unsure what might happen then so she kept on walking, eating her bread as she went until it grew dark again. She met nobody. She drank from a stream and then she went on again. She was not afraid of the dark, it was a friend to her such as she had never had in person, but she grew very tired and wanted to sleep.

			She was afraid that if she fell asleep in such places the burden she was carrying might be too much for her small young body, so she didn’t stop until she could not go on any longer. When she did sit down – not on the road, but carefully to one side, for what reason she felt unsure – she was grateful for the respite and glad when she fell into unconsciousness.
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