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				Jennie Felton grew up in Somerset, where she lives today. She has written numerous short stories for magazines as well as a number of novels under a pseudonym. All the Dark Secrets is the first in her new series, The Families of Fairley Terrace Sagas, about the lives and loves of the residents of a Somerset village beginning in the late-nineteenth century.
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				A Families of Fairley Terrace Saga

				The families of Fairley Terrace’s ten houses are bound together by the colliery which they overlook. A miner’s life is a hard graft and the Donovans at number six know that better than most.

				With her engagement to dependable Jack Withers, Maggie Donovan’s future is clear – even if, deep inside, she dreams of more.

				Then terrible tragedy strikes. Now responsible for her family, Maggie turns to Jack’s brother Josh for comfort, only to find a sudden, undeniable passion with him that turns her world upside down. But a future with Josh would be a betrayal of her past and now Maggie’s survival depends on her concealing a very dark secret of her own . . .
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				Historical Note

				‘In this grave are deposited the remains of the twelve undermentioned sufferers all of whom were killed at Wells Way Coal Works on 8th November 1839 by snapping of the rope as they were on the point of descending into the pit. The rope was generally believed to have been maliciously cut.’

				So reads the inscription on a gravestone in a churchyard in the Somerset coalfield near to my home, and it provided the inspiration for the terrible accident which is the catalyst for my story.

				Though of course what I have written is all fiction, this disaster was all too real.

				I have, however, used a certain amount of poetic license in my story, which begins in 1895. By this time the hemp-rope hudges had long been replaced by four-deck cages. However, I have explained that the owner of Shepton Fields, my fictional pit, was a penny-pinching coal master who did not want to invest in his mine. I hope readers will bear with me on this – and enjoy the story!
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				Welcome to the world of Fairley Terrace’s Ten Houses, the Somerset setting for my new series of sagas about the families who live in one of the rows of mining cottages, and the effect which a local colliery disaster has on this close-knit community.

				This series was inspired by a real-life disaster just a few miles from Radstock where I was born and grew up, and also the tales my own father told me of his days as a carting boy.

				It’s been a huge pleasure to write about my much-loved home and the triumphs and tragedies and joys and sorrows of the characters I’ve created.

				I do hope you will enjoy All the Dark Secrets, and will want to come back to visit the families of Fairley Terrace with me again in the next books in the series – I have many stories I’m looking forward to telling!

				I love to hear from my readers so do visit me on Facebook www.facebook.com/JennieFeltonAuthor or on Twitter @Jennie_Felton where I share my latest news!
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				Epigraph

				Don’t go down in the mine, Dad

Dreams very often come true

				Robert Donnelly and Will Geddes

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Prologue

				Something terrible was going to happen. Maggie knew it. One minute she was walking hand in hand with Jack in the dew-fresh meadow, watching the grey morning sky streak pink above the dark skyline, listening to the dawn chorus of the birds and loving the scents of summer; the next she was so afraid she could scarcely breathe. The feeling of oppression and dread was all around her in a suffocating cloud, and inside her too, tightening her chest and chilling her to the marrow. Her fingers tightened on Jack’s, but when she turned towards him, looking for comfort, she saw that it wasn’t Jack at all, but her father, Paddy. And Frank Rogers, who lived a few doors away from them, was there too, taking her other hand. Frank Rogers? Why was Frank here? She didn’t understand. It made no sense, and the confusion added to the terrible feeling of foreboding, bringing her to the edge of panic.

				Maggie’s footsteps faltered and she came to an abrupt halt, but the hands holding hers pulled her on.

				‘Come on, my girl, we’ll be late.’

				‘No! Dad – no! Stop! Please . . . You mustn’t . . .’

				But it was no good. Her father ignored her pleas, dragging her on along the path worn by many feet through the knee-deep grass.

				‘No, Dad, no!’

				And then, quite suddenly, the ground was giving way beneath her, and she was falling. No, not falling, plummeting into inky blackness. She tried to scream, but no sound came; it was trapped somewhere deep inside her. There was a sharp, fetid smell in her nostrils and a rush of cold air against her hot cheeks, but she couldn’t breathe. Every vestige of breath was being forced out of her lungs, and terror was coursing through her in an icy tide. Falling, falling, faster, faster; dear God, would it never stop?

				It was the violence of the jolt that woke her. For a moment, Maggie lay motionless, feeling the rapid beating of her heart beneath her ribs and staring into the darkness until her breath came easier and the terror began to recede a little.

				A dream. That was all it had been. A dream – well, a nightmare really. But it had been so real! And the horror of it was with her still, binding her tightly like a fly caught in a spider’s web. She sat up, swinging her legs over the edge of the bed. She didn’t want to risk going back to sleep in case the dream began again. She padded across her tiny bedroom and drew back the curtains, letting moonlight flood in. Outside, it was illuminating the very fields she had been walking through in her dream, and beyond them, the great black carbuncle that was the colliery waste tip – the batch, as they called it. Though it was a warm summer night, Maggie shivered, and the shiver was not just because she was suddenly cold, but because the terrible sense of oppression was still enveloping her, just as it had in the dream.

				All very well to try and tell herself it was nothing, just a shadow of something that hadn’t been real. All very well to scoff and pretend it meant nothing. Maggie didn’t like it when she got a feeling such as this one, different from normal apprehension because there was no solid reason for it. Almost inevitably it was the precursor of something bad. Ever since she was a little girl she’d known that. A sick feeling in her stomach at the thought of going to school and there’d almost certainly be trouble of some kind; childish trouble, maybe, but something to upset her day. One summer, she hadn’t wanted to ride on the back of the hay wagon as she usually loved to do; she’d felt that awful shadow of dread as Ewart and Walter, her older brothers, had pulled her up on to the bales of hay. And sure enough, the wagon had rolled into a rut in the ground, and two or three bales broke free and fell, taking the children with them. Walter had broken his leg, and walked with a limp to this day. So it had gone on over the years: not a frequent occurrence but one that was reliable enough to alarm her when the dark foreboding overcame her.

				Maggie had never told anyone about it; she didn’t even want to acknowledge that somehow she could foresee the future. In any case, she wasn’t seeing, exactly, just feeling a distress that wasn’t yet justified. But this . . . this was far worse than anything she had ever experienced before. It wasn’t just the terror of the dream, though, that was still making her shudder, even though she was now wide awake. It was the dense black fog that had closed in around her, and the dreadful weight inside her, making her feel sick with dread. As she stood at the window, the moon disappeared behind a cloud and the whole vista before her went dark, as if a light had gone out. Maggie shivered again. Should she tell someone this time? But tell them what? That she’d dreamed she was falling? Nothing too unusual in that. That Jack had turned into her father and Frank Rogers had been there too? Nothing unusual in that either. Everyone knew that dreams made no sense. No, it was this weight of oppression that was really frightening her, but if she told anyone about that, they’d just say it was left over from the nightmare, and perhaps they would be right.

				Reluctantly Maggie dragged herself back to bed and pulled the woollen blanket of crocheted squares up to her chin. But it was a long while before she could bring herself to close her eyes, and even longer before she fell into a fitful doze. She didn’t dream any more that night, but when she woke next morning, the feeling of foreboding was still with her.

				She must forget about it, she told herself. It was nothing but the aftermath of a horrible dream. And even if it wasn’t, there wasn’t a thing she could do to avert whatever it was that was going to happen.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter One

				June 1895

				‘Hey, look, it’s the rag man! Billy the rag-and-bone man!’

				‘Where’d you get yer coat, Billy? Off Farmer Barton’s scarecrow?’

				The jeering youths were squatting collier fashion against the rough stone wall of the outbuildings that backed Fairley Terrace – or, as it was known locally – the Ten Houses. Billy Donovan had seen them there as soon as he came out of the back door of number six, and his heart had plummeted in his skinny chest.

				His tormentors were the bigger – and older – lads who worked with him at Shepton Fields Colliery – fourteen and fifteen to his twelve. As far as they were concerned, he was fair game; they called him a sissy because he still worked on the screens in the pit yard whilst they were ‘carting boys’ underground, and they looked down on him for being one of the Donovans, the poorest family in the rank and, in their eyes, nothing but scum. Billy wished he didn’t have to walk right past them, but there was no way he could avoid it, not unless he wanted a good hiding from his father. He glared resentfully at the quart jug in his hand. Paddy Donovan had told him to take it down to the snug of the Prince of Wales and get it filled with best bitter. And when he wanted a drink, Paddy Donovan was not a man to cross.

				 ‘Hey, Billy! Billy the Didiky!’

				Billy lowered his head, staring at the ground and plodding on. It wasn’t the first time he’d been called a didicoy, as the locals referred to gypsies. He longed to yell at the lads that he wasn’t a didicoy, that his father was Irish and had only come over to England because there was no work to be had in Dublin, but he knew better. It would only make things worse if they saw they were getting to him. Fury rose like bile in his throat. How he hated them! Not that that would worry them much. But one day – one day he’d get his own back. Just let them wait – he’d show them!

				‘Hey, look, Billy’s off to the boozer!’ That was Frank Rogers, who lived at number two, a big, thickset lad with a puggy nose and a loud, jeering voice. ‘Gonna make you big and strong, is it, Billy? That’ll be the day!’

				‘Naw, it’s for old Paddy to get tipsy again. He oughta get you a decent pair of trousers afore he spends it on beer.’ That was Charlie Oglethorpe, at fifteen, the oldest of the lads.

				‘Shut up!’ Billy muttered.

				‘What’s that you said?’ Charlie snarled.

				A hobnailed boot shot out right in front of Billy, and he cannoned forward, landing with a sickening thud on his hands and knees, the quart jug shooting from his hand as he tried to save himself.

				‘Have a good trip, Billy,’ Frank Rogers laughed.

				The jug had rolled towards the youths; they leapt to their feet, and Dick Riddle, who fancied himself as a footballer, got a steel-capped toe underneath it and gave it a nifty flick.

				‘To you, Frank!’

				To Billy’s horror, the youths began kicking the jug one to the other. He scrambled to his feet. His hands were grazed and bleeding and his neck hurt, but he scarcely noticed. If the beer jug got dented, he’d be for the high jump and no mistake!

				‘Give it here! Hey, don’t do that! Give it here!’ he begged.

				His tormentors ignored him, kicking the jug about enthusiastically. Then Frank Rogers dived to pick it up, waving it in front of Billy’s face, taunting him.

				‘Want yer jug, Billy? Come and get it, then!’

				Billy threw himself at Frank, skinny arms flailing wildly; Frank twisted away. Billy made a grab at Frank’s shirt, and the thin fabric ripped thread from thread beneath his skinny fingers.

				‘You tore me shirt, you little bugger!’ Frank threw the jug down, diving for Billy instead. They went down in a heap, Frank pounding the smaller boy furiously, Billy scrabbling helplessly. Charlie and Dick stood by, yelling encouragement.

				‘Give him a good hiding, Frank!’

				‘Kick his brains out – if he’s got any!’

				Frank was sitting on top of him now, his full weight pressing down on Billy’s stomach, whilst he banged the smaller boy’s head on the hard ground. Billy was seeing stars, and he could scarcely breathe. If he thought at all, it was that his last moment had come.

				The commotion of the fight carried clearly through the open door into the little scullery of number six, where Maggie Donovan was blacking her boots ready for work next day. Maggie always blacked her boots on a Sunday evening – the rest of the week they had to make do with a lick and a promise, just a quick wipe over with a duster to keep them looking respectable enough to meet the high standards of Mrs Augusta Freeman, owner of the drapery shop in High Compton where Maggie was a sales assistant.

				‘I expect my girls to be smart at all times,’ Mrs Freeman had said when she had taken Maggie on as an apprentice. ‘A slovenly appearance is the outward sign of a slovenly mind, and will not be tolerated.’

				Her small, beady eyes had gleamed behind her wire-rimmed spectacles as they swept critically over Maggie, seeking the shortcomings she had expected in a Donovan, and finding none. Maggie’s high-necked blouse was as pristine white as only a blue bag in the washing water could make it, and perfectly pressed, her dark skirt the very picture of modesty, and the tiny posy of silky rosebuds pinned on the waistband showed style and imagination, both qualities that would prove an advantage in a draper’s assistant. But all the same . . .

				‘I also expect a willingness to work hard, an ability to learn, and, most importantly of all, courtesy to the customers,’ Augusta said sternly. ‘The customer is always right, no matter how much you think they might be inconveniencing you.’

				‘I know,’ Maggie had said. ‘I won’t let you down, Mrs Freeman, I promise.’

				That had been five years ago. Now Maggie was a fully fledged assistant in the drapery shop, and was even helping to train up Cathy Small, the newest apprentice. She’d done very well for herself – for a Donovan – everyone agreed.

				Maggie paused now in the cleaning of her boots, blue eyes narrowing as she heard the commotion. A fight – there was no mistaking it. And Billy had just this minute gone out to fetch her father’s beer.

				She dumped shoe brush and boot on the oilcloth-covered cupboard that served as a worktop and hurried to the door, looking along the rank. Yes, it was a fight, and as she had feared, Billy was involved. She couldn’t see much of him because that great galumphing Frank Rogers was sitting astride him, but she’d know his carroty hair anywhere. And it was plain he was getting the worst of it, as usual. Why did those bullies have to pick on him all the time?

				Maggie shook her head in disgust and set off up the rank to intervene. It wouldn’t help Billy in the long run, but she couldn’t stand by and watch her little brother taking a beating from those thugs.

				‘Hoi!’ she yelled loudly as she approached them. ‘What d’you think you’re doing?’

				For answer, Frank Rogers banged Billy’s head on the ground again.

				The Irish was up in Maggie now. Abandoning all pretence of dignity, she ran the last few yards to reach the fighting boys, grabbed hold of Frank’s collar and gave it a hearty tug so that his shirt buttons popped all at once. His head jerked round, surprise and outrage written all over his rather red face.

				‘Stop that this minute!’ Maggie ordered furiously. ‘Leave our Billy alone and pick on someone your own size, you bully.’

				For a moment she thought he was going to defy her and let into Billy again. Then he thought better of it. He’d had his fun, and there would be plenty of other times to knock seven bells out of Billy when his sister wasn’t there standing over them like an avenging angel. He gave the boy one last punch, just to show he wasn’t really afraid of Maggie, and let him go.

				‘Bloody Donovans!’ he muttered as he got to his feet, trying to button his torn shirt, which was now also open to the waist.

				Maggie was anxious that the boys might have really hurt her brother, but she knew if she showed concern it would only give them more ammunition to taunt him as a sissy. ‘Come on, our Billy, get up from there,’ she said sharply. ‘Look at the state of you! And isn’t that our jug over there by the wall?’

				None of the lads dared touch it again, right under Maggie’s baleful eye. She might be a Donovan too, but they had a healthy respect for her sharp tongue, and anyway, she was a grown woman. As a rule, lads didn’t give cheek to grown women – especially ones as pretty as Maggie. She rescued the jug and thrust it at Billy.

				‘You’d better go and get this filled up before our dad comes out and gives you what for,’ she told him. Then, turning to the other lads: ‘And if there’s any more trouble from you lot tonight, you’ll have me to answer to.’

				With that she turned and headed back towards number six.

				‘Billy the baby!’ Frank hissed at Billy, who had started off in the direction of the Prince of Wales but had stopped to mop at his bloody nose with a rag that had once been the tail of a shirt but now did service as a handkerchief. ‘You won’t always have your sister there to save your bacon. Next time . . . just you wait!’

				Billy felt sick, not just from the beating, but from fear for the future. Frank was right – there would be plenty more episodes like this one. He lived in the same rank as his tormentors, worked at the same pit. There was no escaping them and there never would be.

				Unless he could get away to Yorkshire, like his two older brothers, Ewart and Walter. Hope flared in him briefly, then flickered and died. Yorkshire was likely just as full of bullies as Somerset, and they’d pick on him too. Everybody picked on him and always had. Even his own father. Paddy had no time for him and wasn’t afraid to show it.

				Billy trudged painfully along the rank, fighting back tears. Resentment and hatred for his tormentors was like bitter bile in his mouth, mingling with the salty taste of his own blood. Oh, if only he could think of a way to get back at all of them. Just give him a chance and he’d show them he wasn’t the useless lummox they all thought him. But how he’d ever get that chance he didn’t as yet have the first idea.

				‘What’s going on?’

				Rose Donovan, Maggie’s mother, was at the back door, peering out anxiously. Truth to tell, Rose’s permanent expression was one of anxiety, and not without reason. Life had dealt her a bad hand. She had once been a pretty girl with a fine head of curly chestnut hair, which Maggie had inherited, and a neat figure, and she had caught the eye of plenty of lads who would have made her a far better husband than Paddy Donovan had. But from the moment he had arrived in High Compton in search of work, she had wanted no one but him. She had fallen head over heels for his swarthy good looks – dark hair, and eyes as blue as sapphires – his powerful physique, and the wonderful Irish brogue that was so different to the Somerset drawl she was accustomed to and sounded so much more romantic to her ears.

				Rose had lost her head as well as her heart and allowed Paddy liberties no decent girl should allow a young man. But at least he had married her when she had found out that there was a baby on the way – well, wouldn’t her father have taken the double-barrelled shotgun he used for shooting pigeons and rabbits to Paddy if he had not?

				And then her troubles had started.

				To begin with there was his gambling. Paddy fancied a bet on the horses and often passed a betting slip to the bookie’s runner who hung around outside the Prince of Wales pub, but though he was sure he was picking a winner, more often than not he lost. ‘The bookie always wins in the end,’ Rose’s father used to say, and he was right.

				Then there was his drinking. Rose had known that Paddy liked a drink, it had been part of his charm, but there was nothing charming about him when he got roaring drunk on a Saturday, spending half the wages that had been doled out to him before he even got it home. There was nothing charming about him when he yelled at her for not having a meal ready for him on the table, or a copper full of water hot enough for his liking when he wanted his bath. And there was certainly nothing charming about him when he turned on her and beat her.

				The black eyes he gave her were the worst; she could hide the bruises on her arms under long sleeves and grit her teeth against the pain in her ribs so that nobody knew how much every breath hurt her. But the black eyes she could not hide, and no matter what stories she made up to excuse them, she knew the neighbours could see right through them to the shameful truth.

				The first time Paddy had hit her was when Maggie was just a little girl, and truth to tell, Rose hadn’t been able to find it in her to blame him. It was no more than she deserved, she’d thought, as she burned with guilt and shame for what she’d done. What husband wouldn’t be driven to lash out under the circumstances? But after that first time, it had happened again and again, year after year, whenever he was angry with her, whenever he was drunk, whenever she fell foul of his quick temper and surly moods.

				He didn’t often hit her these days, and never when Maggie was about. He seemed to have a respect for his daughter that he never showed anyone else, certainly not Billy, and not even Ewart and Walter, his two elder sons. When they’d lived at home they’d tried to intervene too, but they had only been given a good hiding for their trouble. All Rose’s sons took after her in build, and Paddy, who scorned them for it, could have beaten any of them senseless with a hand tied behind his back if they’d tried to take him on.

				It was because of Paddy that Ewart and Walter had gone off to work in Yorkshire, Rose felt sure. They said it was because the work was easier there than in the narrow, faulted Somerset seams, but Rose knew that wasn’t the real reason. They had wanted to get away from their violent father and the stigma that attached to them for being his sons. They had wanted to be able to bring home their wages and not have him take half off them to buy more drink, or back some ‘sure-fire winner’. And Billy would do the same, she thought, just as soon as he was old enough. She couldn’t blame them, but she did blame Paddy for depriving her of her children.

				And not only her living children, either, but the ones she had lost for ever, too. Three miscarriages she had endured, one of them certainly because Paddy had punched her in the stomach when she was seven months gone. And then there was little Alice, dead of the fever. If they hadn’t been so poor because of Paddy’s drinking and gambling, maybe she could have afforded the doctor’s bills and Alice would be alive today. Ten years old she’d be now, but to Rose she would always be fourteen months, with a big gummy smile, toddling unsteadily on her plump little legs. The memory of Alice was an ache in Rose’s heart that never went away.

				Nowadays Rose was just a shadow of the girl she had once been. Her once pretty face was thin and lined, with a defeated look to it. The harshness of her life had taken its toll on her small frame, making her scrawny, and she was always exhausted. She took in washing to help make ends meet, so her hands were red and puffy, and in winter, long, painful cracks opened on her fingertips and never healed until summer came. Now, just to make things worse, she was pregnant again. She’d thought all that was behind her; the prospect of going through it again was a constant worry that weighed in her stomach just as the baby soon would.

				She stood in the doorway now, arms wrapped around her sunken chest, fingers plucking nervously at the blouse that years of careful laundering had made thin as a bee’s wing, as Maggie flounced back along the rank.

				‘What’s going on? What’s the matter now?’

				‘Oh, just those louts picking on our Billy again,’ Maggie said crossly. ‘I gave them a piece of my mind, but a fat lot of good that will do.’

				‘What’s that?’ Paddy appeared in the scullery, on his way out to have a smoke while he waited for his jug of beer.

				‘Our Billy,’ Rose told him. ‘Them boys have been picking on him again.’

				Paddy grunted, surly and impatient as he always was where Billy was concerned. ‘It’s time he learned to stand up for himself.’

				‘That’s easier said than done, Dad,’ Maggie retorted. ‘They’re twice his size, all of them.’

				‘And he’s just a sissy!’ Paddy said scornfully. ‘Our Ewart was no bigger at his age, but he could give as good as he got. He didn’t get picked on, our Ewart, and woe betide the bugger who tried.’

				Maggie said nothing, but she knew he was right. Ewart had been like a little terrier, gouging and fighting dirty if needs be. But Billy wasn’t Ewart, and never would be. As Rose had said to her once, Billy was different to the others.

				‘I’ve got to get these boots cleaned,’ she said, picking up the brush from where she’d left it. ‘Jack’s calling for me later on, and I expect we shall go out for a walk.’

				 ‘Oh, that’s nice,’ Rose said automatically, but her heart sank a little.

				Though it should have been no real surprise, since the two of them had been friends since childhood, she had a feeling things were getting serious between Maggie and Jack Withers, and the thought of her daughter leaving home if they should decide to get married was a depressing one. Maggie was the one ray of sunshine in her drab existence, and she was so good with Billy, too. With a new baby on the way, Rose didn’t know how she would manage without her.

				But these feelings were, she told herself, just her being selfish. She should be glad for Maggie – and she was. Jack was a lovely lad. She’d known him all his life, as the Withers family lived just four doors up the rank at number ten. He was quiet, and as decent as they came, unlike his brother Josh, who had a terrible wild streak. When he was younger, you always knew that if there was trouble, Josh would be at the centre of it, and later on, the police were at his door so often that it seemed certain he’d end up in prison. In the end his long-suffering parents had sent him off to Florrie Withers’s brother and his family in Wales in the hope that they could knock some sense into him, but he was back now, and as far as Rose could see, as wild as ever. What was more, she had noticed the way he looked at Maggie and been a little alarmed. She, more than anyone, should know how easy it was to be bowled over by roguish charm, and though the two boys were like peas in a pod, both dark and good-looking, she worried that the very things that made Josh unsuitable were the same ones that might well make him attractive to a girl.

				No, all things considered, she should just be grateful that it was Jack and not Josh that Maggie had taken up with. But she couldn’t help hoping it would be a while yet before they decided to get married.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter Two

				Though both had plans for later, the two Withers brothers were enjoying an early-evening pint in the public bar at the Prince of Wales.

				The inn was crowded, as it always was on a Sunday night. Most weekday evenings the miners who frequented it were too tired to socialise – by the time they’d had their bath and their tea, all they wanted to do was collapse into an easy chair and ‘snooge’ till bedtime. And at this time of year, there were gardens and allotments to be tended, no matter how tired they were. But Sundays, when they’d had a day off, those that weren’t out for a walk with the family or fussing with their racing pigeons liked to have a pint and a natter – ‘chewing the fat’, they called it.

				And tonight there was plenty of fat to chew.

				‘You know they’m talking again about closing down the pit, don’t you?’ said Archie Russell, one of the older men, wiping the beer foam off his chin with the back of his hand.

				‘And about time too!’ Josh said forcefully. ‘The place is a death trap. Hasn’t had any money spent on it in years.’

				The other men sitting around the table glared at him indignantly. All very well for Josh Withers to talk; he didn’t work at Shepton Fields as they did. Since coming home from Wales, he’d got himself a job as a carpenter at Marston, one of the newest and best-equipped pits in the district – his uncle had taught him all about working with wood, apparently. Unlike the rest of them, Josh wouldn’t find himself out of work if Shepton Fields closed, and many of them, Josh’s own father included, would be lucky to get another job at their age.

				‘Let me tell you this, young ’un,’ George Parfitt said. ‘If we’d pressed for money to be spent on Shepton Fields, Sir Montague would have closed it down long ago. Not worth it, you see. Not for the coal that’s left there.’

				Josh rocked his chair back on to its back legs, and shrugged his broad shoulders.

				‘Well, it’s your funeral. But the ventilation down there is a disgrace. And you haven’t even got a proper cage. That hudge should have been condemned years ago, and would have been if the authorities knew about it. Just a rope, for goodness’ sake! I wouldn’t go down on the bloody thing if you paid me.’

				‘That’s just it, though, in’t it?’ Archie Russell took another swig of beer. ‘We’m being paid. So long as Shepton Fields is open, we’m being paid. And that be a lot better than finishing up over at Catcombe in the workhouse, however you’d-a look at it.’

				‘What have you got to say about it, my son?’ George Parfitt swivelled on his stool to look at Jack, who was sitting quietly over his pint, not taking any part in the argument. ‘Are you going to let yer brother get away wi’ talking like that? Shepton Fields is good enough for you and your father, so why bain’t it good enough for he?’

				Jack Withers sighed inwardly. Privately he agreed with Josh. Shepton Fields was a death trap, and if the authorities knew the half of it they’d have come down like a ton of bricks on Sir Montague Fairley, the owner, long ago. But as Archie had said, it was a living for so many of them, his father included. Jack wished with all his heart that he could leave and work in a better colliery, maybe even learn a trade as Josh had done. But he couldn’t do that. Not while Gilby, his father, still needed work.

				Although he was now almost twenty-two years old, Jack was still what was known as a carting boy. The seams here in the Somerset coalfield were too narrow and faulted for pit ponies, and so young men, crawling on their hands and knees, dragged the putts of coal from the face to the roadway, which was wide enough for tubs to run. It wasn’t as easy nowadays to find lads willing to do that in an outdated pit like Shepton Fields, and Jack carted for Gilby. He’d once talked to Wilfred James, the manager, about leaving, and Wilfred had told him in no uncertain terms that if he went, he could take his father with him. So, against his will and better judgement, Jack stayed on. It would kill Gilby to lose his job at his age.

				It wasn’t in Jack’s nature to get involved in arguments, though, and he didn’t want to take Josh’s part against men he had to work with. But neither did he want to pour scorn on his brother’s assertions.

				‘I reckon our Josh is entitled to his opinion,’ he said peaceably.

				‘You’m too bloody soft!’ George Parfitt said vehemently.

				‘If you say so, George.’

				Over Josh’s shoulder, Jack could see through the open door to the snug beyond. Young Billy, Maggie’s brother, was there, getting a jug filled up with beer – for his father, Jack guessed.

				He shook his head, frowning. A pint with your mates was one thing; drinking alone as Paddy Donovan did was something else again. But at least seeing Billy there had given him an excuse to get away from the argument Josh had started, and he was keen to see Maggie anyway. He was madly in love with her, and the thought of being with her trumped a pint with his mates any day of the week.

				‘I’m going to love you and leave you.’ He drained his glass and stood up.

				‘Ah well, you’ve got better fish to fry, I dare say.’ George Parfitt winked at him. The other men guffawed. But none of them noticed that Josh wasn’t laughing.

				What was it, Josh wondered, that made him so soft when it came to Maggie? He’d known her all his life, from the time she’d been just a little girl in button-up boots and a smock, bowling a hoop along the rank, or pushing a rag doll in a crate on wheels that she pretended was a perambulator. Just another kid, and one of the Donovans at that, though Josh had never joined in the scornful jibes of his peers, who’d heard the disparaging remarks their parents made about the family and copied them in their own childish way. He hadn’t even noticed her when he began taking an interest in girls. She was, after all, more than three years younger than he was, still no more than a skinny child, and there had been plenty of girls his own age coyly flicking their eyelashes at him and keen to show off their developing figures when he was around, a good-looking Jack the lad with a cheeky grin and an offhand manner that seemed to make them all the more eager to impress him.

				But when he’d come home from Wales, where he’d been sent to live with his Uncle Fred and Aunt Eliza, it had been a different story. While he’d been away, Maggie had grown up. The first time he saw her, she’d taken his breath away, with her thick mane of chestnut hair, her wide laughing mouth and her sparkling blue eyes. He couldn’t believe what a beauty that skinny little girl had become.

				And it wasn’t just the way she looked, either. There was something about Maggie that was special. Her soft voice, the way she carried herself, tall and proud, as if she was royalty, not a Donovan at all. And she was kind, yet not at all afraid to speak out when she thought it was called for – he’d heard her take the young toughs who lived in the rank to task more than once, such as when they’d been tormenting a mangy cat who’d come slinking along the terrace looking for scraps.

				Maggie was special all right, but the trouble was, she was spoken for. She was walking out with Jack, his younger brother, and though Josh wouldn’t have hesitated to try his luck if her beau had been anyone else, stealing his own brother’s girlfriend was a step beyond the pale, even for a rascal like him. Even if he could have managed it – and he wasn’t at all sure he could. She and Jack had been friends since childhood, and somewhere along the way that had developed into love. They seemed very close now. He’d seen the way she took his arm, smiling up at him so that they looked the perfect couple, and he knew Jack doted on her.

				All the same . . . Josh still felt his heart miss a beat when he saw her. He couldn’t help but regret that he hadn’t been around when she’d blossomed from a skinny little waif into a lovely young woman – if he had been, he’d have made sure he beat Jack to it when it came to asking her out. And he’d never yet met any girl who could hold a candle to her in his opinion, though there was certainly no shortage of them lining up to vie for his attention.

				And not just the single girls, either.

				Josh checked his pocket watch. He’d said he’d see Peggy Bishop this evening if she could get away, and that was a welcome distraction from his feelings for Maggie.

				He was playing with fire, of course. Peggy was a married woman now, though he’d known her back in the old days when they were both young, free and single. She was the first girl he had kissed, and it had been a thirteen-year-old Peggy who had first initiated him into the mysteries of the female body, encouraging him to chase her round the haystacks or down to the river where the grass was long and sweet and a little wood met the meadow. He hadn’t been the only one by a long chalk, he knew, but that hadn’t mattered to him then, and it didn’t matter now. Peggy was still as generous with her favours as she had always been, and that was a big attraction as far as Josh was concerned. Most of the girls he went out with turned coy when he tried to take things further than a kiss and a cuddle. They wanted a ring on their finger first, and a ring, and the commitment that went with it, was the last thing Josh wanted. He was nowhere near ready to settle down. No, much better to give Peggy a quick tumble, even though he suspected she’d begun to take their fun and games a little too seriously for his liking. He even enjoyed the thrill that came from living dangerously – Tom Bishop, the man Peggy had married, was known to have a filthy temper and wouldn’t take kindly to being cuckolded. But that just added an extra frisson to the dalliance. And it took his mind off Maggie Donovan for a little while at least.

				As the door swung shut after Jack, Josh stood up, jingling a handful of coins in his pocket.

				‘Right, lads,’ he said cheerfully. ‘I reckon I’ve got time to get another round in before I make tracks myself. Who’s for another drink, courtesy of Marston, the best pit in the Somerset coalfield?’

				As she finished polishing her boots, Maggie was keeping a sharp eye out for Billy. She didn’t trust those louts not to waylay her brother on his way home, and if Dad’s beer got spilled, there’d be hell to pay. He’d blame Billy, not his tormentors; might even take the strap to him.

				They were in the alleyway behind the houses, kicking about a pig’s bladder they’d got hold of to use as a football, not a bit ashamed of themselves. But they wouldn’t be. For all that they were only carting boys themselves, they reckoned they were way above the Donovans in the pecking order.

				Maggie sighed, and brushed a long strand of chestnut hair away from her face. It hadn’t been easy growing up as a Donovan, but she reckoned she’d done pretty well for herself. She had a good job she enjoyed, and if she married Jack Withers – she had a feeling he was on the point of asking her – she would be joining a well-respected family. With any luck they would be able to get a little house well away from the Ten Houses and the folk who knew too much about the way her father carried on with his drinking and his gambling. And when her own children came along, at least they wouldn’t have the cross of the Donovan name to bear.

				Jack was a good man. They’d been friends since childhood, and she was very fond of him, though not as fond as he seemed to be of her. She just wished she felt a bit more excited at the idea of marrying him.

				And a bit less worried about leaving her mother, especially now, in her condition . . .

				A worried frown creased Maggie’s forehead and she glanced over her shoulder at Rose, who was cutting wedges of bread and cheese for the men’s snap – with an early start in the morning, it was easier to prepare it overnight.

				‘Let me do that,’ she offered, but Rose only gave a tight little shake of her head.

				‘It’s all right. I’ve nearly finished.’

				Maggie regarded her mother anxiously. ‘You should be taking things easier.’

				‘Oh, don’t talk silly. It’s come to something if I can’t cut up a bit of bread and cheese.’ Rose flourished the bread knife. ‘Go out and enjoy the sun while you can.’

				Reluctantly Maggie returned to the doorway, but she was still worried about Rose. She shouldn’t be having more babies at her age – Maggie couldn’t forget poor Annie Tremlett, a one-time neighbour, who’d had twins in her forties and never walked again, and she prayed nothing like that would happen to her mother.

				It wasn’t long before she saw Billy turn into the alleyway. To her surprise, Jack was with him. She went out to meet them, swishing her skirts past her father, who was sitting on the low bench outside the back door, smoking and hawking up globules of phlegm.

				‘What are you doing back this early, Jack?’ she greeted him. ‘I wasn’t expecting you for another half-hour.’

				‘I’ll go again then, shall I?’ Jack teased.

				Maggie smiled at him. ‘Get away with you!’

				‘I thought I’d better see young Billy home – make sure he didn’t drink his father’s beer on the way,’ Jack said, giving Billy a playful clip round the ear. ‘And it’s a nice evening for a walk. Pity to waste it in the pub. I see you’re making the most of it too, Mr Donovan.’

				Paddy grunted and hawked again, stretching out a hand to take his jug of beer from Billy.

				‘If you’re taking our Maggie for a walk, just you behave yourself, d’you hear me?’

				Colour rose in Maggie’s cheeks. ‘Dad!’

				‘No, I know what it’s like to be young. Don’t you let him take advantage of you, my girl.’

				‘What do you think I am?’ Maggie retorted sharply.

				‘Too pretty for your own good. Just like your mother used to be.’ He wagged a finger at Jack. ‘You remember what I said, my boyo, or you’ll have me to answer to.’

				Maggie turned away, embarrassed.

				‘I’ll just fetch a shawl in case it gets cold later on.’

				‘It’s not going to,’ Jack said.

				‘All the same . . .’ She flew into the house and emerged with a lacy white square. ‘I just wanted to wear it,’ she confessed to Jack as they walked along the alley. ‘It’s new – I only got it yesterday. Mrs Freeman let me put it on one side, and I’ve been saving up for it for weeks. Isn’t it the prettiest thing you ever saw?’

				Jack smiled. He wanted to say that Maggie was the prettiest thing he ever saw, but fine words didn’t come easily to him.

				‘I shouldn’t have bought it really,’ Maggie confessed. ‘There’s all sorts of more important things to spend my money on.’

				‘If it makes you happy, then that is the most important thing,’ Jack said fondly.

				It was the closest he could come to expressing his feelings.

				At the end of the rank, the track broadened into a lane, bordered by shoulder-high hedges that were thick with meadowsweet and cow parsley. Beyond the hedge on the right was a cornfield overlooked by the fronts of the houses in the rank; beyond that again was the colliery, Shepton Fields, its headgear towering above the pit yards, and the black mound of coal waste that they called ‘the batch’ rising like a great dark carbuncle against the clear blue sky of the early summer evening. Maggie had never once stopped to think how odd it was that she could see both cornfields and coal dust from her bedroom window. She just accepted it for the way things were. Coal dust and cornfields, miners and farmhands, living and working side by side.

				On the other side of the lane the hedges hid meadows that stretched all the way down the valley, steep and higgledy-piggledy, to a little wood with a river running through it. In winter it swelled to a torrent and sometimes flooded the lower reaches of the fields; at this time of year it was shallow and slow, muddied up by the herd of cows that trampled about in it to have a drink and cool themselves down when the sun was hot.

				It had always been one of Maggie’s favourite places. As a little girl she had often gone there, sitting on the bank with her knees drawn up to her chin, watching the darting dragonflies and the haze of gnats over the water, listening to the soft melodic gurgle as the brook ran over the stones and sucked at the bulrushes. Once she had seen a kingfisher, a flash of brilliant greeny blue. She’d gone back day after day looking for it, but she’d never seen it again.

				At a gateway, Jack paused, ‘Shall we go across the fields?’

				‘If you like.’

				She knew why he wanted to go that way – he wanted a kiss and a cuddle, which was fine as long as it stopped there. When they’d first started walking out as a couple, rather than just the childhood friends they had always been, she’d quite enjoyed it. But lately he’d wanted to go further, and really she didn’t like that at all. Of course, if he did ask her to marry him, and she accepted, as she probably would, she’d have to get used to that and more. But it wasn’t something she wanted to think about, and when his hands strayed and she had to keep him in check, it made her horribly uncomfortable. A memory from long, long ago flashed unbidden to her mind. The kingfisher hadn’t been the only thing she’d seen when she was daydreaming by the river as a child. Once, concealed in a hollow by the long grass and the overhanging branches of the trees, she’d seen Josh Withers and Peggy Bryant – Peggy Bishop as she was now – Peggy with the front of her blouse undone and her skirts rucked right up to her waist. Mortified as well as shocked, Maggie had curled herself into a ball, eyes tight shut, and stayed quiet as a mouse, praying they wouldn’t notice her. If they did, she’d die of shame! But they hadn’t seen her; when they’d gone again, she was able to creep home with no one the wiser, but the memory of it, of Peggy’s giggles and Josh’s low groans of appreciation that no amount of hiding could keep her from hearing, could still turn her cheeks scarlet and make her cringe with disgust. Silly, really. It was, after all, what men and women did, but they hadn’t been men and women. They were Josh Withers and Peggy Bryant, just a few years older than her and nowhere near old enough to be behaving that way . . .

				As soon as they were through the gateway and out of sight of the houses, Jack took Maggie’s hand, and that felt so nice she wondered why she was so worried about other things It was nice when he pulled her into his arms and kissed her, too, but as his hand moved to her breast she felt the beginnings of the familiar panic. ‘Jack! Stop it! It’s too steep for that here! We’ll fall over!’

				He gave her a sideways grin. ‘Doesn’t matter, does it? The grass is nice and dry.’

				‘It does matter! I don’t want to fall over!’ She tried to keep her voice light and playful as she said it, and that obviously must have given him the wrong idea, because before she knew it, his arm had slipped behind her knees, lifting her off her feet and depositing her on the sloping bank before dropping down beside her.

				 ‘Jack!’ she protested, laughing. ‘What do you think you’re doing?’

				‘I’ll give you three guesses.’ His face was very close to hers, and as he kissed her again, his hand went to the buttons of her blouse, opening them stealthily.

				She pulled away a little. ‘Jack – don’t, please . . . !’

				‘Come on, Maggie, where’s the harm? I’d never hurt you, you know that.’ His breath was warm on her throat, just below her ear; his hand was inside her blouse now, his fingers slipping under her chemise.

				She covered his hand with hers, holding it still. ‘Stop it now.’

				‘There’s nobody about.’

				‘I don’t care. You mustn’t! Goodness knows where it will lead, and you should know I’m not that kind of girl.’

				‘Oh, I know that well enough!’ He rolled away, lying on his back beside her in the dry, scratchy grass, head turned to look at her. His eyes were dark with desire, but there was tenderness too in that look. ‘Your dad needn’t worry his head about you.’

				‘Whatever are you talking about?’ Maggie asked teasingly. She knew very well, of course, and though she was relieved he was no longer trying to get her to do things she didn’t want him to, she felt a little guilty, as if she were short-changing Jack, and also regretful that she didn’t feel the way he did about taking their courtship a stage further.

				She tucked her legs up beneath her skirts, plucking at a blade of grass, and Jack lay back against the bank, arms pillowed beneath his head. For a little while he was silent, then, out of the blue, he said: ‘What would you say if I asked you to marry me?’

				Maggie came out of her reverie with a jolt, glancing down at him. He wasn’t looking at her, rather staring up into the darkening blue of the sky, and his tone was deceptively casual. A wave of tenderness suffused her, both for the boy who had been her childhood friend and champion, and the man he had become. Oh, maybe he didn’t excite the sort of feelings in her that took her breath away, but she’d always known this moment would come and been content with it. Jack was good and kind, honest and hard-working. He’d take care of her, provide for her and any family they might have. She felt safe with him. And she did love him . . . she did. She was glowing with it right now.

				She tilted her head, tickled his cheek with the blade of grass.

				‘I expect I’d say yes,’ she said, echoing his light tone. ‘We’ll just have to wait and see, won’t we?’ She scrambled to her feet, brushing the bits of grass out of her skirt and twisting a lock of hair that had come loose back into its pins. ‘Now, are we going for that walk or not?’

				When he left the Prince of Wales, Josh cut across the fields, where herds of cows were grazing, making for the rickety wooden river bridge deep in the valley where he and Peggy had agreed to meet. It was a secluded spot, but within easy walking distance of the miners’ cottages where Peggy and Tom lived. Just about safe, Josh reckoned.

				There was no sign of Peggy when Josh arrived at the rendezvous, and after he’d been waiting for ten minutes or so, he began to doubt she was going to turn up. There had been a couple of occasions recently when she’d let him down because she couldn’t get away, and Josh wondered if Tom might be getting suspicious. He hoped not. All very well for him to get a kick out of playing with fire, but it could turn nasty for Peggy. Josh didn’t know Tom Bishop well – he worked at Northway, yet another of the rash of collieries that scarred the green Somerset valley – but from what he’d heard, the man was an evil-tempered devil. Perhaps it was time to call time on their clandestine meetings – no one could actually call it an affair – and look elsewhere for someone to take his mind off Maggie.

				Just as he was thinking of giving up and heading for home, he saw Peggy coming down the path between the trees.

				She’d put on a lot of weight in the last few years, he thought, but it rather suited her. Big breasts, big hips, the hint of a double chin . . . Maggie she wasn’t, but what the hell? There was just all the more to get a hold of . . .

				‘You made it, then,’ he said, as he went to meet her.

				She giggled, a little out of breath from hurrying.

				‘I told Tom I was going over to my sister’s.’

				‘And he believed you?’

				‘Didn’t say a word. I’ve been a bit worried lately that he might have smelt a rat. He’s been really funny with me whenever I’ve said I’m going out. But tonight he just said he was going down to the working-men’s club. I mustn’t be too long, though. He might come home early, you never know.’ She looked up at Josh coquettishly through fair, stubby lashes. He thought of Maggie’s thick dark ones, then pushed the image away and grabbed Peggy round the waist.

				‘We’d better not waste any time then, had we?’

				‘Oh Josh, you are a one!’ She wound her arms around his neck, eager, as always, for his kisses, and he drew her towards the bushes.

				‘I reckon I’d better do a Sir Walter Raleigh, don’t you?’ He took off his jacket and spread it out on the grass. Then he sat down, pulling her down beside him and scooping up her skirts.

				Peggy giggled, then placed a hand over his to stop him going further.

				‘You do really think something of me, don’t you, Josh?’ she asked, coyly. ‘I’m not just a bit of fun to you, am I?’

				It was the same every time lately. She had to ask.

				‘’Course you’re not just a bit of fun,’ he lied. ‘If you didn’t already have a husband—’

				‘Hey! What the bloody hell do you think you’re doing?’ The yell of fury made Josh jump as if he had been shot. A short, thickset man was on the path above them – Tom Bishop. ‘You bloody bugger!’ he roared. ‘What are you doing with my missus?’

				Peggy gave a gasp of horror, hastily trying to cover her bare legs, and Josh scrambled to his feet. For once in his life he was speechless. Tom charged down the bank, grabbed Peggy and yanked her up so roughly she lost her balance and stumbled against him.

				‘It’s a good job I followed you, you bloody cheating cow!’ he snarled at her. ‘I knew you were up to something!’

				‘Calm down, mate,’ Josh said ineffectually.

				‘Calm down?’ Tom was practically apoplectic. ‘I’ll give her calm down when I get her home.’

				‘Leave her alone, you great bully. If you want to take it out on someone, take it out on me.’

				Tom let go of Peggy’s arm and whirled round. Expecting a punch to the jaw, Josh took a step backwards, readying himself. But Tom merely faced him furiously, his hands clenching and unclenching whilst a vein throbbed purple in his temple.

				‘Don’t you worry, I bloody will!’ he snarled between gritted teeth. ‘I know who you are. You’re that Withers, aren’t you? Work over to Shepton Fields.’

				It was clear Tom was confusing Josh with Jack, but Josh didn’t bother to correct him. The first shock of being caught was wearing off, and with the rush of adrenaline when he’d thought Tom was going to start a fight hot in his blood, Josh was becoming aggressive himself, as he always did when he was up against it. Attack was the best means of defence in his book.

				‘If you were more of a man, your wife wouldn’t have to go looking elsewhere,’ he said pugnaciously. ‘Look to yourself before you go blaming her.’

				Once again he thought Tom was going to charge at him like Farmer Barton’s bull – and who could blame him? The man’s features contorted with rage, a dark purplish flush suffusing his face and neck, and he came right up to Josh. But to Josh’s amazement, Tom merely shook his fist under his nose.

				‘I’ve got your number, chum!’ His voice was low, and shaking with fury and cold determination. ‘You’d better watch your back. Nobody messes about with my wife and gets away with it.’

				There was something almost comical in his stance, and Josh laughed shortly.

				‘Oh, you really bloody scare me.’

				‘You’d do well to be bloody scared, mate. You can laugh now, but you don’t know me. You better bloody watch out for yourself, that’s all I’m saying.’ He turned to the trembling Peggy, grabbing her again by the arm. ‘Come on, you filthy bitch – home!’

				‘Hey – don’t take it out on her!’ Josh could feel his anger rising at the way Tom was manhandling Peggy up the bank. Goodness only knew what he would do when he got her on her own, and for a moment Josh almost went after them. But what good would that do? You didn’t interfere between a husband and wife, and he couldn’t protect Peggy when the front door closed after them. Anything he said or did might only make things worse for her.

				But he didn’t like the part he’d played in this. Yes, she’d thrown herself at him shamelessly, but he should have had the good sense to resist. Certainly he wasn’t going to risk a repeat of this evening’s fiasco. If Peggy came chasing after him again, he’d tell her so in no uncertain terms.

				As he made his own way home, he wondered how she was faring. He hoped Tom wasn’t giving her a hiding. But for all his nasty temper, that didn’t really seem his style, unless, of course, he was more ready to use his fists on a woman than he had been on a grown man. Josh thought of the way he’d threatened him rather than punching him on the nose as he’d expected. It might just have been empty words, of course, but he could well imagine the man storing up his anger and resentment and waiting his chance to take his revenge in some cowardly way.

				Oh well, if he did, Josh could deal with that. There wasn’t much that worried him.

				Except having to see his brother with Maggie Donovan. That was the one thing that really got to him, and he couldn’t seem to do a thing about it.

				Mam and Dad were arguing. Billy could hear their raised voices coming from the scullery, Dad growling, Mam shrill.

				‘It’s the last thing I want! You should’ve been more careful, Paddy,’ he heard Mam say.

				Billy thought he knew what the argument was about. Mam was going to have another baby. He’d heard her and Maggie talking about it, but when he’d questioned Maggie, she’d gone very red and told him it didn’t concern him. Billy had been upset. For one thing, he didn’t like being excluded; it made him feel as unimportant at home as he felt everywhere else. For another, the thought of Dad doing such things to Mam disgusted him.

				The argument was getting worse.

				‘Aw, Jesus, Mary and Joseph! Will you stop keeping on, woman!’

				‘It’s all very well for you . . . you’re not the one that has to go through it . . .’

				‘I have to put up with your nagging day and night.’ Paddy was getting angrier by the minute – the beer was beginning to talk – and Billy decided to make himself scarce.

				He picked up the dominoes he’d been idly shuffling through and stacked them back in their wooden box. Then he went out through the scullery. Mam was leaning against the oilcloth-covered cupboard, arms wrapped around herself, head bent. He thought she might be crying.

				‘Where d’you think you’re going?’ Paddy demanded as Billy tried to slip past him.

				Billy’s eyes skittered nervously. ‘Just out.’

				‘Haven’t you been in enough trouble tonight?’

				Billy shrugged. He was always in trouble one way or another. He sidled between Rose and Paddy and out of the door.

				The brightness was fading from the day, but the air was still warm. There was no sign now of his tormentors, thank goodness, but Billy hurried past the Rogers house anyway, half expecting them to suddenly appear and pounce on him again.

				Up the track he went, without any clear idea of where he was headed. Perhaps he’d go across the fields and look for birds’ nests. It was a good time of year for that. He might see Maggie and Jack. That would be a bit of fun, just as long as they didn’t see him first. He quite fancied spying on them – he was curious to know what they got up to when they were alone. But there was no sign of them anywhere, and Billy opted to take the path that led along the side of the cornfield in the direction of the pit.

				It was no novelty; it was the way he went to work every morning with his father and the other men. What was different was that tonight he was alone, and the pit yard was silent and deserted. No chimneys belching steam, no winding gear creaking, and the screens where he had toiled every working day, sorting the coal that came up from the depths, were still. With no queue of hauliers’ carts waiting to be loaded and no busy coal-blackened men milling about, the yard looked big and strangely ghostly.

				Wouldn’t it be funny, he thought, if they were all dead and he was the only one left alive in the world? No more big lads bullying him, no more Gaffer Hawkins yelling at him to work harder, no more Dad taking his belt to him, or doing unspeakable things to Mam. Perhaps one day there’d be an explosion underground and they’d all be killed. But that wasn’t very likely. Explosions were almost unheard of here in Somerset. The seams might be faulted and topsy-turvy, so that floor was roof and roof floor, but there was no gas. Firedamp was the only danger in that respect.

				He didn’t fancy going underground, all the same. The thought of the narrow dark passages so far beneath ground, where the sun never shone, frightened him – he hated confined spaces, always had. The other lads said it was all right. They talked – when they talked to him at all – about the mice that came creeping out for crumbs when they were eating their cognockers of bread and cheese, and they didn’t seem to mind the guss and crook, the length of rope that went around their waists and between their legs so that they could crawl along the passageways on hands and knees dragging the little putts of coal the colliers had hewed. He’d seen the ridges in the flesh of their backs where the rope cut into it. They said it didn’t hurt once you got used to it, and the best way to harden the skin was to rub urine into it, but Billy thought it sounded awful.

				No, working on the screens was bad enough; underground would be much, much worse. But he was going to have to face up to it soon. Some other young lad would be leaving school and taking his job, and he’d have to go down in that horrible hudge on the end of a long length of hemp rope with Frank Rogers and Charlie Oglethorpe and the others.

				If it was still there.

				He’d heard the men talking about it, saying it should have been replaced by a proper cage years ago, and that if the authorities knew it was still in use it would be condemned and Shepton Fields would close down, as like as not.

				The thought gave him hope. A length of hemp rope couldn’t last for ever. Perhaps it would give up the ghost before he had to descend to the bowels of the earth on the end of it.

				Billy kicked a piece of coal that lay at his feet, and followed it across the pit yard.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter Three

				Maggie had been awake for much of the night, wondering whether Jack had really asked her to marry him and whether it meant they were now engaged, or if it had been a rhetorical question. Nothing more had been said about it – they’d gone for their walk, returned home, and parted just as they always did with a kiss in the shadow of the outhouses, though there was an unaccustomed awkwardness in the air between them. It was odd, she thought, but she hadn’t wanted to broach the subject again in case she’d mistaken his meaning, and she wasn’t sure whether she’d be glad or sorry if she had. In a funny sort of way the half-proposal had quite shocked her, though it was only what she’d expected would come eventually, and she’d tossed and turned, dozing only to wake again, until with the pearly grey light of dawn she realised it was almost time to get up.

				Cockerels were crowing now in their pens in the back gardens along the rank, the first birds had started their dawn chorus, and she heard the creak of the stairs as her mother went down to start her day. Maggie pushed the bedclothes aside and got up.

				Mam wasn’t too well in the mornings these days; she’d better go down and help her. The fire had to be lit to heat the water for the men’s tea, and they’d want some breakfast, too, before they left for work. Only a bit of bread and dripping, but someone had to make it.

				She pulled on her clothes, laced her feet into her freshly polished boots and went downstairs.

				Rose was on her knees in front of the grate, trying to get the fire going. She looked grey and pinched, and Maggie saw her heave.

				‘Let me do that, Mam,’ she said.

				‘No, you don’t want to get yourself dirty. You’ve got to go to work.’

				‘I won’t get dirty,’ Maggie said, perhaps over-optimistically. She took the bellows from Rose, and Rose let her, covering her mouth with her hand to suppress the threatening nausea.

				Maggie got the fire going and straightened up, looking at her mother anxiously.

				‘Have you seen the doctor, Mam?’

				Rose managed a derisive snort. ‘And where would I get the money to pay doctor’s bills, I’d like to know? What can the doctor do anyway? There’s nothing wrong with me that another few months won’t take care of.’

				‘Well, have a word with Dolly Oglethorpe, anyway.’

				Dolly Oglethorpe acted as midwife for all the women in the rank, as well as being called on to lay out the dead.

				‘All in good time.’ Rose didn’t add that she didn’t want anyone knowing she was pregnant again until there was no hiding it. She was dreading being the subject of yet more gossip up and down the rank. Nothing was private here for long; the women talking outside their doors or over their washing lines made sure of that.

				‘We’d better get your dad and our Billy up,’ she said, changing the subject.

				‘I’ll do it.’ Maggie clattered up the stairs and knocked loudly on the first door off the narrow landing. ‘Dad! Time to get up!’

				A grunt from within told her Paddy was awake. She went on along the landing and pushed open the door to Billy’s room.

				Once it had been Ewart and Walter’s room too, the three lads sharing the big double bed that took up most of the floor space. Now Billy had it to himself, and he was making the most of it, spread-eagled corner to corner.

				‘Come on, our Billy.’ Maggie went into the little room, squeezing past the bed to the window and drawing back the curtains to let in the first pale sunshine.

				‘Do I have to?’ Billy groaned.

				‘Yes you do, if you don’t want to be late for work.’ She tweaked the sheet to reveal his ginger mop and fair-skinned face flushed pink with sleep.

				‘Don’t want to go to work,’ he mumbled.

				‘I don’t suppose you do,’ Maggie said tartly. ‘But that’s neither here nor there. If you can’t keep time on the screens, they’ll send you underground where our dad can keep an eye on you.’

				That did the trick, just as she’d known it would. Billy was out of bed and reaching for his rushy duck trousers in a moment.

				Maggie shook her head, filled suddenly with tenderness for her little brother. She wished with all her heart that he was tougher, better able to stand up for himself, or that he was still young enough for her to be able to take care of him. But he was just at that in-between age when he was neither a child nor a man, and he wasn’t finding it easy.

				A shout from downstairs startled her, and she pushed past Billy and ran out on to the landing.

				‘Mam! What’s the matter?’

				She ran down the stairs and through the living room into the scullery. The back door was open and Rose was on the step, gesticulating wildly.

				‘It’s a blooming dog!’ Rose said over her shoulder. ‘A dog – come right into the house! Frightened the life of me, it did.’ She waved her fist again. ‘Go on – get away – go home!’

				Maggie went to the door. The dog, squat and white, with a large head, small ears and one black-ringed eye, had retreated across the alley, but still stood there, tail wagging uncertainly.

				‘Go on home!’ Rose shouted again, but the dog refused to move, looking at her with ears cocked, head on one side.

				The bedroom window above them opened and Billy leaned out. ‘Hey, boy!’

				Rose craned her neck to scowl up at her son.

				‘Don’t encourage him, our Billy!’ She glowered at the dog and turned to go back inside. ‘Make sure the door’s shut, Maggie. We don’t want him coming in again.’

				In the busy morning round, both Maggie and Rose soon forgot the dog. But Billy did not. When he had swilled his face and neck at the stone scullery sink, he collected his slice of bread and dripping and took it over to the window.

				‘He’s still there. That dog. Do you think he’s lost?’

				‘I shouldn’t think so,’ Rose said shortly. ‘I expect the Bridges’ bitch is on heat. Dogs will go miles if they get the scent.’

				‘But he’s not outside the Bridges’ door,’ Billy argued. ‘He’s outside ours. And he looks hungry. There’s some old bacon rind, isn’t there? Can’t we give him that?’

				‘No we can’t!’ Rose snapped. ‘If you feed him, we’ll never get rid of him.’

				Billy said nothing, but when he thought no one was looking, he slipped the remains of his bread and dripping into his pocket, wrapping it in his handkerchief. ‘I need the lav,’ he muttered, heading out of the back door.

				The dog was still there. Billy took out the hunk of bread and dripping, and the dog’s nose, cold and wet, nuzzled into his hand. Billy’s heart swelled with pleasure. He’d be for it if his mam looked out of the window and saw that he had disobeyed her, but for once he didn’t care.

				He patted the dog, and it wagged its stumpy tail and licked his hand. Billy supposed it was because he could still smell lard on his palm. But he dared to hope not. For the first time in as long as he could remember, he felt as if he had found a friend.

				Maggie was showing Cathy Small, the new apprentice, how to block a roll of cloth. Mondays were always quiet in the drapery shop, it being washing day, and the lack of customers provided a good opportunity for other things. Maggie had already changed the window display, a task she loved; she was very proud that Augusta had noticed her artistic streak and trusted her to arrange bonnets, gloves and silk floral sprays in a way that would attract the customers. Now she was engaged in training Cathy. But Cathy’s attention wandered easily, especially if there were lads passing by outside, or if Horace, Mrs Freeman’s husband, came into the shop. He was standing by the glass-fronted door now, thumbs tucked into the watch chain that stretched across his starched shirt front, casting surreptitious glances at the pretty new assistant, and Cathy was all fingers and thumbs.

				‘Oh Miss Donovan, I’ll never get it right!’ she groaned.

				Maggie hid a secret smile. It amused her to be called Miss Donovan, something Mrs Freeman insisted on, since Cathy was her junior.

				‘Of course you will, Cathy. It’s just a knack, that’s all. But it’s got to look neat, as if it’s never been off the roll.’ She unwound the cloth once more and spread it out along the counter. ‘Now, try again.’

				Cathy’s efforts improved when Horace Freeman left the shop to return to his own domain, the gents’ outfitters next door. But it wasn’t long before her concentration was wavering once more, this time due to a titbit of gossip her father had brought home with him from the working-men’s club the night before.

				‘It is Jack Withers you’re walking out with, isn’t it?’ she said, a little hesitantly.

				‘Yes.’ Maggie was puzzled. ‘Why?’

				Cathy caught her lip between her teeth, lowering her eyes as if wishing for once that she hadn’t started this conversation. ‘Oh . . . nothing.’

				Then, as Maggie gazed at her questioningly, she went on, all of a rush: ‘I don’t know whether I ought to say or not, but my dad told us that Tom Bishop came into the club last night in a proper temper, saying that he’d caught Jack Withers fooling around with his wife.’

				‘What?’ Maggie was astounded. ‘That’s ridiculous! Jack wouldn’t fool around with a married woman, especially not Peggy Bishop.’

				‘I’m only repeating what he said.’ Cathy had turned rather pink. ‘That Jack Withers who works at Shepton Fields, that’s what he said. And my dad reckoned he’d better watch out, because Tom Bishop can be really nasty, and he wouldn’t want to be in Jack’s shoes if Tom has got it in for him.’

				‘It’s nothing but a load of nonsense,’ Maggie said briskly, and at that moment Mrs Freeman came sweeping into the shop.

				‘There’s a lot of chatter in here! Is any work being done?’

				‘We’re just tidying the stock,’ Maggie said.

				She pulled the roll of cloth towards her, blocking it herself quickly and neatly, but to her annoyance, her hands were trembling a little.

				Where in the world had Cathy’s father got such a story from? And men had the nerve to accuse the womenfolk of gossiping! Jack, carrying on with Peggy Bishop – ridiculous! Now if it had been Josh, she could have understood it . . .

				Of course, that must be it, Maggie realised. People who didn’t know them well often got Jack and Josh mixed up, and she supposed it was an easy enough mistake to make. They did look very alike, though there the resemblance ended, with Jack so quiet and Josh so wild. Trouble followed him around, her mother had always said. But for all that, there was something very attractive about him, with that breezy manner, the wicked twinkle in his eyes and the aura that might almost be danger that went with the hard muscles and the swagger. She could well imagine that Peggy Bishop might think it was a risk worth taking to go out with him on the sly. And for a moment she almost envied her – he’d put butterflies in her stomach the first time she’d seen him when he came home from Wales . . .

				Maggie gave herself a little shake. All very well for Josh to get on the wrong side of Tom Bishop and not give a devil’s cuss about it. But if Tom was mistaking Josh for Jack, then it was a different matter entirely. Suppose he got a gang of cronies together and waylaid Jack in some dark lane? They wouldn’t give Jack the opportunity to tell them they’d got the wrong man before giving him a good hiding. She’d have to have a word with him, warn him.

				Though what he could do to avert such a disaster, she really didn’t know.

				When Billy got home from work that evening, he was surprised and delighted to find the dog lying in the shade of the outhouses, his head between his paws. The moment he saw Billy, he got up and trotted towards the boy, pushing his eager wet nose into his hand.

				Billy hurried into the house, where Rose was bailing hot water into the tin tub in front of the fire for Paddy’s bath.

				‘Mam, that dog’s still here. Let me have those bacon rinds for him . . . please.’

				‘Blinking thing!’ Rose grumbled. Then she relented. ‘Oh, go on, then. They’re in the bin. No . . . I’ll get them. You go back outside. You’re getting coal dust all over my clean floor.’

				Billy backed out hastily before she could change her mind, and a minute later she appeared in the doorway, with not only the bacon rinds but the knuckle bone from the piece of pork they would be finishing up cold for their tea.

				‘Here you are. Have this as well. I’ve cut the meat off of it, but I expect he’ll find a few shreds if he’s hungry enough.’

				‘Oh, thanks, Mam!’ Billy’s face was wreathed in smiles.

				‘Just make sure he doesn’t come in the house again,’ Rose admonished sternly.

				She shouldn’t be encouraging the darned dog, she thought. But it was good to see Billy happy and taking an interest in something. Just as long as he wasn’t too upset when it wandered off again, as she was pretty sure it would.

				A week later, however, the dog was still there, living on scraps and bones and sleeping on an old blanket in the corner of the outhouse. Though he disappeared a few times, once for a whole day and a night, he always came back.

				Billy had given him a name – Bullseye, since he had a black patch around one eye in his otherwise snow-white face. It seemed to suit him. What was more, Billy felt they were two of a kind, both of them outcasts in their own way, and the thought was strangely comforting.

				In that short space of time, Bullseye had become his dog, and the focus of his world.
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