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For Hannah, Reg, Dad and Coal. 
And Ria for the hours. 
And Jim, Jocasta and Charlotte for making me see sense.










All the Way to Somewhere Else



The hill seemed to go on for ever. At the bottom, it was overgrown and devious, forcing me to plant my feet carefully, searching for every hump and hollow in the grass. I pushed my way through a snarl of brambles, out into closely dotted bracken, gorse and bony-fingered elderflower trees. As the elderflower trees thinned, they became useful and I pulled myself up on any branch that looked as if it could take my weight. 


There was no mistaking an elderflower tree. The flowers were smoky white and drowned everything in their cloying, acrid stench. I knew it well. Every summer, my dad brought home carrier bags full of flowers and hung them in the garden shed. Day by day, the scent grew stronger while the flowers frazzled and fell apart. Then he’d scrunch them onto sheets of newspaper, catching the dead flowers and scooping the final pile into a tin. Drunk daily, elderflower tea would, reckoned my dad, prevent colds and flu. 


It must have been true. I couldn’t remember him ever having a cold.


After climbing for a couple of minutes, I was high enough to see over the elderflower trees and even past the towering oak at the end of Mr Bowmer’s garden. As I was wearing my green snorkel parka with the hood up, I hoped that neither Mr Bowmer nor anyone else would know it was me. The hill wasn’t exactly out of bounds, but people in the row of council houses at the foot of the hill naturally assumed that anyone up there had nothing but mischief on their mind. Probably smashing something. Riding a motorbike over something. Stealing something. 


I stopped and listened. Just my own breath, soft and muffled by the hood of my parka. Under my feet, the grass was dark and thick. Not like Mr Bowmer’s lawn. This grass was tough and surly. You could grab hold of big clumps and tug at them, but they would always hold fast. 


Sometimes, the grass would sneer at you. ‘Who do you think you are? I’ve been here for a hundred years and I will be here for another hundred years. Go home now, before I catch hold of your shoelaces and pull you down-down-down underground. Under the trees. Under the rocks and coal seams. Under everything.’


It’s difficult to argue with grass. 


Older boys often tried to start fires on the hill. At first, the flames would jiggle around like deranged puppets, but then a cold wind would rush up the valley and over the estate, quickly pinning the flames flat on the ground. Holding them down. Suffocating them. All that was left was a scorch mark, and that would be gone within a month. In its place was more grass, staring out at the houses and swishing with laughter. 


It’s even more difficult to argue with grass when it’s laughing at you. 


The last bit of the hill was much steeper and required an even greater concentration of effort. My scuffed shoes were splayed outwards now, feeling for any help that the ground might be kind enough to offer. To my left and right were a series of short, shallow trenches that I called ‘bomb holes’ . . . made, I always imagined, during lightning raids in the Second World War. Normally, I would have sat in the one on the far left and spent a minute or two watching the estate, but this wasn’t a watching day. I walked straight past and onto the uneven table of waste ground that lay across the top of the hill. It was the size of two or three football pitches, blotted with hummocks, brambles and more gorse, and bordered at the back by another row of council houses. 


Somewhere near the middle, the ground was carved in two by a slender rift known as the Canyon. If it really was a canyon, it was a small one. Even at the widest point, it was no more than 20 feet; at its deepest point, no more than 30 feet. But its steep sides were covered in a soft, sandy earth that crumbled all too easily if you attempted to climb up or down. From the air, you could imagine a giant, jagged knife had cut through the hill, just for fun. The Canyon had no purpose. There was no river or stream running along the bottom. No piles of soil or boulders that hinted at a collapse in the years before the estate was built. It was simply a slice of the world that had gone missing. 


Only now, standing at the top of the hill, at the top of the estate, at the top of the village, did I turn around. The wind was eagerly pushing and poking me and, as I looked out, I felt sure I could see each gust careening across the rooftops. Rattling trees and telly aerials. Pummelling drainpipes and peevishly flapping any window that wasn’t shut tight. 


The sky was summer-storm grey and stretched menacingly in every direction: left, right, back over my head towards Mansfield and forward to the edge of the Peak District some 8 or 9 miles away. So far and so wide that its murky greyness took on an intense silver sheen. At this time of year, at this time of the evening, the landscape came to life. The never-ending wind would jostle and bully the dense clouds, leaving just a few holes for the westward-rolling sun. Only then could it reach out and touch the land, daubing everything with unruly splodges of cherry, tangerine and ginger. Bizarrely, the colours seemed to welcome the encroaching darkness, pulling it closer and closer towards the ground. 


Straight ahead, there was the estate, then trees, then the little parade of shops and the school, then fields, then houses, then fields. All the way to somewhere else. To more hills and valleys and swards and pastures. To the towns and cities. On my left were farming fields, a pub, the Top Rec, houses, then another grassy slope that swooped up and down for a mile or more. The main road in and out of the village followed its contours in a nervous, not quite straight line, then disappeared into trees that would have once been part of Sherwood Forest. In Robin Hood’s day, the forest held sway over much of the East Midlands. 


To the right was the church; built in 1120, it’d been there almost as long as Sherwood Forest. My friend, Collo, told me that the dark marks on the church door had been made by a witch in 1742. The witch’s mother, egged on by gossiping villagers, had set fire to her only daughter, but she somehow managed to run from her house to the church, where she collapsed against the locked door. The poor girl’s pounding, frightened fists had left charred patterns up and down the wrinkled wood. 


When I asked the vicar about it, he said that it was black paint from when they replaced the hinges earlier that year.


There was another estate, nicer than mine, crouching in front of the church and a row of much larger detached houses beside it. This was where the schoolteachers, councillors and factory managers lived, and some of the houses had beautiful cars gleaming on their spotless driveways. After that, the land dipped and dropped and rose, then dipped and dropped and rose some more, before levelling out close to a line of red-brick factories, shiny offices and car parks for the managers and their beautiful cars when they weren’t parked on their spotless driveways. 


Way over to the left of the factories and offices was a tall chimney, surrounded by a collection of curious concrete buildings. To the right of the chimney, a vast, higgledy-piggledy metalwork sculpture was topped by two spoked metal wheels. My dad called it the ‘headstock’ and it was responsible for the safe movement of the lift that carried men up and down the hundreds-of-feet-deep shaft at the pit where he worked. 


In front of the buildings, a procession of ordinary-sized lorries was constantly coming and going. To the far left was a shorter line of extraordinary-sized yellow lorries with gigantic knobbled tyres that churned across the mysterious grey mud of the Clay Heaps. This, too, was part of the pit, but it was worked by machines rather than men. One of the machines was called an excavator and I had often watched it glide across the Clay Heaps like an ancient, skeletal first-rate man-o’-war. Instead of a hundred cannons, it had a single spinning disc at the front which tore strips of grey flesh from the earth and carried them, via a series of belts and pulleys, to the waiting lorries. 


Up on the hill, it was time. I pulled down my hood, shook my hands and stamped my feet. The red neon sign in the chip-shop window blinked on-off-on-off-on then settled for the night. The shop was almost hidden by the clouds’ giant shadows, but I could just make out the shapes of two people inside, getting ready for the Friday rush. Next to the chip shop was another pub. It was close to seven o’clock and enthusiastic customers were already queuing outside, chatting easily and flibbing fags. 


More lights clicked on. By the church, the top and bottom of the main road. Lights in front rooms, bedrooms and bathrooms. I unzipped my parka, all the way down. With each gust of wind, it curled and snapped, eager to let itself be pulled free from my shoulders and into the past. Slowly, I stretched out my arms and breathed in as much of the wind as I could hold. 


As I tipped my body forward, the parka strained and yanked itself tight. I stumbled for a second, then dug my shoes deeper into the grass. Again, I tipped into the wind. The grass held me and held me, until . . . I rose a few feet from the ground, my legs dancing awkwardly as I struggled to steady myself. Up a few feet more. A few more. Suddenly, I was sailing across the houses. Above the chip shop and the bus stop. Up. Above the Co-op and the chemist. Up. Above the pit and the Clay Heaps. Up. Above the bobby-dazzlers and the fag-flibbers and all the other people I had known.


If I had to wake up, I hoped that I would wake up on another day. In another place. 










A Deceit of Lapwings



The first thing I saw every morning as I pushed open the curtains of my bedroom window was Pye Hill Pit. It watched me as I dragged the glazed ceramic po from under my bed and went downstairs to empty the contents in the almost-outside lavvy. It nodded approvingly as I flushed the almost-outside lavvy and returned the glazed ceramic po to my bedroom. It was there when I played football on the lane at the side of our house and when I climbed the slide on the Rec up by the bus stop. It was still there when I tumbled off the slide and onto the grass. And last thing at night, as I knelt to use the glazed ceramic po before pulling my curtains back across the darkness of the bedroom window, all I could see was the pit. 


During the long, warm, hazy summers of the early 1970s, I would sit on my bed and watch the flickering wheels of Pye Hill’s headstock for hours. And on short, cold, clear winter evenings, the sun would set just to the right of those wheels, silhouetting them, the canteen, the men, the smoke and the heaps of coal against a hard, carefully polished metal-blue sky. As night-time blossomed, the lights in the pit buildings would send beams through the chilly air like golden arrows, hinting at the mechanical magic that was taking place inside and underground. 


Who needed spaceships, jet planes and racing cars? Who needed Curly Wurlies, Weebles and quick-fit elasticated bow ties? I had the pit. And the best bit was my dad worked there. In fact, Dad’s job as a miner was the main reason we lived in that house. It was at the end of a small row of red-brick terraces known as the Pit Houses and they’d been built specifically for the families who worked at the local pits, brickworks and pipe yards. 


Dad could walk from our back door to Pye Hill in less than ten minutes. And on Friday mornings in the school holidays, I would walk alongside him to collect his wages. Children weren’t usually allowed on pit land. In cahoots with Pye Hill’s magic and wonder, there was menace and risk: high-voltage motors and toxic chemicals, long threads of thick, steel wire that could easily tangle and confuse small feet, metal contraptions that might gash your face or crush over-inquisitive young minds. 


Despite this ever-present danger, the offer of a walk to the main pit building with my dad was far too good to turn down. A rare chance to stand beside the men and machines that kept such a keen eye on me. A rare chance to marvel at what they did and how they did it. 


I made that journey many times, but there is one that I remember more than the rest. It was spring. Quiet and not too cool. As soon as we walked through our garden gate and into the field, I knew that the world had planned something special for me and Dad. We were meant to be in that particular place at that particular moment on that particular day. 


Dad was already ahead. Off duty, so his donkey jacket – the heavy, black Melton-wool coat worn by many National Coal Board (NCB) employees – had been swapped for his favourite green jerkin. Always unzipped, it flapped to and fro and to and fro again and again, keeping time with his footsteps. A pair of worn navy cords sat low on his hips and he was carefully rolling a fag as his cheap canvas trainers moved through the long grass at the edge of the field. He’d been smoking since he was fourteen and the creation of a fag was second nature, as effortless as combing his hair. All done on the move: Old Holborn tin out of left jerkin pocket with left hand, cracked open, one fag paper pulled from inside the tin and placed carefully between teeth, right hand now tugging at a tuft of tobacco, tin closed and put away with left hand which then retrieved fag paper, tobacco sprinkled along the length of fag paper, thumbs and first two fingers of both hands used to roll and shape the finished product, a dab of the tongue on the fag-paper glue, a final roll and shape, poked into the far right of his mouth, England’s Glory matchbox out of the right jerkin pocket, match struck, cupped for protection, lifted up, a brief flare and . . . a slow, satisfying draw. Completed in less than thirty seconds, never once looking at his hands or breaking a single stride. 


Just inside the long grass, the field was flecked with lapwing nests: twiggy clumps that blended beautifully with the cobbles of earth. A pair of lapwings watched us from a safe distance, and both let out a warning call as I got closer to one particular nest. 


I stopped to look at the four eggs and bent down to inspect them. 


‘Tha mun’ duh that!’ my dad said sharply. ‘They dunna like it if yuh touch ’em.’


I looked at the lapwings and, under my breath, reassured them that I would never touch their eggs. And if I ever saw anyone touching their eggs, I would chop their hands off. The lapwings seemed happy with this, so I saluted and they sealed the deal with another couple of friendly ‘peewit’s. One of them explained that they were more worried about badgers and foxes than me and Dad. 


‘Tha’s raight,’ I told them. ‘Ah’ll lukk after yuh.’ 


Thanking me, the birds took several steps closer. As they turned to the side, the light slashed across their bodies, revealing dazzling greens, bruised purples, blues and golds. Their dark, majestic crests sweeping up and back like high-tech, Brylcreemed hairdos. I had never seen anything so beautiful. So matter-of-factly immaculate in every detail. 


I moved forward, desperate to ask why something so precious would choose to live amongst the dirt, the manure and the worms. Without warning, the lapwings were airborne, quickly followed by another pair to my right and another straight ahead. And many more. Climbing as one. A deceit of lapwings, wheeling left and over a line of small trees. 


A group of lapwings is known as a deceit because they are supposed to be sneaky birds. Dad told me that. But he also added that, in his opinion, the lapwings had been hard done to. 


‘They anna sneaky like people a’ sneaky,’ he said. 


Then he told me a story about leaving a penny underneath a lapwing nest one night as he was going to work. When he walked past the nest the following morning, the penny was still there, thus proving the lapwing’s honesty. 


While I bristled at the mighty injustice heaped upon the lapwings, Dad had carried on. I ran to catch up with his fag and his jerkin, and my running disturbed more birds. Crows, a yellowhammer, a pair of goldfinches, sparrows – and three or four rabbits playing on the freshly fertilised earth. All this, so close to our house. I couldn’t think of anything else to do but wave both hands at the world and laugh. Waving my appreciation for choosing to share the day with me. Laughing at how happy it made me feel. 


I was right. Today was going to be special. 


The field came to an end at the pit border, but there were more living things – a rough-and-ready hawthorn hedge, false barley, sturdy battalions of rosebay willowherb, dandelions, tall nettles and, holding a valiant front-line defence, the Meccano-like arms of an impressive cow parsley. I snapped off the thickest, longest length and asked Dad to make a blowpipe. He took a small penknife from his trouser pocket and sliced the ends, leaving a six-inch-long hollow green tube which he handed back to me. Without talking, we both headed for a patch of hawthorn hedge that proffered a few forgotten berries and gathered a handful each. I pushed a berry inside the tube and fired it across the mud, hitting a row of gas bottles. 


Around our feet were tens, if not hundreds, of pieces of thin metal. Straight-edged shapes that looked like straight-edged capital letters: E, I, H, L, T. As we got closer to the older, run-down pit buildings, I saw piles of these letters – discarded parts of old electrical transformers – shoved hurriedly into corners and doorways. And inside the run-down pit buildings were bits of oily engines strewn across oily floors and stacked on oily shelves. A chest of metal drawers appeared to be empty, but I found a few rolls of yellow wire in the bottom drawer. Like the lapwings, all these riches were camouflaged by their natural habitat. 


And there, right in front of me, was Dad’s natural habitat . . . Pye Hill Pit. One of the many pits in the Erewash Valley, birthplace of mining in medieval Nottinghamshire. Among Pye Hill’s various shafts, No. 1 carried my dad to depths of 700 feet where he would work part of a vast coalfield – the best coal in the country, he reckoned – that ran all the way from Nottingham and Gedling, on through Hucknall, Kimberley, Eastwood, Brinsley, Underwood, Jacksdale and Selston, then north towards Pinxton, Kirkby and Mansfield. So incessant and generous were the coal seams beneath my feet that Pye Hill had been physically linked underground to other collieries at New Selston and Selston over a distance of almost 2 miles. A subterranean spider’s web of not-so-secret tunnels and shafts, rail tracks and carts, cables and columns of men.


This was my home. And I was immensely proud of it. In return, my home carried itself well. Stout, unsophisticated and handsome. Calm farming fields that softened and zhuzhed up surly stretches of green and grey industrial meadow. Some steep hills and shallow valleys. Our skies skimmed with a harsh, heaving beauty that made my eyes glisten and my head tingle. And every inch of it coddled and attended to by coal. A concerned, paternal presence with reassuring sentry posts standing guard at every mile. Collieries and communities with names like Annesley, Bentinck, Pye Hill, Bull & Butcher, Selston, Moorgreen, seven shafts at the Portland site, three at Mexborough, plus the opencast quarries and spoil tips, engine sheds, tramways, gravel pits, chimneys, kilns, workshops, headstocks, reservoirs and wharves to allow coal traffic to access the Cromford Canal. 


Strewn in between, like second-hand glitter, were the people. Us. The dirt-encrusted pubs, shops and homes of the unassuming alchemists – thousands upon thousands of men, women and children – who had magically turned black gold into gold. Families in Lincolnshire’s agricultural heartlands grew potatoes and cabbages. In the West Midlands, they worked metal and made cars. In the six towns of Staffordshire, they fired clay. And here, in rural Nottinghamshire, we worked coal. Lots and lots of coal. 


All of this was my home and I was happy here. 


As Dad approached the gates of Pye Hill, he turned and waited for me. We were now surrounded by lorries and men. Lots of men. Some in overalls, some in their own raggedy shirts and worn-out trousers; each man obscured by dirt, dust, sweat and exhaustion. Each man balancing a dirty white helmet jauntily upon his dirty head. Most of them had moustaches and all of them dragged their heavy boots with heavy legs and heavy feet. They joked and swore. They smoked and coughed and laughed and coughed. 


And coughed.


After picking up his wages from a small office with a small window, Dad headed towards a pair of doors that opened onto a wet floor. The room was lit by a long line of fluorescent lights, but the billowing steam made it difficult to see where I was. Naked men dried themselves with large towels, while some washed under heavy jets of water. I listened to the various noises that pinged around the walls: more coughing, more shouts, more laughter, some singing and the clang of metal lockers, all carried along on the relentless shoosh of gushing water. 


Although this was the place where men washed themselves, it was covered in dirt. The same black dirt that I saw under Dad’s fingernails or nestling in the corner of his eye. In his trouser pockets and on his lips. Ground forever into the nape of his neck and the many scars on his back. Trails of it slid like thin snakes from the shower stalls to the drainage trough, but every time one disappeared, two or three more would take its place. 


Dad walked past the showers, nodding and occasionally speaking to men in various states of cleanliness. He stopped by the row of metal lockers that made the clanging noises. Opening the end locker, he pulled out a long black plastic case and slung the strap over his shoulder. 


Even I could tell that it was a rifle. And I naturally assumed that Dad was going home to shoot my mam. 










The Ronco Chop-o-Matic



Mam and Dad had been married for a long time before I was born and they were older than most of the other Pit Houses parents; Dad was mid-forties and Mam early forties when I arrived. They must have enjoyed each other’s company at some point because I had seen black-and-white photos – never on show, always tucked away in tins and sideboard drawers – that proved they had once laughed and drunk and sat around with friends. But something must have happened in those earlier years. If there ever was love, it was now a gristly, suspicious kind of love. A bruised kind of love. Occasionally given a hefty clout. The kind of love that too many women in Selston expressed via black eyes and split lips on Monday morning as they went to the shops or caught the bus to Alfreton. 


Although I never saw my dad hit my mam, I heard it. Only once or twice, but it did happen. And she hit him, too – that I did see. Wild, haphazard thumping – delivered with a mix of grunts and angry words – across Dad’s shoulders and face. It would all start over something simple like Mam cooking his Sunday dinner at twelve o’clock when she knew he wouldn’t be back from the pub till two o’clock. 


Mam’s approach in the kitchen – whether it was chips, broth or Sunday dinner – was one of intense, niggardly defiance. I was never asked to help and knew better than to offer. Me offering help would have suggested that I didn’t think she was capable of cooking Sunday dinner on her own. And that would come at a cost. 


‘Cumm ’ere, ah’ll gi’ yuh bluddy ’elp.’ 


So, if the weather allowed, I disappeared up to the Rec or spent Sunday morning booting my ball against the side wall of the house. If the weather didn’t allow, I sat in the front room and read my comics and books. Or cut out interesting bits from the paper. A picture of soldiers on the streets of Belfast or Fred Earwaker, director of finance for Quaker Oats Limited, standing in front of some boxes of Sugar Puffs. An advert for Timex watches: ‘It’s a gift at £3.10’. 


Occasionally – very, very occasionally – I would secretly stand in the passage and watch Mam’s kitchen conflict unfold. Helpless carrots, potatoes and turnips yanked from the pantry, steadfastly despatched as if she was slaughtering chickens. Saucepans and knives clanging around the range and kitchen sink like church bells blasted free from the belfry. Those poor vegetables boiled for an eternity, like Christians in ancient Rome. A beef joint roasted for an eternity like . . . well, also like Christians in ancient Rome.


The battle would always cease just before twelve and the result was always the same: total and complete victory for my mam. The vegetables, having bubbled for an hour or two, were now bloated and lifeless. The beef joint, having sizzled and screamed for three or four hours, was hacked into rough hunks. Everything then strewn across three plates. 


‘Weer a’ yuh? Cumm an’ sit dahn!’ 


That was the signal for me to stop whatever I was doing and sit at the kitchen table. I ate as I assumed all small children ate: whatever was on the plate ended up in my stomach. Quietly. No fuss. Even when I didn’t know what was actually on the plate. Mam ate with the same level of wrathful vengeance that she cooked with: stab-stab-stab-cut-cut-cut-chomp-chomp-chomp. 


Dad’s dinner sat steaming on the table in front of a third empty chair. I watched it while I was eating my dinner and Mam finished hers. I watched it until the steam was exhausted. Every week, Mam expected Dad would arrive in time to eat with us. Every week, she was disappointed. Mam and me could have eaten a bit later, but we didn’t. So she would shove Dad’s plate of food into a still cozy oven, where it would slowly cook for another couple of hours until he came home from the pub. 


Monday to Saturday, Dad worked nights, leaving home around eight or nine in the evening and returning at eight or nine in the morning, depending on how much overtime he’d done. But Sunday was different. Having returned at eight or nine in the morning from the Saturday night shift, he’d immediately go to bed, sleep for three or four hours, dress in his smart shirt and trousers, then head for the Dog & Doublet, the pub at the bottom of Jubilee Hill, the hill that bordered the bottom of our row of houses. Often accompanied by two or three other miners who were also enjoying their two or three hours of freedom on the Lord’s Day. 


Miners were well known for their ale intake, but generally speaking Dad didn’t overdo it. Just a couple of pints, then back up the hill – often accompanied by those same miners – and into our kitchen. Nothing was said. He simply wrapped a tea towel around his hand and plonked the still-scalding plate on the table. Eating his now shrunken, brittle dinner was a lengthy affair and could easily take half an hour or more, with every crunchy mouthful separated by a couple of minutes of snoring. Sometimes, I would sit next to him, dipping a teaspoon into a pot of jam for my pudding and wittering on about the Timex advert or the man from Quaker Oats Limited. Eventually, my mam would bustle into the kitchen, snatching his plate and whatever food was left. Roused and growling, my dad would spring into action. 


‘Ah anna finished yit!’ 


‘Yuh shudd ’a cumm homm before, then,’ answered my mam, slamming the plate onto the table. 


And that was it. More shouting by my mam. Dad pointing his finger and Mam reaching for something to hit him with or throw at him. A mug. The salt cellar. A rolling pin. The Ronco Chop-o-Matic. 


My mam’s voice. ‘Ah’ll bluddy wang yuh. Talkin’ t’ may like that.’ 


Dad snapping that he was, ‘Norr allowed t’ eat me dinner in peace.’ 


Getting too close to the action was dangerous, so I’d stand at the passage door, watching them stamp and gesture at each other in the dimly lit kitchen. Surrounded by the black iron range, deep sink, old-fashioned utensils and colourless walls, they looked like two obstinate ghosts, despatching well-worn words and phrases from a time long before the Ronco Chop-o-Matic had shredded its first cabbage leaf. 


Young children naturally think that mams and dads are designed to fit together like Lego bricks; manufactured for each other’s benefit. But growing up with my mam and dad left me puzzled. They never . . . talked. Forget the shouting, I mean talking about regular stuff. Other mams and dads did it. I heard it when I was over the road at Clive Willoughby’s house or up the road at Dickie Boom’s house. Those mams and dads talked about a new shop that had opened in Alfreton or that squeaky cupboard door by the window. They might even sit around the kitchen table together and laugh at the same things on the radio. 


Although my mam and dad lived together, that was about it. They were two people with very little in common, press-ganged not onto a ship bound for the Cape, but into a life bound for . . . nowhere, really. Just drifting about for a bit before drifting back to where they started. 


Their mismatch was physical, too. Dad was no Engelbert Humperdinck, but, on the whole, he was presentable. Working class, yes, but clean-shaven and kempt. A regular haircut. To the casual observer, an approachable man, if a tad subdued. My mam, on the other hand, was approached with caution. More than a tad outraged and often on the warpath. Carelessly dressed . . . even for a miner’s wife. At five years old, all I had for reference were the other mams that lived in the Pit Houses, but compared with those other mams, Mam came across as the poor relation. Her clothes had holes in them and stains on them. Her ridiculously frizzy hair was rarely combed and stuck out at uneven angles. She had filthy hands on blotchy arms and equally filthy knees on filthy legs that were given an even angrier, scabbier, swollen look by ignored and untreated cellulitis. 


Mam was squat, like a tiny, tubby darts player or a tiny, tubby boxer. Thickset, not quite 5 foot. A suitably tough miner’s wife for a suitably tough miner like my dad, living in a suitably tough mining village like Selston. Anyone doubting that toughness need only have glanced at those hands. Small, quick and covered with working skin that was as firm, rough and ridged as a good-quality cheese grater. Her nails were tiny, but it wasn’t because she chewed them. They’d just been beaten into submission by years of washing dishes and windows; sweeping yards and bringing in buckets of coal for the fire; scraping wet laundry across a washboard in the depths of winter. At some point, the nails must have realised it was best if they kept out of the way. 


Sometimes, those maltreated nails were spruced up . . . painted with red nail varnish. Half a dozen times a year, for a wedding or a Saturday night at the Dog & Doublet. A rare enough occurrence for a young child to notice.


The sad thing was, even when the nails were coated in red nail varnish, they still looked lost and abandoned. 


Mam smoked a lot and drank a lot. As well as the Sunday afternoon scuffles with my dad, she had proper fights. With women and men. Once, at the Portland Arms in Jacksdale, I noticed a commotion by the bar and saw my mam punch a man in a hat. And I heard her yelling ‘Yo can bugger off!’ as he was sent sprawling into a row of chairs. I saw her push a woman off our back yard step when the woman started shouting at my mam . . . something to do with money. She, too, was sent sprawling: this time into the copper – a gas-operated, free-standing boiler that heated water on wash day – which gave her a nasty gash on the forehead. 


Part of me was delighted and proud. In the way that children are. My mam can smash your mam’s face in. In fact, my mam can probably smash your dad’s face in as well. My mam can carry heavy wooden furniture up and down the stairs. My mam can clear a foot of snow from our front yard. With bare legs. In her slippers. And did my mam ever ask for help? Why would she do that? Mam wasn’t like those women who lived in the large detached houses up by the church. The wishy-washy wives of the wishy-washy schoolteachers, councillors and factory managers, with their beautiful cars gleaming on their spotless driveways. Wishy-washy wives needed help. My mam didn’t. 


For a while, the delight and pride at having Henry Cooper for a mother gave me a sense of well-being. Don’t you dare touch me or I’ll tell my mam. But then I realised that Mam’s cut-and-dried idea of law and order applied to me just as much as it did the man in the hat and the woman on the back yard step. Perhaps I failed to appear at the kitchen table bang on the stroke of twelve one Sunday afternoon because I was enjoying an extra-long spin on the Witch’s hat at the Rec. Or I foolishly asked my mam what the woman on our back yard step had been shouting about. Was I given a wild thump, a punch or pushed into the copper? Of course not. I was a small, defenceless child. With a terrible haircut and shorts that wouldn’t fit me properly for another three or four years. 


For me, there was . . . the Strap. (Ta-daa!) A leather strap with a metal ring at one end that was designed to clip over a bathroom tap. The other end had a sort of handle which allowed you to pull the strap tight and use it to sharpen cut-throat razors. Like you see in pictures of Victorian barbershops. 


Was Dad aware of the Strap? (Ta-daa!) If he was, I don’t remember him pulling me aside to offer any comforting words. I don’t remember him wrenching the Strap (Ta-daa!) out of Mam’s hands. 


Dad was aware of the house fires, though. House fires in our house. Not serious fires. Just a scorched armchair or dress, resulting in first-degree burns to the face or legs. Mam was a heavy smoker, even for the 1970s. Three to four packs of twenty every day; sixty to eighty fags that needed sixty to eighty matches brought into close contact with my mam’s comically curly, sticky-out hair. Whether distracted by something on the radio or simply rushing to light another fag, she could easily find herself a couple of inches off-centre with the match, causing one side of her hair to burst into crackling life. 


It happened several times a year. Sensing that she was on fire, Mam would let out an ‘Ooh-er!’ then start slapping her head and face, letting the match fall onto the armchair/tablecloth/carpet/skirt. Considering the flammability of 1970s fashion and furnishings, self-immolation was a distinct possibility. Thankfully, I was in the front room with her on the one morning when the match really did manage to get its fiery teeth into the armchair and Mam’s skirt. The skirt blackened and melted as Mam leapt to her feet, but the flaming tassels on the armchair were starting to look busy. 


Although I knew that you were supposed to put water on fires, I was too small to reach the taps. I had seen Clive Willoughby’s dad put out a chip-pan fire by smothering it with a towel, so I grabbed a tea towel from the kitchen and started madly padding down the flames. It worked. 


Mam didn’t seem that bothered. She just threw away the skirt, covered the scorched armchair with a sheet, opened all the windows and told my dad that it was my fault. She insisted I’d been ‘Bonnin’ stuff in t’ grate’, but he looked at me . . . and I looked at him. He knew.


Now you understand why I assumed Dad might want to shoot her. 










The View from the Top of the Bus



Everyone can remember their first day at school. I can even remember that I was wearing grey shorts – still far too large – and red sandals. As I sat on the bus from the Pit Houses to Selston Church of England Infant School, I kept looking down, past the grey shorts, at my red sandals, wondering if they were clean enough for school. Would I be made to take them off if they were too dirty?


My dad was with me, which meant he’d either taken a holiday or finished earlier than usual. We sat upstairs, of course, so Dad could quickly roll and quickly smoke a quick fag in the six or seven minutes it took to get to school. Riding on the bus made me feel important, like I was going to work. Most of the other people on the top deck were smoking, chatting, reading newspapers or having a go at all three. Visibility was severely hampered by the Player’s No. 6 pea-souper, but you could just about see through the windows if you shoved your face right up to the glass. The top deck of a bus was a rare chance to view my world with fresh eyes. Up there, you could see the church tower, which instantly added a sense of distance to the journey. Ahead and to the right were the houses that had once belonged to the Bull & Butcher Pit. On the left, farming fields and fences that gradually ebbed away towards Pinxton and Somercotes. 


At the far edge of the last field, I noticed one of those strange and solitary clumps of trees that the farmer hadn’t bothered to move. He’d ploughed and planted around it. Left it as it was, like a treasure island. It was about the size of a small house and I thought how wonderful it would be to live in that House of Trees on my own treasure island. To sit in the narrow band of long grass that surrounded the tree trunks and eat my breakfast in the sunshine. To listen to the crows’ indolent caws or the far-off honk and rattle of the 8.30 train from Alfreton to Nottingham. To be able to look out and see the blue buses rumbling by. 


That was the moment when I learned to fly. Nudging past Dad, I climbed out of the back window of the bus and onto the roof, where I used wind power, the padded ‘wings’ of my open anorak and the speed of the bus to launch myself up and over the church, across the graveyard, all the way to the solitary House of Trees. From there, looking back at the road, I could see myself on the top deck, fourth window from the front: the slightly worried face of a small boy who was going to school for the first time. But no one on the bus could see me. Not even my dad. Not even the other me.


On the bus, that other me was almost at school and Dad was getting himself sorted. Old Holborn tin back in his pocket; a single matchstick to clean out his ears and loosen any lingering flecks of coal dust that were stuck behind his nails. And finally, his brown-with-gold-bits comb, swept once or twice through his grey hair. 


‘A’ tha ready, lad?’ he asked. 


Yes, I think I was. 


So many children. One or two faces I knew, but the rest were strangers. More children than I’d ever seen before. Could it be that every child in the world was going to my school? Thousands of them . . . millions of them. All filing through the one door, filling the playground with movement and noise and cautious glances. So many that Dad had to pick me up and carry me into this place. He said a few words to a pointy-nosed woman who pointed to another door, then he carried me through that door and talked to a not-pointy-nosed woman in a mahogany-brown, heavy, woollen, chequered two-piece suit. She pointed to a chair by the open fire. He lowered me onto the chair and talked to the second woman again. 


I was pretty sure I’d never seen my dad talk to any other women apart from my mam and Vera, who lived next door to us. What did Dad and this school woman talk about? What did he tell her about me? That I was good at reading? That I liked gardening? And cutting out pictures from the newspaper? And listening to music on the radio?


To prove my dad wasn’t lying, I stood up and bawled the opening lines to ‘In the Summertime’ by Mungo Jerry, a recent number one hit. The woman smiled, but Dad looked uneasy. Maybe he hadn’t heard. 


This time, I would stand on the chair and . . . too late. Dad was already gone. 


I pushed the chair closer to the fire and sat down, watching the hot coals and listening to the scattered sobs and wails of the nervously excited children. Dickie Boom’s son, Richard – also known as Dickie Boom – was one of them. Easy to spot with his tightly curled ice-white hair. We sat next to each other for the rest of the day and drew things. One girl, Stella Curtis, had drawn children skiing down a snowy hillside. It was all done in felt tip and packed with comforting details like bobble hats and snow on windowsills. Sledging I could have understood, but skiing? How did she know about skiing? How did she know what people looked like when they were skiing? 


I don’t think my dad came with me on my second day at school. Or third. Or many of the other days. I do know that most of my journeys to school were made on my own or with other Pit Houses kids. Sometimes there was an adult – never my mam – sometimes not. Sometimes I would carry a comic. It was called The Topper and it was the same size as a tabloid newspaper. I’d seen men reading newspapers on the bus and thought that reading The Topper would help me blend in. I noticed that the men sometimes shook their heads and muttered at their newspapers. So I perfected my own shake-shake-mutter-mutter. They also closed and folded their newspapers in a hurry when they were getting near their stop. No problem. Halfway up the hill, past the Methodist chapel, rustle-rustle-fold-fold, into my anorak pocket. 


There were mornings when the bus never arrived. Severe weather in the winter, industrial unrest, occasional breakdowns. And then? I walked. Sometimes with others, sometimes on my own. Along the first half-mile of that walk to school, there were no houses and not much traffic. The road had a gentle lift-dip-lift with a slight curve, like a vast grey wave, frozen in mid-cycle. In the dip, you couldn’t see anything ahead or behind, just the gradual rise of the tarmac. And no one could see you. 


Selston had one oldish man who was rumoured to be a kiddy fiddler. He lived not far from the school and had been seen talking to some young lads on the Bottom Rec. One of the lads told his dad a lurid tale of trousers at half-mast and bags of sweeties. Full to the brim with understandable rage, the lad’s dad went to the oldish man’s house and kicked his cat to death, then hung it on the washing line. 


I remember the teachers talking about it in class, looking very serious and telling us to stay away from the oldish man’s house. Then, a few days later, the lad admitted that he’d made it up. The oldish man had been talking to them, but all he’d done was tell them off for wazzing in the sandpit. One of his neighbours got the oldish man a new kitten, but the poor fella died not long after it’d all happened. The kitten went to live with the neighbour. 


Although there wasn’t much bullying at the infants’ school, there were a couple of lads you needed to look out for. One of them lived right at the top of the row of Pit Houses, but he lived in a non-pit house. That, according to my mam, meant they had more money than us. He certainly acted like he’d got more money than me, regularly remarking on the poor quality of my jumper and highlighting the unevenness of my haircut. I have not forgotten his name, but let’s just call him . . . Sadistic-Lad-Who-Lived-Next-To-The-Bus-Stop-In-A-Non-Pit-House. 


He had this stock routine where he’d shout my name, all friendly like – ‘Ay-upp, Danny!’ – then, once I was within arm’s reach, he’d pinch the skin on the side of my neck, twisting it while he looked at me with his twisted face and laughed his twisted laughter. Then he’d make me sit on the floor and rest his knees on my shoulders, gradually transferring his weight until my scruffy little body was bent double like a safety pin. 


He used to nick my copy of The Topper, too. 
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