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About the Book

Carrie McDarmount’s just fifteen when her big sister marries into the Sutton family.  It’s a day to celebrate, and by evening Carrie’s tipsy on her first taste of homemade sloe gin – but then stolen moments with the boy of her dreams turn sour and change her life for ever.

David Sutton has always loved Carrie, even though she’s only ever seen him as a friend.  When she confides her secret, David doesn’t hesitate to offer the solution any woman in Carrie’s position prays for, on one condition: the truth must never be revealed.

Against a backdrop of the Depression and tough years for the mining community in the north-east, and through the devastation of World War II, the Suttons and McDarmounts find their worlds inextricably linked.  Yet despite the troubled times and the burden of her secret, Carrie’s a survivor, her heart set on finding true love . . . surely the most precious thing.




To my big sister, Tonia, who shares the memories of childhood – remember who used to eat her selection boxes for breakfast, dinner and tea on Christmas Day? – the joys and sorrows of being grown-up, and the prospect that we’re both getting steadily older!

I love you, Sis.
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When Ev’ning does approach we homeward hie
 And our Domestic Toils incessant ply;
 Against your coming home prepare to get
 Our work all done, our House in order set,
 Bacon and dumpling in the pot we boil
 Our beds we make, our Swine to feed the while;
 Then wait at door to see you coming home,
 And set the table out against you come.
 Early next morning we on you attend;
 Our children dress and feed; their clothes we mend:
 And in the field our daily task renew,
 Soon as the rising sun has dry’d the dew.
 Our toil and labour’s daily so extreme,
 That we have hardly ever time to dream.

 

Mary Collier (washerwoman), 1739








Part 1


The End of Childhood  1925





Chapter One

‘His mam’s done everything she can to stop this wedding. You know that, don’t you?’

‘Aye, I do. You’ve told me often enough.’

‘I hate her and she knows it, but I don’t care. Upstart, she is. I said to Walter, your mam is an upstart and as tight as a tadpole’s backside, and that’s watertight.’

‘What did he say?’

‘He agreed with me.’

That didn’t surprise her. Carrie McDarmount grinned at her elder sister and Renee smiled back, her full-lipped mouth wide. Walter was fair barmy about Renee; if her sister had said black was white he wouldn’t have argued.

‘She might rule the rest of them in that house with a rod of iron but she’s not starting any carry-on with me. I’ll soon send her packing with a flea in her ear. I would, you know.’

‘I don’t doubt that for a minute.’ Carrie was laughing now, her mouth – smaller than her sister’s but just as full and bow-shaped – opening to reveal a set of perfectly even white teeth.

‘The cunning old so-an’-so tried to make out she wanted us to wait because of the strikes and such, said it wasn’t a good time to think of getting wed with the slump worsening. I said to Walter, when will be a good time as far as your mam’s  concerned then? We live at the wrong end of the street, that’s the thing. And then there’s Da.’

Renee’s voice had hardened on the last words and now Carrie wasn’t smiling. She had never understood the antipathy between her father and his eldest child but ever since she could remember their rows had rocked the house. There was Billy, who at sixteen was just a year older than herself and two years younger than Renee, and then the twins, Danny and Len, the babies of the family at seven years old, and never a cross word with their da, but Renee only had to walk into the same room as him and there were ructions. Their mam said it was because the pair of them were like peas in a pod under the skin, and maybe she was right.

‘And you needn’t frown at me, Carrie McDarmount.’ Renee tossed her head, causing her wedding veil to flutter like a trapped bird. ‘I’ve nothing against a man having a drink, but Da! He can’t hold it, you know he can’t, and it’ll be the same old story later, him dancing and singing and acting the cuddy, likely as not in the street, and poor Mam not knowing where to put herself.’

‘Renee—’

‘No, don’t come out with your endless string of excuses for him, not today of all days. Knowing he’s going to show us all up as usual has taken the edge off me wedding day, and that’s not fair. I don’t know why you stick up for him like you do, I don’t straight. He’s big enough and ugly enough to look after himself.’ Renee’s voice trembled slightly as she finished her tirade and, as always happened when her sister’s brash façade slipped a little, Carrie immediately softened.

‘Oh, lass, don’t take on.’ She sprang up from the edge of the old iron bed she shared with Renee and put her arms round her sister who was sitting on a hardbacked chair in  front of the spotted mirror fixed to the back of the wardrobe door. ‘Look, I’ll try and keep an eye on him once we come back to the house, all right? See if I can stop him drinking too much. How’s that?’

‘No you will not.’ Renee gave the slender figure a hug, her own voluptuous and well-padded curves straining against the cheap satinette of her wedding dress. She sniffed loudly, before pushing Carrie away, saying, ‘I want you to enjoy me wedding day, Caz. Do you hear me? You’re not going to look after anyone. I wish you could’ve been my bridesmaid, lass, but with what it cost for the dress and then the bits of furniture we’ve bought . . .’

‘I know, I know.’ Renee’s use of the pet name told Carrie she was forgiven. ‘I didn’t expect it, honest. You’ve had more than enough to do with making your dress anyway.’ She stood back a pace, surveying her sister in the long-sleeved, high-necked shimmering gown. ‘You look bonny, Renee. Just bonny.’

‘Walter’s mam’s managed to let me know she thinks a white wedding’s a waste of money.’ Renee wrinkled her nose, her brown eyes taking on their normal wicked sparkle. ‘She was referring to the cost, of course; she doesn’t know the horse has been out of the stable for some time. She’s such a cold fish she probably doesn’t think a woman could like a bit of making on. How she’s managed to have four bairns is beyond me.’

Carrie smiled wryly but said nothing. The sisters shared a bedroom in the cramped terraced cottage in Sunderland’s Southwick district. The curtained-off area provided just enough room for the pallet bed that the twins slept in, top and tailed; Billy slept on a desk bed in the sitting room. The enforced intimacy meant it was not Carrie’s mother but Renee who had explained to Carrie what the blood on her nightgown meant some twelve months before. Renee had also gone on  to expound a little about the birds and the bees when she had seen her sister’s total ignorance of the facts of life, adding airily that she and Walter had been doing ‘it’ for some time, and that there was nothing to be frightened of. ‘Don’t say nowt to no one though,’ she had warned after she had sorted out a chunky homemade linen pad with ties each end for her younger sibling. ‘Mam and Da’d go mad if they knew.’

‘But . . . but if doing it makes babies,’ Carrie had asked, bewildered, ‘what if you have a bairn, Renee?’

‘Don’t you worry your head about that. There’s ways and means.’ Renee had nodded her head mysteriously, leaving her sister more confused than ever.

No baby had materialised, and now it was Renee’s wedding day, a day that had had their mother fretting for months. With a strike every other week at Wearmouth colliery – or so it seemed to the womenfolk – and shifts being cut, and their da and Billy and the other miners being locked out at the drop of a hat, Carrie knew her mother relied on every penny her daughters brought home from their work at the firework factory across the river. When Renee had first got Carrie and her friend Lillian set on alongside her the year before when the girls had left school, Carrie had given her mother all her weekly wage of seven shillings and fourpence, only accepting the return of one shilling and fourpence when her mother had absolutely insisted.

Now Renee’s contribution to the family pot, already halved since her engagement as she began her bottom drawer and saved towards furniture, would stop altogether. Her mother’s housekeeping had been stretched to the limit the last months as she’d endeavoured to put the odd penny or two by for the wedding feast.

Renee rose to her feet, fluffing out her short veil. ‘I have to  say I shan’t be sorry to leave this house. You’d have thought it was a funeral we were getting ready for rather than a wedding, and Mam’s begrudged every stick of furniture we’ve bought for our place.’

‘She hasn’t begrudged you it, Renee. She’s pleased you’ve got a few things together, she told me so. It’s just that she’s at her wits’ end half the time trying to manage on what comes in.’

Renee shrugged meaty shoulders. ‘Aye, well, be that as it may, we all have to look out for number one in this life. I tell you, lass, I don’t intend to end up like Mam. Walk into any pit house round these parts come evening and what d’you find? A blazing hot fire, heavy, damp, stinking clothes hanging all over the place and a tired woman who looks double her age. Walter might be a miner but he already knows I’m not the sort to drop a bairn every year and worship the ground he walks on. We’ve an understanding, me and Walter, and whatever his mam says, or ours for that matter, I’m not giving up me job just because I’ve a ring on me finger. I want to enjoy being married and have a bit of a life, and you can’t do that if you’re stuck with a bellyful on a miner’s wage. Look at Gran and Granda, both gone well before their time thanks to the pit.’

Carrie nodded. She’d heard it all before and she wasn’t about to argue with Renee, not on her wedding day. Besides, she agreed with Renee in part. Their da had been an orphan and was brought up in the workhouse, but their mam’s parents, Gran and Grandad Cain, had lived only a few doors away till three years ago. Then Granda had died in an accident at the pit and within three months Gran had succumbed to a heart attack, brought on by years of overwork and the many miscarriages she’d endured after their mam, Gran’s only child, had been born in the first year of marriage.

Carrie smiled into the plump, attractive face in front of her and said briskly, ‘Come on then, lass. You ready?’

‘Aye, I’m ready.’ But then Renee caught hold of her sister, her voice thick as she said, ‘We’ve had some right good cracks in our time, haven’t we, lass? Pillows over our faces often as not so’s not to wake the lads. That’s the only trouble with Walter, he hasn’t got much of a sense of humour.’

‘You two will be fine.’ Carrie hugged her again. ‘Now come on, Da’s waiting and Mam and the lads have been left ages. I’ll have to be nippy to get there before you at this rate. And no arguing with Da once I’m gone, mind. This is one time I’m trusting you to be all sweetness and light, our Renee.’

‘Huh!’ They were both laughing. ‘That’ll be the day.’ Renee hitched up her ample bosom with her forearms, smoothed her dress and exhaled loudly. ‘I just hope Norman Finnigan has managed to borrow his uncle’s horse and trap like he said. Walter’s slipped him a few bob but you never know with Norman.’

‘I’ll go and see if he’s here yet.’ Carrie left the bedroom and Renee followed just behind her, both hands holding her long skirt clear of the bare floorboards.

As the girls entered the kitchen the man sitting in a decrepit rocking chair in front of the warm range turned his head towards them.

‘Here she is, Da, and doesn’t she look bonny? I reckon Walter will burst a blood vessel when he sees her.’ Carrie’s voice was bright and still holding a thread of laughter but her eyes were pleading with her father, and Sandy McDarmount was well aware what his youngest daughter was asking. Be kind, say something nice. Don’t mention the cost of the new finery again or how Renee’s time would have been better spent  putting the money into something for the house she and Walter were renting.

His eyes lingered on this favourite child, the light of his life as he privately put it, and not for the first time he asked himself what he would do when Carrie made her choice and began courting. No one would be good enough for his bairn, he admitted ruefully, no one from round these parts any road. It wasn’t just that she was blossoming into a real beauty, skin like peaches and cream and eyes of such a deep blue they almost appeared black at times, it was the tenderness of her, the warm-heartedness to all and sundry. There were plenty who preached about going the extra mile but few who would walk it when push came to shove, but his Carrie possessed a generosity of spirit that made him fear for her at times. She even brought out the best in Renee, and that was saying something.

He forced himself to smile at his eldest daughter and his voice was jocular as he said, ‘Burst a blood vessel? Probably half a dozen, I’d say. You look pretty as a picture, lass.’

Renee stared at her father. She couldn’t remember a time when everything about the small, walrus-moustached man in front of her hadn’t irritated her to screaming pitch, and it was on the tip of her tongue to say, ‘Don’t overdo it, Da,’ but instead, mindful of the day, she smiled back and pretended to curtsey, making the three of them laugh.

Carrie darted across the living room, opened the front door and peered up and down the street before giving a little squeal. ‘He’s coming! Norman’s coming, Renee. You’ll have to make him wait a few minutes to give me time to get to the church. Oh, where’s my coat? I left it on the chair by the door.’

‘Here, lass.’ Sandy reached out to a small cracket tucked by the side of the range and handed the coat to her. ‘It got moved when old Mrs Duncan brought in a plate of somethin’. Can’t  go more than a step or two without havin’ to sit down now, poor old gal, but she makes a canny seed cake.’

‘Aye.’ Carrie paused in the act of pulling on her coat, a coat which had fitted her perfectly three years before but which now was at least six inches too short and had her arms sticking out of the sleeves in a way she knew looked ludicrous. She turned to survey the square kitchen table, resplendent in its Sunday cloth and groaning under a load of food the likes of which it hadn’t borne in years. ‘Aren’t people kind? Everyone’s brought something.’

‘Everyone from this end of the street,’ Renee put in flatly. She caught her father’s eye as she spoke, and for once the two were of like mind.

To those who didn’t live there, James Armitage Street might look like a street of identical, small, single-storey terraced houses with three rooms and a scullery but its inhabitants knew that the top end was considered vastly superior to the bottom end. The top end led out into Fulwell Road and the cricket ground and then a sprawling farm or two, while the bottom bordered Cornhill Terrace and eastwards the grid of mean streets stretching north from Wearmouth colliery. Those at the top end would tell anyone that this area was almost lower middle class – didn’t a policeman live just a few doors away? And there was a professional family or two in Hawthorn Street and Clarendon Street, which were only separated from James Armitage Street by Fulwell Road. And how many bairns from the bottom end passed to go to Houghton Secondary or, if they did pass, could be spared by a family eager for another wage-earner? Not many. Oh no, not many. And Walter’s family lived within spitting distance of Fulwell Road.

This last fact had been at the forefront of the minds of all the women who had popped in that morning with ‘just a little  something for the table, lass’. Them at the top end might think they were God’s gift and gold-wrapped with it, but they’d soon see the bottom end knew how to put on a good spread and look after their own.

‘You’ll wait a while so I can get to the church before you?’ Carrie asked again. She grinned her thanks as Renee nodded and then she dived out of the door into the frosty December air. It had snowed heavily on and off all through November and the first week of December, thawing slightly, freezing, then snowing again, until the ground resembled a skating rink and Sunderland infirmary’s trade in broken limbs trebled. Olive Sutton, Walter’s mother, had been like a dog with two tails, according to Renee, taking every opportunity to remind all and sundry that she had said a December wedding was a mistake and that it would have been better to wait until the spring. Renee had become tight-lipped and snappy, especially when she returned home after an evening at Walter’s.

And then, thank goodness, Carrie thought as she hurried along in the bitterly cold morning, a persistent thaw ten days ago followed by fresh dry winds and weak winter sunshine had taken care of every last flake of snow. Suddenly Renee had been all smiles again and an uneasy excitement had taken hold of the house. It was a shame that in the last twenty-four hours the weather had turned raw once more, with the sky so low you could reach up and touch it, but it wasn’t snowing yet, that was the thing, and Renee could have her horse and trap and turn up at the church in style.

Carrie smiled to herself and blew hard on hands already turning a mottled shade of blue. She’d set her heart on that, had Renee, and it would be one in the eye for Walter’s mam. As was often the case when her mind touched on Renee’s future mother-in-law, Carrie’s next thought was, with all she’s got, a  lovely family and a nice home and all, why does she have to be so crabby all the time? Mr Sutton wasn’t nasty or bad-tempered, salt of the earth she’d heard her da describe Walter’s da more than once, but her. And like her mam said, Olive Sutton had nothing to be uppity about. Wasn’t her man a miner born and bred, and hadn’t the bairns all played together and gone to the same schools, and didn’t their Lillian spend more time at the McDarmount household than she ever did in her own?

‘Yoohoo! Carrie!’

It was as though the thought of her best friend had conjured her up. Lillian was beyond the end of Cornhill Terrace on the old village green straight ahead. She was jumping from one foot to the other, not so much to get Carrie’s attention as to keep warm, and now she came running across, firing a barrage of questions as she did so.

‘Where on earth have you been? I thought you were going to be late! Do you know there’s only five minutes to go? Where’s your Renee? Is anything wrong? Didn’t Norman turn up?’

Carrie didn’t interrupt the flow. When Lillian reached her she smiled, her voice warm as she said, ‘Thanks for waiting for me, lass. Everything’s fine. Renee just wanted to talk a bit after I’d helped her get ready.’

‘She’s goin’ to turn up, isn’t she?’

‘Course she’s going to turn up, don’t be so daft.’

They grinned at each other and then hurried on the way Lillian had just come, past the chapel and the Green. Not until they came to the end of Town Street and the Holy Trinity Church was in front of them did their pace slacken.

‘Our Walter and your Renee getting married.’ There was a lilt in Lillian’s voice and her plain, good-natured face was alight. ‘That means our families are linked, you thought of that? We’ll both be aunty to their bairns.’

‘Give ’em a chance, they aren’t even married yet.’ They were giggling as they reached the church door and had to wait a moment or two to compose their faces before they entered Holy Trinity.

Carrie loved the feeling the inside of the church always gave her; its familiarity never failed to cheer her. She had been coming with her parents and the rest of the family on Sunday mornings for as long as she could remember. Church in the morning, Sunday School in the afternoon in the old National School at the bottom of Stoney Lane, and then there was the Boys’ Brigade, the Girl Guides, the Girls’ Friendly Society and the church choir at various times during the week. All her friends were in the same groups and she had never questioned this, or why it was that the bairns who went to St Hilda’s, the Catholic church, were barely known to her, in spite of there being plenty up and down the street. Sunday School treats, Christmas parties, concerts held in the Mission Hall at Low Southwick, whist drives, fêtes, parish teas were all tied up with belonging to Holy Trinity, and going along to the Church Institute – again held in the old National School – to play table tennis and other games had been part and parcel of her childhood.

Both girls quietly sidled up the aisle, smiling at each other before they slid into the seats their respective families had saved for them.

‘Everything all right, hinny?’

Her mother’s voice was hushed like everyone’s was in church. Well, everyone but her da, Carrie qualified silently. However he tried, her da couldn’t seem to whisper and her mam had long since given up attempting to get him to lower his voice.

Carrie smiled and nodded at her mother who was sitting with  the twins either side of her. They had disgraced themselves earlier that morning by arguing over some comics they had swapped with Archie Flack, two doors up. It hadn’t been the squabble that had caused their long-suffering mother to whip down their trousers and apply her hand with devastating vigour to each small backside, but the fact that the altercation had suddenly degenerated into a dogfight punctuated with words their mother would have sworn on oath neither of them had ever heard, just as Mrs Hayes, the verger’s wife, had called with a plate of ham and egg pie for the table. Neither of the small boys raised their heads now but Billy, seated next to Len, winked at Carrie. She smiled and looked away.

Carrie sat staring ahead for a few seconds, nerving herself for the moment when she would glance across the aisle to the Sutton pew where Walter’s parents, his two brothers and Lillian were sitting. Walter and his best man, Joe Gill, were stiff figures in the row in front. Her stomach quivered when she turned her head, her eyes passing over Mr and Mrs Sutton, Lillian and David – at eighteen the youngest Sutton brother and a childhood playmate and friend – before her gaze came to rest on the object of all her dreams and desires for the last twelve months.

Alec Sutton. The most wonderful, the most handsome lad in all the world. Although he wasn’t a lad, not really, not at twenty.

Carrie swallowed, knowing she was staring shamelessly but unable to look away. It was rare she got the opportunity to feast her eyes on him like this; normally it was just a quick shy glance and a muttered hello in the street if he happened to pass her coming to or from work. He always looked so smart on those occasions, his clothes immaculate and the trilby hat he’d taken to wearing of late perched at a jaunty angle on his head. But  then he didn’t work down the pit like his da and brothers, she reminded herself, as though her thoughts had been a criticism of the others and her own menfolk. Alec could afford to be always well turned out.

Carrie suddenly became aware of a small movement; her eyes left Alec’s profile and were caught and held by those of his mother. Deep blue eyes met cold glassy green, and such was the expression on Olive Sutton’s unprepossessing face as she purposely let her gaze move up and down the young girl in the opposite pew, that Carrie could feel her cheeks burning. She quickly turned her head away.

Oh, she hated Mrs Sutton, she agreed with Renee on this. Walter’s mam had a way of looking at you that made you sort of shrivel up inside. She was cruel, spiteful.

Suddenly the excitement of the day drained away, along with the thrill of the new dress she was wearing under her old coat, the coat Mrs Sutton’s face had reminded her was faded and shabby. She should have bought a coat, she told herself miserably, her mind going back to the lunch hour a week or so before when she had been browsing in the Old Market in Sunderland’s East End, but the dress had been so bonny.

She had virtually pounced on it when she’d spotted the eggshell-blue brocade material among the usual motley collection of second-hand clothes. The feel of the rich cloth beneath her fingers told her the dress was a good one, even before the stallholder assured her it came from one of the big houses Hendon way. ‘Only put it out ten minutes ago, lass, an’ it’s a bargain at three bob. You couldn’t buy the material for less than three times that, I’m tellin’ you straight. Quality it is, from one of them fine London shops. You seen the label? Here, look. Beautiful dress, eh, lass? Beautiful.’

Carrie had agreed with him. The dress was beautiful, but  three shillings was still three shillings and she was saving every penny she had left from her one shilling and fourpence, after she’d bought her toiletries and stockings and slipped the twins a Saturday penny, for a new winter coat.

She’d stood dithering for more than ten minutes, the dress still clutched between her fingers and the stallholder, sensing a sale, keeping up a steady stream of banter. Perfect though the dress would be for Renee’s wedding, she could buy a new lace collar and cuffs for her Sunday dress and make do, although the Sunday dress was two years old and showed where the hem had been let down twice. It was long overdue for being consigned to weekday use. In the end she’d bought the dress simply because she had not been able to bear the thought of walking away without it.

A rustle from the back of the building announcing the arrival of the bride cleared Carrie’s mind of everything but Renee, and the next moment the organ had struck up and her sister was walking up the aisle on the arm of their father. Carrie turned along with everyone else to watch, thinking again how bonny Renee looked, sort of glowing. A beautiful bride.

Carrie had walked into the fields beyond the Carley Hill Waggonway the day before, collecting ivy, red hawthorn berries, nipplewort and the seed vessels of rosebay willowherb and beaked parsley to make a wreath to hold Renee’s veil in place. She had worked on it for hours until she was satisfied the delicate ring was a thing of beauty. Now she was aware of a choked feeling as she recalled Renee’s ecstatic pleasure at the surprise gift and the way her sister had cried and hugged her. For the first time it dawned on her just how much she was going to miss Renee’s buoyant presence at home.

Carrie blinked hard, telling herself not to be so silly. She would still see her sister every day at the firework factory,  and Pilgrim Street, where Renee and Walter were renting their house, was only a ten-minute walk from James Armitage Street. She and Renee would still have their cracks, and Renee had already said umpteen times she must come and visit them often. Yes, she was being daft, likely because Mrs Sutton had made her feel funny, but she wouldn’t give Walter’s mam the satisfaction of ruining the day for her. She was going to have a lovely time, she was or her name wasn’t Carrie McDarmount!

‘Look here, I’m tellin’ you, Paddy, Mick’ll knock Gussie Hogg into next weekend. Wind an’ water, Silksworth’s bloke.’

‘Says you.’

‘Aye, says me, an’ if you’re not of like mind it might be better for you to get your backside down to Silksworth an’ ask if they want a hewer.’

‘Don’t you come that tack with me, Ned Sutton. I’ll put me money on Mick same as the rest, but it don’t mean I can’t see what’s under me nose. Gussie Hogg’s a mean ’un an’ his right hook is vicious. He’ll take Mick out in the first round, that’s all I’m sayin’.’

‘You’re sayin’ a sight too much if you ask me.’

The two miners’ voices were rising, and as Carrie and Lillian saw Olive Sutton put a hand on her husband’s shoulder, squeezing it until her nails were digging into his shoulder if his pained expression was anything to go by, Lillian said flatly, ‘By, lass, me da’s going to be in for it when we get home. He’s verging on mortalious and me mam won’t let him forget that in a hurry.’

Carrie said nothing but the irony of the situation didn’t escape her. Here was her da, sober as a judge even with the drink flowing, and poor Mr Sutton well and truly pickled.  Remembering the times – and they were many – when Lillian had made no reference to the fact that her father had been singing in the street with enough gusto to wake the dead, Carrie now said quietly, ‘It’s a wedding, lass. Everyone gets tipsy at a wedding.’

‘Aye, well, you try telling that to me mam. She’s a bitter pill as you well know and she don’t hold with gambling neither. He must be three parts cut to talk about the fight like that.’

Poor Mr Sutton. Carrie glanced at Lillian’s father again. He was a good-looking man, short and stocky and with a mass of thick curly hair which was still as black as the ace of spades and nut-brown eyes which surveyed the world from under brows as bushy as her da’s moustache. Everyone knew Mr Sutton liked to bet, everyone except his wife that was, and her da said it was Ned Sutton’s passion for boxing that had stopped him murdering his shrew of a wife years ago. Without that the man would have nothing, her da had argued when her mam had murmured it wasn’t right to keep Olive in the dark about her husband’s gambling.

Every pit had its own boxing champion, even the different religions had them, and they were very nearly all Irish by birth. The fights were real sporting events and because they represented the honour of the pit everyone was expected to support them, again according to her da, so Ned Sutton had a point. The boxers would train, members of the community paid for tickets to see the fight and the purse could be as much as a golden guinea.

Billy had been to a few fights in the two years since he had been down the pit, and when Carrie had said she couldn’t imagine the easygoing, mild Mr Sutton enjoying such violence, her brother had laughed fit to burst. ‘What?’ he’d mocked. ‘You don’t know the half, lass. He goes fair barmy, calling the bloke  from the other pit all the names under the sun and insulting the referee right, left and centre. How do you think he got that black eye last week? You didn’t believe the story about the pit prop, did you? He’d been yelling at the two in the ring that it was supposed to be a fight not the last flaming waltz and that he could do better with one hand tied behind his back when a big fella from Harton way got fed up with listening to him and laid him out cold. One of our lads then took this bloke on and before you knew it all hell was let loose. Damn good night, that was,’ her brother had added reflectively – and quite mystifyingly as far as Carrie was concerned.

‘Here, Carrie.’ Lillian nudged Carrie in the ribs and brought her attention back to herself. ‘You ever tried sloe gin?’ And then because she knew the answer, she continued with hardly a pause, ‘I’ve nabbed a bottle me granny brought. What say we oil our wigs with the rest of them?’ She nodded at what Carrie could now make out was a bottle-shaped lump under her cardigan.

Carrie grinned into the plain little face, a spirit of recklessness taking hold. They had been packed like sardines in this room and the scullery, and at times one person pressing past another had only been achieved by indrawn breath, but not once through the hours since the wedding ceremony had Alec so much as smiled at her. David, along with Mr Sutton and others, had told her she looked bonny in the new dress but as far as she was aware Alec hadn’t even noticed she was there. He thought she was a bairn, that was the thing, but she wasn’t. She would be sixteen in just over six weeks’ time, the same age Renee had been when she’d started courting with Walter.

‘Where are we going to drink it?’ Carrie whispered into Lillian’s ear. ‘Da’d go mad if he caught me.’

‘Our house, of course. Everyone’s here, aren’t they?’ Lillian’s  voice had a gurgle in it, and as Carrie inclined her head in agreement she was giggling too. They held on to each other as they squeezed out of the room.

From his vantage point across the other side of the living room David Sutton watched the two girls leave and this was not by chance; he had been unable to take his eyes off Carrie all day. He shifted suddenly where he was leaning against the wall and the beer in his half-full mug slopped over the side with the abrupt movement.

He was daft, stupid, he should have said something months ago. Why hadn’t he? And the answer came back as though spoken by another voice. Because you know full well she don’t think of you like that, man. You’re a friend, not a lad, as far as Carrie’s concerned. Right from a little bairn they’d had a bond which had made her confide all her upsets and woes to him, but that wasn’t the same as liking him in that way. He didn’t see any sign of that.

Did Carrie have a lad in mind? It was something that tormented him often through the long night hours when his body wouldn’t let him sleep, usually when he’d seen her at her home when he’d called to go for a jar with Billy. If she did have a lad, Lillian didn’t know anything about it, that much was certain. He had casually broached the subject once or twice with his sister, and Lillian’s answers had been enough to satisfy him on that score. Mind, that didn’t mean Carrie wasn’t soft on someone. She wasn’t one to wear her heart on her sleeve, Carrie. Never had been.

David rubbed his hand over his face and took another swig of beer, glancing across the room again. This time his gaze was caught by Alec as his brother threw back his head and laughed at something Madge Patterson was saying. At seventeen she  was a saucy piece, Madge – if she hadn’t been their cousin he would have used a stronger term – and she liked Alec. But then all the lasses liked Alec, and David knew that a few of them who were no better than they should be had proved it. Alec only had to lift a little finger and the lasses were queueing up for the privilege.

David shook his head at himself, disturbed momentarily by the bitterness the thought held. He should get himself a lass, he told himself, and then maybe he could sleep as soundly as Alec at night. Here he was at eighteen and he’d never so much as kissed a girl, and more than one lass had let him know they were willing to walk out with him. He might not be an oil painting but he wouldn’t crack no mirrors either.

He finished the last of the beer, his gaze still fixed on his brother whose bright eyes and flushed face bore witness to the fact that he had been drinking a drop of the hard stuff along with the ale, and that he was well on the way to being plastered. Alec was the only one in the family who could get blind drunk and not feel the lash of their mam’s tongue. Couldn’t do no wrong in their mam’s eyes, could Alec, and yet from a bairn it’d been him who had been the cause of all the mischief and unpleasantness in the house, with Walter and himself picking up the tabs, of course, David thought sourly.


Damn it. Again David shook his head, irritated by the inner carping. If he didn’t like how things were, why didn’t he get out from under his mam’s roof – it didn’t occur to him here that he had left his father out of the equation – out from the area, maybe even out of the pit? There were other pits, and there were other ways of life too, especially down south. He was young; if he was ever going to make a break, now was the time.

He had listened to his da and the other older miners talking,  and he believed their predictions that the next year was going to be like none they had seen before because the coal subsidy ended in May. When the coal-owners had told the government they were going to increase miners’ working hours and reduce wages, the government had started paying them a subsidy rather than tell them they weren’t allowed to do that, but there hadn’t been a man or boy down the pits that hadn’t known they were living on borrowed time. His da maintained the government, especially Churchill and his gang, together with the coal-owners and the owners of every other industry in the country, wanted to destroy the unions, and in May all hell was going to be let loose. So wouldn’t it make sense to get his backside out of it before the worst happened? Aye, it would, he felt it in his bones, and when all was said and done, there was nothing to hold him in the slowly dying north.

Immediately the thought mocked him as the image of a young girl with shining chestnut hair and midnight-blue eyes sprang into his mind.

Carrie had looked so bonny today, grown-up, different. He groaned deep within himself. He should have asked her. He would, he would speak up and to hell with it; at least he would know then, once and for all. When she and Lillian came back from wherever they’d taken themselves off to, he would take Carrie aside and speak what was in his mind. His guts twisted with a mixture of apprehension and excitement as he continued to hammer home the decision, his gaze focused on the door and his beer glass forgotten in his hand.




Chapter Two

As always when she entered Lillian’s house, Carrie found herself marvelling at the difference to her own home. True, both had three rooms, a scullery, and a fair-sized paved backyard with the privy at the end, which was cleared by hand each week, and in both dwellings water was from a tap in the yard and heating and cooking by the range in the living room, but there any similarity ended. And, strange as it would seem to most folk, Carrie admitted, she much preferred her own home, shabby and threadbare as it was.

She stood just inside the back door, looking round the Suttons’ antiseptic-clean scullery and its row upon row of shelves laden with various items, those in boxes bearing neat labels. There was always an overpowering smell of bleach in this room, enough to make your eyes water at times. The tin bath was propped against one whitewashed wall and next to this stood a small table with a shelf beneath it, the upper part holding a bowl and other utensils, the lower scrubbed and scoured pans.

‘Come on.’ Lillian took her hand, pulling her through into the living room where the smell of burning coal from the big black leaded range didn’t quite disguise the lingering odour of bleach from the flagstones beneath their feet. Here there was no old battered saddle with great darned flock cushions you  could curl up on, and no creaking rocking chair placed at an angle to the range so the man of the house could toast his toes on the fender after a hard day down the pit. Instead the only seats were six hardbacked chairs with stiff upholstered bottoms, grouped round a table which always boasted a white cloth over the oilcloth beneath. A china cabinet stood in one corner and a small dresser in another, and the lace at the window was starched into permanent billows. The full, dark brown velvet curtains made the room always seem dark even on the brightest summer day.

The enormous thick clippy mat in front of the range at home – a lovely warm place to sit and dream and look into the flickering flames of the fire, even if it did collect the dust and bits – was represented by a thin fringed rug at Lillian’s, and Carrie never trod on it without feeling she shouldn’t. Lillian had told her once that her mother always made the men strip off their pit clothes in the yard before coming into the scullery where the bath would be standing filled with water, and when Carrie had enquired what if it was raining or freezing cold, and didn’t they ever bathe in front of the fire, Lillian had just shrugged, saying, ‘That’s me mam for you,’ as though it was sufficient explanation.

It was from that day that in her bedtime prayers Carrie had started to thank God each night for her own mother. She had always known a miner’s life was hard and a miner’s wife’s no better, but now she noticed her mother’s cheery singing and her chirpy chatter as she went about her tasks of scrubbing, washing, ironing, cleaning, polishing and baking, in a place nearly always steamy with clothes drying and pans boiling, and always smelling of sweaty boots and coal dust. And if her mother wasn’t busy darning in the evenings or finishing some ironing or preparing meals, she’d have her box of old rags out  and would be working away on the clippy mat she made each year in time for Christmas. The old one would then be moved into one of the bedrooms, and the one from the bedroom was transferred to the scullery.

‘Sit down, lass.’ Lillian pushed her down on one of the hardbacked chairs before producing the bottle hidden under her cardigan like a magician pulling a rabbit out of a hat. She looked at Carrie, her brown button eyes bright and her mouth stretched in a wide smile. ‘Me granny swears this is the best drink this side of heaven. She’s known far and wide for her sloe gin, is me granny.’

‘Won’t the bottle be missed then?’

‘Not the way they were all guzzling the beer, not to mention the whisky me da took.’

Lillian had fetched two mugs as she’d been talking and now she poured a generous measure of the dark liquid into each. She handed Carrie hers and said, ‘Bottoms up, lass,’ before plumping down on a chair on the opposite side of the table.

‘Ooh, it’s nice, sort of . . . blackcurranty. No, not blackcurranty, it’s . . . What does it remind you of, Carrie?’

‘Sloes?’

It wasn’t particularly witty but both girls were convulsed with laughter again, and they continued to titter as they sipped at the deceptively innocuous drink.

Some time later, when the level in the bottle had dropped to half, Carrie became aware of a wonderful sense of contentment and happiness. How could she ever have thought this room was cold and unwelcoming? she asked herself. It was bonny, so bonny. Everything was bonny. Suddenly the ever present spectre embodied in the words ‘locked out’, which had first entered her life four and a half years earlier when every colliery in the country had been closed and padlocked against  its workers to force the miners to accept reduced wages, harder working conditions and longer hours, was gone. The bairns she and Lillian had passed on the way to the house, little mites of five and six who had been lugging a half sack of coke they’d collected from following the coke cart for hours and picking up the pieces that rolled off, ceased to tug at her consciousness. Life was a beautiful thing and anything was possible if only you wished hard enough.

She stretched her legs out in front of her, admiring the brocade of her dress across her knees; the folds of the material shone in the mellow light of the oil lamp Lillian had lit when they’d first come in. Glancing at her friend she saw Lillian was pouring them both another measure of sloe gin, her brow furrowed in concentration and both hands on the bottle as though it weighed a ton.

‘There, lass.’ The task accomplished, Lillian fell back against the unyielding wood of the chair, her mouth fixed in a wide grin. And when she raised the mug to her lips only to miss her mouth entirely, pouring the contents down the front of her dress, Carrie found herself laughing with her friend as though she’d never stop.

Neither of them heard the back door open or the footsteps in the scullery, so when Alec’s voice cut through their laughter and brought both girls’ heads jerking to the doorway, Carrie’s fright caused her to slop the remainder of her drink all over the pristine white tablecloth. ‘What the hell . . .’ Alec’s voice died away as he surveyed his sister and little Carrie McDarmount and the severely depleted gin bottle which told its own story.

‘Ooh you, our Alec. Look what you’ve made Carrie do.’ Lillian tried to rise to assist Carrie who was desperately mopping at the stain with her handkerchief but she found her legs wouldn’t hold her. She subsided into her seat again,  and said plaintively, ‘I’ll get wrong from mam now an’ it’s all your fault.’

They were stewed, the pair of them. Even in his own intoxicated state Alec could see the girls were totally inebriated. He stared at them, his mouth open in a slight gape. His mam would skin Lillian alive if she came home and found them like this.

Carrie stared back, but in spite of the dawning dismay at the pickle she was in she found herself thinking, oh, but he looks grand in that dark suit and white shirt. He was so handsome, so perfect, she loved him so much. He had to ask her to be his lass one day, he just had to.

‘I don’t need to ask what you’ve been up to, do I?’ Alec’s voice held amusement chiefly, but when he added, ‘Mam’s going to have your hide for this, Lil, you know that, don’t you?’ the benign expression on Lillian’s face changed to one of fuddled alarm.

‘You won’t tell, Alec?’ Lillian managed to pull herself up and stood swaying slightly, one hand held out in supplication to her brother. ‘Please, please, Alec, say you won’t.’

‘What about all this?’ He gestured towards the stained tablecloth and the gin bottle, his gaze moving over Carrie’s flushed face as he did so. She was still staring at him, and when he read the look in the deep blue eyes he found himself smiling slightly. So that was the way of it, was it? She was sweet on him. He looked harder at the young girl and found he liked what he saw. Some time in the last weeks and months his sister’s little friend had become all grown up. Why hadn’t he noticed that before? She was going to be a beauty if he wasn’t mistaken, with that russet hair and wonderful creamy skin.

‘I’ll . . . I’ll get out the spare tablecloth an’ put this in to  soak. If you say you spilt something on it, Mam won’t go for you, you know she won’t. Please?’

Lillian stumbled towards her brother, tripped on the rug and would have gone head first into the range but for his hands shooting out and steadying her. She began to cry maudlin tears. Alec shook his head impatiently. ‘All right, all right, cut the blubbering but I shall want payment for this, mind. I’ve a good few socks ready for darning and a couple of shirts minus buttons, and you know what Mam’s like when it comes to mending. Once in a blue moon if we’re lucky.’

‘I’ll do it tomorrow, I promise,’ Lillian gabbled emphatically. ‘Aw, thanks, man. Thanks, Alec.’

‘Get yourself to bed before you break your neck.’ He pushed her towards the door. ‘I’ll see to the cloth before I walk Carrie back, all right?’ And then he picked up Lillian’s mug, held it to his nose and sniffed. ‘By, Lil, this is Gran’s brew, isn’t it? You’ve started at the deep end sure enough,’ but his eyes were on Carrie as he spoke and he was smiling.

She smiled back, nodding at Lillian as her friend said a subdued goodnight and disappeared, and then watching Alec as he stripped the cloth off the table and took it through to the scullery. He returned a moment later, fetched a new cloth from the dresser and spread it over the oilcloth. ‘There.’ He grinned down at her and she felt her heart thudding frantically. ‘Good as new.’

She had wanted to say she’d help him but the old shyness was rendering her dumb. Pull yourself together, say something intelligent, she told herself frantically. Show him you’re not a bairn but as good as all those lasses who set their caps at him. ‘I . . . I’m sorry about the cloth. You’ – she was going to say you made me jump but changed it to – ‘startled me,’ thinking it sounded better.

‘Did I?’ His smile widened, showing white teeth, and she was close enough to see he had a tiny chip on one of the front ones.

Somehow it made him more human, more approachable, and she found herself saying, ‘Thank you for not giving us away to your mam.’

‘My pleasure.’

Carrie hadn’t moved, mainly because she didn’t trust her legs to hold her. She had picked up the bottle and the two mugs while Alec changed the cloth, and now she proffered them to him. ‘Here. I don’t know what you want to do with the bottle.’

He took it from her and shook it, his eyes tight on her face. ‘Not much left.’ He pulled out the chair next to hers. ‘How about we finish it off before I walk you home?’

Walk her home. Alec Sutton was going to walk her home. The words had the magic ring of dreams about them. She stared at him as he sat down and gestured for her to place the mugs on the table. ‘I . . . I don’t want any more.’

‘Course you do.’

As he poured two more measures into the mugs Carrie wanted to make a protest, but the tone of his voice and his manner had been so friendly and warm she didn’t like to. She watched him as he drained the contents of his mug but made no attempt to lift her own. This was her moment, her opportunity, and nothing like it would happen again. What could she say, what could she do to make him really notice her?

When he reached out and lifted her chin she felt her heart jump with the thrill of his touch, and then he whispered, ‘You’re beautiful, lass. Do you know that? Got a lad, have you?’

‘No.’

She was looking right into his eyes and it made her dizzy,  along with the wonder bursting from her heart. He was going to kiss her, she knew he was, even before he whispered, ‘You should have,’ and bent forward, putting his mouth on hers.

He smelt faintly of smoke but overriding this was a nice smell, like the eau de Cologne Renee bought but sharper. She had never been close to a man wearing aftershave before – her father and Billy and the other miners she knew would have scorned what they saw as womanly titivation – and it added to the trembling that was spiralling through her body. His lips were warm and firm, and when he stood up, drawing her with him, she didn’t object.

‘You’re lovely, Carrie.’ He was holding her in the circle of his arms now, so close she could feel the pounding of his heart under his shirt, and she felt engulfed in the height and breadth of him. She shivered, and as he stroked her hair from her brow his voice was thick as he murmured, ‘You’re cold. Let me warm you, lass,’ and then he was kissing her again.

Carrie knew she was being kissed, really kissed for the first time in her life, and at first the floating, dizzy feeling was all that registered. It was some moments before she became aware that his hands were moving all over her body and now the kissing was of such an intensity that it frightened her. ‘No . . .’ She tried to pull away a little. ‘Don’t, Alec, please. I don’t want—’ Her breath was cut off by his mouth which had become hard, grinding, and his leg was behind her knees as he twisted his body and brought her falling to the floor with him on top of her.

For his part Alec was conscious of her struggling beneath him and of hands beating against his chest, but the quantity of alcohol in his system and not least Madge Patterson’s provocative teasing earlier had inflamed him to the point where he only knew he wanted release from the burning in  his groin. He pressed one hand across her mouth and with the other fumbled for the hem of her dress. When it was up round her thighs he wrenched at her knickers with such force that they tore away from one leg.

‘It’s all right, it’s all right, it’s all right.’

His voice was like a chant, and in spite of her blind panic and fear Carrie could make no impression against the strength of the hard male body crushing her against the floor.

‘It’s all right, it’s all right, it’s all right . . .’

But it wasn’t, for she was suddenly pierced through with pain, ravaged by it as he pounded away at her with hoarse groaning until, with one final convulsive thrust, everything became very still.

Carrie wasn’t crying, the shock was too great. She lay wide-eyed, staring up at Lillian’s mam’s whitewashed ceiling, her mind numb but her body hurting. And then, as the head which had dropped to nestle in her shoulder moved, she came to life, pushing at Alec with shaking hands as she tried to hotch back away from him.

He stirred again with a low groan, levering himself up on to his knees to adjust his clothing. When her legs were free of him Carrie rolled over on to her stomach and pulled her dress down. Then she realised she was without her knickers. Oh, God, oh, God, help me. He’d done it to her, Alec Sutton had taken her down. What would her mam and da say?

‘Carrie?’ It was tentative, but when she scrambled as far away as she could get before she turned to face him, his tone changed. His voice was rough as he said, ‘Don’t look at me like that, you wanted it same as me.’

She was shaking from head to foot as she sat staring at him,  her teeth chattering so much she found it difficult to speak. ‘I didn’t, you know I didn’t.’

‘Look, the first time is always . . . Well . . .’ He rubbed his hand across his mouth as he got to his feet, glancing down at the torn remnants of her underclothes before he said again, ‘You wanted it.’

‘Stay away from me.’

The shrillness of her voice as he made a move towards her brought him to a halt, but now there was real aggression in his manner when he ground out, ‘Don’t come this lark, not with me. You can’t lead a man on and then leave him nowhere. Look, no one need know.’ He reached down and before she could blink he had thrown her knickers on to the fire where they flared briefly before being consumed by the flames. ‘There, it’s done with. Let that be an end to it.’

An end to it? He had . . . Had he said an end to it? Was he mad? Carrie struggled to her feet, nausea and dizziness making the room swim. She watched him gather the mugs and gin bottle and disappear into the scullery again.

She was still standing in exactly the same spot when he returned, and as he glanced at her white face and stricken eyes his voice was softer, with a wheedling note. ‘Look, it’s done now, lass, so don’t take on—’ And then he froze, his head turning towards the scullery as the sound of voices reached them. ‘Quick, out, it’s me mam.’

Before she knew it Carrie found herself in the street with the front door closing against her, vaguely aware that he had pushed her out of the house after thrusting her coat into her hands. She stood, swaying slightly and making no attempt to put her coat on in spite of the raw east wind. He’d said she’d led him on, that she’d wanted him to do that to her but she hadn’t, she hadn’t. She stared down the dark street, her eyes  dry but burning. She had wanted him to kiss her but not the rest of it, and he must have known. She had fought him, hadn’t she, struggled, tried to call out? How could he have imagined she wanted him to do it then?

She began to walk, still holding her coat against her chest. When she reached the junction with Collingwood Street, she left the main road and skirted round to the narrow track running at the back of the houses. She needed to get to her backyard and go to the privy, she told herself numbly, waves of nausea making her feel faint. If she just kept putting one foot in front of the other she could get there and slide the bolt and be safe.

The odd flake of snow was spinning in the icy wind; the biting cold and black night was all part and parcel of the desolation which had claimed her. Her father didn’t like her walking the back lane once it was dark, but tonight any shred of nervousness was gone. Nothing could be worse than what had already happened. She stumbled along, and it wasn’t until she was almost home that she thought to pull on her coat, shrugging it on with hands that were frozen and had little feeling.

She had only taken one step into the backyard when the sickness claimed her, wave upon wave of retching culminating in an attack of vomiting which left her kneeling on the flagstones utterly spent, tears streaming down her face.

‘Carrie? Carrie, lass, get up. Come on.’

When David’s voice sounded above her head she made no effort to move, and kept her eyes tightly shut. They would say she was bad now if anyone found out, a loose bit like Eva Barber or Muriel Price who went to pubs together and painted their faces. Only last week she had seen Mrs Gray and Mrs Weathergill from a few doors up spit at Eva as she’d passed them, and when she’d told her mam and da about it over dinner that night, her mam had pursed her lips and shaken  her head, saying, ‘I’ve no sympathy for the lass. Anything she gets she’s brought on herself and that’s a fact. Different lad for every day of the week and staying out all night as often as not. She’ll be the death of her poor mother, you mark my words.’

And when Billy had winked at her and said casually, ‘Eva’s not so bad, I was thinking of asking her out myself,’ their mam had rounded on him, her voice tight as she’d said, ‘Over my dead body, lad. Over my dead body. You’ll have a decent lass, pure, untouched, or she won’t be welcome in this house.’ Billy had laughed then and patted their mam on the hand. ‘Keep your pinny on, I was only funning. I wouldn’t touch Eva with a bargepole. Who’d want other men’s cast-offs anyway?’

And now, thought Carrie, she was like Eva, defiled, dirty. She could still feel where Alec had touched her, hurt her, and she was all sticky between her legs, and with all that lot in the house she couldn’t even have a washdown.

‘Carrie, come on, lass, get up out of it, you’ll catch your death.’ David was kneeling beside her and he reached out to help her up.

Carrie surprised them both by the fierceness with which she said, ‘Don’t touch me, don’t you dare touch me.’

David froze and for a moment there was absolute silence, only the sound of faint laughter and voices from within the house breaking the stillness. ‘What’s the matter, lass?’ He spoke very quietly. ‘Someone hurt you?’

Oh, she mustn’t let him guess, she mustn’t let anyone ever know. She forced herself to stand up, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. ‘I . . . I was silly, it’s my own fault. I had a drink, sloe gin, and it’s made me feel bad.’

He had risen with her, and now, in the shadowed night, she was aware that he was peering at her and she was glad it was  too dark to see clearly. ‘Is that all?’ he asked quietly after some seconds.

Carrie drew in a deep, shuddering breath. ‘Aye, yes.’ She pushed her hair back from her face with a shaky hand. ‘Isn’t that enough?’

David frowned. There was something wrong here, something not quite right. She might have been drinking but . . . ‘Look, lass, if there’s something else, you can tell me. We’re friends, aren’t we?’ He didn’t make the mistake of trying to touch her again.

Carrie nodded slowly, her chin deep into her neck. What would David say if she told him what was in her mind at this moment? That lads, men, were a race apart, possessed of the power to so hurt and destroy that she didn’t feel she could ever refer to one as her friend again. ‘It’s just the drink,’ she muttered, willing him to go back into the house or to the privy which he must have been making for. ‘That’s all.’

David stared at the bowed head and wished he could see her face. She was shivering so violently it was like someone with the ague but she didn’t seem to be aware of it. And it was obvious she wanted to be alone. But how could he leave her out here in this state? ‘You’re cold.’ He slipped off his suit jacket and placed it round her shoulders, careful that his hands made no contact with her flesh.

The small act of kindness was nearly Carrie’s undoing. She gulped once and then again, her body aching and her heart sore. How could this have happened to her? It was Renee’s wedding day, it was supposed to be a happy day, wasn’t it? She licked her dry lips, her head pounding, and then visibly flinched as the back door opened. But then her father’s voice said, ‘Carrie? Is that you? Your mam an’ me was wonderin’ where you’d got to.’

‘Da.’

It was a soft whimper, and immediately the small stocky figure was at her side. ‘What is it, lass? What’s wrong?’

For a quivering moment she almost blurted out the truth but something outside herself, born of humiliation and shame and guilt, warned, don’t say a word, not a word about Alec. Blame it on the drink. Just the drink.

‘I . . . I feel bad.’

‘Bad?’

She reached out to him, clinging like a child to the one man she could trust. ‘We . . . it was Granny Sutton’s sloe gin. I’ve been sick.’

She was still trembling violently in spite of David’s jacket and she felt her father stiffen, but his voice was matter-of-fact when he said, ‘You go in an’ lie down, lass, get yerself to bed, eh? That lot in there are makin’ moves to go so it won’t be long afore it’s quiet, an’ you’ll feel a mite better in the mornin’.’

‘Da—’

‘Go on, lass, go on.’ When she would have said more, Sandy put her gently from him, pushing her towards the back door. ‘I’ll be in in a minute an’ you’ll be better in the warm.’ He took the jacket off her shoulders and handed it to David without a word.

The door had barely closed on the slender, bowed figure when Sandy ground out, ‘I ought to bash your face in, David. She’s not sixteen yet an’ you’re plyin’ her with sloe gin? What’s your game?’

‘What?’ David stared at the man he had known and respected all his life and for whom he had genuine affection. He had umpteen uncles on his father’s side and several more on his mother’s, but he’d always known that if he was in trouble and couldn’t get to his da, Sandy McDarmount would be the next  best thing. He had been working on the screens – the conveyor belts that sorted the splintered coal and stones from the main coal – for six months before he got to go down the pit, and but for Sandy taking him under his wing that first day he doubted he could have stood it. From the moment the cage had begun its mad descent, tearing faster and faster into the bowels of the earth as though it had gone out of control, he had been scared witless. When the gate of the cage had clashed open with such a bang he’d almost filled his pants, it had been Carrie’s father who had guided him along the roadway to his place of work, saying all the right things to a terrified lad of fourteen who had just fully realised he was a hundred-odd fathoms or so beneath the ground. He hadn’t known at that point he would have been considered soft if his own father had looked out for him but that it was acceptable for someone else to take a newcomer on. He had just thanked God for the gravelly-voiced, ginger-haired little man staring at him so fiercely now.

With the past in mind, David’s voice was even and controlled when he said, ‘Hold your horses, man, this is not what you’re thinking. Let me explain.’

‘Explain be damned! No explainin’ would take away what I’ve seen with me own eyes. That was your jacket round her, wasn’t it, eh? An’ I don’t see no other blighter here with us.’

‘Now look—’

‘No, you look, lad. She’s little more than a bairn an’ as good as gold, my lass. There’s plenty in that street out there’ – he thumbed in the direction of the road – ‘who are ready and willin’ for some sport, but my lass isn’t one of them and she’s not tasted liquor afore neither. You’d better stay out of my way for a while, I’m tellin’ you straight.’ And with that Sandy turned and stomped back into the house, ignoring David’s appeal for him to stay.

This was rich, this was. David glared after the older man, anger and irritation vying for first place as he pulled on the jacket that had provoked the accusation against him. All he’d done was to try and comfort the lass, and now he was being blamed for it all. Should he follow Sandy into the house and have his say? Pride said yes, reason said no. Carrie’s father was upset, and thinking what he did he might well be inclined to act first and ask questions later. It was Walter’s wedding day, and any unpleasantness would mar the occasion. No, he would wait until he saw Sandy on the Monday morning shift, by which time Carrie would probably have set her father straight anyway.

OEBPS/headline_logo.jpg
hea





OEBPS/rita_9780755375899_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
= A = §} NI

A gritty and touching Northern saga in the tradition of Catherine Cookson
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