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  Prologue




  ‘She’s telling me she can’t go on. She’s over-wrought – I’ve never seen her like this. What have you been doing to her, Charlie? Calm her

  down, for God’s sake. She’s on in half an hour. You know how to talk to her. Make her right, or you get no more bookings here. She’s top of the bill. I can’t go out there

  and tell them all she’s not going on, I’d get lynched. They’ve paid for Ginny James; and some of them’ll tear the place apart if they don’t get her. I’m not

  paying her eighty quid a week for this.’




  ‘All right.’ Charlie put his bowler on the table and glanced in the mirror to smooth his thick red hair. His diamond cravat-pin glinted in the lamplight.




  The manager’s black eyebrows met in a scowl. ‘I mean it. She goes on and gives them what they’ve come for, or I’ll have the law on the pair of you. Breach of

  contract.’ He raised a fist.




  Charlie’s cold, pale blue eyes appraised him. ‘All right. Get out.’




  The manager left, muttering curses. Charlie stretched out a beautifully manicured hand and picked up the half empty brandy bottle.




  ‘Not twenty years old, and a drunkard. Disgusting in a woman. How much of this have you had?’




  ‘Not enough to make me feel any better.’ She was slumped over the dressing table, slightly tipsy and very truculent.




  ‘Any better than what?’




  She raised her head. ‘Any better than dirt. You’re driving me mad, Charlie.’ Their eyes met in the mirror. She looked away and saw the tremor of her hand as she lifted it to

  put on the greasepaint. ‘You’re the one who drove me to drink. You think I’m made of stone. You treat me as if I’m nothing but a lump of flesh. You’re not here because

  you want to be, you’re here because that bloody man sent somebody running to fetch you because I’m not fit to go on and keep the audience happy. How can I when I’m not happy

  myself?’




  ‘What nonsense. Joe Grimaldi was the most miserable man alive, but he could make an audience laugh more than anyone before or since.’




  Her mouth twisted, and her eyes suddenly filled with tears. Charlie changed tack, became placatory.




  ‘Come on, pull yourself together now. A good little trooper like you never lets her public down, and you love your audiences as much as they love you, Ginny,’ he soothed.




  She brought her fist down hard upon the table. ‘Shut up, shut up, shut up arguing me down and smoothing me down and shutting me up! Why won’t you ever listen? You don’t care a

  damn about me. I’m nothing but livestock to you. I’m something you trade, and if you weren’t trading me here, you’d be trading me on the streets.’ Her voice rose to a

  shriek before she turned back to the mirror and continued her agitated application of make-up with a hand she could not keep still.




  ‘Lower your voice, Ginny. Of course I care, and of course I’m listening.’ He stooped to kiss her neck.




  She shied away. ‘No, you don’t care, and you’re not listening. You’re smoothing me down, and trying to tame me, but you can’t tame me this time, Charlie, I’m

  past being tamed.’ The hand slipped, and a red streak disfigured the side of her mouth. ‘Now look what you’ve made me do. It’ll all have to come off again. I’m past

  everything. I can’t bear any more. You’re murdering me inside.’ The tears began to flow in rivulets from her reddened eyes and nose, and she dabbed at them with a handkerchief,

  completing the ruin of the greasepaint.




  He sighed. ‘All right. I am listening, truly. So tell me, what can’t you bear?’




  ‘Why are you asking me? You know what I can’t bear,’ she cried. ‘You know it, but you’ll still make me do it. I can’t. I can’t, Charlie. I’ll have

  to have this child. It’s too late for her to do anything now. If you loved me, you wouldn’t let her near me.’




  ‘Be quiet, Ginny. Do you want the whole theatre to know your business?’ He hesitated for what seemed an age, then said, ‘All right. All right then, I promise she won’t

  come near you. Honour bright. Come to Charlie.’ He held out his arms for her.




  She made no move towards him, but lifted her hands in a gesture of hopelessness. ‘Honour bright. You always say that when you’re lying.’




  ‘I’m not lying.’ He shook out the folds of a monogrammed handkerchief and handed it to her. ‘Blow your nose, little hinny. I seem to recollect doing this once before,

  when you were weeping for the onions in Helen’s kitchen. Do you remember?’




  She blew her nose, and gave him a watery smile, but the tears still gushed from her inky black eyes. ‘And you wrapped it up and put it in your pocket, and you said I was cruel. But

  you’re the cruel one. I was happy then, in Annsdale, working at your sister’s and going home to me mam. I was proud, an’ all. I got mad sometimes, but I never cried, and look at

  me now. Look what you’ve done to me, Charlie.’




  She dipped her fingers into a pot of cold cream then rubbed it into her face and he handed her wads of cotton to remove the ruined make-up. ‘You will marry me before the baby’s born,

  won’t you?’ she whispered. ‘Surely I’m earning enough now.’




  Without hesitation this time he answered, ‘Of course I will. I shall take good care of you. I will listen to you, Ginny, I’ll listen very carefully, but we must leave it until we get

  home. You haven’t much time, and it’s very important for you to get ready to please your audience now. They’re looking forward to seeing their Ginny on top form, and you

  mustn’t disappoint them.’




  He stayed with her while she washed her face in cold water and pinned her hair up into elaborate coils. Another application of greaspaint did something to disguise her swollen eyes and blotchy

  complexion. As she put on the finishing touch, a blue silk hat trimmed with sequins and feathers he said, ‘Remember what you rehearsed. Give them your best, and all will be well. Come and

  meet me in the bar after your turn and we’ll go home together. Promise me you’ll think no more about it until then.’




  When she looked in the mirror, Ginny Wilde was gone. In her place was the second self, the zestful, devil-may-care Ginny James, star turn of the music halls, who had nothing to

  learn from Joe Grimaldi. After her last call, this lively and vivacious Ginny bounded on to the stage and delivered her goods with that dash and energy she had become famous for.




  But after the act, when Ginny Wilde sat alone and afraid at the mirror with Leichner’s greasepaint all removed, the memory of Annsdale Colliery and all she loved there stole over her like

  a fog of grief. Oh, she thought, and Martin . . . and Martin. How willingly would I change places with Maria, and lie still and quiet in my grave, if I could know I’d been loved half so

  much.




  Out came the hairpins, and a mass of thick, black hair fell on to her shoulders, as unlike Maria’s fine, blonde curls as could possibly be. Curls that had framed his poor wife’s pale

  face like a halo.




  Ginny stared unseeing at her reflection. ‘Martin’s a good man, the best,’ she whispered, echoing her brother’s words. The days she had spent under Martin’s roof had

  been the happiest of her life. She picked up the brush, and pulled it swiftly through her hair, dismissing the thought. Useless, she told herself. Useless to think of that. She had fled Annsdale to

  protect them both from her father, and after three years of living with Charlie Parkinson, there was no going back. She was fastened to Charlie, cheat and liar that he was. She was stuck with him,

  and she meant to make damned sure he was stuck with her, and their child.




  A fleeting, sardonic smile followed a frown. After all, it wasn’t all bad. Charlie could make himself very agreeable when it suited him, especially between the sheets, and that was some

  compensation. ‘I doubt if I’m fit to be a decent man’s wife, now,’ she murmured, pinning up her hair in a simpler style. A final smoothing down of her dress and she was

  ready to meet Charlie in the bar, determined, oh so determined to make the best of it.




  But thoughts of Annsdale and happier days would keep intruding. Even the brutality had been no worse than what she faced now. The only difference was, it had all been on the surface there.




  







  Chapter 1




  

    

      Oh, the pitmen are not bonny lads,




      The pitmen are not bonny O!




      If they’re ever sae clean yet




      They’re black about the een




      And I like them the worst o’ ony O!


    


  




  Fifteen-year-old Ginny stood outside on a little wooden cracket, cleaning the front room window with a bit of string tied round the bottom of her long skirts to prevent the

  wind blowing them up to give any passer-by an eyeful. She bawled lustily at the top of her lungs, trying to goad her brother John, who was sitting in the kitchen drinking tea and complaining to

  their mother about his sore sides after a shift of pony putting.




  Little Sally was on the mend. The fever had broken at last, and the household was beginning to get back to normal. With Lizzie and young Arthur out of the way playing street games with other

  children, the two elder girls were helping their mother tear into the backlog of work. Thirteen-year-old Emma was black-leading the fireplace, and their mother was getting on with the

  polishing.




  ‘Sing on, Ginny, you’re safe enough. I’m too tired to rise to it,’ John shouted from the kitchen. She laughed, and changed the tune to ‘The Putter’s

  Lament’.




  

    

      Aa cannet lift it, Aa cannet shift it,




      Why it’s enough to mak’ ye cry.




      Aa’ve chewed on till me arse is sair,




      Now Aa can’t lift any mair.




      Aa cannet lift it, Aa cannet shift it,




      An Aa dinnet intend te try.




      Aa’s ganna put me gear away,




      An’ bugger off out bye.


    


  




  ‘I’d like to see you try it,’ shouted John, ‘you want to try getting the coal away for a couple of demon hewers in a good cavil, with a pony

  that’ll do nothing it’s told ’til it’s time to go back to the stable, and tubs that keep coming off the rails. You women! You don’t know you’re bloody born,

  man!’




  She laughed again, and turned to see her father coming down the street dressed in his best suit, returning after an hour at the club. Black hair well brushed, suit pressed and shoes polished, he

  strode arrogantly along with his head up and shoulders back as if he owned the world. Save for the blackened scar that bisected one eyebrow, he might be taken for the owner of the pit rather than

  one of its hewers. He stopped to exchange a few words with one of his marrers who lived a couple of doors down the row, before walking on home, grim faced.




  He slammed the gate hard enough to shake it off its hinges. Bad omen. The set of his jaw and the glint in his eyes turned Ginny’s entrails to ice. He passed her without a word and the door

  crashed shut behind him. She opened it again, and, picking up the stool and the bucket, followed him through the front room and into the kitchen.




  He bent menacingly over John, who until he’d heard the door slam had been peacefully drinking his tea at the table. He looked up in alarm.




  ‘Where are they, then?’ Their father’s voice was soft, controlled, raising the hairs on the back of Ginny’s neck.




  ‘Where are what?’ John asked, all innocence.




  ‘Alf Jackson’s apples, that’s what. Where are they?’




  ‘I don’t know. I know nothing about Alf Jackson’s apples.’




  ‘Mr Jackson to you.’ Their father landed a blow on the side of John’s head. ‘What have you done with them?’




  ‘Nothing,’ protested John, voice now shrill, and face reddening at the accusation so that he looked a picture of guilt.




  ‘Liar! You’ve eaten them. It’s written all over your face. Why would he say you took them if you didn’t? Why were you hanging about his fence earlier?’




  Silence, followed by another blow to the back of John’s head.




  ‘Well?’




  ‘I was taking a stone out of my boot.’




  ‘And you thought you’d help yourself to his apples while you were at it.’




  They watched in terror, Ginny in both fear and loathing. Oh, how she hated her father. How she hated and despised herself for her powerlessness to stop him. She prayed to God to strike him dead

  and send him to Hell. Little Sally, still weak after pneumonia, began to cry and to cough. The interrogation continued regardless.




  ‘Well?’




  ‘What?’




  ‘What? What? What have you done with his apples?’ Her father’s fury was coming up to boiling point, along with his determination to overcome John’s resistance; to Break

  his Will, to Get to the Truth.




  ‘I never touched his apples.’ Shoulders hunched and arms covering his head, John tried to cower out of reach of their father’s hammer fists.




  ‘Arthur, for God’s sake, leave him alone.’ Face gaunt, their mother shielded her son with her own slender frame.




  ‘Get out of my road. Your favourite’s not going to get away with thieving.’ He hurled her roughly across the room to crash against the mantelpiece. Without sparing her a

  glance, he took John by the ears and pulled him out of the chair before pushing him forward and kicking him violently in the small of his back, sending him sprawling. The skinny youth was no match

  for their father at the best of times and certainly not when exhausted after a day’s putting.




  ‘Upstairs. Get upstairs before I knock your brains out.’




  John scrambled up as fast as he could go. Their father deliberately and ceremoniously took off his jacket and waistcoat and hung them carefully in the front room before following John,

  unbuckling his belt as he went.




  ‘Don’t hurt him, Arthur, he’s never touched anything belonging to anybody else in his life,’ their mother begged, but neither she nor either of her older daughters dared

  try to stop him, not even hardy Ginny. They stood still and mute in the kitchen, staring at each other as they listened to scuffling and yelps from upstairs, and then to their father laying into

  John with the belt.




  A furious knocking at the back door broke the trance, and Enid Jackson burst in. ‘Mary Ann, tell your man John never touched the apples. It was me that lifted them when I took a bit of

  washing in, only that fool of a man of mine never saw me stoop to pick them up.’ Enid, a fat and normally lethargic woman not built for running, clung breathlessly to the doorpost, and their

  mother was halfway up the stairs before she’d finished speaking. Enid gasped, ‘I know what a temper your dad’s got, so I came the minute Alf told me the mistake he’d made.

  He knew as soon as he came into the kitchen and saw the peel on the table. I was making a pie . . .’ Her voice trailed off as she caught Ginny’s eye.




  ‘He ought to be more careful what he says about people. His loose mouth’s just got our John a bloody good hiding.’




  Enid’s flabby features sagged even further. She sat down heavily on a kitchen chair and groaned. ‘I got here as fast as I could.’




  Emma put a comforting hand on the perspiring woman’s shoulder. ‘It would have been a lot worse if you hadn’t.’




  A few moments later their father appeared. ‘What’s all this about, Enid?’




  She repeated the story.




  ‘Well, it’s a bit late to come telling us all this, like. I’ve just given him a belting he won’t get over for a week.’




  ‘Well, I’m right sorry, Arthur, but Alf didn’t realize until he came into the kitchen and saw the peel on the table. I wish you hadn’t hit him.’




  ‘Hit him!’ exclaimed their father. ‘I’ve nearly bloody killed him just like your Alf expected me to when he told me. And now he sends you round to make excuses for him.

  Bugger off home, Enid, and tell your man he’s a liar and a coward, and he’d better watch what he says in future, or he’ll get the next pasting. And tell him to get a fresh set of

  marrers while you’re at it, or I will.’




  ‘Well, Arthur,’ said Enid, stung to a retort, ‘Alf didn’t tell you to beat the living daylights out of John, that was your idea. Happen you won’t be so hasty in

  future.’




  ‘Aw, get away home, woman,’ repeated their father.




  Enid left. Deflated, he slowly settled himself into his armchair. When their mother came downstairs, he met her look of anguish and reproach with one of defiance.




  ‘Well? What the hell am I supposed to do when a grown man tells me he’s had stuff stolen by me own son?’




  ‘You could have listened to your own son, Arthur. Even a criminal gets a chance to speak in his own defence.’




  ‘Aye, well, what’s a kid going to say? He’s going to deny it, whether he’s done it or not. Who’s going to take a kid’s word against a grown man? Start doing

  that, and you’ll have them doing aught they bloody well like.’




  The atmosphere was leaden. Their father maintained a moody, sullen silence while their mother quietly gathered warm water and towel, and a clean shirt for John, and went upstairs. Emma

  studiously averted her eyes and avoided her father’s gaze, but Ginny returned him a black and significant stare with an arrogance that matched his own.




  ‘What the hell are you looking at?’ he grunted.




  ‘Nothing,’ she said.




  He picked up one of John’s boots and threw it at her, but it fell short. The aggression had gone. He loved to feel himself in the right, and Ginny sensed that being so patently in the

  wrong weakened him in his own eyes. She felt herself safe from attack for today, at least.




  ‘Well, look at something else, or you’ll get a taste o’ what he got.’




  ‘Aye, I suppose so,’ she said, ‘you’re good at that.’




  ‘You’ll screw your head off if you twist it much further,’ remarked Ginny, watching John as he stood in front of the fire the following morning and looked

  over his shoulder into the mirror, trying to get a good view of his back.




  ‘I know whose head I’d like to screw off. Just look at the bloody mess he’s made o’ my back, man. It looks as if it’s covered in tramlines. An’ I’ll bet

  you anything you like he’ll expect me to be at work tomorrow as if nothing had happened.’




  ‘I don’t think there’s any doubt about that, so I don’t think I’ll take your bet,’ she answered, stepping up to the mirror as he moved away, and brushing the

  long black hair she had just unravelled from its thick plait.




  ‘Have you seen it, though?’ He displayed his bruised back, and waited for her comment. When none was forthcoming, he went on, ‘A day at work nearly killing yourself and when

  you come home, you get this. I can’t work tomorrow in this state.’




  Ginny shrugged helplessly. ‘There’s not a lot I can do about it, like.’




  John started putting on his shirt. ‘Well, there’s something I can do about it. I’ll get myself a berth and ship out.’




  ‘No,’ said their mother. ‘A life at sea is harder than the pits in a lot of ways. You’d be away from home from one year’s end to the next. You could get stuck on a

  ship for months at a stretch with a skipper who makes your life a misery. Some of them are real brutes.’




  ‘Sounds like home from home,’ said John.




  ‘Well, whatever’s happened here, there’s certainly a lot worse things happen at sea – it’s an old saying and a true one.’




  ‘But I hate the pit, and I hate me dad, and I can’t see how anything could be worse than the two o’ them put together.’




  ‘Your dad doesn’t like it either, and hewing with a pick and shovel is the hardest job in the pit, you know that. Your dad’s working in feet of water just now and the

  coal’s hard getting – but he’s hardly ever lost a shift, and he brings the money home. It’s because of his hard work that you’ve never gone without, any of

  you.’




  ‘Aye, and we’ve never gone without a good hiding either, and neither have you. “Mair kicks than ha’pennies,” like our Ginny says.’




  Their mother sighed. ‘Ginny’s got too much to say. Life was never easy for your dad, either. He was beaten black and blue by his parents.’




  John’s jaw was set in a line of rebellion and resentment. ‘Aye, well, he’s carrying on the family tradition then. So will you stop making excuses for him, Mam? There’s

  plenty of other men round here work hard but they don’t all ill-treat their families like he does. Look at her,’ he nodded towards Sally, ‘double pneumonia at four year old,

  because the old swine comes home drunk and chucks you all out into the pouring rain. And don’t pretend that wasn’t the cause of it, because we all know it was. If it’s hard for

  him, he makes it a bloody sight harder for everybody that has to live with him.’




  ‘Look, John,’ pleaded their mother, ‘your dad won’t touch you again. It was a genuine mistake, and I know he’s sorry.’




  ‘You know more than me then. He hasn’t told me he’s sorry. He hasn’t told our Sal, either.’




  Ginny saw a change in John, they all saw it. The John of the day before yesterday had been easy, soft, pliable. Today’s John was hard, unyielding and closed to argument.

  Their mother had no more answers for him. And it wasn’t likely that their father would tell John he was sorry, they all knew that. His pride forbade it, as well as his notions of what was

  conducive to good discipline – plenty of physical chastisement to be administered by him and accepted without question or protest by them. He was out, taking refuge from his family at the

  club, and was likely to be lying low there until the events of the previous day had begun to recede from the family consciousness.




  Emma looked up from where she knelt tying Lizzie’s boots, a pair of battered but well polished hand-me-downs which had once been her own.




  ‘Come on, John,’ she said. ‘Mam cannot help it. Get your tie on, and let’s get these bairns to chapel, give her an hour’s peace.’




  Ginny saw a look pass between her mother and Emma. As if they understood the impossibility of deflecting John from his new purpose by argument, they changed the topic altogether.




  ‘Go on,’ said their mother. ‘Get your jacket on and comb your hair. Go out for a blow while it’s fine. Our Sally’s not fit yet.’




  ‘It’s a bonny day. We’ll maybes have a walk in the woods by the river on the way back.’ Emma had Lizzie and young Arthur ready, and as soon as Ginny had replaited her

  hair and laced her boots, the five were off, muffled up against the cold.




  The door of the tiny, stone-built chapel, which advertised itself proudly as ‘Primitive Methodist New Connexion’, was wide open. Mr Jackson and his wife were already seated in one of

  the polished oak pews. Enid turned and gave them a nod, but her husband studiously failed to notice their arrival. Emma ushered the children into the pew in front of them, and John and Ginny

  followed.




  ‘I wonder what the sermon’s going to be?’ said John. ‘Thou shalt not bear false witness against thy neighbour? That might make a good one.’ The contemptuous tone,

  intended to demean and loud enough for everybody to hear, startled Emma and made Ginny smile. Christian forbearance this was not. As she turned to face him, Ginny had the satisfaction of seeing Mr

  Jackson’s face flush red like a beacon. Enid bit her lip, and Ginny gave her a reassuring look before glancing at John. His lips were twisted into a grimace of bitter sarcasm.




  After a sermon which contained nothing to make Mr Jackson uneasy, nor anything which could give satisfaction to John, they went for a stroll by Annsdale Beck, a tributary of the River Wear, and

  walked towards Old Annsdale. About a dozen streets and a Norman church, the ancient mother village was surrounded by farms and lay two or three miles from the colliery, and maybe six or seven from

  Durham City.




  ‘I love this time of year, a chill in the air and the trees red and gold,’ said Emma, as they dawdled along the thickly wooded beck-side, kicking up fallen leaves. She stopped

  suddenly and turned to John. ‘Don’t go to sea.’




  He watched Lizzie and Arthur running on in front for some moments. ‘I’ve a good mind to. I’m sick of the way things are in our house. The way he treats us all, to begin with.

  It’s bad enough to take a belting for something you’ve done, but to get one on the word of that blind old fool Jackson, without even getting the chance to go and face him with his lies

  is more than I can stomach.’




  ‘But it’s worse for Mam than it is for us, and she puts up with it,’ Emma pleaded.




  ‘She’s got no choice. She’s got bairns, no money, and no family to go to. I have got a choice, if I can get a job away from here.’




  ‘It’s a pity we’ve licked the Boers. You could have joined up and gone to South Africa to give them a hiding.’ Ginny’s eyes sparkled with the thrill of

  adventure.




  ‘Yes, and maybe get killed, like the blacksmith’s lad,’ said Emma.




  ‘Well, there’s other places. You hear of people going to Virginia, Australia, Canada, all over the place. But you never hear tell of any of ’em coming back,’ said

  Ginny.




  ‘But just think about poor Mam, left behind,’ urged Emma. ‘She’d miss you, so would I. Especially our Sal. Look how upset she’s been since yesterday. It’s

  made her poorly. Didn’t you notice?’ She put her small hand on his sleeve, and looked into his face, brown eyes earnest. ‘And it’s not only that, John. Mam needs that bit of

  money you bring in. She says it makes all the difference having two men working, instead of only one.’




  ‘Oh, well I don’t know,’ said John, affecting indifference, but smiling at the flattering phrase ‘two men’. He paused. ‘Well, maybe I won’t go away. Or

  if I do, I’ll send home as much money as I can afford.’




  ‘If I were a man, I’d go away!’ cried Ginny. ‘I’d go away and make my fortune, and come back rolling in money, and lord it over everybody that ever lorded it over

  me. Especially that old bugger Arthur Wilde.’




  Emma shook her head. ‘You’d better not let the old so-and-so hear you, or you’ll cop it. Think what Mam would say – “that’s your father you’re talking

  about”. Don’t go, John.’




  ‘No, don’t run away to sea, Johnny. If they run out of food they kill the cabin boys and eat ’em!’ Ginny bared her teeth, and snapped in his direction, as if to take a

  lump out of him. ‘So don’t go to sea, Johnny. Stay here where you’re safe – well, barring a regular belting, that is.’




  







  Chapter 2




  ‘Do you think Maria’s ever going to get better, Mam?’ Ginny stood by the kitchen window, the bright autumn sun hot upon her shoulders as she ironed

  Maria’s washing, boiled, possed, dolly-blued and starched into brilliance by her mother. Maria Jude and her husband lived with Mam Smith, Maria’s mother, a couple of streets away in

  Snowdrop Terrace.




  ‘I don’t know, pet, but they’ll need their washing, anyway. Hurry up with the ironing, and we’ll get it aired and take it back this afternoon. Our Em’ll lend a hand

  if you’re getting tired, or I’ll take over.’




  ‘No, I’m all right.’ Ginny bent over the kitchen table, padded with a thickly folded blanket and a well-scorched old sheet, and set to again with a will, stopping occasionally

  to put finished items on the clotheshorse to air by the fire.




  Her mother was kneeling on the clippy mat, kneading half a stone of dough in the heavy clay panchion. After giving it a final pummelling, she covered it with a tea towel, and set it to rise

  before the fire. ‘I know one thing, though, they deserve better luck than they’ve got. I don’t know what Martin’s going to do if she dies, or her mother either, come to

  that. He’s worshipped the ground she walks on since they were both fifteen years old.’ She paused. ‘When he was eighteen, he was crushed by a roof fall at the pit. I think it must

  have broken his back. It was six weeks before anybody knew whether he’d walk again, never mind work. But she stuck by him. She’d have married him even if they’d had to live on the

  parish, if he’d let her. There’s not many lasses would have done that. That’s for better or for worse for you. It’s a miracle he was well enough to dance at their wedding,

  and a right bonny pair of lovebirds they were.’




  ‘I remember that, and now she’s got consumption – about the worst luck you could have, I should think.’ Ginny thought for a while, then with a rare flash of insight said,

  ‘You know, Mam, I think that’s the most important thing about a man, not how clever he is, or how hard working, but what’s his luck?’




  ‘There’s a lot of truth in that, Ginny,’ her mother laughed. ‘The secret of living a charmed life is to be born lucky. Well, I never had much luck, so I hope you may do

  better. Still,’ she added quickly, superstitious enough not to want to tempt providence, ‘there’s plenty a sight worse off than us. We’ve a comfortable home, a good fire,

  and enough to eat.’




  ‘Aye, and there’s some a sight better off an’ all!’ exclaimed Ginny. ‘And I’m all for being among ’em. What I’ve noticed is that it’s the

  best people who usually have the rottenest luck – like Martin, and you, Mam!’




  ‘Don’t you start criticizing your dad again,’ her mother warned so Ginny held her peace. But the notion of luck had captured her imagination, set itself into her mind as a

  hard, diamond-bright pole-star.




  By two o’clock Ginny was packing the carefully aired and folded linen into the laundry basket. ‘I think that’s everything.’




  ‘Here, I’ll have a walk on with you, help you carry it,’ offered John, just up and dressed after the luxury of a late sleep on his alternate Saturday off.




  ‘Whatever you do, don’t drop it in the dirt,’ their mother warned. ‘I don’t want all that work to do again.’




  ‘Who is it, Ma?’ Ginny heard Maria call from the front room, as she and John knocked at the open kitchen door of eleven Snowdrop Terrace. A fire roared up the

  chimney, so that the place was warm in spite of the ventilation.




  ‘It’s Ginny back with the washing, pet,’ a plump woman, with greying brown hair and a world-weary expression answered. She turned to Ginny and clucked a not entirely convincing

  disapproval. ‘Why, bonny lass, it’s all dried and ironed. I told your mam I’d do that!’




  Ginny was quick to claim some credit. ‘It’s all right. We put them out for a good blow, so the drying wasn’t much bother, and I did most of the ironing.’




  ‘Aye, well, I hope you’ll get your reward in Heaven,’ she sighed, ‘ ’cause there’s none down here.’




  ‘There is,’ said John, ‘and Mam says she’s not forgotten how many times you’ve helped us. So how’s Maria?’




  ‘She says she feels better, but I think she’s worse if anything,’ said Martin, who was half sitting, half lying in the armchair beside the kitchen fire, with a sleeping

  two-year-old sprawled across his chest. ‘There’s no hope. There’s no hope, and it’s useless for us to torture ourselves by trying to hang on to any.’ He spoke in a low

  voice, so that Maria, in the other room, could not hear what was being said.




  She heard something. ‘Martin? What are you talking about? Where’s the bairn?’




  ‘He’s here, bonny lass, fast asleep.’ Tall, fair and well proportioned, with muscles hardened by hewing coal, Martin stood up, with the child cradled in his arms. ‘Come

  in and have five minutes with her,’ he invited, ‘but don’t stay much longer than that. She soon gets tired.’




  He led them in to her, and laid the child on the bed beside her. Her blue eyes looked unnaturally brilliant, her skin so white it seemed translucent, except for two pink spots over her

  cheekbones. Hair glinting in a shaft of sunlight, she pulled herself up to greet them. ‘Hello, Ginny, John. How do I look today, do you think?’




  ‘Like one of God’s angels, Maria.’ Ginny saw Martin stiffen and flushed, cursing her tactlessness.




  Maria smiled. ‘Not yet, I hope,’ she answered quietly, turning to feast her eyes on the sleeping child beside her. ‘Isn’t he a canny bairn, Ginny? Look at his bonny hair.

  As old as the century. I hope he lives to be a hundred, to see it out. My golden boy. When he’s asleep like this, I wish I’d half a dozen.’ She looked intently at little

  Philip’s face. His eyelids fluttered and he smiled, as if he knew what she was saying. She sighed. ‘But when he’s awake, he tires me out. I have to leave him to Mam and Martin.

  Maybe it’s as well I only had the one. I don’t think I’ll live to see 1903, and one’ll be enough for them to take care of if I’m with the angels sooner than I want to

  be.’




  Ginny shot a glance at Martin to see his eyes fill with tears. ‘Nobody’s going anywhere, lass,’ he said. ‘You’re going to get well again, and then we’ll have

  a dozen.’




  Maria smiled and the blue-veined lids began to close over her eyes. She lifted them again, and looked directly at Ginny.




  ‘Ginny, you’ve to have me new shoes. I’ve only had them on once, and they’ll not fit Mam. They’ll fit you like a glove.’




  ‘Shush,’ said Martin. ‘You’ll get better and wear them yourself, when I take you to the races.’




  ‘Aye, all right, Martin.’ She smiled, eyelids drooping again.




  Martin lifted the child and ushered them back into the kitchen. ‘Come on, now. She’s had enough.’




  ‘Have you any more washing to take, Mam Smith?’ asked Ginny.




  ‘There’s a couple of sheets and a few more towels want a good boil. I like to keep the poor lass sweet and clean.’




  Martin had put the sleeping child down and was back in his chair, leaning forward, elbows on knees and head in his hands, a curtain of corn-coloured hair obscuring his face. Ginny had an impulse

  to touch it, feel the silkiness of it as she pulled it away from his eyes to speak words of consolation. Instead she stood mute, staring at him. He never looked up. John lifted the basket of

  bloodstained linen and they left without exchanging another word.




  Mam Smith followed them across the yard. ‘He’s taking it bad,’ she murmured.




  ‘What other way is there to take it, like?’ asked Ginny.




  ‘It can’t be easy for you either,’ said John, ‘she’s your only daughter.’




  A grimace passed over the lined face. ‘Aye, well, I’m glad God gave her a good man, and a bonny bairn. She’s been happy. It’s a pity it’s not destined to

  last.’




  ‘You’ve about as much tact as my pit pony, our Ginny,’ said John, as they got to the end of the street.




  ‘I know, I could have bitten my tongue out as soon as I said it.’




  ‘What do you make of it all, though?’




  ‘It’s a bad job, and I feel sorry for Martin. But it makes me feel lucky. Lucky it’s not me laid in bed, gasping my last.’




  ‘You callous little beggar. It makes me realize what we’ve missed. Did you see the way he was cuddling that bairn when we went in? I envy that bairn. It must be grand to have a dad

  like that. Philip’s going to lose his mam, but he’s got the best dad I ever saw.’




  ‘He might soon have a new mam, and all. It won’t be long before he gets married again, if she dies,’ Ginny ventured, more to seek an opinion than to give one.




  ‘You’re wrong, Ginny. He worships her. Martin’s a good man – the best. I hope if I ever have any bairns I’ll be as good a dad as him. And as good a

  husband.’




  She grinned, unaccountably pleased to hear John’s praise of Martin. Perversely, all she said was, ‘Aye, and look how much good his goodness does him. Hard work and goodness

  don’t bring Martin a ha’p’orth o’luck. The more I see, the more certain I am. Don’t tell me anything else about a man. All I want to know is – what’s his

  luck?’




  John stopped short, brown eyes bright, and manner suddenly animated.




  ‘Well, wish me luck then, Ginny. I’ve a feeling in my marrow. My luck’s going to change from tonight on!’ She stared wide-eyed and he laughed. ‘It was Pay Friday

  yesterday, and I’m away to play cards at Jimmy Hood’s.’




  Ginny’s jaw dropped. Jimmy’s father was a notorious gambler. The family had been sold up twice because of his love of cards, dice, racing, and anything else he could throw his money

  away on. It was said he would place a bet on the nose of one of two flies crawling up a window-pane. Not to mention the fact that the Hoods were Catholics. Neither characteristic was likely to

  recommend them to her mother.




  ‘John! Whatever would me mam say?’ She shivered, as a delicious thrill coursed through her at the thought of forbidden pastimes in dangerous company, and the certainty of her

  mother’s deepest disapproval.




  ‘It’ll be all right. If I’m not back tonight, tell Mam Mrs Hood’ll give me a bed.’




  ‘Give you a bed? I doubt they’ve even got a one, and if they have you’ll have bought it three times over before they’ve finished with you.’




  ‘Jimmy’s all right. They might not be Mam’s chapel-going sort, but they’re all right.’




  ‘Aye, well, I wouldn’t want to be in your shoes when you get home if you do stay out all night, that’s all.’




  ‘Never bother about me. I’m one of the big lads now. I’ve got ideas of my own, and if they don’t always agree with Mam’s ideas, well, the apron strings have got to

  be cut sooner or later. You’ll realize that when your turn comes.’




  ‘Oh, will I? You sound like somebody’s grandfather.’




  They had reached the top of their own terraced row, Pleasant View, and stood to rest for a minute. John nodded towards the River Wear. ‘It’s a big wide world out there, Ginny.’

  He thrust the basket into her arms. ‘Bye,’ he said.




  ‘Bye, John,’ she answered, ‘see you tomorrow. Hope you’ll still have your shirt.’




  ‘Aye, me an’ all.’ He lingered, looking at her, then took the basket from her and dumped it in the road before throwing his arms round her to give her a suffocating squeeze.

  Her eyes widened with surprise as he released her.




  ‘Why, what’s up, man?’




  ‘Nothing. Just tell Mam not to worry, and wish me luck.’




  He turned and strode off, boots rattling on the cobbles, and her heart missed a beat. She called after him, ‘Good luck, John, good luck!’




  He raised his hand and waved a farewell, without slowing his pace to look round. She gazed after him for a minute or two, then shrugged and heaved up the basket.




  ‘What the hell’s up wi’ him the day? It must be going to the Judes. It’s turned him soft,’ she muttered, as she carried it the last few steps home.




  







  Chapter 3




  Saturday night didn’t bring John, or Sunday either. By Sunday evening, an excited and inquisitive Ginny, accompanied by her furious father, arrived on the Hoods’

  doorstep.




  ‘Why aye,’ Mrs Hood answered their questions. ‘He came here yesterday afternoon and had a hand or two of cards with Jimmy and Tom, then the two lads said they were going for a

  walk for an hour. I haven’t seen John since.’




  ‘Neither have we. But I bet Jimmy knows something about it.’




  A brown-haired, wiry youth appeared from behind his mother. ‘You’d better come in,’ he said.




  They stepped into the sparsely furnished kitchen. Three jam jars half full of weak, milkless tea stood on the kitchen table. The bare stone flags were graced by a worn clippy mat upon which a

  couple of barefoot urchins, too young for school, sat eating bread and dripping and staring at the visitors, with their backs to a fire that roared generously up the chimney, providing the only

  comfort in the room. Ginny’s quick eye took in the state of the place, a poor contrast with her own comfortable home. She smiled at the boys. Her father ignored them, looking pointedly at

  Jimmy.




  ‘I don’t know where he is exactly,’ Jimmy said, his hazel eyes holding her father’s stare with stunning composure, ‘but I suppose he’s on Newcastle docks,

  trying to get a ship, if he’s not already got a one.’




  ‘Cool as a bloody cucumber!’ exclaimed her father, fists clenching. ‘You young bugger, why didn’t you come and tell us afore this time, while we could have done something

  to stop him?




  ‘You couldn’t have stopped him, Mr Wilde. He was set on shipping out. He had his fortnight’s wages, he borrowed a shilling or two from me, and he got the train to

  Newcastle.’




  ‘And what about me and his mam?’ bellowed Ginny’s father, face reddening and veins bulging as he towered over Jimmy. ‘He’s not left her a penny.’




  ‘Well, I’m sorry about you and his mam,’ replied Jimmy, a fraction less composed. ‘I’m sorry for myself an’ all. He was a good marrer. I’ll miss

  him.’




  ‘Well, hev this instead, like!’ A hefty blow on Jimmy’s left ear sent him reeling.




  ‘Hey, Mr Wilde, you’re not at home now, you know! This is our home, and you’ve gone far enough in it!’ shrieked Mrs Hood, four foot ten inches of outrage.

  ‘You’d better go now, before I get my neighbour to run and fetch the bobby!’




  ‘Stop it, Dad, you’re showing yoursel’ up. Are you all right, lad?’




  ‘I’m all right, Ginny. Never bother.’




  ‘Come on, you,’ snarled her father, storming out of the doorway. Ginny followed, stopping to mutter a few words of apology to Mrs Hood.




  ‘Bugger that!’ Her father grabbed her by her hair and dragged her out of the cottage before sticking his own head back into it. ‘You want to get down to that bloody church of

  yours and say a few hundred Hail Marys for what you’ve done to my family,’ he roared at Jimmy.




  ‘Go home, Mr Wilde,’ said the sixteen-year-old with some spirit, ‘I’ve done nothing to your family. John had his mind made up long before I saw him. When he got on the

  train he said you’d given him the last belting he was ever going to take from you.’




  ‘Aw, shut up, man, shut up! You’re just making bloody excuses for yoursel’.’ Her father didn’t stay to argue further, but strode off down the street, cursing to

  himself. He turned and shouted to Ginny, ‘Come on, you, get along home where you belong, and don’t you come here again.’




  Ginny gave the Hoods a broad wink and an even broader grin, then ran after her father, hugging herself with glee at Jimmy’s effrontery.




  Her imagination ran riot in the days that followed, weaving fantasies about John’s life of adventure and excitement, of riding the ocean waves, visiting exotic ports in

  Africa and India, seeing new sights, smelling new smells, hearing different conversations in different accents. John, in a wide world of freedom and wonder! There was no conversation in Annsdale

  except the pits, the wages, the bosses, the last strike or the next, the chapel or the club. Flights of improbable fancy about John’s supposed life of variety and adventure elated her.




  The rest of the household was plunged into gloom. Young Arthur protested at being in his bedroom alone and Lizzie revenged herself for all his torments by telling him that the devil was hiding

  under the bed, waiting to bite his toes off if he so much as stuck a foot out of the covers, an idea that none of them could dislodge. Sally cried for her favourite. Their father was more morose

  than ever. He earned a good wage as a first-rate hewer, but money was just that bit tighter without John’s wages, less for his pocket, and less to hand over the bar for beer and conviviality.

  Their mother said nothing. Her face was reproach enough.




  It was Emma’s reaction that surprised Ginny most. She seemed almost sunk into despair. She hardly slept, and hardly ate. Eventually even their mother seemed to forget her own grief in a

  new worry about Emma, and Ginny lost all patience with them both.




  ‘I don’t know what’s up with everybody,’ she burst out, late one evening, when the younger ones were in bed. Her mother was busy preparing a bite of supper for her

  father’s return from an evening at the club. Emma was sitting at the kitchen table, head bent over her school-book. Neither answered, and the remark seemed to drop into the void, until a

  large tear rolled down Emma’s cheek, and splashed on to her exercise book. Hiding her face, she reached for a towel and carefully dabbed at the page, trying not to smudge the ink any

  further.




  Ginny’s mother sighed. ‘You’re a hard one, Jane. I sometimes think you’ve got no feelings at all.’ The use of the name Jane was ominous.




  ‘No feelings my—’ Ginny almost said the word. ‘He’s not died. He’s gone to sea. And as for the money – he’ll send some, as soon as he can. He said

  as much, the time we were walking back from chapel, didn’t he?’ she appealed to Emma.




  ‘What’s this?’ Their mother’s cheeks coloured. ‘You never told me he was planning to go.’




  ‘He told us all he was planning to go the day after he got the belting! You saw his back yourself. He made his mind up then.’




  ‘But you encouraged him, Ginny. You made it all sound so exciting,’ Emma accused.




  ‘I never encouraged him,’ protested Ginny, aware of her mother’s eyes on her. ‘It was just talk. I never thought he’d really go.’




  ‘If I were a man, I’d go away – I’d go away and make my fortune!’ Emma mimicked. ‘Well, that’s probably just what he thinks he’s doing.’




  ‘I don’t think you understand how much damage “just talk” can do, my girl. We’d all be better off now if you’d just kept quiet – John most of

  all.’




  ‘No, me most of all.’ Emma burst into uncontrollable weeping.




  ‘That’s not fair. It’s not fair! How could I make him go? He’d already made his mind up. How could anybody blame him for going after the hiding he got?’ exclaimed

  Ginny. ‘And how can anybody blame me for making him?’




  But Emma’s tears went on and on, until their mother’s anger at Ginny dissolved into pity for Emma. She took the weeping girl in her arms. ‘Hey, hey, what’s this?

  There’s no need for it. Ginny’s right, he’s not dead, and knowing John he’ll write as soon as he can.’




  ‘You don’t understand, Mam,’ Emma gasped, between sobs.




  ‘Well, maybe we don’t – and we won’t, if you won’t tell us.’




  Emma turned her swollen, blotchy face towards her mother and said, ‘I had hopes. I was hoping to make my fortune here.’




  ‘Hopes of what?’ asked Ginny, completely mystified.




  ‘Of staying on at school, and being a teacher.’




  Their mother looked stricken. ‘I understand now. You thought that with John and Ginny out at work, your dad might have let you stay on at school.’
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