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Author’s Note


The Railway Girls is a reissue of my second novel, originally published in 1997 under my original name, Helene Wiggin as Trouble on the Wind. Now that I am better known as Leah Fleming, I’m keeping life simple by sticking to that name.


The novel has its origins in the fight to save the Settle to Carlisle Railway from closure. It was written to celebrate its reprieve.


Leah Fleming




Travel northwards via the Settle to Carlisle route and you will cross the Ribblehead Viaduct over Batty Green Moss to Blea Moor, Arten Gill, Dent Head and beyond. Nature has erased the brief presence of ‘navvy time’. Nothing remains of our shantytowns but tracks etched into the turf, spoilheaps overgrown; in lonely village kirkyards rest the bones of us rough men and women who battled against the ferocious climate to build this iron road of blood.


Our spirits roam over the fells like sheep and lament like curlews in the wind. Hear our voices, marvel at our deeds and pray for our salvation.
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	a ghost, often mischievous
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	to talk
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	clacking
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The Gathering


April 1871


Rattle his bones over the stones,


Only an old navvy, nobody owns . . .




Chapter One


Tat! Come back here, yer daft hound! Tat! I’ll give yer what for when I catch you! Tatty Widdup . . .’ yelled a small girl into the wind as she raced across the open fells towards a distant streak of brown whippet leaping over the grey stone walls, sniffing out the scent of rabbit warrens and the flash of white bobtails scurrying for cover underground.


Tizzy Widdup wrapped her shawl tightly across her chest against the stiffening April breeze, picking up her sackcloth skirt which was sticking between her knees, hindering her struggle uphill, cursing to herself. Trust Tat to dive off as soon as she untied him from the handcart.


The family had only just arrived at the makeshift navvy camp high on the West Riding fells. Granda Fettle made a beeline for the ale hut to wet his whistle, while her sister, Mally, leapt off to see if there was news of their father, Ironfist, and his tunnel gang in the camp. Tizzy was just unloading the tent when the tripehound darted off leaving muggins to follow suit.


Now he was just a speck on the horizon and the sky was banking up storm clouds. There were sheep dotted on the rough grass like boulders with cottonfluff lambs cowering under their udders for cover as she approached. Tizzy scanned the open spaces fenced by sturdy stone walls which crisscrossed the fellsides, mysteriously disappearing over the brow of each hill. She had never been so far north before. It was a fearsome spot.


When I get hold of him, he’ll get such a wallop, panted Tizzy, closing in wearily as the dog stopped in his tracks with one paw raised, ears pricked, catching her call for a second. Tat turned round, his tail curved under his hind legs, sensing trouble from his mistress.


Suddenly from a gap in the stone wall boundary a young man in shirtsleeves and thick breeches dashed forward ranting and cursing, throwing a rock at Tat, stunning the animal. The dog staggered for a second, then keeled over and yelped. Just enough time for his assailant to close in to knock him down, hammering at his skinny body with a stick.


‘Stop! Stop it!’ screamed Tizzy, frantic to prevent the brutal onslaught. ‘He’s only a pup . . . He won’t do no harm. Please, sir, please . . .’ The man was venting his fury, oblivious to her pleas, hitting the dog into the ground. Tizzy pulled at his shirt, beating him. ‘Oh please, sir, give over. He won’t harm yer sheep!’


‘That’s what they all say so I’m seeing this one off for good. Are you blind? Can’t you see there’s lambs in this field and we’ve lost enough already?’ He wiped his brow, vengeance satisfied; a lad in his twenties with thick thighs and a pudgy face dotted with fiery pustules, gathered in red clumps across his cheeks, still weeping from a recent shave.


Tizzy bent over Tat, horrified. The dog was panting, prostrate, but still tried to wag its tail at the sight of her. Tears were rolling down her face, tears of rage at being too small to attack the man, tears of fear that he might start on her next.


‘Gerroff this field and take that scrap of bones with you. If I see you anywhere near these fells again, I’ll take me belt to you as well.’ Tizzy stood stock-still, staring at the young man whose greasy black hair fell over his face like rat’s tails.


‘Are you deaf or summat?’ said the lad, unnerved by her fierce stare. ‘That’ll teach you navvy scumbags to keep out of Scarsdale and off our land. Go on . . . get back to yer sod huts where you belong, scarper.’


Tizzy was rooted to the spot. Instinctively she pulled out the magic dagger which Dad had once found in a drained lake. It was tied with rope around her waist like a belt, looped together with her bag of marbles and a bunch of tail feathers: all her precious collection of treasures. She fixed her eyes, dark as wet slate, sternly on his face. ‘I’m telling of you, telling my dad and his gang. My dad’s a tunnel tiger with fists like hammers and he’ll come and get you for what you done to Tat. So there!’


Then Tizzy spat on the knife and slowly made wild zigzag patterns in the air with trembling hands, trying to remember Owd Granny Reilly’s spellings; the pedlar woman had shown her secret runes and signs to ward off warts and the evil eye. Now a strange power was coming over her, lifting her high off the ground.


‘Eeny, meeny, miney, mo. As God is the witness, a curse on you shall go. As you did so shall be done to you and worse. So there!’ Tizzy spat out, hoping her made-up words sounded solemn, powered by the sound of the hammering stick on Tat’s poor back. She stood her ground.


For a second the farmer was transfixed and stepped back at the sight of the wild-eyed child sprouting braids the colour of dried leaves, circling round him with a knife, cursing him to heaven. She was nobbut a skinny lass in a flour-bag skirt and filthy shirt. She looked as if she had not had a wash for weeks and her face was grimy but there was something in the way her eyes flashed. He stepped forward to cuff her but she was too wick.


‘Don’t you touch me. Don’t you dare! You’re dead.’ Tizzy took her shawl and tenderly covered the bleeding dog, wrapping him tightly, cradling him across her back like the camp women carried their bairns.


As she trundled back down the fellside on the mossy turf, she was deaf to the curlew’s bubbling call and skylark’s soaring, blind to the beauty of the majestic Yorkshire peaks, emerald and golden against the clearing skies. One thought only possessed her as she bent forward to give Tat a softer ride.


It’s all my fault. If I could have run faster, caught up with Tat, but these stupid skirts held me back. Why are girls so weak and useless? If only I’d been a lad . . . our Billy would have rescued Tat. But Billy was dead and she had no other brothers to call on. Mally was useless. She had breasts and they wobbled when she ran. Mally liked being a girl and skivvying, curling her hair and eyeing up the navvy lads. Mally was stupid like that.


It’s not fair blaming Tat for what he never done. How was he to know the farmer hated navvy dogs? She was fed up of being cursed and spat at just because they tramped the streets to earn a living. Tizzy knew the daggery looks they got when they arrived in a village, pushing their cart. ‘Here come the rogues and vagabonds. Shut yer door and hide yer childer, navvies’ll steal them like the gypsies.’ Mally would hide her head under her shawl with shame but Tizzy put her tongue out and pretended she did not care.


At least they had strong boots on their feet, which was more than could be said for some of the name-callers, and her belly was always full of mutton, for navvy men got good wages and huts to live in. They were not beggars living on the poor box. Oh no! The Widdups tramped from site to site following the railways and Dad said that was important work.


Ironfist told her that the railways would spread all over the country one day, taking goods and passengers from one place to another. He said when a station came to a town then money soon followed and towns were queuing up to buy one. So why was it when they came to build the track or dig embankments no one wanted to have any builders there?


Now they were stuck in the wildest moorland while the gangs were blasting out tunnels and building bridges through the mountains and over the villages to make the fastest line from London to Scotland. Rumour was that it would take years to build the Settle to Carlisle line, so that meant plenty of work for all.


Tizzy did not blame Ironfist for losing his family somewhere along the way. Families always trailed behind. His gang would want to find the Midland Railway contractor’s hut and get themselves on site. If only he would send word which part of the seventy-mile track he was on, though. Dad was hopeless with his lettering so they must rely on hearsay and the odd message.


He didn’t know about Billy and Granny Widdup. He didn’t know how much they needed his money. That was why they had traipsed from Leeds, over Ilkley Moor to Skipton and Settle and up into this godforsaken wilderness to seek him out. She was sick of rumours and false sightings. There must be plenty of work for tunnel miners blasting holes underground with dynamite but no record of Ironfist at Batty Green, the main shantytown. So on they had trudged over drover’s tracks, the cartwheels sticking in the ruts, sleeping in barns, climbing upwards and onwards. Living rough was hard with treacle and porridge, oatcakes, bread and scrape, poaching out of the River Ribble and endless rabbit stew. Sometimes they took turns with fellow travellers to fill the pot and no one went hungry but this journey had been made alone.


Tizzy was looking forward to settling for the summer even in these wild open spaces. Now she was not so sure. The sound of the stick kept ringing in her ears but she kept on down the track. Anger made her burden light. Once she got Tat back to the tent then she could nurse him better.


She paused to catch her breath, looking down over the makeshift camp. Already there were muddy tracks carving up the grass fields, spirals of blue smoke curling around the huts on wheels where the contractor had set up offices, buildings dotted higgledy-piggledy on the terraced slopes. She could hear the banging of wooden huts being erected in lines ready for the workmen and their families. The field was on a terraced slope above the valley. Someone had made a bonfire and the smell of woodsmoke wafted upwards.


In the distance a silver stream snaked through trees in the valley bottom; already the tips were tinged with the first green shoots of spring and the beck shimmered onwards to a village of grey houses, snuggled up together, sleeping in the cold misty morning. The camp would be spreadeagled up the hillside, catching the winds as they whirled off the fellsides, but at least the huts would be on a south-facing slope to glean the best of any warmth going free.


Once the shanty huts were up, there would be a dry bed and a fire to cook on with perhaps a canteen to cadge from. Mally would sew and mend, turn rabbit skins into waistcoats and fancy muffs and barter them for eggs and old clothing. She was nifty with her fingers. Granda Fettle would join the night soil men clearing out the earth closets, disposing of the middens. It was all he was fit for since he got the stiffness in his joints. His eyesight was feeble but he was still a wizard with metal, fettling up broken kettles, tools, handles and staying up all night to solve a tricky job. ‘Fettler Widdup never gives up on the job’ was his motto but he was as worn as a rubbed rag.


Tizzy knew he was tired of tramping, of stinking to high heaven with other people’s filth, but someone had to keep the camps clean. It had cost them dear enough last summer when he brought the fever from the reservoir shantytown back to their wagon. They said it came on his clothes and carried off Granny and Billy within a week.


Then everyone fled and the bodies were buried in a pit and burned. Ironfist stayed away. Granda shrunk two sizes and said little but he must have hollow legs the amount he swallowed in the ale huts after that. He would stagger back, fall asleep and wet himself. That got Mally all steamed up and shouting.


Everything was going wrong again, Tizzy snivelled, as she reached the tent: just two arched branches and a canvas cover.


Mally was standing po-faced with her arms folded across her chest, looking stern, with her dark hair scraped back severely making her ears stick out like jug handles. ‘Where’ve you been? I had to do it all myself as usual . . . What on earth!’ Tizzy off-loaded her dog from her back and laid him on the ground.


‘Give us a hand, he’s right badly.’ Mally bent down to examine Tat, unwrapping the shawl gently. His eyes were open to the sky, his body warm but breath had long departed from his crushed bones.


‘Who did this?’ Mally shook her head sadly and covered him up again.


‘No, no, he can’t be dead. Get us some help, quick!’ pleaded Tizzy, desperately trying to find signs of life. ‘We were only up on the tops, doing no harm, and this bloke hits and hits him. He can’t be gone. Oh, let’s get shut of this place, quick, pack up and move on. Dad’s not here, is he?’ Tizzy darted into the tent to collect the pots and blankets.


‘Calm down, we’re going nowhere. I’m tired of traipsing on and on. We’re stopping here for a while. Scarsbeck’ll be a good dock for Granda and me. Plenty of huts going up, lots of washing and skivvying and a school perhaps for you. They’re building one of them bridges right over yon village, to keep the line on course; a fancy bridge with brick arches and masonry so there’ll be some decent workmen for a change, ones with tidy ways and clean shirts, well paid to come out to this bleak spot. We could do far worse than settle here for the summer. We’ll find out where Dad is at . . .’ Mally softened her voice to mother her sister. It always worked to calm her down.


Tizzy backed away in a daze, her tearless eyes transfixed on Tat, her head throbbing. ‘I’ll get that tyke for what he done.’


‘What tyke?’ asked Mally, watching her sister pulling at her skirt.


‘Farmer in the field what killed our Tat.’ Tizzy darted into the tent, rummaging in the basket where Granda kept his fettling tools. She yanked out a small hacksaw blade and sawed off her two long plaits impatiently. Mally, who had crawled into the tent, gasped with horror as she watched the burnished golden braids drop onto the grass. Tizzy looked down with satisfaction. ‘That’s got rid of them. Fetch me Granda’s shaving tackle.’


‘Stop this at once, Matilda Widdup. Have you got moon-fever? What on earth are you cutting off yer lovely hair for? No one will buy it here,’ pleaded Mally as she tried to prise the saw from her hands.


‘Shut up! Martha Widdup, can’t you see it’s all my fault? If I were a lad not a stupid girl . . . I’m fed up with being a lass so I’m not going to be one any more. I’ll bury Tat, get mesen a job and find that tyke.’


‘You can’t get a job, you dozy brush. You’re only ten.’


‘Ten and a half bit, so there. Fats boys carrying grease for the wheels, tea-mashers and nippers running errands. They all have misters who pay them. Who’s to know I’m any different?’


‘Well I do, and Granda will soon enough. You can’t just pretend to be a lad . . .’ Mally shook her sister roughly.


‘Who says I can’t? If I put on Billy’s clothes. The stuff you never burnt. I know they’re still in the flour sack. No one knows us here.’ Tizzy had all her answers pat and looked so fierce, Mally knew better than to argue the toss.


‘You’re loony, you are. How will you get away with it . . . goin’ to the bog in front of lads. I bet you haven’t thought about that?’ Mally’s blue eyes flashed, her lips pursed in triumph.


‘I have so. I shall use the bushes like I’ve allus done. And I’ll never take me shirt off. Granda’s eyes are bad. He’s always callin’ me Billy Boy, so don’t let on or I’ll tell on you.’


‘There’s nowt to tell, our Tizzy,’ sniffed Mally as she stuffed the hair into the sack. It was far too good to be wasted.


‘There will be after I’ve finished spinning a tale. Come on, finish me off proper with the shaving blade or I’ll do it mesen and make a right pig’s ear of it.’ Tizzy knelt on the ground and looked so woebegone that Mally felt sorry for her little sister. She clipped the wavy hair as close to the scalp as she dared, leaving some tufts on top. They stuck upright in defiance.


‘We’ll have to borrow some Macassar oil to plaster it down. Put this cap on and you’ll get by, I suppose. Oh, Tizzy, what’ve you done to yerself!’


Tizzy rose in defiance, peeling off her skirt and thick stockings and clogs, putting on Billy’s breeches which smelled damp and musty, stiff and cold. She thought of poor Billy in that burning hole and shuddered. He would understand it was all in a good cause. This way she was free to roam the camp and village unrecognised. Tizzy was going to find Tat’s killer, if only to find out if Owd Granny Reilly’s curses really worked.




Chapter Two


At last a grand day for washing and a chance to crisp up the starched linen, smiled Ellen Birkett as she stood back to admire the line of whites billowing like flags in the breeze. Living high on Scarsdale tops had one advantage; washing dried quicker and cleaner far from the sooty smuts and chimneys of Scarsbeck village. Down in the valley she could see the smoke blow like bonfires across the rooftops and towards the slopes of Whernside and the farms at Paradise. Someone else would be getting the coal dust and gubbins on their smalls. Paradise fields might get a south view and afternoon sunshine but Middle Butts Farm boasted the soft rays of the setting sun, all the orange-pink tinges on rocks and boulders plus a stiff drying nor’westerly straight from Morecambe Bay.


As the petticoats and pinafores danced on the line, the girl sighed at the absence of any shirt-tails and nightshirts alongside the female stuff. Since Father died and went to glory there were no thick woollen stockings, corduroy breeches or combinations to scrub and no brothers to ease her load.


Ellen tested the cottons to see if they were ready to fold up and noticed the northern sky was thickening into a plump cushion of slate-grey clouds, full o’ feathers, Dad would have said. Surely not more snow at the end of April when the new crop of lambs was so far out on the fells?


She turned back towards the farmhouse with pleasure at the sight of its soft grey stone peeping over the little walled herb garden which nestled under the window. She noted with relief that the small green shoots of spring were poking gingerly out of the loamy soil: clumps of lovage, thyme, sage and southernwood, gillyflowers and lemony primroses, ready to tuck themselves back down if the frosts returned, as they often did right to the end of May.


Middle Butts farmhouse seemed moulded into the fellside, sheltered by a line of coppery trees and cushioned at the back by bracken banks rising to the hummocky fells, bordered by stone walls. It was hard to think that fierce Norsemen still left their mark on features of face and landscape here. It showed in the very shape of the house with long rooms linked one to another by stone passageways, attached sideways to the barns and animal quarters; this was once a Viking longhouse, snuggled into the hillside. On winter nights it was grand to know family and stock were all packed in tight within fire-warmed walls, over four feet thick, peering out through mullion-paned windows at the lanterns in the snow blinking across the valley, signalling all was well.


Close to the farm ran the ancient stone track, winding over the moorland, straight and direct, built by the Roman armies on their way north to the borderlands. Wild storm winds roared over limestone pavements there and the gnarled trees rooted in the clefts of the rocks bowed in submission to the greater force.


The stone lintel over the door was carved with intertwining initials, J, M, B, 1601, some of her own Birkett forebears who were tending these pastures when Good Queen Bessie was on the throne. That took you back a bit to think that perhaps they too kept the weathered oak farmhouse door open on all but the stormiest of days and they first wore smooth the stone-flagged hall passageway as they walked from the same panelled dining chamber, the oak polished to the colour of warm earth but still smelling damp and musty, to a sitting parlour used only when visitors came and for funeral sidings. How many of her ancestors had lain like Father, solemn in their Sunday suits before the final rest in St Oswy’s kirkyard? One minute he was stacking straw stooks on that hot August morning and in his burial box by teatime.


Ellie scurried through to the houseplace, hearth of the home. Here Mother cooked on the fiery furnace of a cast-iron range – the range which Dad had burst his guts to give Annie Birkett so she could hold her head well above the other farmers’ wives in the district and be on nodding terms with the cook at Scarsbeck Hall to compare recipes. Their range had a hot-air oven and a boiler for hot water, all the latest features, even a separate bakestone to bake oaty bread and a crane contraption from which hung the kail pot over the fire. This contraption filled the whole of the old inglenook fireplace but Mother insisted it was black-leaded and brass-polished to the standard of a locomotive engine.


For Ellen it held no delight, only the promise of more servitude and humiliation. That very morning she had been berated by Mother in front of the hired hands who were waiting nervously for their eight o’clock breakfast at the long oak table which straddled the large room, waiting for their chizzocks, curd and currant pastries, their warming tea, waiting in vain for the meal to be served. The grandmother clock ticked patiently in the corner of the kitchen and the men sitting on narrow benches, fingering their pewter bowls as they glinted in the firelight, watched Ellen struggle to roll out the pastry cases and stir the porridge.


Mother stormed in just as the pan of milk bubbled and boiled over onto the hot plate. ‘Glory be, Ellie! I leave you five minutes and you ruin that pastry. You’ve warmed it into shreds. Look at it, like a patchwork quilt. How many times have I told you? Warm hands won’t roll it. Cold hands will. You manhandle it to death. I don’t know. Yer sister, Mercy, is nobbut a threepenny bit and she can do better than you. What’s got into you? These lads are starving.’


Annie Birkett grabbed hold of the dough with arms as plump as a goose and doused it in flour. ‘Give it here and move over.’


Ellie’s cheeks were burning like rosy apples shining with heat and embarrassment, watching the farm boys smirking and Sunter, her cousin, trying to look sympathetic, the wens on his spotty chin looking fit to burst. ‘You know I’m not cut out for housework . . .’ she whispered, hoping to redeem her failure, but Mother was on the warpath.


‘Not cut out! Whatever will yer cousin, here, think of a girl who can’t bake an apple pie without turning it into a cow pat,’ laughed Widow Birkett as she slapped the pastry onto a plate, sloshed on the curd tart mix and whizzed it into the oven, giving the door a satisfying slam.


Ellie cleared away the baking stuff in a huff and a puff. She could not care less what Sunter Lund and his father, Uncle Warwick, thought about her culinary prowess. Let him bake his own pies. He turned her stomach with that stupid lovesick look on his face. He was always stalking her in the farmyard, peering from the stables, offering to carry her buckets but she couldn’t abide him within a kick’s distance. Dad was hardly cold in his grave before the Lunds came calling, as humble as that Uriah Heep in the penny reading magazine. They meant well enough but she knew that Middle Butts Farm was a much better proposition than their own at High Butts. The pastures were lusher by the beck and the farmhouse grander and the dairy herd a credit to Father’s canny eye for a good beast.


Uncle Warwick having the only son and Ellie being of a marriageable age, what seemed more natural than to keep it all in the family! Ellie would have none of it.


Mother followed her into the scullery to deliver the hard word. ‘You be nice to yer cousin. We need all the help we can get. It makes sense that my brother’s son should want to take over our tenancy one day.’


‘Over my dead body! Father worked hard to build up this farm and I’m not having that halfwit giving me orders,’ snapped Ellie, clanging the pots.


‘He’s not a halfwit. He nearly went to the grammar school. Mr Bulstrode coached him good and proper in the schoolhouse.’


‘And look where it got him. Nowhere. He’s as thick and lumpy as our Mercy’s porridge and bone idle. He is rough with the cows and careless with the sheep, I can shift just as much as he can any day. Let me go full-time on the farm and forget about this stuff,’ pleaded Ellie with her bright blue eyes blinking earnestly. Mother turned away to check the cheeses, stacked on shelves over the slate slabs in the dairy.


‘Don’t start that again. It’s indecent. If only yer father and I had managed a son! All that bulling and no blessings . . . just a wayward daughter and an afterthought: two ewes and no tups! God must have had His reasons to take yer father afore his time.’ Annie Birkett shook her head sadly, the wisps of grey straggles poking out of her mobcap, feeling every one of her forty-five years. The harsh winter had taken its toll on her cheeks, rough and chapped by the weather; her body had shrunk and sagged and now she was cursed by that awful time of change whispered about at the sewing circle as a time of madness and heat.


There had always been Birketts at Middle Butts, tall fair strapping men just like Jim. She had eyed him up for years knowing that he was just the man for her. They had struggled together to build up a decent dairy herd but their own breeding had been a disaster and no mistake. ‘If only poor William, Jimmy and Kester had lived we’d have a future here; three bairns born not the size of rabbits all buried in the kirkyard and what’s left? Two strapping lasses who can eat me out of house and home, one who can’t fry an egg without burning it and the other with her head stuck in books. Why were you born so awkward?’


‘Because I’d rather be out lambing, cowing, walling. That’s why!’


‘No man’ll wed you unless you shape up, lass. Who wants a woman as can’t cook?’ spat her mother, mopping her brow. There was silence between mother and daughter, a frosty silence chilling the air.


‘Is everything all right, Auntie Annie?’ Sunter simpered, cap in hand, peering round the door. ‘I’m going to wall up that gap on the far side. We’ve lost a few lambs up there and what with them navvy camps going up fast, you can’t be too careful. I’ll be back s’afternoon if you need me.’


‘Thank you, Sunter, yer a good lad to yer old aunt. Think on, Ellie, what I’ve been saying. You can’t afford to be picky at your age. Girls years younger than you are being snapped up like hot cakes at the village socials. The last thing we need is an old maid to feed and clothe.’


All day Mother’s threats had rankled inside her head. She was only eighteen and there was no shortage of admirers when she sauntered down to Scarsbeck. Was it her fault if she towered over the village stockmen like a Viking princess in the story books? She was tall with sunbleached golden hair curling softly around her plump face, bonny and round with a strong frame and firm large breasts which seemed to end up pressed against the noses of the chapel swains when she swung them round in the dancing. Her boots were cobbled on a man’s last and all her skirts shrunk indecently above her ankles and needed lengthening each summer.


Ellie stood just under six feet tall and sometimes tried to curl her shoulders to reduce her height. It never worked, though, and she ended up with a sore neck and backache from stooping. What she needed was a lad she could stare up to, whose arms would go round her waist when they danced, not clasp themselves around her thighs!


When she looked over the other lumpen farmers’ sons, Ellie was not impressed by any of them. She’d biffed and bashed most of them at the dame school, fought over conkers with them on Scarsbeck playing green and had no desire to kiss any of them at the kiss and cushion dancing. She was fussy so she’d do without like Miss Cora Bulstrode, single for twenty years, a shadow behind her brother Mr Ezra Bulstrode, the headmaster. It was just like that poet in her Palgrave’s Golden Treasury said:




Full many a flower is born to blush unseen,


And waste its sweetness on the desert air.




Not that Miss Cora was all sweetness. She could cut you down to size with one of her haughty stares down her metal-rimmed spectacles as if you were a stolen fart. She hovered over the schoolhouse like a dog guarding the gates of hell. Only the scholarship boys, one by one, were admitted for extra lessons, poor sods! For twenty years Mr Bulstrode had striven to get Scarsbeck lads to jump through the scholarship hoop. He had managed only six. Six hopefuls who bettered themselves and never darkened the doors of church, school or chapel again.


Uncle Warwick and Aunt Blaize had been right suited when Sunter got his chance but he fluffed it somehow. Now they were looking in her direction for a lift up the social ladder. She felt sorry that the other lads scoffed at him and gave him a wide berth. They thought him stupid, no doubt, to bother with book-learning when there were trees to climb, becks to dam up, lassies to chase or fish to be poached.


As she folded up the day’s washing she had to admit that perhaps she and Sunter were two of a kind, for different reasons. He was a lone worker and so was she. Ellie had too many chores to perform on the farm, cows to milk, butter to churn, cheese to press, sheep to tend, lambs to gather in and wool to spin, to mess about with the village girls. It was church on Sunday, of course, Miss Bulstrode’s needlecraft evening class in the summer and a trip to the sheep fair, if she was lucky. In winter they were sealed off on the tops by blizzards and snowdrifts, cocooned in Middle Butts, carding wool, spinning yarn, knitting a crop of stockings and gloves for the market, watching Mother knit gossamer-soft shawls which could pass through a wedding ring they were that fine.


Ellie carried the wicker basket through the house, her metal boot tips clacking on the milk-polished stone slabs. Mother was mending as usual, sitting on the high-backed settle, darning stockings while keeping her eye on a bubbling pan of vegetables and stock for the evening broth. She inspected the washing basket, sniffing up the windblown garments. ‘Smells fresh enough but is that soot I see on yon blouse?’


‘Must be the camp fire smoke across the valley,’ replied her daughter.


‘We never wanted that camp near us. It’s a good job there’s a meeting tonight in the village room. Trouble’s on the move and we’ve got to have our say. I heard there’ll be thousands and thousands camped around us. We’ll be besieged like the Israelites, besieged by hostile Philistines. Goliath and his hordes waiting to conquer, not safe in our beds of a night. They’ve been parading in the village, bold as brass. Cheek of them!’


‘Oh Mother, they’re only doing their job. The camp’s a mile away from Scarsbeck,’ argued Ellie.


‘Not three fields away from us!’ came the reply.


‘As the crow flies, Mother, come on, as the crow flies.’


‘Them navvy devils is more like swallows on a barn roof, sporting blue jackets, fancy white moleskins and red neckerchiefs. I’ve seen them bogtrotting past our bottom gate, all dolled up, fair-weather birds, that’s all. Here for the summer work and once the cold comes off they’ll flit, leaving all their mess behind. Why does Scarsbeck need a station halt? Trouble on the move, I reckon we’ll pay for it one way or the other. AND if I catch you as much as tweaking your curls in front of any one of them ragabashes . . . We all know where there’s men and maidens, mischief is soon afoot! By heck, just you start smiling in that direction and you’ll be up them stairs in yer room with not so much as a crumb for yer supper. I’m warning you, my lady.’


‘Oh Mother, honestly, I’m sure they’re not as bad as they’re made out. You know what Parson Hardy said last Sunday about being charitable to these poor wandering souls, “We must show forbearance and fortitude in our hour of trial . . . true Christian forbearance.” ’ Ellie mimicked the vicar’s plummy tones, making her mother smile and sink back onto the cushion.


‘Lass, I don’t know where you get it from, yer a caution. You can twist yer tongue to anything but think on, I mean every word I’ve said.’




Chapter Three


There was a steady stream of traffic on the turnpike road following the rough bleak track over Ribblehead Moor towards Dent and Hawes; a queue of draycarts and wagons loaded with wooden planks, coal carts and delivery traps with Dales ponies shining like black glass. On foot were a straggle of men and women pushing handcarts with babies and toddlers wedged between iron bedsteads, straw mattresses, birdcages, chickens poking out of baskets bobbing up and down, squawking in protest at the bumpy ride, tormented by the array of scruffy tethered dogs which snapped and snarled at strangers. Children gambolled and darted round covered in dust and dung, waving pots and pans in noisy chattering groups, with bundles on sticks over their shoulders, teasing and bantering with each other on the long journey northwards.


One young navvy staggered into the brightness from the Gearstones Inn with barn-straw dust still on his shoulders, his mahogany eyes staring forward as if in a trance; a gigantic navvy in a huge moleskin monkey jacket, a loose bundle slung over his shoulder. He looked the worse for his Saturday night’s spree, having drunk away his wages, his favourite waistcoat with pearl buttons, six flannel shirts, his best boots, three pairs of extra-thick knitted stockings and a silver watch with gilt chain. Now his head was throbbing and there was no choice but to tramp on to the next camp to earn a few more bob and top up his hangover with a hair of the dog.


At the sight of this flame-haired giant, men parted in front of him like the Red Sea before Moses. His reputation walked before him, a reputation for having knocked several men to kingdom come at the fisticuff contests held after midnight, behind the pub, out of reach of the constables.


‘Nah then, Fancy, how do?’ one little workman said as he doffed his cap, smiling. ‘Coming to try yer luck in Paradise camp? I hear it’s a bit on the small side for a cock of a dock like you . . .’


The tall traveller strode past groups of men, waving his hand in a grand gesture. ‘That’s Fancy, the Highland tiger, they say he’s just out of the correction house for braying three men to pulp . . . a one-man army when fired up wi’ whisky, snappy dresser but mind the missus when the wind’s in his direction,’ rumoured the men to each other down the line.


Fancy strode on past the hawkers lugging bundles of wares on their backs, past packmen with mules laden with panniers, catching up with huge carthorses whose tails were gaily decorated with ribbons and tail plaits, their muscles glistening as they steamed and plodded uphill. In his nostrils was the warm tang of freshly dropped manure to clear his headache.


The gaggles of women nodded approvingly as he sauntered past, admiring the jaunty angle of his forage cap, his gypsy-length copper curls, caught up in a pirate’s tail down his back, the way his broad shoulders tapered neatly into a firm round bum which emphasised his thick thighs and sturdy long limbs. Even from the back he stirred the senses with sinful possibilities.


Behind them to the left, the hillside echoed with a fearsome clamour, a cacophany of clankings, blastings and the noise of wagons rolling down embankments like the thunder of a thousand hammers ringing in the ear. In the distance were tunnel shafts sunk deep into the bedrock and men drawing up rocks from cranes, spoil heaps, brown bankings of soil, mud-encrusted men and boys pushing barrows of earth like busy ants. A world of rock and stone, mud and dust; an all-too-familiar prospect, this shovelling muck for a living.


Fancy smiled as he sang the old ditty:




‘Rattle my bones, over the stones,


Here’s a poor navvy who nobody owns.’




He was in a poeticky mood and the sight of the bare green hillside, the limestone scree and the dramatic sky stirred the muse in his head. He could feel the words cascading over him and he needed to stop and catch the phrases before they got lost amongst the noise or sank into the earth for ever. He sat down on a damp tussocky clump and felt the spongy moss soaking into his breeks and picked the scratchy straw bits from his neck. A doss down in a fleabitten byre was no prize for a champion fighter but the money had long been swallowed up and he had no idea how he landed from Batty Green shanty to the Gearstones Inn. He was sobering up fast enough, fishing out a crumpled leather-backed notebook, the only thing he had not pawned for a bottle. He rummaged for a stump of pencil in his coat pocket and began to scribble down the lines in his head. Shaking his head furiously, he shook out more straw which landed on his paper to distract his concentration. He crossed out words and tried again to compose a rhyming couplet worthy of his bardic ancestry. His head was still woozy and phrases dripped slowly instead of the usual gushing waterfall. His brain was hungry and dried out and he was gasping for a drink.


Fancy had tramped for a day on an empty stomach, spent his last penny in Batty Green and the rest was a blur. His pockets were bare and there was nothing else to pawn but his best tartan waistcoat with silver-tipped horn buttons if he was to eat that night.


He cursed at himself. What was this son of the clan MacLachlan doing in this godforsaken bit of Yorkshire, far from the homelands of Argyll and his bardic forefathers? Why was he reduced to tramping out a living on foreign soil, dispossessed of his heritage and lands by those callous English lords who had cleared Father from his croft to graze their stupid sheep? How he hated sheep and now he was surrounded by them. Fancy cleared his throat and proclaimed in Gaelic the famous lament of his clansman, John MacLachlan of Rahoy.




‘On an April morning I no longer hear


Birdsong or the lowing of cattle on the moor.


I hear the unpleasant noise of sheep.


And the English language, dogs barking . . .’




The family had been driven off the land and forced into the city, His father, Lachie, had soured and ranted, old before his time. He saw his sons born in exile and died young, leaving Fancy’s mother, Eilean, to raise children in a Glasgow hovel close to the Broomielaw docks. This poor woman watched bairn after bairn die of enteric fever from the muck of the Clyde which washed through their basement and eventually it carried her tired spirit away. Fancy was the only survivor, taken into a dour orphanage, given a little schooling, enough to pick up the rudiments of English letters. In his head was always the flowing of Gaelic sounds like beautiful music but the dominie would beat him if he spoke the mother tongue in class.


No one could ban memories of Mother’s stories of the glens and fighting men or their marvellous deeds in battle; of clan chief Lachlan MacLachlan, Prince Charlie’s henchman. Fancy was proud to bear his name. Sometimes his anger burned so fiercely in his head at the injustice of their treatment that even now only whisky would cool down the rage. Yet uisge beatha, that very water of life, raised its own fighting fire and he lost menial job after menial job because of it. Nor would he stoop to take the Queen’s shilling to fight in foreign lands for the Crown, nor would he police the streets as a peeler, the other fate of tall strapping Highlanders. So he left the streets of Glasgow far behind, tramping not northwards but reluctantly southwards to Carlisle, selling his brute strength digging roads and reservoirs, embankments and tunnel heads to slake his thirst.


Lately his boots wearied of bogtrotting from one camp to another but a restless spirit drove Fancy forward, just in case. Some day he would stop roaming but he had found no reason to stay in one place so he kept on looking. It was always the sameness of camp and task which drove him off again.


First he would join the queue at the contractor’s hut; shuffling forward he would sign on the dot, receive his chits, bargain for lodgings in some hut, put his bags in his locker, seize the bottom bunk of one of the truckle beds lined up against the walls like in a barracks, inspect the bedding for fleas and the face of the hutkeeper’s wife. If she was plain so much the better; the temptation of a pretty lassie, slattern though she be, was more than he could resist. He always chose the sourpuss. The more she grumbled, the more he charmed and often ended up with the best bit of the boiled mutton, the largest slice of the pie.


He had fled too many docks through the window at midnight with a jealous husband lunging at him with a knife with barely time to put on his trousers and grab his sack. What a life for a man of twenty-five summers.


A restless dissatisfaction at his given lot burned within him but he never stayed long enough to learn a skilled trade. He fancied the open-air life, the hillsides and green landscapes beckoned him. He spurned city jobs, preferring to rough it in the cold. He liked a big stretch of sky over his head with stars to count at night when he slept rough in a ditch. He hated being cooped up in the huts with only the snores and farts of smelly men for company. Men whose idea of a good wash was to dunk themselves occasionally in the water butt.


That was how he had got his nickname, Fancy. He might only be a navvy digger, lowest of the low, but no one could accuse him of smelling like a sewer even if he dug them. Fancy was fastidious about his appearance. He liked nothing better after knock-off than to find the nearest burn, strip off and bathe away the muck of the day. Then he would put on a cleanly laundered shirt and breeks, finished off with one of his collection of waistcoats and shiny boots, comb out his drying locks which frizzled into coils and splash a little oil on his whiskers, framing them into cones over his full lips and straight set of teeth. The thought of selling his clan tartan waistcoat with its rich blue, scarlet and green plaid pattern to some dirty workman, to sick over it, was unbearable. He would rather go hungry.


They called him Fancy, for his fancy waistcoats, and he liked this handle, so it stuck. Woe betide anyone who mistook his handle for that of a fop, thinking him a pushover!


Not that any self-respecting navvy used his given name, not if he was fleeing from some woman or the constabulary. Your real name was incriminating evidence and only yielded to a priest at the last rites. They were not all criminals, thieves and drunkards. Fancy was proud to have the acquaintance of many good workmen and their families who happened to like the travelling life.


Nicknames were their secret code, just like their own rhyming slang. It showed you were one of them and knew the ropes. It got you respect as did your fighting spirit and strength and Fancy had plenty of that. Lanes Tommy, Devon Whiskers, Gripper York, Whistler, Bones and Billy Two Hats, he had passed them all on the road up and if they made up a gang together they would set the tone of the dig by their speed and strength. If they made him their ganger, gaffer of the team, that would suit him fine and he might stay the whole summer or even see the job through.


Sometimes Fancy dreamt the same dream: he was on a tramp and he felt there was someone waiting just around the corner but always the face, the place was fuzzy. He would drop his tommy sack and run, hopeful and expectant, only to find the vision vanished just out of reach perhaps around the next corner and he would chase into the mist. He woke then with a sadness which hung over him until he reached for the barrel of ale hidden in their digs for just such a comfort. If only he could see what it was, waiting there out of reach, but he would keep on tramping until it appeared.


Fancy searched through the muddy main camp at Batty Green, the wildest, windiest, coldest, dreariest of shantytowns. It was filling up fast with tramways and tracks, a mission, post office, limeworks, brick factory; already crammed with people, too much a city and too public a place for a poet, for that was what he was; a bard with stories in his head to share around camp fires and taprooms. There were ancient lays ringing in his head and he needed space to coax them onto paper so he was tramping on up Ribblehead to the next camp, just in case.


Now he was turning left off the Hawes road towards Dent down another rough track, the wind beating furiously into his face from the north-west. Fancy was glad he had not wagered his jacket and bent his head in defiance. At last they were going downhill and in the distance a grey-misted valley opened up before him and he felt a strange lurch in his stomach at the sight of this hidden glen. For one giddy second he felt like some chieftain surveying his domain.


For that moment he forgot he was cold and hungry, with thin soles on his second-best boots and straw itching its way down his back, forgot his anger and stood stock-still. His heart was thumping and he didn’t know why but it terrified him more than six navvies with hammers cornering him in a dark alley. He took a deep breath and turned to the entrance of Paradise camp where the contractor’s wagon on wheels was waiting patiently to lure him in.


There was the usual queue and he stood in line, admiring the view across the dale to the patchwork of stone walls marking out the moorland, the clumps of trees in the hollow and the lush green pastures either side where the shorthorn cattle were grazing contentedly on the fresh grass. Now cows were a far bonnier prospect in view. You knew where you were with kine.


His vision was distracted by the sight of a small boy by a stone wall, struggling to swing a pickaxe over his head, nearly turning a backwards somersault in the effort to control the heavy handle. The boy was trying to make a hole by the wall but the ground was hard and stony and he was making little headway. Visions of blood gushing from the bairn’s shins stirred Fancy from the queue, catching the axe mid-air. ‘Hang on, laddie, yer too wee to be swinging yon like a sword. Let me gie ye a hand.’ He took the pickaxe and crashed it down, splitting the earth. ‘What are we hiding . . . a bit of stolen treasure have we here?’ laughed Fancy, seeing the bundle covered with dirty sacking. Tizzy stood in awe at the sight of this man as tall as a tree bending to examine the bundle.


‘It’s me dog, Tat. I’m burying him under the wall so he can sniff out rabbits.’ She pulled back the rag to show the man the sad stiff corpse.


‘Worn out with tramping, was he?’ said the giant as he hacked out a hole skilfully. ‘There, that’ll make him a comfy bed to lie in. It’s a sad day when yer friend comes to the end of his years,’ he said gently to humour the child.


‘ ’Snot fair, he were only a pup. He were brayed on by a farmer up there,’ she said as she pointed across the beck to the rising fields high up, dotted with sheep. ‘He were brayed to death with a rock for going in a field full of lambs. He weren’t doing nothing but laiking about . . .’


The man stood up, his warm brown eyes hardening. Sheep again, always trouble around sheep. He stared across to see if he could see anyone still working in the field. There was always trouble with farmers on the line, grousing, griping on about stock going missing and fences broken or daughters up the spout. Miserable beggars. ‘Were you after getting his name?’


‘Nah, I were scared in case he’d set on me. But I’d know him when I see him, poxy-faced with a fat belly and black hair, about yourn age. If you meet him tell him he’s dead meat,’ said Tizzy, trying to sound tough.


‘Dinna fash yersel. If I see him, I’ll be giving him a real Fancy’s welcome, one he won’t forget in a hurry. I promise you.’


‘Thanks, mister.’ Tizzy doffed her cap, revealing the worst of Mally’s scalping. ‘Here, do you need a tea masher for yer gang? I can run errands and sprog wheels too.’ Tizzy seized the moment and stood squarely, giving him one of her piercing stares.


‘I’ve only just arrived myself. Give me time to draw my breath. If we do need a nipper, I’ll be for givin’ you yer chance. You look awful small to me for sprogging wheels.’ Fancy smiled at this lad’s brass neck in sticking himself forward. He liked to see that in his crew.


‘What I lacks in size, I make up for in speed.’ The boy leapt over the wall. ‘Now you see me, now you don’t, Jack in a Flash!’ Fancy smiled at the scruffy boy in his overlong breeks and skinny legs.


‘Well, Mr Flash, I’ll be looking out for ye. Where’s yer dock?’ asked Fancy.


‘I ain’t got one yet but me sister, Mally, is a good cooker and skivvy and she’ll get us summat. Ask for Billy Boy Widdup but you can call me Flash if you like and thanks for the job.’


‘I’m not promising, mind. You should be at school. Get an education, laddie, or you’ll end up like me!’ Fancy tried to look stern but there was something unnerving about those grey eyes and the freckles across the bridge of his nose, the tufts of amber hair which reminded him of himself at that age.


‘Nah, I’ve been there, nowt to it but squiggling and singing. I could do sums in me head quicker than the teacher. Don’t reckon much to it. I could allus read letters and I can show how them numbers add up sideways, upwards and downwards. I worked it out mesen. Easy as pie.’ Tizzy picked up a flint of slate and drew on it with a stone. ‘See, if you take a three and double it and treble it and add another . . .’


‘You’ve lost me there, laddie, but I’m sure you’re right. You should stick with yer numbering and it might earn you a living.’ Fancy waved and drifted back to the queue bemused by the razor sharpness of the child. Billy Flash still had that wide-eyed innocence which believed everything was possible, that justice would be done for his dog. Well, Tat would get his revenge. Fancy would sign on, wash down in the burn and sort out that young farmer before the night was out.




Chapter Four


‘Put yer clothes on, parson, we don’t want to be late for the meeting. Don’t worry, that’ll fettle yer back up for a few more weeks,’ laughed a white-haired woman as she lifted the flat iron off the brown paper covering his torso.


The priest in charge of St Oswy’s, Scarsbeck, in the West Riding of Yorkshire, moaned with relief as he unpeeled himself from the dog-haired rag rug in front of the glowing open fire. On his face was a look of satisfaction usually reserved for market day afternoons when the blessed Liddy Braithwaite sent him to heaven locked in the juicy wetness of her cavernous thighs while Farmer Braithwaite patted the rumps of his best shorthorns at Hawes market.


‘Ooh, that’s much better,’ sighed the naked man as he reached for his woollen combinations warming on the brass fender rail.


‘Trouble with you is weak foundations and not enough strong through stones to hold up a wall the size of your back. Walls need bedding in firm rock and get yerself covered up before I get blushing at the size of you – like a stallion and twice as eager, no doubt.’ The woman smirked, unable to avert her eyes from his swollen member. ‘Time you got yerself a wife, she’ll soon cure yer aches ’n’ pains. I’m too old to be stooping over you and that’s a fact.’


‘Bethany Wildman, you’re an angel sent from heaven to minister to the afflicted. What would I do without your sheep-grease rubbings and flat-iron presses? And as for being too old, why, you’re still in the prime of life,’ replied the vicar in his soft southern accent as he dressed himself.


‘Stop all that flannel, Ralph Hardy, it don’t wash on me, save it for them silly ewes who run when you whistle. Hurry up, get them breeches on before someone sees you here again. Gossip walks on four legs in these parts, sheep tell tales and drovers pass my gate. If they keep seeing yon dappled grey horse and trap of yours hitched to my post then it’ll be clacked all round the village that parson’s getting his comforts again from the owd Nag On the Moor and I’ll be for it with all them jealous hussies.’


Beth Wildman stood squarely with her hands on her ample hips, her pinny scooped up either side of her ragged skirt, in the old-fashioned way, pointing her finger in mock annoyance. Then her eyes softened at the sight of his winsome expression, the way his glossy mane of hair cascaded down from a centre parting, the slight tilt of his upper lip, the symmetry of his features and the childlike sparkle of his beautiful eyes.


‘You always shame me,’ smiled her patient as he stretched himself, banging his head on the low ceiling beams, sending bunches of dried crinkled herbs scattering like rice confetti over the table, cluttered with lavender-scented sheep salve and greasy paper.


‘Well, someone has to. I’ll name no names and you can tell me no lies but there’s nowt hid in Scarsbeck that shan’t be known. I’m not one to put legs on a snake but one of these days you’ll be caught with yer breeks flapping to the wind and you’ll be horsewhipped out of Scarsdale. Is that why you were put here with this far-flung flock, to cool yer ardour and mend yer ways? Yer a mite younger than the usual relics put out to grass in this pulpit.’ Bethany laughed as he averted his gaze. ‘So I hit nail right on the head then. Come on, you can do yer Christian duty and take me down the fell to this gathering tonight. I’ll not be missing all the baahing and bleating that’ll rise to the chapel rafters. I’ve got me own piece to say while we’re all in the same pen. But first you can help me shift them ewes down from the top fields. I can smell snow on the wind.’
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