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Rita Bradshaw was born in Northampton, where she still lives today with her husband (whom she met when she was sixteen) and their family.

 

When she was approaching forty she decided to fulfil two long-cherished ambitions - to write a novel and learn to drive. She says, ‘the former was pure joy and the latter pure misery’, but the novel was accepted for publication and she passed her driving test. She has gone on to write many successful novels under a pseudonym.

 

As a committed Christian and fervent animal lover, Rita has a full and busy life, but she relishes her writing - a job that is all pleasure - and loves to read, walk her dogs, eat out and visit the cinema in any precious spare moments.




This book is for all the courageous women I have known in my life, who have fought back against the tragedies and difficulties life has thrown at them and their loved ones and have continued to reach for tomorrow.




Prologue - 1920

‘Da?’

‘Aye, lad?’

‘You ready then?’

‘Aye, Aa’m ready, lad, more’n ready. Aa’ve bin tastin’ that panhaggerty yer mam spoke about last night for the last hour an’ more.’

James Ferry grinned at his son as he spoke, but there was no answering smile on the black, coal-encrusted face as it stared back at him in the concentrated light from his pit helmet, and the young voice was agitated when it said, ‘Come on then.’

Eee, daft young blighter. James’s strong, big-nosed face did not betray his thoughts, but his voice was slightly impatient when he said, ‘All right, lad, all right. Steady does it.’ Still, they’d all been young once. The thought followed immediately and brought a tinge of compassion to the rough northern voice when he added, ‘Not long now.’

It was that dream their Molly had had the night before, that’s what had done it, James said to himself as he followed his son and the other eighteen men of his section down the slope into the main roadway towards the pit cage. There they would be hauled up by the winding-engine man, packed in  like sardines, along with the other sections - one of which included his second son, Philip, who was just fifteen years of age - that made up their shift at the Wearmouth Colliery.

Aye, Molly had brought them all wide awake in the early hours with her screaming and crying, but that would have been all right if she’d had the sense to keep her mouth shut, James reflected irritably. But, Molly being Molly, she’d had to go and blurt out the horror of the nightmare. Eee, she hadn’t got the sense she was born with, that lass, she was as different to their Rosie as chalk to cheese, and it was nowt to do with their ages, as Jessie would have it. Jessie had spoilt the lass, that was it at bottom. Their Rosie had been fetching and carrying from when she was nigh on five and she’d always had a level head on her shoulders and a bit about her, but here was Molly still wasting her time playing with the other bairns and such like at nine. Aye, Molly was her mam’s favourite all right, and the others knew it.

James’s big body couldn’t stand upright even in the main roadway and now, as he came to an abrupt halt by cannoning into his son’s thin back, he said, ‘What’s the hold-up? Owt wrong?’ as he lifted his head in the thick, dust-laden air.

‘Dunno.’ Sam glanced round frowning, his teeth gleaming white in his black, sweaty face. ‘Old Bill said there’d bin a couple of falls last night near five, perhaps it’s somethin’ to do with that?’

‘Aye, Bill told me about that an’ all,’ the man in front of Sam said over his shoulder in a loud aside. ‘Not surprisin’, is it? There’s bin water seepin’ there for weeks but the surveyor says it’s all right. Mind, he don’t have to work in the bowels of hell so why should he worry, eh? Ruddy rabbit warren.’

‘Aye.’ The light from James’s helmet showed another  black orb as the man turned to face him, and he answered it saying, ‘You’re right there an’ all, Sid. It’s all production with the managers an’ no questions asked as long as the coal’s got out, but they’ll catch their toes one day.’

‘Aye, man, but it’ll be our feet that bleed, that’s what worries me,’ the other man answered with a macabre grin, before his light flashed on the solid dank walls as he turned to face the front again. ‘The viewers’ll still be sittin’ pretty, damn ’em.’

James saw Sam hunch his shoulders before standing perfectly still again. That blasted dream . . . He could have throttled Molly when she blubbered on about a bang and fire and them all being buried in coal. It hadn’t bothered Phil too much; he wasn’t one for thinking, their Phil, but Sam was different. He was more like Rosie, he was, in fact the pair could’ve been twins the way their minds worked. Still, Sam’d have to get over it, the sooner the better, and maybe it’d do him a good turn in the long run. He needed to harden up a bit; he’d been down the pit for nigh on four years now and he was still as soft as clarts at times. It was all right for a lass to go on about sunsets and green fields and the like, but a grown man of eighteen?

And then James heard the rattle of the cage coming down, and he was just opening his mouth to say, ‘There you are, lad, we’ll soon be tastin’ your mam’s panhaggerty,’ when the rush of air alerted him to what was to follow seconds later.

The blast took him off his feet and flung him like an outsize rag doll against the shored-up wall of the main road, and he was dimly aware of more violent movement all around him through the grit and rocks and coal dust as bodies of men plummeted helplessly here and there as  though thrown by a giant hand. There was a pressure in his ears that was unbearable, and a roaring in his head that took precedence over everything else as he struggled to remain conscious, fighting all the time for his next breath.

Sam? And Phil? As the sounds from the explosion stabilized into groans and cries for help, James made the effort to stagger drunkenly to his feet, his head reeling. Their Phil had been at the front of the men with Frank, the collier he had been assigned to when he’d first come down the pit some thirteen months before, and they would have got the worst of it there.

‘Sam? Sam, lad?’ He could barely speak for the dust in his mouth, his nostrils, his eyes, and he choked, coughing and spitting a few times before he said again, ‘Sam? Sam, answer me.’ He had to find his lads, and quick. There could be another explosion if the fire-damp hadn’t finished with them, and that could mean flames or flooding if they weren’t buried alive. Hell, fire . . . His blood ran cold. He had seen what the flames could do to a man years ago when he’d been involved in a rescue in this very pit just a few years after he’d come down, and he’d never forgotten the sight of those contorted, burnt bodies. Pray God it wouldn’t be fire.

More men were lurching to their feet, some with injuries that were appalling, and James noticed - with a curious detachment that spoke of shock - that the floor and walls shone red in places from the light of his pit helmet, the coal a gleaming scarlet.

‘Da?’

The relief he felt when he heard Sam’s voice and saw his son attempt to rise from the mayhem nearly caused James to lose control of his bladder, and then, when he reached  his side and saw what the razor-sharp guillotine of rock had done to Sam’s right leg, he wanted to vomit.

‘All right, lad, all right.’ He forced himself to speak naturally as he knelt down at the side of what remained of his first-born’s fine sturdy body. ‘We’re goin’ to get out of this, you hear me, Sam? Phil too.’

‘Where . . . is he?’

The severed stump was pumping blood and already Sam’s eyes were glazing over but he didn’t appear to be in any pain. There was nothing he could do, James knew that as he took his son into his arms, cuddling him close in a way he hadn’t done since Sam was a child. ‘He’s all right, lad, don’t you worry. You just rest a while an’ then the three of us’ll see about gettin’ out of here.’

‘Da?’

‘Aye, lad?’

‘Don’t . . . don’t leave me, will you?’

James breathed in very slowly and then out again as his grip on his son tightened, and his voice was uncharacteristically gentle when he said, ‘No, lad. Aa’ll not leave yer.’

‘At least there’s still some light,’ Sam mumbled faintly, staring up at the lamp on his father’s helmet. ‘I . . . I’ve never told you afore, Da, but I don’t like the dark. Funny that, eh, with me bein’ a miner? But I don’t. Rosie knows, I’ve told her,’ he said, his voice becoming weaker. ‘I can tell Rosie anythin’.’

‘Aye, she’s a bonny lass.’

‘She’s not like the others, our Phil an’ Molly an’ Hannah.’

James could see him slipping away in front of his very eyes and there was nothing he could do.

‘On Sundays, on our walks Boldon way across the fields an’ such with Davey an’ Flora, you oughta hear our Rosie  talk, Da. She wants to make somethin’ of life, does Rosie. Oh, she wants to get wed an’ have bairns one day like all lasses, but she wants somethin’ different from livin’ round our streets. She’s a canny lass.’ Sam’s voice trailed away on a sigh and he settled himself more comfortably in his father’s arms.

James sat amidst the rubble and devastation in the suffocatingly thick air and his mind travelled on from his son’s last words. Aye, Rosie was a canny lass, and she was one of them folk who’d been born with an old head on their shoulders. She’d take care of her mam and the other two all right. He shut his eyes tight for a moment before they sprang open as a shrill scream sounded from somewhere down the tunnel, the sound of which was echoed in the groans and laboured breathing all around him.

Those that could still walk were kneeling over injured friends or in some cases sons or brothers or fathers, and James noticed a heavily bloodstained Sid begin to drag an equally bloodsoaked miner back down the passage whence they had come. He couldn’t see who the man was from the angle at which he was sitting, and when Sid paused at the side of him and said, ‘He’s bad, eh?’ with a nod of his head at Sam, James merely answered, ‘Aye, he’s bad, Sid.’

‘You need to get to the next air-door, man. You’ll choke in here an’ this might not be the end of it.’

‘Aye, Aa know. In a while.’

Sid coughed and gasped before he drew more of the swirling grit and dust into his lungs as he said, ‘You might not have a while.’

‘Leave it, man.’ James glanced down at the face of his son who appeared to be sleeping. ‘Aa’ll come when Aa’m ready.’

‘It’s no good goin’ yonder.’ Sid inclined his head in the direction of the cage for a moment. ‘The roof’s down.’ They were both aware he was pronouncing a death sentence on Philip and the others who had been in front, but again James’s voice was flat when he said, ‘Whey aye, I know, Sid. You go, man, an’ get outa this styfe. Aa’ll be all right.’

It would take the rescue party all their time to break through the first fall before the remaining air went, James thought as he watched Sid depart through the gloom. If there was more to come they were as good as dead anyway, air-doors or no air-doors.

At what point his son’s heart stopped beating James didn’t know, but by the time the second explosion hit - with the force and thunder of an earthquake as it brought tons of rock, coal and slate crashing down into the maze of tunnels - he had been holding Sam’s lifeless body close to his heart for some time, simply because he couldn’t bear to let him go.




Part One

Changes




Chapter One

‘Mam, I know it’s hard, I do, but we’ve got to talk about what we’re going to do. It . . . it’s been three weeks now, and Mr Kilbride said he wants the house for another family at the end of the month.’

There was no answer or reaction whatsoever from the plump middle-aged woman sitting slumped at the scrubbed kitchen table, and when a full minute had passed with just the occasional spit and hiss from the banked-up fire in the blackleaded grate to alleviate the heavy silence, Rosie’s voice was sharper when it said, ‘Mam, do you hear me?’

‘Mr Kilbride won’t put us out on the streets, not that man. He’s always bin good to us.’

‘He was good to us because Da never missed a day’s work in his life and always kept his mouth shut if there were any disputes and such like, and he’d brought Sam and Phil up to do the same.’

‘Your da was no boss’s man, Rosie Ferry.’ There was a touch of animation in Jessie’s dull voice for the first time that day and she raised her head, staring at her daughter out of swollen, pink-rimmed eyes.

Rosie stared back at her, exasperation vying with deep, gut-wrenching pity as she surveyed her mother, who had  seemed to age twenty years in the last three weeks since Mrs Robson had first come banging at the door with the news that the whistle was sounding at the pit. The continuous whistle meant a disaster of some kind, and as they had thrown their shawls about their shoulders, scooping up Molly and Hannah as they went, neither of them had said a word, but they had run through the labyrinth of alleys and streets in Monkwearmouth towards Southwick Road without stopping.

The January afternoon was raw, the odd flake of snow swirling haphazardly in the biting wind, but as the four of them joined the crowd that was gathering at the pit gates Rosie and Jessie didn’t heed the cold. It was noticeable that the majority of the company was silent, the women’s faces white and pinched and the men’s expressing strained control, but Jessie spoke directly to one of the two deputies manning the gate as soon as they were near enough.

‘What news, Stan? Is it bad?’

‘We don’t rightly know as yet, Jessie.’ Stanley Fowler had been a lifelong friend of James and his voice was tight as he said, ‘There’s bin a fall but most of the fore shift was up.’

‘A fall?’ Jessie’s voice was shaking.

‘Fire-damp.’

The dreaded words were enough to bleach the women’s lips and cause the men’s faces to tighten further.

‘Who’s down?’

It was a man at the back of them who asked, Jessie had turned to stone as she clung on to Rosie’s arm.

‘They’re doin’ a check but it takes time, man, you know that.’ The deputy’s voice was soft and low; he knew the man who had spoken and he had two brothers on the morning shift.

‘Damn owners an’ viewers.’ Another man’s voice sounded, strident this time. ‘Three-quarters of a million killed in the war an’ they’re aimin’ at the same underground if you ask me. All them giant maroons fired, an’ church bells ringin’, an’ fireworks an’ dancin’ an’ the like, an’ where are we now, not fourteen months later? Beggin’ for every penny we get. It’s all well an’ good the King givin’ old Lloyd George the Order of Merit for his services in wartime, but what about us? We kept the country goin’ with our blood, sweat an’ tears bringin’ their black diamonds up.’

‘All right, man, all right. Not now.’

But the old wizened miner was in full flow. ‘Order of Merit! An’ that’s the man who called the rail strike an anarchist conspiracy an’ then turned down nationalization of the mines. Too many pals of his have too much to lose, that’s the thing. There’s barely bin a month without a strike, an’ why? There’s nothin’ else we can do, that’s why. They pay nowt but lip service to safety--’

‘Jimmy.’

Silence reigned again, an uneasy, tense silence broken now and again by a whispered word or two, or children crying in the cold northern afternoon as the bitter chill seeped into their bones.

It was quite dark when the first rescue party came up and the next one went down, and by then Rosie was a block of ice, every part of her frozen, and she knew she would never feel warm again. Sam and her da were down there, maybe Davey too, and it was more than she could bear. And Phil, he was just fifteen. Fifteen. And the pit might have taken them all. But they couldn’t be dead - it was inconceivable that she wouldn’t see them again, they had to be all right. And her mam, her poor mam. What would her mam do . . . ?

One of their neighbours had taken Hannah and Molly when it had begun to get dark, and now, as she stood cradling her mother in her arms, Rosie saw Davey Connor and her heart leapt. Davey was on the rescue party, he was  safe. But Sam, and her da and Phil . . . ?

‘You’ve been down?’ she asked weakly, but she had seen it in his eyes, that look of desperate pity and compassion, and she knew that, whatever he might say, there was little hope for the others.

‘Aye.’ He cleared his throat, his young face under its mantle of black dust working slightly. ‘Aye, I’ve bin down, an’ it’s goin’ to be a long job, lass. Best take your mam home, eh?’

‘I’m not goin’ nowhere.’ Jessie spoke for the first time in hours.

‘Mrs Ferry, it’ll be a long job, there’s a good stretch of the roof down,’ the young man said softly, ‘an’ it’s no use you waitin’ an’ gettin’ chilled to the bone, is it? Your man wouldn’t want that. They might well be at the back of the fall, there’s still hope, but it’ll take time to reach them. Go home, the bairns need you.’

‘Bairns?’ Jessie looked up at him, her brow wrinkling, before it cleared and she said, ‘I’m stayin’ put, lad.’

‘No, you’re not, Mam. You heard what Davey said, they’ll not have any news for hours yet and we can be back at first light. You’re coming home and having something hot and getting a few hours’ sleep. You’ll be no good to Da and the lads in the infirmary with pneumonia, now then.’

Rosie didn’t expect her mother to take any notice of her - Jessie was well known for her stubbornness within the family - so it was with some surprise that she glanced up at Davey again as her mother turned obediently in the direction  of home and said, ‘All right, lass, whatever you think best,’ without any more argument.

‘Davey?’ Rosie caught hold of Jessie’s arm as she spoke - the older woman was already walking docilely away - and said hastily, ‘How many? How many are down?’

‘Your da’s section an’ some of the lads from five, the rest were up when it happened.’ Rosie knew Davey Connor to be a fine, fresh-faced, good-looking lad, but at that moment he looked like all the miners did when they came up from the bowels of the earth - a barely recognizable creature from a different planet. ‘Rosie, it could be forty-eight hours if not longer, you’d better prepare her.’ He nodded quietly at Jessie’s back. ‘They’re talkin’ about establishin’ a fresh-air base an’ comin’ in from a different angle an’ that takes time.’

Rosie nodded, her breath a white cloud in the bitterly cold, frosty night as she said, ‘Aye, I’ll do that, Davey, and . . . thanks.’

‘Oh, lass, lass.’ He didn’t say any more but he didn’t have to. There are some heart cries that are too deep to express.

 

It was seventy-eight hours later before the first body was brought up, and a full week before they reached the last man. The rescue teams had worked frantically, long after any hope of finding anyone alive had gone, each man aware that the training he had gone through over and over again was now being used in a disaster the like of which he had never imagined.

It had snowed heavily on the day of the funeral and the whole town had lined the route to show their respect. Even Fawcett Street, with its wide road paved with wooden blocks and magnificent town hall, was subdued and strangely still.  But to the families concerned, many of which had lost their main breadwinner, there was only the long black line of horsedriven hearses, and the seemingly endless service when coffin after coffin was lowered into the hard, unforgiving northern earth.

But in a strange sort of way she had almost welcomed the funeral, Rosie thought now, sinking down into a straightbacked chair at her mother’s side, and taking Jessie’s limp hands in her own as she began to chafe them gently. During the terrible wait for news, and then the agony of each body being brought up from the black cavernous depths that had consumed it, she had really feared her mother was losing her mind.

Jessie’s grief had been overwhelming. There had been times when the older woman had sat for hours without speaking, her hands picking at the fringe of her shawl and her eyes staring sightlessly ahead, and then others when she had ranted and raved like a madwoman and Rosie had had to physically restrain her. At her worst she had lashed out at little Hannah when the six-year-old had tried to clamber on her knee, knocking the child against the hard wood saddle where only the plump, flock-stuffed cushions had saved the little girl from serious injury. Even Molly, the undisputed favourite, had failed to make any impression on Jessie’s deranged mind, and her two sisters had clung to Rosie increasingly.

But although the frightening mood swings had passed along with the funeral, the woman who had returned home with Rosie from the cemetery was not her mother. The big, buxom, rosy-faced Jessie had died in the mine along with her husband and her sons, and what remained was a silent, bitter shell.

‘Mam, me da was a fine man, I know that,’ Rosie said now, her voice soft. ‘I’m just saying that Mr Kilbride knew which side his bread was buttered, that’s all. And now Da - now things have changed, he won’t put himself out for us beyond what he’s already done. You have to see that, Mam.’

‘Aye, perhaps you’re right, lass.’

It had become Jessie’s stock answer to anything that was put to her, and always spoken in the same dull, uninterested tone.

‘Mam . . .’ Rosie bit hard on her lip, shutting her eyes for an infinitesimal moment. ‘Mam, you do see we’ve got to find somewhere to live? And Davey, he said that the hot potato man - you know, Mr Nebb who’s the verger at Holy Trinity - well, he told Davey on the quiet that he knows of two lasses who are going to leave Bradman’s jam factory in Hendon Street in the next week. They’re going up Newcastle way, the family’s moving there because their da’s found work through his brother, but they’re not telling the foreman before time in case he gets rid of them early.’

‘So?’ Jessie turned to look at her pretty, dark-eyed daughter, but Rosie had the feeling her mother wasn’t really seeing her.

‘So we could get in on the ground. I’m fourteen next week and Bradman’s pays more than most. If we could get set on--’

‘You’re not sayin’ I should work outside? Your da won’t have that.’ Jessie looked scandalized. ‘The most he’s ever allowed is me takin’ in the odd bit of washin’ when you bairns were all young an’ money was tight. He’s got no time for women who work outside or for men that allow it.’

‘Mam, things are different now.’ Rosie prayed for control  as she kept her voice quiet through the frustration and pain that gnawed at her every waking moment. What was she going to do? What was she going to do? Mr Kilbride had been at his most officious when he had called round the night before, his black eyes as hard as bullets, and their meagre store of cash was nearly all gone. There was just enough to buy food for the next few days and then . . . She bit down on the panic and fear that threatened to swamp her. There were men being laid off all over the place, there was even talk of a soup kitchen being set up in High Street East besides the ones in Boldon and Jarrow. Things were bad. Da, oh, Da. Tell me what to do.

‘No, Rosie.’ For a moment an echo of the old, stubborn Jessie was back. ‘I’ll take in washin’, or maybe card them linen buttons like Annie does next door, eh? Anyways, who’d be here for when the bairns get home from school?’

‘Mam, we’re not going to be here, we’re going to have to look for rooms elsewhere. And Molly can take care of Hannah, she’s old enough. I was taking care of her at eight when Hannah was born and she’d only have to walk her home and keep an eye on her till we’re back in the evening. They’d be fine.’

‘Not be here?’ Rosie doubted if her mother had heard anything else as Jessie, her voice high, repeated, ‘Not be here?’ as she glanced round the kitchen of the neat two-up, two-down terraced house.

Rosie, from the age of eight, had always included a nightly thank you in her prayers for the fact that she lived on the north side of the River Wear in one of the ordinary prosaic streets of terraced houses that made up the heart of Monkwearmouth. There had been complications with Hannah’s birth, which had occurred in March 1914, just  five months before Britain was plunged into the Great War against Germany, and her father had taken Rosie, along with the other three children, across the Wearmouth Bridge to his mother’s house in Sunderland’s East End where the four of them had stayed until her mother was well enough to have them home again.

Of course Rosie had visited her grannie’s before; brief visits which she had always enjoyed as her grannie’s lodgers had tended to make much of the bright-faced little girl with the silky dark hair and deep brown eyes, but always with her parents and only for an hour or so at the most. Nothing had prepared her for sleeping in her grannie’s kitchen along with Sam, Phil and Molly on a big flea-infested mattress that her grannie kept for the odd lodger who couldn’t be fitted into the two crammed rooms upstairs; or for the cold and general filth in the dirty, overcrowded, insanitary house, which was only one of countless hundreds in the back-to-back tenement slums that made up the wretched East End of Sunderland.

She had cried against her father’s broad chest when he had come to visit them the next day, but when he had told her, gently but firmly, that there was nowhere else for them to go - she knew her mam’s mam and da had died afore she was born when her own mam was still a little bairn, didn’t she? and her da’s only brother had moved away years ago to escape the mines - she had gritted her teeth and endured the rest of the endlessly miserable visit without complaint.

But on her return home, to the small but immaculately clean house in Forcer Road where she shared a bedroom with Molly and her brothers - a big square of curtain on a piece of string separating their half of the room from the lads’ section - she had cried again, but this time with thankfulness. The blackleaded grate, the big iron kettle that  was always on the hob, the bright clippy mat in front of the fire on the scrubbed floor, the smell of Metal Shino polish and the broken flagstones her mother scoured with soda, all took on the form of heaven. Even the communal privy in the yard which they shared with the houses either side, and which all three housewives took turns in cleaning daily, became something wonderful after her grannie’s foul, stinking square box that had caused her to gag every time she entered it.

There was poverty and there was poverty, and the lesson Rosie had learnt when Hannah was born had embedded itself deep in her young soul; so now, when Jessie’s eyes came to rest on her and her mother said, her voice dull again, ‘There’s always your grannie’s shakedown while we get sorted,’ Rosie’s voice was loud in her reply of, ‘I’m not taking the bairns there, Mam, and anyway we want to keep as much furniture as we can, don’t we? There’s no money to get anything stored.’

‘Aye, perhaps you’re right, lass.’

Perhaps you’re right, lass. If she heard that one more time she would scream. But then a flood of compassion and guilt lowered Rosie’s voice as she said, ‘I’ll sort something out, Mam, don’t worry. You get yourself to bed, you look all done in.’

‘Aye, lass.’ Jessie shambled immediately to her feet like an overgrown child, and again the change in her once vital and authoritative mother made Rosie want to weep. It just showed you never knew anyone, not really. Her mam had gone all through the war years, the dreaded Zeppelin raids and the rationing and all, with a cheerfulness that had kept the whole family on an even keel. She would never have dreamt in a million years that her mother would have gone  to pieces like this, but from the moment Jessie had heard that whistle it was as though her life spring had snapped. And there was Molly having screaming tantrum after screaming tantrum and refusing to go to school, and Hannah - sensing the general atmosphere without fully understanding it - crying herself to sleep each night.

Alone now, and for the first time since she had opened her eyes that morning and begun the daily task of chivvying the family into some sort of normality, Rosie walked across to the old battered armchair in front of the range where her father had sat most nights on his return from the pit, and sank tiredly onto its thin, flattened cushion, her mind worrying at the urgent matter of work.

She’d take the tram into Hendon tomorrow if Mrs McLinnie would have Molly and Hannah for a few hours; she didn’t dare leave the two bairns with her mother but she couldn’t drag them round with her either. She could have a look and see if there were any cheap rooms going, although how they were going to pay the first week’s rent she didn’t know, and she could perhaps call in at the jam factory and make enquiries. Although she couldn’t let on about the two lasses who were going to leave; Davey had been explicit about that when he had tipped her the wink.

Davey . . . Rosie leant back against the hard wood and shut her eyes. She’d always liked Davey Connor, Sam used to tease her about him unmercifully. Oh, Sam. Sam. She always did her crying at night when the others were in bed, and now the hot tears scalded her face but she made no effort to wipe them away. How could he be dead, her tall, shy, sensitive brother? It wasn’t fair for him to have died like that, away from the sky and the wide open spaces he loved so much. She had watched him and Davey breathing in the  fresh grass-soaked air on the country walks the three of them had shared on a Sunday afternoon along with Flora, and Sam had seemed to come alive as he and Davey had discussed their plans to get out of the pit and work on the land, and then on a Monday morning that dead look would come over his face again. She hoped he hadn’t died in the dark, she couldn’t bear to think he had died in the dark . . .

She scrubbed her face dry on her hessian apron after a time, her body still shuddering. Of course she missed her da and their Phil too - her bouts of crying invariably ended with feelings of remorse that her main grieving was centred around Sam - but she’d been so close to Sam. His dreams and Davey’s had been so aligned to hers; they had shared her desire to escape these grim back streets where the only view of the sky was of a thin rectangle in between the narrow roads and alleyways. All the girls she had been at school with seemed to look only as far as marriage and bairns, that was the sum total of their aspirations. And when she’d used words like that - aspirations - they’d oohed and aahed and poked fun. Except Flora. Flora had always stood up for her even when her friend didn’t understand what she was talking about. She was longing for Flora to come back from visiting her mother’s family in Wales, things were always brighter when Flora was around, and if ever she had needed her friend’s infectiously optimistic presence it was now. Although all this was going to hit Flora hard too; she’d always had the notion that Flora had a soft spot for Sam although she had never let on.

The thought of Sam brought the weakness into her mind and body again and Rosie pushed it away determinedly, rising abruptly and walking across the kitchen to slip the bolt on the back door before she banked down the fire still  further. She had to be strong now, she couldn’t afford to give in to her grief for more than the odd minute or so, there was too much to do. Her da, and their Sam and Phil, would expect her to keep the family together.

Her mam would get better in time, hadn’t Davey said that very thing when he’d called round the night before with a sack of coal? She glanced at the fire which was now smoking profusely under its blanket of damp slack, and her face softened. They had been down to the dust and grime in the bottom of the scuttle before Davey had called, and she had been thinking she would have to use some of the precious hoard of money to buy fuel, but now they could manage for a bit longer. He was so nice, Davey. And Mrs McLinnie was good, bless her; she’d called round twice in the last week, once with a pan of rabbit stew and dumplings and another time with a bag of chitterlings and two pig’s trotters, and one or two other neighbours had dropped by with small offerings. But people couldn’t keep doing that, most of them were living hand to mouth as it was.

No, she had to take stock and get things sorted, and she had to do it by herself, that was becoming clearer every day. The idea of her going into service with the Chester family in Seaburn was no good now, not that she had ever really wanted to in the first place. That had been her da’s idea, her being taken on as a kitchen maid in the big house, he’d had a bee in his bonnet about her being somewhere safe and secure. But her mam and the bairns needed her; her mother didn’t seem able to make even the most elementary decisions any more and she couldn’t leave them. Everything had changed.

She flung the thick braid of shining brown hair that hung down to her waist over her shoulder, straightened her thin  shoulders and narrowed her eyes as she glanced once more round the clean, cosy kitchen that signified home. This stage of her life was over, it was over for all of them and she had to let it go - there were three people depending on her now and it was no good crying for what used to be.

But whatever she did, she’d continue trying to talk properly and learning about words as her schoolteacher, Miss Trotter, had encouraged her to do. Their Sam had understood about that when she had told him what Miss Trotter had said. ‘You could be a schoolteacher you know, lass.’ He had nodded at her, his eyes thoughtful, and in answer to her laughing, ‘Go on with you, our Sam,’ he had repeated, ‘Oh aye, you could, lass, I’m not jestin’. I can’t put me finger on it but you’re different to the rest of us.’

Well, she didn’t think she wanted to be a schoolteacher, not that there was much chance of that now anyway. But a few things had clarified after those Sunday talks. She still liked the idea of being married, but not the sort of marriage where she had one bairn after another and lived her life within four walls in a daily drudgery that would have her an old woman at thirty like some of the women hereabouts. And she wanted her husband to have something better than a subterranean existence in the bowels of the earth with the pit controlling whether he lived or died. She wanted . . . Oh, she wasn’t sure what she wanted, that was the truth of it, but she would recognize it when she saw it.

She turned, her thick plait whirling about her shoulders, and left the room without further speculation.
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