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  His hand was shaking as he signalled her to come closer still. Youre a colliers widow, Lily. Ive always thought colliers widows are a breed
  of woman who stands head an shoulders above the rest. Mind you that when youre back in your mill-town. Mind too that youre a Stalker. Stalkers are fighters, Lily. They
  dont give up.


  She leaned forward and kissed him, lingeringly, on the brow. Alex closed his eyes tight so that she could not see his tears . . .


  From the door, Kate and Flora watched Lily hurry up Main Street. Two stuffed canvas bags in her fists and the little boy in the sailor suit were all that she took away as record of her sojourn
  in pit-head country, and forty months of marriage to collier James Stalker.
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  PART ONE


  Burdens, Sorrows and Sins


  



  1


  Once more the swan had spread its wings across the roof. This morning it was distinctly yellow with a feathery brown border which indicated that there had been heavy rain
  during the night. A shower, and the patch of damp was hardly visible: a downpour, however, sought out the cracks between tiles and joists and soon insinuated water down the attic walls to paint
  that full-blown fowl on the plaster of the back room ceiling.


  In the corner bed, Mirrin Stalker snuggled down under the patchwork quilt. Only the tip of her nose protruded as her dark sleepy eyes ruefully contemplated the swan, an uncharitable talisman all
  too familiar during the wet Scottish winter. The swan meant rain, and rain meant mud: mud meant boots, and boots meant skinned heels and chapped ankles. Mirrin sighed at the prospect of discomfort,
  and tilted her head an inch from the pillow to learn what the hour might be.


  Punctual Kate, Mirrins elder sister, and the familys most reliable clock, was half through dressing. Mirrin watched as she looped her hair into a trim coronet, then completed the
  process of buttoning her bodice. Never any rush with Kate; no infuriating fumbling with mismatched buttons, bent hooks, or strings which had slithered out of chemises and shifts. She envied
  Kates innate tidiness, but knew better than to try to emulate it.


  Luxuriating in the big warm bed, she wriggled deeper under the clothes. Thank God, she could lie snug for another few minutes. Mirrin loved the soft feather-filled mattress. She and Kate had
  inherited it a year ago when their father had strained his back and had moved his sleeping quarters to the hard palliasse in the kitchen alcove. It had been a poor exchange for her mother, who had
  never suffered a muscular twinge in her life; though she had known pain of other kinds, and much of it. All Flora Stalkers children had been born in this very bed, except the poor unnamed
  wee mite who had made his entry into the world unexpectedly early when Flora had been alone in the house, and had fluttered out his few brief moments of existence on the flagstones of the kitchen
  floor. Neighbours and relatives had said it was Gods Will; the way things were for common folk, that there was no help for it. Mirrin did not subscribe to popular opinion. There was neither
  dignity nor decency in what had happened to Mam and  though she had been only eleven years old at the time  the incident had stirred Mirrins rebellious instincts.


  Not for me, she murmured. By God, itll not be like that for me.


  What are you mutterin about, Mirrin? Kate tapped the hummock of her sisters knees. Come on: high time you were up.


  Och, not just yet.


  Mamll be shoutin in a minute.


  Struggling stoically from under the quilt, Mirrin stretched her arms above her head, pulled herself into a sitting position, feet flat on the mattress, and combed her fingers through her hair.
  In the shrunken faded pink flannelette nightgown she looked younger than her eighteen years.


  Yawning, she said, Not . . . much . . . of a mornin?


  No, but at least its dry, Kate said.


  Dry? Then how did the bird get there?


  Kate too was acquainted with the swans significance.


  Must have rained itself out early, she said. Now come on, Mirrin. Things have been bad enough this mornin. Mother had a right bit of bother in gettin Dougie
  up. Him an Da were late leavin for work. Dont you make it worse.


  With sudden vigour, Mirrin said, Right!


  She rolled from the bed, stamped her feet, and peeled the nightgown over her head. Naked as the day she was born, she padded to the dresser by the curtained window, poured water from an iron jug
  into a tin basin and sponged her face and body thoroughly. Cold robbed her of breath, made her whistle through her teeth. Groping, she found the towel on the bed-end and dried herself briskly.


  From the narrow single cot against the wall, Betsy Stalker complained, Youre not at that again, Mirrin?


  Toughens you up, said Mirrin, shivering.


  Aye, youre tough enough already, Betsy put in, before cowling the blankets over her ears and turning her face to the wall again. Nothing could now be seen of her except the
  fine sausage-shaped ringlets of hair which she tended with such careful vanity that, even in sleep, they obediently retained their bounce and curl.


  At fourteen, Betsy was the youngest of the three Stalker girls. Like her twin brother, Drew, she still attended the parish school and was thus entitled to enjoy an extra half hour in bed. Nobody
  grudged her the privilege: it would end all too soon, with the summer term, in fact, then Betsy too would be committed to early rising like the rest of them.


  By now Alex Stalker and his middle son, Dougie, would be crawling along the ramp of the bottom level of the pit, heading, with the day-shift troupe, for the coal-face and another ten hours of
  toil on their knees. In a half hour or so, Mirrin would also be up at Blacklaw colliery, and another work day would be in full swing for them all.


  Kate was still policing her sister, making sure that Mirrin did not cause further disruption to the daily ritual which had already been delayed by Dougies reluctance to get his back off
  the bed.


  Making shrill chirruping noises against the cold, Mirrin hauled on her clean shift and heavy drawers and, hopping, furled her black stockings over her shapely legs.


  I dont see why you cant just have a warm wash at night like everybody else, Mirrin. Kate was uncommonly waspish today.


  I dont mind cold water.


  Must you be so . . . so shameless about it?


  Im not ashamed of what Ive got . . .


  Mirrin: really! Kate exclaimed; and, from the cot, Betsy giggled drowsily.


  A loud rap on the door put an end to the debate.


  Kate, Mam Stalker called, imperiously. Are yready tserve the porridge?


  Make sure its not lumpy, Mirrin said.


  Just for that, said Kate, without a trace of malice, Ill make sure your shares like a turnip field.


  As Kate went into the kitchen, Mirrin propped a square of mirror on the pillow and, kneeling, spent another minute combing her thick, dark hair. Not vain like young Betsy, she enjoyed the
  sensual satisfactions of the daily toilet for their own sake, as bracers against the harsh, comfortless environment in which she lived and worked.


  By the flicker of the tallow stump which Kate had left on the stool, Mirrin casually studied her features. She had the straight Stalker nose and determined chin, but the wide, frank mouth was
  all her own. Not even her oldest brother, James, whom everybody in Blacklaw thought handsome, had quite such a generous gob. Impudently, she stuck out her tongue at her own image, stuffed straggles
  of hair under the pins, snuffed out the candle and went quickly through the low doorway into the kitchen.


  While the bedroom had been gloomy and cold, the kitchen was already bright and warm. A fire burned cleanly in the grate under the stove, sparking light from the brass tea-caddy on the
  mantelpiece, shining on the willow-pattern plates which were racked on the top shelf of the dresser and seldom brought down for use. A scrubbed deal-topped table in the middle of the room had seven
  chairs round it; a fairly sorry collection, save for the one used by the head of the household which, larger than the others, had arms, and a cushion in a crochet wool cover.


  Bowls and mugs were on the table, though the plates from which Alex and Dougie had hastily supped breakfast had already been rinsed, dried and put back in the cupboard. Porridge slurped in the
  black iron pan on the hob, and the fat-bellied teapot cocked a snoot at it for its rough-hewn manners. The sodden smells of sweat and steam coaxed out of the damp pit-clothing which had been draped
  over chair-backs round the fire mingled with the acrid aroma of stewing tea and the mealy savour of porridge. They were the smells of all colliers houses, common to every cottage and row in
  Blacklaw, and went quite unnoticed.


  Kate had already ladled porridge into two bowls and, standing, was spooning her portion into her mouth. Kate was never quite her placid self until she had eaten and, even then, had no time for
  conversation in the morning.


  Drew, too, had come down for breakfast. Unlike Betsy, he did not care to lie long in the morning, and was praised by Alex for his diligent habits. The boy had taken his bowl to the window, and
  was seated by it, holding his spoon in one hand and a newspaper in the other, peering at the print as he ate. It was a typical pose, absorbed, almost secretive. Mirrin knew she would get no change
  out of Drew. Not that she wanted it. They were held only by the bond of kinship, Drew and she; neither much liked the other, though for no apparent reason.


  Ignoring him, Mirrin moved towards the stove.


  About time, said Flora Stalker. Im wearin myself thin tryin trout this family from their beds every day.


  Mirrin lifted the porridge bowl from the table and, toasting her back at the fire, ate the coagulating oatmeal without real hunger.


  There had been many days in the past when Alexs meagre wage had been pared away to meet economies within the pit; then a simple cup of porridge had seemed like a feast and
  had been savoured with great relish by hungry mouths. But things were not so bad for the Stalkers now, with three wages coming in and the prospect of Betsy and, maybe, Drew bringing home a little
  more money for the purse before the summer was out. James was away on his own, married and a father in his own right, quite fit enough to see that his wife and bairn did not starve.


  Still, Mam complained. She was no whiner, not like some of the tartars in the village, but she had grown into the habit of making bitter jokes about her girth and her childrens sloth,
  factors which contained little enough truth. As it was, Flora Stalker was content with her lot, and chivvied the family from a position of strength, secure in her husbands love and her
  childrens unwavering loyalty.


  One thing Flora was not, and that was thin. In the past year or two she had thickened, putting on the kind of weight which was considered a sign of good health. Her features were not fat,
  however, merely strong and big-boned. She had the same dark eyes as her daughters. Lately, her brown hair had become flecked with grey and she spent much time sorting the bun at the nape of her
  neck to diguise the pallid, tell-tale strands. Though she would never admit to favouritism, her affinities were with Kate, who was so much like her in some ways; and with Dougie, the cheerful,
  grinning, sixteen year old who, though not as broad or handsome as James, was never moody or depressed by the lot he had drawn in life, by the prospect of forty years or more spent in the dark of
  the seams, grinding himself up small to earn his quota of bread and tea


  I dont know whats wrong wi Dougie these days, Flora said.


  Hes learnin not tlike the early rise, said Mirrin.


  He never complains, Flora said, defensively.


  Hell learn that, too, soon enough. Wait til he starts tthink just what hes got tget up for. Mirrin would argue at any hour of the day or night,
  could turn an innocent remark into a challenge for debate with natural ease; a trait inherited from her father. A coal-face shifter at sixteen, my God! He should still be at
  school.


  He didnt like school, put in Drew, mildly, without looking up from the back issue of the Glasgow Herald. He told me himself that he thought school was for
  cissies, an that learnin was a waste otime.


  Dont you listen thim, then, Kate advised.


  Flora Stalker did not add comment: secretly she was inclined to share Dougies suspicion of book learning. She had been brought up in a household where nobody could read or write. It was
  only after her marriage to Alex that she had made the effort to master letters, mainly at her husbands insistence. There was, perhaps, a faint priggishness in Drews remark about his
  brother.


  Putting the empty porridge pot in the sink, Flora said, Dougies doin a mans job now an its a mercy for you, lad, that things are not what they were, or
  youd be underground too, howkin coal tfill baskets, or workin a vent-rope for fourteen hours . . .


  Drew sighed, not audibly: he had heard the chant a dozen times before. Though he did not appear to brush his mothers reminiscence aside, he discreetly lowered his eyes to the newspaper
  again.


  Aye, things are just wonderful, now, said Mirrin, with a trace of sarcasm.


  Dont start, Kate warned, in a murmur.


  Havent time, anyway, Mirrin replied.


  She put the bowl on the table, swallowed tea from her mug, then seated herself on the edge of her fathers chair and reached for her boots. They had almost dried out after Saturdays
  soaking. She extracted the balls of newspaper from inside and, taking a fresh strip from an old Advertiser, tore it in half and quickly fashioned two paper tapes to protect her stocking
  heels.


  Dougies started shavin, she announced.


  How dyou know that? Flora asked, disappointed that she had not been the first to learn her sons secret.


  Saw him, said Mirrin. Late last night; Da was instructin him, only the old man kept burstin out with laughter. Dougie finally got a bit annoyed an
  sliced a piece off his delicate hide.


  Is that what the blood was? Flora said.


  Aye, youd think theyd butchered an ox between them, said Mirrin. Still, whatever the rest o us might think about Dougie bein a man, it seems
  natures catchin up with him whether we like it or not. Next thing, itll be girls.


  Thats enough, Mirrin! Flora Stalker said.


  It was well known that she resented the need to give her strapping sons into another womans charge; she had only really thawed towards Jamess wife, Lily, after the girl had proved
  her worth by presenting her with her first grandchild, a boy at that. There would be weeping and wailing the day Dougie got himself snared by a rose-cheeked lass, and a full-scale investigation
  made into her merits before Flora would let her lovely wee son follow his instincts unchecked.


  Finishing her lacing, Mirrin stood up and experimentally drummed her boots on the floor; then, indefatigably high-spirited, accelerated the rhythm into an impromptu dance, kicking her heels and
  shaking up her skirts until even Drew glanced up from his reading and grinned.


  Aye, Flora declared. Well see if youre as bright at the days end, miss.


  Hard work, said Mirrin, never killed Kellys donkey.


  Huh! said Flora Stalker, then, relenting, gave Mirrin a curt hug and a pat on the rump to send her on her way to work.


  The door closed behind the girl. For a few minutes the echo of her footsteps lingered on the pavement outside, then died away.


  Flora Stalker wiped her hands on her apron, and glanced at the wagging clock on the wall.


  Three awa an two tgo, she said, firmly. Kate, away an waken Betsy; theres a good girl.


  Yes, Mam, Kate said, and for the first time that morning, smiled. Within the house the day, at last, had steadied to an even keel.


  The rain which had swept intermittently from the West for days on end had dwindled and died out. The blustery wind was more persistent, though, and continued to rattle slates,
  slap ropes and cables and clatter the rusty scraps which had blown down into the village from the pit-head workings. A milky light bathed the low hills of the neighbouring county; but that was
  cattle land, and the colliers claimed that farmers always had the best of the Scottish weather. Closer, at Northrigg and the home pits on the edge of Blacklaw village, slag heaps maintained their
  watch on the sky, grey, bald-crowned and dismal as ever. Rain or shine, thought Mirrin, there was little enough glint in Blacklaw.


  The village comprised two rows of brick-built cottages, a brace of shops, a thriving public house and, in a lane stemming from the thoroughfare, a red sandstone kirk and its graveyard. The
  Stalkers house was the last in the row. The street lifted ahead of Mirrin, climbing gradually to the colliery gates. Though hardly a garden suburb, Blacklaw was not the meanest village in the area.
  Once the cottage roofs had been of turf, but Houston Lamont had refurbished them. Some eight or nine years ago, in a mood of progressiveness and generosity, about the time his son had been born,
  Lamont had contracted to have all his tied properties limewashed and slated. Uncharitable elements in the community attributed his action to cunning, but, for the most part, Lamonts stock
  with his miners suffered no harm at all by the improvement scheme. Mirrin did not know the reasons for the coalmasters action; all she could now remember was the excitement of those summer
  months, with slaters drays lined along the street and strange workmen from Hamilton and Crosstrees flirting with the village lassies and getting themselves drunk at the dinner break. One
  slater had even wooed Kate. But Kate had been far too sensible to be fooled by his blandishments; which was just as well since the rogue later proved to have a wife and bairns in Lanark. Since then
  Kate, like Blacklaw, had grown older and plainer. Nobody courted her now with serious intentions.


  There were many women in the street, young and old. The first haul of the day would be up soon, grinding out of the bowels of the earth on the end of its slender cables to the whining of the
  high wheel. The women worked at the sorting tables and the long troughs down which the coal was poured and shaken. It was a damned sight better, Mirrin supposed, than being stopped over like a mule
  all day, with a hunweight of the heaviest in a creel on your back and a series of dangerously flimsy ladders to ascend from level to level. That sort of murderous slavery had ended only a
  few decades ago, and several folk in Blacklaw could still recall firsthand the deaths, disasters and diseases of those days and made them sound worse than the collective Plagues of Egypt. The
  troughs were bad enough; out in the open yard, with only leaky tin roofs to umbrella the rain in the wet months, and a filthy river of coal endlessly flowing from the wagon tips, shovelled along by
  a combination of steam engines belts and the spades of boys and crippled miners not fit for underground work.


  Coal, coated in dust, hard, gritty and clinging, was the source of fulfillment for all their needs and comforts. It was everywhere; in every pore, in the nostrils, the lungs, the hair roots, and
  the corners of the eyes, under the fingernails deep as the cuticles, infiltrating even the most secret parts of a womans body. It was the main chemical element in the air they breathed, and
  tinted the water which sluggishly flowed from taps and pumps. The burns were coal-black, the river Shennan coke-grey, and the buds on the trees uncurled from their winters sleep with coal
  grit embedded in their tender folds.


  All day long Mirrin, and forty like her, pored over the tables and troughs and sorted the valuable stuff, cleaning out stones and clay dods and bits of rusty metal which somehow got churned up
  with the pure, black mineral on which all their lives depended. That, in the opinion of men, was fit work for women.


  By now the day-shift would be at the face, the changed shift tucked up in their beds, sleeping the sleep of sheer exhaustion. Hennigans shop was open for business, and women crowded its
  narrow doorway, buying a pie or a quarter loaf for the midday meal. As always, Kate had packed a bannock and cheese into a newspaper and put it safe in her sisters coat pocket.


  Mirrin skirted a puddle in the road and let the shawl fall back off her shoulders. She joined the stream of women and girls making for the gates, for the shed where they could leave their coats
  and shawls and wrap themselves in heavy canvas aprons, garments which made bending difficult and slowed their walk to a senile sort of shuffle. For the most part, spirits were high, and greetings
  and jocular remarks were shouted from one group to another. Mirrin was too bold an individual to be popular with many of her co-workers, but her quick wit and her flair for humour could not be
  ignored.


  She came up behind a cluster of five girls, all of her age and former schoolmates. They were bunched round in a secretive conclave, whispering furtively over a postcard which one of them had
  produced.


  Showin off your smutty pictures again, Mary? said Mirrin, in passing. Havin a brother workin on the bum-boats has done your education a power
  ogood.


  Flushing slightly, Mary Nichol glanced up. In her hand Mirrin glimpsed a sepia-coloured card, printed with what looked like four rolls of uncooked dough engaged in a wrestling bout. Mary quickly
  palmed the card and tucked it away in her pocket.


  Our Jackies no a bum-boat man: hes an ensign.


  Aye, said Mirrin. An ensign on the Clyde ferry.


  Hell take his ticket, Mary Nichol shouted. Youll see.


  Mirrin had a stinging retort on the tip of her tongue, but her reply was cut short by the appearance of two other girls from a doorway just ahead of her: Dierdre Collins and her aunt, Essa, both
  in their twenties and as alike as podded peas.


  Hullo, Mirrin, they said in unison.


  Hullo.


  Together, the three girls walked the last hundred yards to the gates.


  Essa said, Here, did you hear about Janet?


  Which Janet? said Mirrin.


  Dierdre said, Janet Mackenzie: big Tams daughter.


  Her that worked at Lamonts house, Essa added.


  What about her?


  Walked out on him, said Essa.


  I thought she needed the work?


  Couldnt stand it, said Dierdre.


  An shed only been there since Christmas, said Essa.


  Confidentially, Dierdre gripped Mirrins shoulder. Expected too much of her, if yask me.


  Who? Lamont?


  Aye, the master himself, if yask me, said Dierdre.


  Have yspoken tJanet? said Mirrin.


  Shes left the village, said Essa, knowingly. Packed her bags on Saturday afternoon and was gone out of Blacklaw on the Sunday mornin train.


  Mirrin stared quizzically at the Collins girls for a moment: she did not doubt their word, only their interpretation of the facts of the matter. It was quite likely that Janet Mackenzie
  had walked out on her employer. She wouldnt be the first girl to have quit domestic service in the coalmasters house. But Mirrin gave little credence to the rumours which
  circulated among some of the local girls, rumours which hinted that Houston Lamont was a lecherous old devil. For one thing, Lamont was hardly old; for another he was married to the kind of wife
  who would keep a sharp eye on her servants behaviour and put hems on her husband; lastly, the coalmaster did not strike her as the sort of man who would demean himself by chasing maids
   especially maids like Janet Mackenzie, who had a face like a sow, and a figure to match. Mirrin would believe most things about Lamont, but not that. If Janet had left, the chances were she
  had been caught pilfering, or had taken the huff at something trivial.


  Mirrin hesitated and glanced back. The colliery fence did not quite cut off the view down the long scoop of the main street. Away in the distance, a full mile from the end of the village, a high
  dyke and a wealth of handsome oaks marked Houston Lamonts estate. Many of the older generation considered it fitting that Mr. Lamonts dwelling should have more than its share of
  greenery. After all, he was the mine owner, and, being rich, educated and powerful, attracted such favours naturally. Mirrin did not fall in with the theory that Lamont was one of
  Gods elect. The traditional awe of servants for master had been partially rinsed out of her by the conversations of her father and his friends. She was only a girl, of course, and a
  good-looking lass at that: consequently, her opinions were not taken seriously by the districts militants. Even her father and brothers treated her political fervour as something of a joke.
  By the Stalker women, her outspokenness was regarded as brazen and brash and a continual source of embarrassment. For all her loathing of Lamont and his class, Mirrin could not set much store by
  the latest piece of gossip. However, she was sensible enough to hold her tongue and let the Collins girls prattle on about the habits of the country gentry and the Lamonts in particular, as they
  hurried over the cobbles, through the gates, and came along the crowded lane under the towers of the winding gear.


  All around her now were Lamonts men, Lamonts hirelings, Lamonts machines, and the black dross which lay at the root of Lamonts wealth. For all that, at the beginning
  of another week, Mirrin could not help but feel a certain security within the ugly confines of the pit-head. None of the colliers were ever long enough away to view the place in correct
  perspective. It was their home steading, their estate, and they had as much subtle pride in it as if their names had been stamped across the deeds of ownership and scribbled on the contracts.


  Beneath her feet the seams of coal radiated outwards across Lanarkshire, deep, rich, and inexhaustible as the earth itself. Even the raddled landscape was not without a certain weird beauty of
  its own.


  Still listening to the girls catalogue of scandal, which was now expanded to include other village notables, Mirrin looked at the polished shine of the pewter-coloured bogies, at the
  rufus-red of the corrugated iron sheds, and the iridescent sheen of the coal itself which, pulled up from the belly of the earth, was beginning to ripple down the chutes, just like a stream.
  Overall, Blacklaw surely had to be one of the ugliest spots in all Scotland; but even here, sometimes, there was a pitiless kind of beauty.


  As they hung up their coats in the shed, and wrapped the stiff canvas aprons round their waists, Deirdre Collins said, Shed have done better tstay here, if yask
  me.


  Janet was no worker, Mirrin said. She was always as lazy as sin.


  Essa gave Mirrin a sly glance. Ydont have tbe a worker tget on in this world, not if youre a lassie.


  Whats that supposed tmean, Essa?


  If Janet had had your looks, Mirrin Stalker, she . . .


  My looks! Mirrin answered. What does a girl need looks for? All yneed in this job is a strong pair of arms.


  Before either of the girls could say more, Mirrin turned and strode off towards the troughs.


  It wasnt the first time that her looks had been used against her by women who called themselves her friends; nor would it be the last, she supposed. But their hints meant nothing. This
  was the place for her. She was strong and healthy and young, and had her family, her politics and her job, and even a beau of sorts, if you could call Rob Ewing that. No, there was nothing much
  wrong with being eighteen and a sorter in Blacklaw Colliery.


  Mirrin Stalker started work at ten minutes past seven oclock. By noon of that day, Monday, 19th March, 1875, she would wish herself a thousand miles from Lamonts colliery, and
  everything it stood for in the history of Blacklaw.


  The schoolhouse was out to the west, nearer the village than Lamonts oaks, a tight, hunchbacked building with a spit of sparse grass which served as a playground, and an
  iron bell in a tower perched over the dominies parlour. At eleven on the dot, the bell clapper dinged a half dozen times and from doorways front and rear one hundred and twenty boys and
  girls rushed, brawling and yelling, to seize the pleasure of ten minutes break from the rigours of free education.


  Through the midst of this swarming and disorganised bedlam, three boys walked soberly across the playground and stopped by the comparative privacy of the gate.


  The tallest, Henderson by name, had the startled expression of a snared rabbit. McLaren, the stoutest, was moon-cheeked and sly-eyed and had hair the colour of a wheatstook. Drew Stalker,
  smallest of the trio, was sallow, solemn, dark-haired and neat; his face betrayed no emotion at all, a fact which considerably riled his captors.


  The boys halted by the gatepost. Drew hesitated, his view of the yard blotted out by the bullies and his back already against the stone pillar.


  Youre a right rotten tyke, Stalker, McLaren snarled. Told old Guthrie on us, did you?


  I never told him anythin.


  Aye, but you did, McLaren insisted. How else was he to know we had them test answers wrote out on a bit of paper?


  He saw you squintin at them.


  Naw, he never, said Henderson.


  We shouldve hammered you this mornin when we made you copy them out for us, McLaren said.


  Well, well hammer him now, said Henderson.


  You were lucky the dominie only took the paper away, said Drew mildly.


  Only took the paper away, mimicked Henderson. Listen Stalker, I dropped in the last three tests, an if I drop in this one mfatherll murder me.
  Hes for me stayin at the school til Im fifteen. But the boardll not select me if I fail.


  Drew said nothing.


  Bash the wee pig, McLaren advised.


  A group of older girls and boys hovered some twenty feet away. Fine they knew what was afoot, but none had the gumption to stick up for Drew Stalker. He had no close pal in all the school. Even
  his twin sister Betsy had hidden herself away.


  The point was, he hadnt piped to old Guthrie. Secretly, however, he was delighted that Henderson and McLarens cribbing had been spotted by the eagle-eyed dominie. There
  was justice in it, the kind of justice which appealed to his Stalker blood.


  Where had Henderson and McLaren been all those evenings when he was shivering in the back yard shed? He was dispatched there by his father because the house held no corner quiet enough for
  serious study-work. Most of the other village boys were up by the shale bings chasing rats or laying snaps for hares, or dunting a clooty ball about the forecourt of the Lantern pub.


  Aye, Drew knew what they said about him, chanting the dirty rhyme about Stalker the Swat.


  If they could have seen him in the shed, huddled on top of the wash tub because the floor was swimming with mud, peering at his books by the glimmer of a penny dip, shaking crawlies from his
  hair, and shuddering with cold; if they could have seen him then . . . No, they wouldnt have respected him. On the contrary, theyd just have laughed louder and added more verses to
  the song.


  A fist jabbed at him.


  He tried to side-step, but McLaren had him pinned by the shoulder.


  Givem the pincer, Henderson advised.


  McLarens finger and thumb reached for Drews nose.


  Drew jerked his head. He was lighter and faster than his assailants. He ducked suddenly, wrenched at the arm, and darted past the fat boy.


  Off balance, McLaren tottered and fell. For an instant he sprawled on his back, mouth wide with astonishment, then he struggled to his feet and tore after Drew to seek recompense for the insult
  to his pride.


  Many children were watching now. The spectators made a loose ring round the three lads, Drew in the centre.


  Stalker was always fair game and put up a sly fight. The real excitement came when Henderson had him on the ground, battering him red. It was always the same: the bouts had the inevitability of
  ritual.


  Drew crouched, arms out to parry any sudden rush. Provided he kept alert, he might be able to evade them long enough for the bell to save him from too much punishment. He faced across the
  playground towards the school dyke and the slope above Poulters burn. The landscape seemed no more than a flat screen against which Henderson and McLaren were glued like paper scraps.


  Something twitched on the border of his vision.


  He glanced up, away across the wall, and stared.


  Hendersons knuckles cracked into his mouth. He felt skin split and blood ooze over his lip. Henderson struck him again, on the cheek. Still Drew did not move, standing stooped, face tilted,
  blood dripping from his chin. His eyes were round and glassy as marbles.


  On the slope above the burn, the chestnut tree quivered once more.


  Incredulously, Drew shook his head.


  The barren and stunted tree had developed life. It swayed sluggishly, first to one side and then to the other.


  Look!


  He pointed, arm, wrist and finger rigid.


  All the spectators, including the bullies, turned. As if to please him, the tree swayed violently, showering twigs and withered leaves to the grass.


  Da! Henderson murmured. Daddy!


  A low moan rose from the children.


  A great rumbling roar disturbed the atmosphere. A series of vibrations shook through the earth. In the dominies tower, the bell clanged quizzically, then was mute.


  The tree rose abruptly into the air, trunk, roots, fibres all shot clear of the ground, as if some petulant giant had punched it from below. For a second it hung suspended, then arched away and
  crashed down into the burn fifty yards to the south.


  In the school yard no child moved, heads all turned, bodies frozen in attitudes of play; then the main door was flung open and Dominie Guthrie ran out, followed by Mr. Spence, and two young,
  scared student teachers.


  Children! Children! Attention!


  Guthries reedy command was swallowed up in the bedlam. His appearance had broken the awful spell.


  Girls screamed and clapped their hands to their ears. Infant school pupils fled in confusion, tumbled, picked themselves up, scurried hither and thither, wailing, sobbing, lost. Older boys
  simply stood stock still, white faced, unaware of what was required of them.


  Guthrie came out into the playground, arms raised, brows drawn as if in temper.


  Please, children! Attention!


  The more intelligent settled and had just begun to draw towards the man, when the ground directly beneath the school jarred and trembled, and a report like cannon-shot cracked overhead. It was
  followed immediately by another, then another, a whole fusillade of echoing explosions.


  In a frenzy of terror, the children scattered.


  Blood dripping from his mouth, Drew found himself running too, caught in the crowd which streamed through the gate and along the footpath into the kirk lane.


  The colliery hooter blared stridently.


  Drew rounded the gable of the kirk hall and saw smoke peppered with sparks coil darkly over the pit-head. Even as he came within sight, the pall burgeoned into a roaring column which shot from
  the top of the winding shaft two hundred feet into the air.


  He shied and clung to the dyke.


  Rabbity chin wobbling with tears, Henderson overtook him.


  Aw, Drew! he cried. Its the pit. An its mDaddys shift.


  But Drew had guessed that already. It was his fathers shift too: his father and brothers were deep that morning, deep down at the bottom level.


  Without a word, Drew ran on again.


  In the last house in Main Street, Kate Stalker felt the first tremor of the explosion as she replaced the tea-pot on the hob. Swinging, she clutched at the table, gawping stupidly at the brown
  rivers of tea spilled from the overturned mugs. In the chair in the corner, the big woman raised her head. Every bit of expression had drained from her face, so that it resembled one of the potato
  heads which Betsy used to draw, primitive shapes for eyes and mouth, and nothing more.


  Mother . . .


  Kate stepped round the table towards the woman. Three blasts battered the narrow room. Pictures on the wall tilted wildly, and the dresser dishes chattered against their restraining rods. A bowl
  hopped from the flat-topped board and broke into fragments on the floor.


  Understanding swarmed through the defences which shock had flung around her brain: Flora Stalker hauled herself out of the chair and reeled towards the door.


  Alex? she cried peevishly. Alex?


  Snatching up a plaid wool shawl, Kate ran out into the street after her mother and draped the comforter round the womans shoulders as best she could.


  The woman still sounded oddly vexed.


  Not my laddies, she declared. Oh, God, not my boys.


  Blacklaw Main Street was as Kate could never have imagined it. Every door of every house was wide to the wall. Out on the cobbles, women clasped babes to their breasts or, with toddlers tucked
  under their arms, hobbled forward like cripples into the centre of the road. Men grouped a little way off. The younger ones, not long in from the night shift, peered blearily through heavy lids and
  fumbled to buckle on their broad leather belts again. Elderly colliers, with the narrow chests and shrunken legs they had won from a lifetimes work on their knees, had a hard knowledge of
  mines and explosions. With the worst of the visions locked away deep in their memories, they had no inclination ever to talk of them with man or woman. Full well, though, they understood what the
  acrid canopy of smoke and barrage of cannon-like sounds meant.


  Thatll be the Number Two, someone called.


  No matter what their age or sex, everyone began to run towards the reek.


  Skirts caught up, Kate gripped her mothers elbow and attempted to keep her from falling on the muddy road. The lunatic blare of the hooter fluctuated, rising and lowering, finally
  withering away. They could hear the babble of voices already drifting up from the vicinity of the mine, and, soon after, caught sight of the crowds from close houses and the surviving pit
  blocks.


  Mam! Kate!


  Craning her neck, Kate caught sight of her sister through the press.


  She waved. Mirrin! Here!


  Who . . . whos that?


  Its Mirrin, mother. Kate gently squeezed her mothers arm. At least shes . . .


  The woman raised her hand and brushed back hair from her eyes. She seemed to indicate by that gesture that Mirrin, picking coal at the pit-head troughs, had never been in serious danger and so
  had no call on her concern.


  Kate released her mothers arm, lifting on tip-toe to signal again to Mirrin. Her upraised hand was caught at the wrist and painfully dragged down, turning her. She was confronted by Joe
  McCausland, a retired ganger and a close crony of her fathers.


  Your good-sisters been took bad, he wheezed. God, but its a desperate time for a bairn to be strugglin into the world. Still, Ive been sent for
  one oyou, so youd best hasten down there, Katie.


  Kate moaned. Lily! How could she have forgotten her brothers wife, eight months pregnant and all alone in her house. The dread in her own bosom had driven all thought of Lilys
  plight out of her mind.


  Mirrin burrowed through the crowd and reached them. They were not close to the shafts yet, and would not, for a while at least, venture closer and perhaps impede the rescuers. Kate pulled her
  sister into the lee of the pub gallery. The girls eyes were wide and unblinking. A stiff white ring all round her mouth made the question almost unneccessary.


  How bad, Mirrin?


  Bad: awful bad. Her fingers locked on Kates shoulder for emphasis. Know what theyre saying already? Fire-damp: hear that: fire-damp! An just how long is
  it since Daddy and the Ewings complained that there was damp in the mine? Two months. Even reported two spurts; och, no, nothin serious . . .


  The girl choked with angry tears.


  They were told, and they did nothing, nothing The rotten bosses just ignored . . . Now, my old man and mbrothers are . . .


  Stop it, Mirrin.


  Intentionally Kate made her tone harsh. She had no time to spare for Mirrins tantrums. Her mother had wandered on and should not be left without a member of the family, not so close to
  the pit. Then there was Lily  and Betsy and Drew at school. They all had to be looked after; she couldnt do it by herself.


  She caught Mirrin as the younger girl had caught her, and gave her a vigorous shake. Time for that kind of talk later. Right now, theres too many things to be done. Dyou
  hear me?


  Aye, I hear. Mirrins voice was calmer, but bitterness still made her lips tight and hard. What dyou want me to do, Kate?


  Stay with mother.


  Where are you . . .?


  Lilys been taken bad.


  Lily? But James isnt . . .


  He signed for an extra shift, for the cash, because the baby was coming.


  Hell, said Mirrin. James too, then. Poor Lily.


  Aye, poor Lily, and poor James. Poor Alex and Flora Stalker. Poor Dougie and his mate, Nick. Poor folk of Blacklaw.


  Kate gave her sister a push. Find Mother an dont leave her.


  Mirrin nodded, and thrust into the back of the crowd which had grown and congealed even in the minutes conversation.


  Kate watched her go, gathering herself. She was shaking now with the aftermath of shock, and with cold. She had thought of the shawl for her mother but had not realised her own need of
  protection against the keen March bluster. Hugging her arms across her breast, she hurried back down Main Street in search of the youngest Stalkers.


  School pupils were milling up from the kirk lane, some sobbing with fear and lack of comprehension. But the older ones, girls as well as boys, they knew. Denied the release of
  childhood, they loitered or wandered in clannish groups, growing up in the season of a single morning.


  Drew and Betsy found her at the same moment, each running to her from a different direction. Betsys black ringlets jiggled prettily on her shoulders and her eyes had the lustre of tears.
  Drew, though paler than usual, was calmer than she would have anticipated. His only sign of distress was the manner in which he kneaded and clicked the lid of his shiny tin pencil box, and a fleck
  of blood on his lip. The boys and girl were twins, sharing a likeness of colouring and feature, but, in many ways, were of opposite temperament.


  Betsy threw herself into Kates arms, craving selfish attention for her own emotions. Drew stood back a pace, waiting, silent.


  Kate allowed Betsy only a moment, then carefully disentangled the girl. No time for crying, Betsy, she said firmly. So give over. We dont know whats happened
  yet.


  Mr. McCausland told me, said Drew grimly. The words out that Number Two pits gone up and everyone in it.


  His fingers laboured frantically over the edges of the pencil box.


  Is he sure? Kate said.


  Drew shook his head.


  Keeping a rein on her mounting panic, Kate slipped an arm round the twins waists and steered them along the street away from the smoke.


  Well, she said, almost lightly. McCauslands an old blether, an always was. So, come on, Ive something special for you two to do.


  What? asked Drew.


  I want you to stay with your Auntie Lily an keep her company.


  Wheres James? Betsy enquired.


  Hes . . .


  All right, Kate, said Drew quickly. Well stay with her.


  Oh, Kate, Betsy complained tearfully, I dont want to leave you.


  Kate raised her forefinger as a signal of authority. No arguing. Aunt Lily just cant be left by herself.


  What if the baby starts? asked Drew.


  How had he known that it could happen under stress? It was not a subject in which the lads of her day had ever displayed much knowledge. She had never been able to evaluate the depths of
  Drews intelligence, or come close to him in the mutual warmth she shared with her other brothers.


  Ill come an have a look at her, Kate said.


  What if it starts after youve gone?


  It wont, said Kate; and prayed to God that she was right.


  The neighbour who had served a kindly turn as nurse, stood now with Kate in the shadowy corner near the door of Lilys kitchen, speaking in a murmurous tone which belied her optimism.


  Och, shes not so bad; just a wee turn. Shell be right as rain soon. Eight months is not near as chancy as four or five.


  Thanks, Mrs. Dow, Kate said.


  I suppose theres been no official word about your kinfolk?


  Im on my way up there now. Kate smiled stiffly. Its good of you to give Lily your time.


  The woman shrugged.


  Time, she said. Whats time tme, lass.


  Eighteen years ago this womans husband and two sons had been crushed by a rock fall over in Northrigg. She was safe now from intimate pain and grief, with only the ghosts of that old
  sorrow to help her share the agony of other wives and mothers.


  Kate saw her out, and returned to the kitchen where Betsy was already spooning tea from the caddy into the pot.


  Youll be wantin a cup, Kate? said Betsy.


  No.


  Lilys going to try teat a wee bit of toast, Betsy went on chirpily.


  Thats fine.


  The girl, who looked hardly older than fourteen-year-old Betsy, was in the big knobbly chair by the side of the fire, her limbs tucked snugly under a hodden blanket, her swollen stomach making
  the cloth tight. Her eyes were dry but had that vague out-of-focus slant which disturbed Kate more than tears would have done.


  Kneeling by the chair, Kate said gently, Try to be brave, Lily. Nobodys sure of anythin yet. Ill away up there now, an as soon as theres any sort of
  news at all, Ill come right back here with it.


  The girl did not answer. Fear and pregnancy had robbed Lily of the last of her prettiness. Now, enveloped in the coarse blanket, she looked like nothing other than a stray tabby brought in out
  of the wet.


  Betsyll stay with you, Kate said. Drewll keep Edward amused.


  Sitting back on her heels, Kate glanced at the eighteen-month-old toddler who, gingerly taunted by Drew, was scrambling to reach a ragged clooty ball. In spite of his indifference, Drew was a
  great favourite with his wee nephew.


  Babby-clouts. Lily spoke clearly and distinctly, but with puzzlement, questions in her inflection. It was babby-clouts we wanted.


  Aye, said Kate.


  Jamesd done his shift: he wanted the extra for babby-clouts.


  Are you positive he was underground?


  Lily wrinkled her brow. She had not once looked directly at her good-sister, but continued to stare at the hummock of the blanket as if it was a burden of which she had no knowledge at all.


  Lily, are you sure James was below?


  He . . . never . . . No, he never . . . never said.


  The girl lifted her chin, head cocked.


  Dyou think . . . ?


  I dont know. Kate got to her feet and smoothed down the front of her skirt. I think its best if I get up there and find out.


  Lily nodded eagerly, struggled with the blanket and freed one frail arm. She gave her hand to her good-sister who squeezed it briefly.


  Go on, Lily said.


  Will you be all right?


  With Betsy here, an that handsome Drew, Lily declared: she swallowed, Ill be fine.


  Betsy followed Kate to the street door.


  Why did you do that?


  Do what?


  Tell her a lie, said Betsy. You know fine Jamess below with Daddy and Douglas.


  Dont tell Lily yet; not yet, said Kate. Promise now.


  Betsys lips pursed, trembling. Jamess our brother as well as bein her man. An hes not the only one of ours down there.


  Maybe so, said Kate severely. But just you remember that youve got me and Mirrin and Mam and Drew. Lilys got nobody  except us.


  Sorry, said Betsy. I am, Im sorry. I wont tell.


  Kate hugged her, then slipped out of the house into the empty main street.


  A fine mist of rain had come with the wind again, varnishing the cobbles and slates. It was quiet and peaceful there when she did not look up at the pinnacles of smoke. Something told her that
  this would be the last moments solitude she would know for quite a while. Though her urge to reach the pit-head was strong, she hesitated, reluctant to give herself up to all the demands
  which would be made on her in the days ahead.


  Then she heard the sound. Walking a few quick paces she peered curiously down the tunnel between the rows into the back yards. The tune was sweet and harmonious for a casual phrase or two, the
  trenchant pathos of the daftie given a bit of voice by the tines and tin reeds of the mouth organ.


  A young, broad-shouldered man, with bulging thighs in his soiled breeks and a face as frank as ham, Lauchlan Abercorn sat on the midden-heap like a king on his throne, entranced by the music he
  blew for himself. But when he saw her spying on him, his mood changed. His features contorted and he leaned from the waist and played at her, not a melody now but a ranting two-note
  complaint which mocked the call of the pit-head hooter.


  Poor Loony Lachie, the butt of many village jokes, never savage, seldom sad, just prone to be vexed at intrusions on his privacy. What would he make of todays events?


  Not much, Kate thought, though at least for a time he would rule over Blacklaw and make of it his daft and innocent estate.


  With the noise of the mouth-organ sawing in her ears, Kate turned and ran to submerge her fears in those of the multitude who waited at the mouth of the colliery shaft.
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