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One

That October Sunday was the first time in ten years that Faith had put off going to John’s grave. It was mid-afternoon before she got round to it, and even then she hesitated. She could have excused herself with the knowledge that Sunday was such a busy day for her with chapel in the morning and Sunday school, and again in the evening, a big meal with her parents in the middle of the day and then sometimes visiting, but her reluctance had nothing to do with any of this. John’s brother, Robert Berkeley, was coming home and the news had shocked her because it brought back many memories she would much rather have forgotten, memories that had for such a long time not mattered to her even in the churchyard, but she had known that coming here would make the memories more vivid and it did.

It had been one of those perfect autumn days, completely still, the birch trees half-clothed with lemon and lime coloured leaves, and where the wind and rain had done their work the sycamores had shed their bright orange covering. In the churchyard brown dead leaves were caught in tufts of grass behind the gravestones.

The sky was almost cloudless blue with tiny high wisps of white like thin trailing scarves. It would be bitterly cold later, she thought; already the air was turning sharp. On these days least of all could she bear to leave John’s grave. Each turning away was like a fresh betrayal. Each Sunday that passed was another Sunday without him, and yet it had been so long now. She stared in wonder at the dates on the stone – 1870–1893. It was nineteen hundred and three now, a new century, ten years since he had died, ten Christmases without him. How could it be that long?

There was no one else in the churchyard but the grass was thick and damp and she heard the swish of skirts behind her. When she turned slightly from placing precious peach coloured roses, the last from her mother’s garden, on the grave, Nancy McFadden stood behind her, smiling.

She had little to smile about, Faith thought, a baby in her arms and a small boy at her side. It was common knowledge in the town that Sean McFadden knocked his wife about and kept her short of money. Nancy was pretty. She was younger than Faith, in her early twenties; Faith was almost thirty. Nancy had bright yellow hair and deep blue eyes. Faith met Nancy often in the churchyard because Nancy came to see to her father’s grave and Faith came to John’s.

Faith always felt plain when she saw Nancy. They were both too thin, she thought, but her own hair was an ordinary brown and her eyes were a nondescript colour between brown and green. Nancy was ill fed and ill kept, but Faith couldn’t help envying her because of her looks and beautiful children. They were both exactly like Nancy. The little boy had golden curls and the baby had skin like the roses Faith had held in her hands. She also felt lucky when she met Nancy because Nancy had no money and no comfort, whereas she had a home with her parents halfway up the hill opposite the park, plenty to eat and her work in the town and at the chapel. Her father had made some money in railways and was a gentleman now.

Faith kept sweets in her pocket. William knew that she did and had his gaze fixed in her direction but he hung on to his mother’s skirt. Faith adored children and went to him, getting down to his level, talking softly, magicking the different coloured sweets from her pocket until she had him giggling.

‘I hear Mr Berkeley’s due home,’ Nancy said.

Faith got to her feet.

‘Apparently,’ she said.

‘Do you think it’ll make any difference, Miss Norman?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘How’s his dad?’

‘Not good.’

‘He’s been bad a long time. I don’t remember Mr Berkeley very well. Things are in a bad way,’ Nancy said.

Faith didn’t need Nancy to tell her this. Josiah Berkeley, John and Robert’s father, owned the steelworks which provided most of the work in the town. He also owned the pits. The Berkeleys had owned all this since the pits and the old ironworks had started back in eighteen fifty. Josiah had been ill for almost a year now. He had collapsed in his office and had to be taken home. Even before then, Faith thought bitterly, since John had died, Josiah had not been the same man, people said.

Gradually in Berry Edge things had become more difficult after John had died and Robert had left. The demand for steel was not so great, or so she heard, and when the orders went down the men were put on short time. So were the pitmen, and it affected the other small industries in the town, the shopkeepers, the milliners, the bootmenders, the tailors, the builders, everybody.

Faith didn’t know what to say, whether to be reassuring. Nancy was ready to believe, possibly the only person in Berry Edge, that a man she did not remember, a man who had been uneducated, a man who had caused his brother’s death, shamed his family, left Berry Edge in disgrace and not returned, could save them because of his name.

Faith could never think of Robert Berkeley without anger. She had hated him for ten years.

‘I’m not very hopeful, Nancy,’ she said.

‘People say he was a good workman.’

Faith smiled. ‘It was the only positive thing anybody ever did say about him. John is dead because his brother was jealous and stupid, and his parents haven’t been the same since. The works has gone down and dragged us all with it and now … If he doesn’t come home soon there’ll be nothing left.’

‘You would have thought he would have come back before now,’ Nancy said. ‘Surely he knows how bad things are.’

‘I doubt his parents could stand the sight of him. They wouldn’t have sent for him now if things weren’t so difficult. He’s living in Nottingham.’

‘What do people do there?’

‘He’s probably got a job in some foundry, married with two or three children, quite happy, caring nothing for anybody else. Rob was like that, feckless, selfish.’

‘Somebody’ll have to do something,’ Nancy said.

‘I doubt it’ll be Rob. The only things he was ever capable of were drinking and … you know the kind of things, Nancy.’

Nancy sighed.

‘Yes, I know. The kind of things my Sean’s good at,’ she said.

They began to walk back across the churchyard. William kicked at a pile of leaves close beside the wall and Faith thought of how she had loved this time of year when she was a child, how excited she had always been with the anticipation of Hallowe’en, Bonfire Night and Christmas.

At the gates they parted, Nancy to go down to the bottom of the bank, Faith to carry on climbing up past various houses, terraced at first on either side and then more prosperous, detached. Her parents’ house stood alone in its grounds with big gates, one of several nearby, but she reached Rob’s parents’ house first just below it on the left side of the road.

Faith let herself think about Robert Berkeley. He had been twenty one when he left Berry Edge. She wondered whether he had changed. John had been two years older, the kindest, gentlest man that she had ever met. John and Robert had hated one another. John had been the son that every man wanted, intelligent, good without seeming pious. He had graduated brilliantly from university and was set to take over from his father later and turn the steel foundry into something even bigger and better; whereas Rob had disliked school, had left as soon as he could in spite of his parents’ protests, gone into the foundry at fourteen and made his way up. The men liked him. The girls had liked him too, Faith thought, remembering, because both brothers were attractive. They differed in that John had blue eyes and Rob had grey, but Rob was loud and careless and John was quiet and thoughtful. She and John had been four weeks away from their wedding when his brother had got him drunk and argued with him. John had fallen into the Wear at Durham and drowned. Rob had gone in after him, tried to save him but it had been no good. His brother was dead.

Faith wished that she and Rob never had to meet again. Having him there in Berry Edge without John would be hard for her. Not that Rob would care for that, he had never cared for anything.

She called in at his parents’ house. She never stepped inside without thinking how happy she could have been there if she and John had been married, going for Sunday tea with John and their children. It was no longer a happy house and hadn’t been those past ten years.

It was shabby, neglected, as though the people who lived there didn’t notice. It was cold and dusty and Faith could not help but compare it with her own home. They were not rich but there was enough for good food, decent clothes, a carriage, servants. There was none of that here, nor had there been for a long time. The house had about it an air of hopelessness. Every day John’s mother went to his grave and the rest of the day she spent upstairs sitting with her husband. He had for a time lost the use of speech and one leg and was still unable to leave his bed, though he was getting better.

Constant letters to Robert Berkeley had not brought him back, but now at last it seemed that his mother had persuaded him. Faith thought that only desperation would have done so. Their lives had been ruined by what Rob had done, and although as far as Faith knew they had never said he was to blame, they had not stopped grieving for John all that time. They had called it an accident, but that was not what the people of the area had called it, and Rob had gone. Their lives and Faith’s life had been ruined. She made sure that there were always fresh flowers on John’s grave rather as though his mother was in fact her mother-in-law and the attention was another form of housekeeping.

Faith sat by the fire with Margaret Berkeley and asked after Josiah. Margaret always said that he was a little better, and it was true; but he needed to be a lot better, and he was not. She gave Faith tea and they sat in the living room. From the window as they talked Faith could see the garden and she could imagine herself a child again, when only the present had mattered.

She had grown up with John Berkeley, she thought that she had always loved him. He had carried her over muddy patches in fields, sent her love letters when she was twelve, been big enough to make her feel small, and he had had the brightest, bluest eyes that she had ever seen.

In the autumn she thought of herself and their friends sitting around the bonfire after the first blaze had subsided, poking potatoes with a stick, wishing they were ready before they could be while Rob and his friends shouted and laughed and leaped over the bonfire. She remembered playing hide and seek in the darkness of the railway and the first warm kisses from John’s cold lips, the two of them hidden away while the others searched. She thought of the scary games at Hallowe’en, but of never being scared because he was always there, and Christmas … She could barely manage to think of Christmas, years and years of mysterious presents, the fear that there would be no snow, the parties, the music, the holly gathering, the carols and the village chapel and John there with her.

It seemed to her that Rob had always been breaking in or spoiling something, getting in the way, sneaking off so that he didn’t have to go to chapel or to school, untidy and late for meals and doing dreadful things. As a child he flooded the back kitchen, set the carriage house on fire, broke into the parish church and drank the communion wine. He had the kind of restless energy which tired everybody and he would never do anything that anybody else wanted to do. He always had different ideas. He wouldn’t go to school. They sent him to boarding school and he ran away three times, back to Berry Edge.

No matter what anybody did Rob went his own way and no amount of beatings, endless days of bread and water and bedroom, had made any difference.

In the end, as he got older and more difficult, his parents had given up, Faith thought. They had one son who was a credit to them. They let Rob go to work in the foundry and they concentrated on John. Rob had acted like a workman, Faith thought, he would go out with the other young men at the foundry, get drunk, run after women and spend his money freely. He never went to chapel, he stayed out all night, he had fights in Durham with his friends against rival workmen.

The past ten years had been an enormous vacuum, a time when Faith could not be happy because you couldn’t be when you had to try, and she was always trying to be. Other young men didn’t belong to her, couldn’t. She had watched her friends marry and have children, she had seen the joy on their faces and the disappointment on her parents’ when she had refused every opportunity. She was too old now, nobody asked her. There were no parties to meet people, everybody her age was married. There was no future, nothing but the past, so clear in her mind, the memories which could not be touched or spoiled. She had wiped Robert Berkeley from those memories until now because every time she thought of him it hurt her. She needed her hatred of him to fill up the space in her head which reminded her of the things that she and John would have had: a home, a marriage, a family, all of those had been denied her because of Rob. She had comforted his parents, she had done a lot of good work, she had helped people in ways she would not have done if she had married and had children. Through the chapel she had helped out with babies, with food, with comfort, with the sick and dying. His mother poured more tea and Faith tried not to look out at the garden where they had had a swing and picnics and played games. She listened to what Margaret was talking about. It was the Christmas arrangements at the chapel. Did Faith know anything about them? Faith knew all about them and proceeded to explain.

‘Robert will be home well before then, at least we hope so,’ Margaret said.

Christmas was only a few weeks away. Faith wished it was over and done with.

*
Nancy went slowly down the hill towards her house in the rows at the bottom. She was reluctant to go back and there was no need to hurry. Sean had been drunk at dinnertime, come home, eaten his meal and spent the afternoon in bed. It had been his routine on Sundays for almost as long as they had been married. He would not be awake until teatime and after he had eaten his tea without a word or a backward glance he would be off to the pub for the evening session, to come rolling home at some advanced hour of the night when respectable people, and certainly Nancy and the children, were long gone to bed.

Nancy and Sean had been married for nearly five years now; it felt to Nancy like a lifetime. She could remember quite clearly what her life had been like before, living with her father, looking after him and the house because her mother had died when Nancy was a little girl. It had been peaceful and quiet at home with her father. It was the worst day of her life when she met Sean at her friend Vera’s wedding. She could remember how she had felt, the excitement.

She had thought he was the most impressive looking man she had ever seen. She remembered the McFaddens from church when they had all been children, two sons and four daughters; but only the mother, Alice, went now. Her family were grown and her husband was dead. Sean and his older brother, Michael, lived at home and neither of the two was ever seen inside St Mary’s Catholic Church at Berry Edge.

By all accounts Sean could fight and drink with the best of them, but Nancy had seen his black Irish eyes shining with merriment, and his white even teeth, his handsome face and thick dark curls. He was a catch, a steel melter, he made good money. Vera had introduced them and Nancy thought that Sean McFadden had the warmest wickedest eyes she had ever seen.

He had asked her to go for a walk with him the following day, which was Sunday, and then he took her back for tea to his mother’s house. Nancy wasn’t expecting that. Their house was immaculate and the sandwiches were small and cut into diamond shapes. The teacups had roses on them. Nancy had been very afraid that she would spill her tea.

Michael was there. He looked so much like his brother that Nancy was taken aback at the resemblance. He had fine dark straight hair, but apart from that he could have been Sean. In the front room, wanting something to say, Nancy admired a carved wooden horse on the mantelpiece, one of several carved animals in the room. Sean said grudgingly, ‘Our Michael made it. They don’t give him enough to do down the Diamond pit, he has time for such foolishness at home.’

‘It’s lovely, Michael,’ Nancy said, wanting to touch but not doing so under Mrs McFadden’s hawklike gaze.

That summer when Sean was free they went out together. They spent time walking when it was fine, having picnics on the riverbanks in Durham or going around the shops where he bought her small presents which Nancy tried to refuse.

One day in September, when she was alone and her father was at work, there was a knock on the back door. When she opened it, Michael stood there.

‘I brought you a present,’ he said, offering the package in his hands.

‘A present for me? You’d better come in,’ Nancy said.

He followed her into the kitchen. Nancy glanced hastily around, wondering if it was nearly as clean as his mother’s kitchen would be. She took the package and thanked him, and asked him to sit down. She unwrapped the package. It was a wooden horse, beautifully carved and polished.

‘Oh, Michael, it’s lovely. You did this for me?’

‘You liked them, nobody ever said anything before.’

Nancy made tea.

‘Are you thinking of marrying our Sean, Nancy?’ he asked after they had talked generally.

‘He hasn’t asked me but I hope he will. Why?’
 
‘Nothing, I just wondered.’

‘You don’t like each other, do you?’ Nancy said, realising the truth.

‘No.’

‘Why not?’

He looked directly at her. His eyes were not wicked like Sean’s; they were hard and dark and clear.

‘I’m not going to call our Sean to you, Nancy. We’re brothers, we fight.’

‘I know that. I know he has bad points, he goes to the pub too often and he - he swears. But I care about him.’

Nancy saw Sean that Sunday. He lay on the rug in her front room and went to sleep, but when she came back in from washing up he opened his eyes and said, ‘Where did you get that carved horse?’

‘Your Michael gave it to me.’

Sean opened his eyes wide.

‘Our Michael did? I thought … When?’

‘Tuesday, he came over.’

‘Nobody told me. So that’s it.’ Sean sat up. ‘It’s our Michael you want really, not me,’ and he laughed and pulled her into his arms. ‘I think he fancies you, I really do think so.’

‘Don’t you like him, Sean?’

‘He’s always trying to tell me what to do, ever since my dad died. He’s only a year older than me and he’s got no right to come round here making up to you.’

‘He wasn’t making up to me.’

‘What else do you call it when he gives you presents? If it was anybody else, that’s what you would call it, the dirty sod,’ and Sean got up and took the wooden horse from the dresser and threw it into the fire.

Nancy was horrified. She tried to save it but Sean wouldn’t let her near, and when she fought with him he just laughed and pulled her down on to the sofa. Her father was out and Nancy was immediately conscious of being alone in the house with Sean. He held her there and kissed her. When she wouldn’t let him have her mouth, he kissed her all over her face and neck and throat and put his hands on her. The touch of his fingers was a sweet shock.

The fire burned even more brightly with the aid of the wooden horse and Sean held Nancy in his arms and his hands and mouth did disgraceful, magical things inside her clothing. Only later when the evening drew in, when she and Sean were sitting demurely on the sofa and her father came home, did she become aware of how far the fire had gone down, how dark the shadows were in the corners without its brightness. The wooden horse had burned away completely and was lost among the ashes under the grate.

Nancy and Sean had been married the following spring. They lived with Nancy’s father and she looked after both men. At first it was easy but a few months later Nancy’s father died and after that Sean showed Nancy no love or respect. Things weren’t so bad until Nancy became pregnant, but she realised soon after William was born that Sean hated children, hated her getting fat, hated any kind of responsibility. It was all just a burden to him which he pushed from him with drink. Sean, Nancy thought savagely, was like a lot of the men she saw around her. He didn’t want a wife. He wanted a whore, a cook and a cleaner, not somebody to share time and children with, not somebody to be beside him. He wanted her to be dirt under his feet, and like one of those statues of the Holy Mother in the church, very far above him and well beneath him; but not a real woman, not a real person.

The odd time that Nancy saw Michael in the street she was horrified and astonished to see how much like his brother he was. Michael was so big and goodlooking that the lasses threw themselves at him. Nancy heard the talk. Alice came to her sometimes crying because he might have got this lass or that lass into trouble. He became a union man and upset the bosses, and he drank and fought and swore. But he was never like that with Nancy. When they met he was polite and smiling, and he liked the bairns, she could tell that he did. He spoke softly to them and always gave William a shiny penny. He would have done more, much more, Nancy knew, if she had said but one word to him. But she didn’t, she couldn’t. She remembered when she had been a little lass and her father had been fond of saying, ‘You’ve made your bed Nancy, and now you must lie on it.’ That was what her marriage was like. Marriage was for life, it was for good, it was forever, it stretched out before her like one of those Roman roads they had built around her so long since. There was no turning from it, there was nowhere to hide, no corners, no way out. She could not tell anyone that she had made a mistake, she could not complain because no one wanted to hear. She was married to Sean McFadden for always now, she could not leave because there was nowhere to go and she had no money. She could not be rescued in a town like this where a man’s word was law in his home. She had to endure the neglect, the beatings, the poverty, the pregnancies, the abuse and the humiliation of knowing that the money he made he spent on drink and other women. All Nancy had were her bairns, her house, her friend Vera, and the odd meal at Alice’s when Alice would have them there, she worried so much about them upsetting her tidy house. There were no longer carved wooden animals in Alice’s front room, and when she enquired about this Alice told her that Michael had stopped doing his carvings, that one night when drunk, out of temper he had thrown them all on the fire. It seemed the worst thing of all somehow to Nancy.

‘They were only to dust,’ Alice said.

ops/images/9781782061762.jpg
lcbeth Gl

he Road to
erry Edge

In a family destroyed by guilt,
can two brothers find peace!?
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