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				A Families of Fairley Terrace Saga

				When Annie Day at number four, Fairley Terrace, loses her beloved husband in a tragic mining disaster, she cannot afford the luxury of grief. For now she must find a way to support herself and her two young daughters, Kitty and Lucy. Marriage to widower Algernon Pierce seems to be the answer to Annie’s prayers.

				For a time, all is well. But beneath her new husband’s respectable veneer, lies a darkness which deepens as the years roll by. Annie begins to fear for her daughters’ futures, particularly vibrant, headstrong Lucy, whose defiance of Algernon alters the course of their lives for ever . . .
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				Coal dust and cornfields

				Poppy-strewn grain

				Sunlit paths that I walked

				But will not see again.

				Hooters and houses

				Fire on the batch

				Woodsmoke and cooch smoke

				Doors left on the latch . . .

				Cows in a cluster

				In fields and by stream

				All of these things now

				No more than a dream.

				A kiss in the shadows

				The touch of a hand

				Shifting and fleeting

				As footprints in sand.

				The lights of the city

				Were calling to me

				I ran from your arms

				But now I can see

				All I want, dearest love

				All I wish for is there

				Your lips on my lips

				And the breeze in my hair.

				I long to be with you

				And once more to roam

				The hills and the pathways

				The fields of my home.

				‘Coal Dust and Cornfields’

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter One

				When as a child I laughed and wept

				Time crept.

				1897

				The little girl sat curled up beneath the huge umbrella-like leaves of the rhubarb plant, crying. Her head was buried between her knees, her tears soaking the cotton cambric of her pinafore, her slight shoulders shaking in time with her sobs.

				Lucy Day didn’t often cry, though there were plenty of times when she wanted to, and when she did, she made sure it was somewhere where no one could see or hear her. Though she was only seven years old, she had her pride. Only babies cried, and she wasn’t a baby any more. She hadn’t been for a long time now; the last time she had allowed anyone to see her tears was when her father – her real father, not that monster she was now supposed to call Papa – had died in a terrible accident at the pit where he had been a collier.

				Lucy had never known exactly what had happened; she’d been spared the gory details. Everyone had thought she was too young to be told that the rope bearing the hudge that took the miners into the bowels of the earth had been severed and it had gone crashing down, taking twelve men and boys, her own father, John, amongst them, to their deaths. All she had known was that her daddy was never coming home. She’d cried when Annie, her mother, had told her and her older sister Kitty, cradling them both in her arms, but mostly she had cried because Mammy was crying too, tears streaming down her face. Lucy had never seen Mammy cry before, so her own tears were mostly of fright. She hadn’t really believed then that Daddy was gone forever, and when it was time for him to come home from work she had crept out of the little house in Fairley Terrace that felt heavy and oppressive with all the sorrow trapped inside it by closed doors and tightly drawn curtains, made her way along the track that ran along the back of the Ten Houses, as Fairley Terrace was always known locally, and waited at the corner, as she always did, for the gaggle of miners and carting boys making their way home. The moment they came into sight she would run along the lane, which was bordered by cornfields, in the direction of the main road. John would scoop her up and sit her on his shoulders, still black with coal dust as he was, so that Mammy would scold them both when they got home. She’d make Lucy hop into the tin bath in front of the fire before John got in himself and turned the water black and scummy, and lay out clean drawers and pinafore for her to put on. Every fine day in summer it was the same, and on bright cold days in winter too, though John would only ruffle her hair and take her by the hand then, mindful that whereas a pinafore could go into the wash tub, a woollen coat could not.

				But that day in early June two years earlier, Lucy had waited in vain; Daddy and the others had not come, and as she grew more and more anxious, there seemed to be a nightmarish feel about the bright sunshine, the long, sharp shadows and the unnatural quiet. She’d begun to panic, her child’s mind still not grasping the enormity of what had happened, but knowing that something was terribly wrong. She’d ventured then further than she’d ever gone alone before, to the end of the track, so that she could see the length of the main road stretching away between the hedges in the direction of the little town of High Compton, but there was still no sign of Daddy and the others, only Farmer Barton’s herd of cows, away in the distance, being driven in for milking. And still she couldn’t believe that Daddy would never again come walking up that road. She bunched up her petticoats and sat down on the grass verge, trying not to cry, and how long she’d have stayed there, half hidden in the tall white cow parsley, she’d never know – all night, perhaps, if needs be.

				It was Dolly Oglethorpe, their next-door neighbour, who found her there, quite by accident. Annie Day was so distraught, she hadn’t even noticed her younger daughter was missing.

				Dolly, who was a good soul, had been into town to collect a bottle of medicine Dr Blackmore had prescribed for Queenie Rogers from number 2, whose son Frank had been amongst those killed, and she was startled to see the little girl sitting on the bank.

				‘Lucy Day! Whatever do you think you’re doing?’ she exclaimed.

				Lucy’s lip wobbled and she looked up at Dolly with anguished eyes.

				‘I’m waiting for Daddy. But he’s ever so late.’

				‘Oh dear, dear, dear.’ Dolly scarcely knew what to say. Truth to tell, she felt overwhelmed herself by the terrible events of the day, though, thank God, none of hers had been on the hudge.

				‘You can’t stay here,’ she said. ‘Your mam would have a fit if she knew you were up here on the main road all by yourself. Come on, my love, you’ve got to go home.’

				‘But Daddy . . .’ Lucy was desperate to be told that everything was going to turn out right. But Dolly could offer her no comfort.

				‘Your dad won’t be coming tonight, my love. And your mam needs you home and safe. Come on now.’

				Obediently Lucy got up, brushing the grass seeds off the seat of her drawers and taking the hand that Dolly offered her.

				‘Tomorrow?’ she whispered pleadingly.

				‘No, my love. Not tomorrow either.’

				It was then that Lucy knew that what Mam had said was true. Daddy wasn’t coming home. Not today. Not tomorrow. Not ever. A great sob rose in her throat and the tears rolled down her cheeks.

				‘I want him!’ she cried brokenly. ‘I want my daddy!’

				Wrenching her hand away from Dolly’s, she began to run, too fast for Dolly to be able to catch her, down the lane, back around the corner of the rank, heading for the only refuge she knew, the house that had been her home, along with Daddy and Mammy and Kitty, from the day she was born.

				Except that Daddy wouldn’t be there. And still she didn’t really know why.

				Now, two years later, hidden beneath the rhubarb leaves, Lucy stuffed her fists into the sockets of her eyes and cried for him again.

				‘Daddy! Daddy! Please, Daddy, where are you? I want you, Daddy . . .’

				It would do no good. She knew that. But oh! she wanted him so. Wanted him to hold her hand in his big rough one, blue-veined from coal dust. Wanted him to hoist her up on to his shoulders again, though she thought she might have grown too big now for him to do that. Wanted him to dry her tears and make her laugh the way he used to. Wanted him to make things right.

				Nothing was the same as it used to be, nothing. Everything now was just awful – the house they’d moved to when Mammy got married again, far from the friendly rank of the Ten Houses where she’d known everyone and everyone had known her; the life so different to the carefree one she’d imagined would go on forever. Even Mammy was different, never singing as she went about her chores as she used to, but sad and snappy. And worst of all . . . him, the man she was supposed to call Papa. Lucy’s eyes squeezed tight shut but the tears still escaped, running in hot rivers down her cheeks. Oh, she hated him – she hated him! He was horrible, horrible. And she’d never forgive him for what he’d done today, never, never, no, not as long as she lived . . .

				The rhubarb leaves rustled suddenly, parting around her head so that sunlight filtered through, and Lucy’s eyes flew open as she instinctively tucked back more tightly into her hiding place. But the boots that were in her line of vision were too small – and too dirty – to belong to him, the legs growing out of them bare and suntanned. The leaves parted further, so wide that one of the stalks of rhubarb snapped clean off, and Lucy lifted her head to see the freckled face of a boy looking down at her.

				‘What’s up with you, Lucy?’

				Joe. It was Joe, his son – well, not really his own son, Mammy had explained, but the son of his first wife, the wife who had died. It was all a bit complicated for Lucy to make sense of. She only knew that Joe called him Papa as she and Kitty were supposed to, that he lived with them, and that he was nice – well, as nice as a nine-year-old boy could be. He wasn’t her friend exactly – she hadn’t known him long enough for that, had never so much as set eyes on him before she and Mammy and Kitty had moved into the house where he and that horrible man lived. But he didn’t seem to like Joe any more than he liked Lucy. He spoke to Joe in just the same overbearing, disapproving way, and sometimes when he was chastising them Joe would catch her eye and grin ruefully, or wrinkle up his nose at her. Once he – Papa – had caught him doing it and cuffed him sharply around the ear, calling him ‘disrespectful’ and sending him to his room.

				All in all, Lucy liked Joe; he was the only good thing in this horrible place, and the last thing she wanted now was for him to see her crying.

				She dashed her hands across her face, wiping away the tears, but it was too late, and in any case, the soft hiccuping sobs that were still pulsing in her throat would have given her away.

				‘What’s the matter?’ Joe asked again, peering down at her.

				For a minute Lucy couldn’t bring herself to answer. She knew if she did she would only begin crying again properly; she wouldn’t be able to stop herself. But Joe wasn’t going to give up. He squatted down beside her, wriggling as far as he could into her hiding place and snapping a few more stalks of rhubarb as he did so, so that the leaves now slanted at a crazy angle like an umbrella that had blown inside out and been righted again but with its ribs broken.

				Lucy scooted on her bottom out from what remained of the canopy, frightened now at the thought of the consequences of ruining the crown of rhubarb.

				‘Stop it, Joe, or we’ll be for it!’

				‘It’ll grow again,’ Joe said nonchalantly, and as if to show he didn’t care, he snapped off yet another stick of rhubarb and tossed it on to the strip of garden on the other side of the path where the broad beans sprouted in neat rows some two feet tall.

				‘What were you crying about anyway?’ he asked, turning back to Lucy.

				Still she hesitated, but suddenly she could contain it no longer. Her lip wobbled uncontrollably.

				‘Victoria,’ she said, barely able to speak her precious doll’s name. ‘He took Victoria away. And she’s broken! She’s broken!’

				And once again the tears ran down her cheeks in a scalding flood.

				It would never have happened if she hadn’t defied him and taken Victoria to chapel with her this morning. She’d thought he would be none the wiser; he always left for the service half an hour earlier than they did and stayed on later, talking with the minister and the other important members of the congregation and only arriving home in time for the joint of roast meat they always had at twelve thirty sharp on Sundays. Lucy hated having to go to chapel; they’d never used to go when they’d lived in the Ten Houses, and it was so tedious she could never sit still unless she took something to play with. Usually it was something small that she could hide in the pocket of her pinafore, just as Joe secreted a prize conker or a lead soldier in the pocket of his trousers – Kitty, of course, never did anything of the sort; she was far too pious. And if she had, and been caught, then in all likelihood she would have escaped with a mild rebuke.

				Lucy had known she’d really be for it if he found out she had Victoria hidden beneath the folds of her cape – he said it was disrespectful to take a doll into the House of God. But this morning she simply couldn’t bear to leave her at home. Mammy had made a new dress for her from a scrap of white silk and decorated it with lace and a tiny pink rosebud, and Lucy just couldn’t stop looking at it and touching the soft smooth fabric that felt like the height of luxury and made Victoria look like a fairy-tale princess.

				She was so, so beautiful, with her glossy brown hair and her go-to-sleep eyes, which were blue as cornflowers when they were open, and the long dark lashes that brushed her porcelain cheeks when they were closed. Her head swivelled on her neck and her arms and legs could be moved too – they were attached by a length of elastic that stretched through her smooth pink body. Never in all her life could Lucy have imagined owning such a doll, but she had been given to her by Lady Elizabeth Fairley, sister of Sir Montague, who owned Shepton Fields, the pit where Daddy had worked until the day of the terrible accident, when she had visited to offer her condolences in the days that followed the tragedy. Victoria had come all the way from France, Lady Elizabeth had said, and Lucy had fallen in love with her the moment she set eyes on her. She took Victoria everywhere with her, carefully wrapped in a shawl that had been first Kitty’s when she was a baby, and then hers, to ensure the doll didn’t get dirty or damaged in any way, and at night she put her to bed in the top drawer of the tallboy in her bedroom, covered with a folded petticoat and with a pile of clean undergarments under her head for a pillow. She always left the drawer open, of course; Victoria wouldn’t like to be shut in.

				Lucy talked to Victoria constantly. It was like having her own special friend, which became even more important to her after Mammy married him. Lucy had been very lonely since they’d left the Ten Houses and moved to his house, which stood on a steep rise on the road linking High Compton to the neighbouring town of Hillsbridge. It wasn’t entirely isolated, in fact it had a mirror-image twin sharing the adjoining wall, but there was a high, thick laurel hedge between the two houses at the front, and because they had been built into the hillside, steps led down from the long back gardens into small walled yards separated by a single-storey extension that housed the WC, as he called it, and the copper that was used for heating water. In any case, the people who lived in the other house were old, and, Lucy thought, a bit peculiar, though she knew next to nothing about them except that they were called Latcham and Mammy said she didn’t believe Mrs Latcham ever washed her sheets properly, just hung them out on the line on a Monday when it was fine and dry, to air. Oh, and Mrs Latcham was very deaf. When Lucy was playing in the back yard she could sometimes hear Mr Latcham shouting very loudly at his wife, not angry shouting, but shouting all the same, and Mrs Latcham shouting back: ‘What d’you say, George? What d’you say?’

				‘Is she all there?’ Mammy had asked him soon after they had moved in, and he had replied, ‘Yes, of course. She’s just hard of hearing. And I wish you wouldn’t use that expression.’

				But hard of hearing or not all there – which in local parlance meant lacking in mental faculties – Mrs Latcham wasn’t at all like the neighbours Lucy had known when they’d lived in the Ten Houses. There, back doors had always been open, the menfolk worked their gardens or sat on benches outside in the evenings or on Sundays, the women popped into one another’s houses, the children played in the alleyway that ran between the dwellings and the blocks of privies, wash houses and bake ovens on the far side. Everyone knew everyone else and looked out for them, even the less popular ones like Hester Dallimore, known for a gossip, and old Mark Gardiner, who was too sick with silicosis, the miners’ disease, to work any more and who could scarcely walk across the alleyway to the privy without stopping to get his breath or hawking up globules of phlegm, which he spat on to the cobbles.

				Lucy missed them all, but most of all she missed Edie Cooper, who was the same age as her and lived at number 1. From the time they were toddlers, she and Edie had played together. They’d had an old pair of trucks to serve for a dolls’ pram; they’d made a pretend house behind the bean sticks; they’d spent hours unearthing bits of old broken china or glass that had been buried in their gardens; they’d drawn grids on the cobbles with a chalky stone to play hopscotch. They’d started school together, walking in on their first day holding hands tightly, and their mothers had taken it in turns to collect them at going-home time.

				Lucy was much closer to Edie than she was to her own sister, Kitty, and she missed her dreadfully. Kitty was no fun at all. She was prim and never wanted to be bothered with Lucy, and when she did deign to play with her, she had to take charge, bossing Lucy about and telling her which role she had to take, which was always inferior to her own. So Lucy drew more and more into herself, and Victoria, her precious, beautiful doll, became her companion and her confidante.

				But now he had confiscated Victoria, and, even worse, she was broken. And all because Lucy had defied him and taken the doll to church.

				Why had she done it? Why? How could she have thought for a moment that she’d get away with it? Nothing escaped his eagle eye. But this morning he’d left even earlier than usual – Reverend Boody, the minister, was away on holiday, and he – Algernon Pierce, Papa – was taking the service. Flushed with daring, Lucy had tucked Victoria under her cape, so not even Mammy had noticed until they were seated in their usual pew. When she had, she’d scolded Lucy.

				‘Whatever are you thinking of? You know Papa doesn’t allow dolls in church!’

				‘There were dolls in the crib scene at Christmas,’ Lucy had pointed out.

				‘That’s quite different,’ Mammy had whispered sharply, and Kitty had smirked and rolled her eyes, smug in the knowledge that she, at least, knew how to behave in the House of God.

				Lucy had kept Victoria well out of sight for the first part of the service. But the sermon went on interminably, because when he was preaching, Algernon liked to make the most of it, and even Kitty had become bored and her attention had wandered to Victoria, tucked within the folds of Lucy’s pinafore.

				Kitty had been given a doll, too, by Lady Elizabeth, but she never took much interest in her, which was why it was for Victoria that Annie had made the new dress, and truth to tell Kitty was a little jealous. It wasn’t so much that she wanted to be able to change her own doll’s clothes; it was the fact that Annie had done something for Lucy, and not for her, that irked her.

				‘That’s a stupid dress,’ she whispered now, poking the doll with her finger.

				‘It’s not stupid! It’s pretty!’ Lucy was unable to keep her voice as low as her sister’s; the lady sitting in the pew in front of them turned and glared at her, pursing her lips.

				Kitty, of course, was staring straight ahead with a butter-wouldn’t-melt expression; it was Lucy who was attracting the admonition.

				After a minute or so, Kitty began fingering the new dress, glancing at it surreptitiously beneath her lashes, and then raising the silk skirt to expose the matching drawers that Mammy had made and tugging at them. Possessively, Lucy dragged the doll away, tucking her under her cape, and Kitty’s hand followed, grasping Victoria by her jointed leg and pulling.

				‘Stop it!’ Lucy hissed, and again the woman in front of them half turned accusingly.

				But Kitty was having too much fun, teasing Lucy and yet not being blamed for it. She grasped Victoria firmly around her waist, tugging again, so the sisters were tussling silently over the forbidden doll.

				And then it happened. Just as Algernon paused for effect at a crucial point in his sermon, Lucy lost her hold on Victoria and the doll clattered down on to the tiled floor.

				Lucy squealed in dismay, she couldn’t help it, and scrambled down to rescue Victoria. Annie made a vain attempt to stop her, and Lucy, wriggling out of reach, fell over, only succeeding in pushing Victoria clean under the pew so that she ended up between the feet of the woman in front of them. Indignant, the woman picked up Victoria but did not return her, laying her instead on the pew beside her before glaring once again at Lucy and then presenting her with her stiff back.

				Mammy shook her head at Lucy, sighing; Joe, on the far side of Kitty, was stifling laughter, and Kitty, of course, still sat demurely, her eyes fixed on him – Papa – who looked as if he might be going to suffer an apoplectic fit. After a moment, however, he recovered himself and once again his droning voice echoed around the body of the chapel and up to the far reaches of the gallery above, where yet more of the congregation sat on hard wooden benches tiered upwards. But Lucy heard not a word he said. She sat, stiller than she had ever sat through one of Algernon’s sermons, mortified and trembling, but never taking her eyes off Victoria, whose bare feet were the only bit of her that she could see.

				She was for it, she knew. Being responsible for such a commotion when he was in full flow was unforgivable in itself; that her doll should be the cause of it only made things a thousand times worse, and from his elevated position in the pulpit, Algernon would have had a clear view of what was going on, could perhaps even now see Victoria lying on the wooden seat beside the woman.

				It wasn’t until the service was over and the organ playing soft reverent music while the congregation filed out that the woman turned round, holding out Victoria in a gloved hand, not to Lucy but to Annie.

				‘I do think you might keep your children under control during service. All this chatter and fidgeting is entirely inappropriate and most disconcerting.’ Her tone was taut with disapproval and she thrust Victoria into Annie’s hands. ‘I hope such a thing won’t occur again.’

				‘You can be certain it won’t,’ Annie said fervently, and Lucy could hear a small tremble in her mother’s voice. Annie was clearly both embarrassed and upset. ‘I am so sorry, really I am.’

				‘Yes. Well.’ With another glare at Lucy, the woman swept out of the pew, leaving only a whiff of lavender perfume and mothballs behind her.

				‘Oh Lucy, you’ve really done it this time!’ Annie shook her head despairingly. ‘Don’t you know who that was? Miss Broadribb, the sister of the schoolmaster at the big school. She runs the Temperance League and goodness knows what else. She’s ever so important.’

				Lucy didn’t know what the Temperance League was, she didn’t know Miss Broadribb or her brother, the schoolmaster, though she supposed she would in a year or two when she moved up from little school. But she did know she was in disgrace and that she had upset Mammy. And she desperately wanted Victoria back in her arms, wanted to cuddle her and bury her chin in her dark cottony hair for comfort.

				‘Can I have her? Please, Mammy?’ She tugged at Annie’s sleeve, but Annie shook her head.

				‘I think I had better keep hold of her for now,’ she said, and Lucy guessed the reason. They still had to run the gauntlet; Algernon always stood by the chapel door, bidding farewell to the congregation as they left.

				She could see him there now, nodding gravely, smiling occasionally, that plastered-on smile that moved his fleshy lips but never reached his small, beady eyes, as he dispensed pious words to the departing flock.

				‘The Lord be with you, Mrs Clarke . . . Good morning, Mr Treasure . . . The Lord be with you . . .’ Laying a hand on a small boy’s head: ‘Good to see you here, Tommy.’ Turning solicitously to a shrunken little woman: ‘Are you quite recovered now from your pneumonia, Mrs Brown? I’m glad to hear it. The Lord has indeed been merciful . . .’

				That pasted-on smile did not even slip as his own family approached; Algernon was much too conscious of the image he presented to the world. But he lowered his voice as he spoke to Annie, and there was no mistaking the barely controlled fury in his tone.

				‘A most unedifying performance, Mrs Pierce.’

				Then, for a long moment, those beady eyes were fixed on hers, and Lucy quailed.

				‘We need to talk, young lady. The moment I get home.’

				And then they were past him, moving on to the broad sunlit path between neatly barbered lawns and rose beds, and he had turned his attention and his horrible false smile to the couple behind them.

				She received another scolding from Annie, of course, as soon as they were out of earshot, and though she thought it dreadfully unfair that Kitty should escape scot-free when it was she who had started the trouble, Lucy said nothing. Annie probably wouldn’t believe her, and Kitty might well give her a sly pinch if Lucy told on her.

				Annie didn’t return Victoria to her until they reached the house she now had to call home, and then it was with the warning that she’d better leave Victoria upstairs, out of sight, for today at least.

				‘We don’t want any reminders of what happened in chapel,’ she said, and Lucy obediently did as she was told, laying Victoria in the drawer and tucking the old shawl around her.

				‘You need a little rest, Victoria,’ she said solemnly. ‘Go to sleep now, and be a good girl.’

				Kitty had followed her upstairs; they both had to change out of their Sunday best into their everyday dresses and pinafores.

				‘It was all your fault,’ Lucy couldn’t resist saying to her sister.

				‘Wasn’t! You shouldn’t have taken your stupid doll to chapel anyway. You know you’re not allowed.’

				‘She is not stupid! And nobody would have been any the wiser if you hadn’t—’

				‘Well, it serves you right. And she is stupid.’

				‘It’s your Margaret who’s stupid. And ugly. Victoria is so much prettier than her.’

				‘She’s not! Not even with that silly dress Mammy made.’

				‘Are you two quarrelling again?’ Their raised voices had carried downstairs; now Annie was in the hallway, shouting up to them. ‘Stop it, both of you, before Papa comes home.’

				They stopped, though still glowering at each other, changed their clothes and went back downstairs.

				‘Now go and read quietly,’ Annie warned them. ‘I’ve got dinner to cook. On second thoughts,’ she added, ‘you can shell the peas for me. They’re in a bowl by the back door, and you know where the colander is.’

				Lucy didn’t mind that. She quite liked shelling peas; there was something satisfying in squeezing the pods between her fingers to make them pop. And reading books on a Sunday was no fun – the only ones they were allowed were books of prayers or children’s versions of the Bible stories, and they were boring. But then everything about Sundays was boring; there were so many things they weren’t allowed to do. They weren’t allowed outdoors to play, and proper games were banned even inside the house. No dominoes, no cards, such as Snap or Old Maid, no jack-in-the-box. The rules were endless. Annie wasn’t allowed to do any housework either, apart from cooking the Sunday roast, the smell of which was already filling the kitchen. Once, when Lucy had been sick in the night all over her sheets and nightgown, Annie had been going to put them straight in the wash tub, but Algernon had refused to let her do anything more than rinse off the worst of it. ‘I won’t have washing hanging on the line on a Sunday,’ he’d said, and although she didn’t agree with him, Annie had concurred, as she always did. She’d have argued with Daddy if he’d done the same thing, Lucy thought – not that he would have, of course – but she never argued with Algernon.

				He arrived home today earlier than usual, and came into the kitchen with a face like thunder. Without even stopping to take off the sober black coat he always wore to chapel – though he did remove his hat – he summoned Lucy.

				‘Now, my lady, I want an explanation of your disgraceful behaviour in church this morning.’

				Lucy, who had been setting the table, quailed.

				‘It wasn’t my fault, Papa.’

				‘Don’t talk back to me!’ he snapped. ‘If not your fault, whose was it, I would like to know?’

				Lucy lowered her eyes. There was nothing she could say to make this right.

				‘You took that doll to church with you after I had expressly told you it was quite inappropriate. How dare you disobey me?’

				‘I’m sorry, Papa.’ The hated name stuck in her throat, but she said it anyway.

				‘Sorry is not good enough. Do you not know your commandments? Do they not make it clear that thou shalt not bow down before any graven image? And what is a doll but a graven image, might I ask? Where is she?’

				‘Upstairs, Papa.’

				‘Go and fetch her. Yes, right this minute.’

				Lucy, trembling, shot her mother a terrified glance, but Annie only nodded slightly, looking, if Lucy had only noticed, as frightened as she was. She dragged her feet on the stairs, and Algernon’s voice followed her.

				‘Don’t dawdle, girl! I’m waiting!’

				As she crossed the landing, she could see Joe through the half-open door of his room. He was lying flat on his stomach on the floor, playing with his lead soldiers. He’d be for it if Algernon caught him, Lucy thought, but she was too preoccupied with her own disgrace to worry about that now.

				In her bedroom she pulled the tallboy drawer fully open and lifted Victoria out.

				‘It’s time to wake up, my love,’ she said, trying to put a brave face on it.

				Back down the stairs she went, cradling the doll in her arms.

				Algernon had taken off his coat now; he stood in the centre of the kitchen, back very straight, thumbs tucked into the watch chain that stretched across his not-inconsiderable paunch. As Lucy approached nervously, he unhooked them, holding out a pudgy white hand.

				‘Give the doll to me.’

				Lucy froze, eyes widening with alarm, and clutched Victoria even more tightly to her chest.

				‘I said give it to me.’ Algernon flexed and unflexed his fleshy fingers by way of reinforcing the order.

				‘Papa . . . please . . .’ Lucy begged desperately.

				A muscle ticked beneath Algernon’s left eye, a sure sign of his growing anger.

				‘I shall not tell you again,’ he warned.

				Annie, who had been testing the potatoes simmering on the hob to see if they were done, turned, the fork still in her hand.

				‘Algernon – please don’t take her doll. She won’t take her to church again, will you, Lucy? She’s learned her lesson.’

				‘Not well enough, I fear. I will not tolerate disobedience. I will not tolerate idolatry. Lucy must be made to understand that.’ Again he turned his cold beady eyes on the little girl. ‘You will give the doll to me or suffer the consequences.’

				‘Lucy, you’d better do as Papa says,’ Annie said, anxious and nervous now.

				‘No! No – I won’t!’ Afraid but defiant, Lucy made a dash for the door, but it was blocked by Kitty, who had been sitting reading Bible stories, coming in to see what the commotion was about. The sisters almost collided and the obstruction was all Algernon needed to catch Lucy and spin her round.

				‘The doll, if you please!’

				His hand shot out, grabbing Victoria’s jointed plaster arm, but still Lucy refused to relinquish her treasure, and the elastic fastening the two arms together through the doll’s body gave way with a sharp snap. Though Lucy still clutched Victoria to her chest, he, Papa, was left brandishing one bare pink arm. Lucy squealed in horror, so distraught she relaxed her hold on the doll, and Algernon snatched her away. As he did so, Victoria’s other arm, no longer attached to its twin, came away and fell to the ground.

				‘Oh, Algernon! Oh dear, look what you’ve done now . . .’ Her love and concern for her daughter overcoming her fear and respect for her husband, Annie stepped into the fray. She knew what this disaster would mean to Lucy, and she wanted only to comfort her and do what she could to make things right. But Algernon was unrepentant.

				‘The child has brought this upon herself,’ he snapped. ‘Perhaps she will learn now that every action has its consequences. When I am certain that lesson has been learned, the doll will be returned to her, and not before.’

				With that he swept from the room, taking Victoria with him.

				‘Oh, my love, he didn’t mean for that to happen,’ Annie said. She reached out to take Lucy in her arms, but Lucy ducked away, retrieving the doll’s one arm from where it had rolled under a chair.

				‘Yes he did!’ she burst out. ‘I hate him! I hate him so much!’

				Clutching the doll’s arm in her small fist, she ran out of the back door and into the yard. The flight of steps slowed her – they were deep for her little legs, and quite steep – but when she reached the top, she began to run again, up the cinder path between the gardens with their rows of peas and beans, cabbages and currant bushes.

				The rhubarb patch was about halfway between the house and the back lane, a minor road that had been made to service the rear of the houses and led to nowhere. She dived beneath the canopy of spreading leaves, tucking in as far as she was able, so that only her little booted feet peeped out. It was her special place, far more private than hiding behind the row of bean sticks or the loganberry hedge, and at last the tears she’d been fighting began to run down her face. Hidden there beneath the broad dark leaves, Lucy sobbed, heartbroken; sobbed so hard that her throat ached and her whole body shook.

				It was there that Joe found her. He’d heard something of the commotion, heard Algernon come thumping up the stairs and into the room he now shared with Annie, and gone downstairs to find out what was going on. But all was quiet now, though Annie looked distressed as she attended to the dinner, and he knew better than to ask. Kitty was sitting at the half-set table, her Bible storybook open between the knives and forks, and a prim yet almost satisfied look on her face, and of Lucy there was no sign. It had to be Lucy who had been getting the length of Algernon’s tongue – Kitty wouldn’t have been sitting there looking so pleased with herself if it had been her, and besides, she never was the one in trouble. That was reserved for him and Lucy.

				Joe liked Lucy, actually felt quite protective of her. For a girl, she was all right, and it was hard to believe that she and Kitty were sisters. Poor little thing, he thought, and decided to go in search of her. He knew where to look – she thought her favourite hiding place under the rhubarb leaves was her secret, but they didn’t hide her quite as well as she thought they did.

				Up the garden path he went, and sure enough, there were her feet sticking out from beneath the clump of rhubarb. When he parted the leaves and saw how upset she was, he got down and wriggled in beside her.

				‘Don’t cry, Lucy. It’s Papa, isn’t it? He’s just a big bully. You don’t want to take any notice of him.’

				‘But he took Victoria! He took Victoria – and she’s broken!’ Lucy wept.

				‘Oh.’ Joe wasn’t quite sure what else to say. After the commotion in church this morning, he wasn’t a bit surprised Algernon had confiscated the doll – he’d sometimes taken away Joe’s treasures, too, as punishment, though more often that came in the form of a few stripes across his buttocks or the palms of his hands from the cane Algernon kept in the cupboard under the stairs for the purpose. Algernon would have given the doll back in the end. But if she was broken . . . Joe knew how much she meant to Lucy.

				‘She smashed, is she?’ he asked eventually.

				‘No, but her arms came off! Both of them! I’ve got one, look . . .’ Lucy retrieved it from the folds of her pinafore, while fresh tears coursed down her cheeks. ‘She can’t have no arms! She can’t!’

				‘Let me see.’ Joe took the arm from Lucy, squinting as he examined it.

				Though he was only nine years old himself, Joe had a keen interest in how things worked. He guessed now that the doll’s arms had been held in place by being connected through her body, and the grooves at the top of the tiny arm confirmed it.

				‘I reckon I could mend her,’ he said slowly.

				Lucy’s eyes, blue as an April sky after a shower of rain, widened with sudden hope. Then her lip wobbled again.

				‘But he took her away, Joe. I don’t know where she is. Oh, she’ll be so lonely and frightened, and she must be hurting, too . . .’

				Joe was thinking furiously. He had a pretty good idea where Victoria would be – in the big oak blanket chest in Algernon’s room. That was where he usually put the things he confiscated.

				If he sneaked in, rescued the doll and kept her well out of sight, there was a pretty good chance Algernon would be none the wiser. Lucy had the one arm; the other was most likely in the chest along with Victoria herself. Lucy wouldn’t be able to play with her openly, of course, and if he was caught he’d certainly be for it with a vengeance. But Lucy was in such a state, and Joe liked the idea of getting one over on his stepfather, even if it did carry the risk of a sound thrashing.

				‘Don’t cry any more, Lucy,’ he said, feeling very grown up and very daring. ‘Let me keep her arm and I’ll sort it all out.’

				She stared at him, those pretty blue eyes wide with hope – and confusion. ‘But . . .’

				Joe grinned. ‘Best you don’t ask any questions,’ he said mysteriously. ‘Just leave it to me. All right?’

				Lucy nodded. She had no idea what Joe was planning, but he was her only hope.

				‘All right, Joe,’ she whispered trustingly.

			

		

	
		
			
				
				Chapter Two

				Sometimes Annie wondered why she had married Algernon. No, not quite true – she wondered often, if not constantly, though she tried to put such thoughts from her mind. They just made her depressed, reminded her of what she had lost. Pointless to waste time and energy on regrets. And it all came back to the same in the end. What choice had she had, with John dead, killed in the terrible accident that had turned out to be no accident at all, and two growing children to support?

				She’d been at her wits’ end when she’d gone, cap in hand, to beg for more time to pay the rent arrears on the cottage in Fairley Terrace. The house had gone with the job; Sir Montague Fairley, the owner of Shepton Fields, where John had worked as a collier, clearly wanted the bereaved tenants out and had raised the rents accordingly. Sir Montague owned five other collieries locally; Shepton Fields had been the least profitable, and he’d been looking to close it for years. The accident had been for him a blessing in disguise. There was talk now of him expanding and modernising New Grove, another of his pits, and even of sinking a new mine on his land. He would need the houses for his new employees, or so it was being said, and Annie thought it was probably the truth of the matter. Whatever, she’d got short shrift from Clement Firkins, Sir Montague’s agent, when she’d tried to negotiate some leeway on what she owed.

				‘I’m sorry, Mrs Day,’ he’d said, regretful but unyielding none the less. ‘It’s out of my hands. Sir Montague is insistent all arrears be paid in full by the month’s end, or you’ll have to vacate the premises, I’m afraid.’

				‘But I haven’t got the money to pay,’ Annie had said, frightened at the prospect. ‘And we haven’t got anywhere to go.’

				‘Then all I can suggest is that you find some sort of employment so that you can afford to pay.’ His grim expression softened a little. ‘Wasn’t John in the Friendly Society?’ he asked as an afterthought.

				Annie nodded. John had been one of those who had had the foresight to pay into the Society so that Annie wouldn’t be left totally destitute in the event of something happening to him, but the little money that had come to her on his death was fast running out. With the two girls to feed and clothe, Annie didn’t know which way to turn.

				‘It’s not nearly enough, though,’ she said despairingly.

				Clement Firkins’ features hardened again.

				‘I’m sorry, Mrs Day. Sir Montague has done everything in his power to assist the families of those who perished . . .’

				‘Paying for them to be buried in a mass grave, you mean!’ Annie said bitterly before she could stop herself.

				‘. . . and you have been allowed to stay in your houses, even though they are needed for able-bodied working men,’ he continued as if she had not spoken.

				‘What working men?’ Annie demanded. ‘Who wants to go down one of Fairley’s pits after what happened?’

				‘May I remind you that Sir Montague was not to blame. The rope, as you know, was wilfully severed by a person or persons unknown,’ the agent said stiffly. ‘But in any case, I can’t discuss matters of business with you, and I am now going to call an end to this interview. It is nothing but a waste of my time, and your own. As I suggested, you must either look for some kind of employment, or seek the assistance of the Guardians of the Poor.’

				‘And a fat lot of good that will do!’ Annie burst out. ‘Isn’t Sir Montague in charge of it round here? I expect he wants us to end up in the workhouse so he doesn’t have to see how we’re suffering because he wouldn’t spend any money on Shepton Fields. That hudge and rope should have been replaced with a proper cage a long time ago. It’s a disgrace, Mr Firkins, and you should be ashamed of yourself too . . .’

				‘That is quite enough, Mrs Day. You do yourself no good with these wild allegations, and I must ask you to leave now or I shall have no option but to call Sergeant Love . . .’

				‘Don’t worry, I’m going.’ Defeated, Annie tightened her shawl and almost ran from the room. She was trembling, and close to tears of despair – and anger.

				She could hardly believe she’d spoken to Clement Firkins like that. It wasn’t in her nature to be confrontational. But sometimes there were things that just had to be said, even if it did no good at all.

				‘Oh John, John,’ she whispered as a biting wind blew clean through her shawl, making her shiver and cooling her anger. ‘Whatever am I going to do?’

				But really there was only one answer. As Clement Firkins had said, she’d have to find work of some kind, and find it soon, if she, Kitty and Lucy weren’t to end up in the workhouse.

				But what? Annie was twenty-eight years old. She had no training of any sort, she’d never served in a shop, or worked her way up in domestic service, and in any case, with two little girls to look after, she couldn’t be away from the house from dawn till dusk. But she could scrub a floor and wash sheets, she wasn’t a bad cook, and she was handy with a flat iron. She’d just have to try to find a way to earn a few shillings while still caring for the children.

				A treacherous thought crept into her mind – what would her mother and father have to say if they knew she had come to this? But she could imagine all too well. Wasn’t it exactly what they’d warned her of when she’d told them she wanted to marry John?

				‘But he’s a miner!’ her mother had exclaimed, horrified, and her father had tried to put his foot down.

				‘It’s not the life we want for you, Annie. A pretty girl like you . . . you could have your pick of much more suitable young men. A professional, perhaps, a doctor or a lawyer. Someone who could give you a secure future and some standing in the community. It’s what you’ve been brought up to, after all.’

				This was certainly true – as High Compton’s only pharmacist, William Fox was held in high regard in the town, and his family enjoyed a standard of living that far exceeded that of a miner’s. But nothing could dissuade Annie. She had fallen in love with John Day the moment she had met him in the queue for the swinging boats at the town fair, and no one else would do.

				At last, reluctantly, William had given his permission. He was still disappointed by his daughter’s choice, but her happiness was paramount, and he had to concede that John was a likeable fellow, quiet, sober and thrifty, unlike some. William knew of goings-on behind closed doors in some of the most outwardly respectable of households, and not so long ago a bank manager had been convicted of embezzling and stealing customers’ money to feed his gambling habit. John Day wouldn’t put Annie through any of that, he felt certain. But as he had led her up the aisle on her wedding day, Annie had seen anxiety etched deep in his features and the shadows in his eyes.

				Well, at least he hadn’t lived to see her come to this, Annie thought. He’d been killed soon afterwards, outside the pharmacy, by a runaway horse and cart, and her mother, broken-hearted, had followed him to the grave just a few years later. But not before she had managed to lose most of what William had left her by putting her trust in an unscrupulous couple – a woman she had taken in as a companion and her handyman brother. Between them they had fleeced her of her money and even persuaded her into signing the house over to them, so that Annie had inherited almost nothing. The little that had come to her had long since gone on trying to give her daughters the kind of upbringing she herself had enjoyed; now she was almost destitute, faced with finding a way of keeping a roof over their heads and feeding and clothing Kitty and Lucy.

				Never one to let the grass grow under her feet, Annie bought some postcards, wrote on them in her neat hand details of the services she could offer, and placed them in shop windows in the town, but no replies were forthcoming. There were just too many women ready to take in washing, she supposed. She swallowed her pride and knocked on the doors of some of the more affluent households of the district to enquire if they needed a cleaner, with no more success. Then she tried local business premises, but they too had their regular charwomen.

				It was nearing the end of a long morning when she approached the glove factory, which was not in High Compton but in neighbouring Hillsbridge, and it was there that she first set eyes on Algernon Pierce.

				Algernon bore the impressive title of Assistant Manager, though his office was little more than a glorified cupboard in the dark passage leading to the big room where the machinists worked. He was portly and bewhiskered, with an air of self-importance; people had always assumed him to be older than he was – now in his middle forties – and he had done nothing to correct the impression. Youth had not sat well with him; status and respect were the attributes that brought him satisfaction.

				‘I’m sorry, but we already have two regular cleaners, and we aren’t looking to take on anyone else at the moment,’ he said when Annie told him she was looking for work. ‘Do you have any experience as a machinist?’

				‘Oh . . . no . . .’ It hadn’t occurred to her before, but now the suggestion gave her a glimmer of hope. ‘I do like sewing, though, and I’m sure it wouldn’t take me long to learn.’

				‘Hmm.’ Algernon considered. She certainly looked like a bright girl. ‘It would be a full-time job, of course, and the hours are long. Seven in the morning till seven at night.’

				‘Oh.’ Annie’s face fell. ‘I don’t think I could manage that. I have two small children to care for. I was hoping for something I could fit in while they are at school, perhaps in the mornings . . .’

				‘That’s not how things are done, I’m afraid,’ Algernon said importantly.

				‘I see. I’m sorry for taking up your time.’ But tears were gathering in her eyes. ‘Could you at least take my details, and if a suitable vacancy of any kind should come up, consider me for it? I’ll do anything, I really don’t mind what it is.’

				Algernon leaned back in his chair, hands folded in his lap, eyes narrowing speculatively.

				For all that he liked to present himself to the world as a man above such things, Algernon had an eye for a pretty face, and a devil that sometimes rode inside him. The congregation of the chapel where he was a lay preacher saw him as a pillar of the community, a man who practised what he preached – abstemiousness and restraint in all things. They would have been shocked to the core if they had known of the dark thoughts, imaginings and urges that simmered, and sometimes raged, beneath the saintly countenance. They had sympathised with him wholeheartedly when his first wife, Jane, had died of consumption, and rejoiced for him when he had married again, a widow from Bath who had been left all alone with a young son, and had not the first idea of what the two women suffered behind closed doors. But Ella, the second wife, was seven months gone now in a pregnancy that had seen her suffering sickness every step of the way and was now not only bloating her body but puffing up her face and making her extremities swell so much that she could no longer get her feet into her shoes. Algernon was repelled by the grotesque transformation, but at the same time finding himself desperately frustrated.

				Now, looking at the pretty raven-haired girl who had come to him seeking employment, he felt the all-too-familiar stirrings of lust. His eyes lingered lasciviously on the full red lips, moved slowly down her smooth throat and came to rest on the tantalising swell of her bosom beneath her loosely draped shawl. A sight for sore eyes indeed!

				With some difficulty he thrust aside the erotic visions that were exciting him so. Time to revert to his other self – the altruistic man of God. Sometimes it was not only the outside world that was fooled into thinking that was the real Algernon; Algernon had become quite adept at fooling himself.

				This was a woman in desperate need, and it was no more than his Christian duty to help her from the Slough of Despond.

				‘It so happens,’ he said magnanimously, ‘that my wife is frequently indisposed at present. She is expecting a child and finding it difficult to carry out her domestic duties. What would you say to working a few hours two or three times a week?’

				‘Oh, that would be wonderful! Thank you so much!’

				Her smile was radiant, her blue eyes shining now, not with tears but with joy and relief.

				‘Shall we say nine pence an hour? Good. Now, when can you begin work?’

				Pleased with himself, puffed up with his own importance, Algernon returned her smile. Before long, word would have spread around town of how he, the Good Samaritan, had offered a lifeline to one of the poor souls widowed by the terrible accident. And he would have earned the gratitude of a very desirable young lady.

				All in all, Algernon thought, a very satisfactory outcome.

				Annie was content, happy even, with her new employment. Besides earning just enough to keep her out of debt to Sir Montague, she found herself enjoying the time she spent at the neat semi-detached house on the hill between High Compton and Hillsbridge. In many ways it reminded her of the home she had left behind when she had married John. The pictures of rural scenes hanging on the parlour wall, the flourishing aspidistra, the chenille curtains at the windows, the upright piano in pride of place: all took her back to a time when life had been safe and simple, with none of the problems she faced now, and none of the sadness of loss that hung over her every waking minute. She liked Ella Pierce, who treated her not as a menial but as an equal. Ella understood her grief, having lost a beloved husband herself, and they would share a cup of tea and a heart-to-heart over the kitchen table before Annie set to work, sweeping and polishing and tidying so that the house looked just the way she’d like it to if it were her own.

				She couldn’t help being worried about Ella, though – it wasn’t right that she should be so swollen. Ella had lifted her skirts one day and showed Annie feet that were fat and shiny as balloons and ankles that had all but disappeared into unnatural folds of flesh.

				‘I was never like this with Joe,’ Ella confided, and Annie thought she hadn’t been like it with either of her two children either. But then she’d sailed through pregnancy both times, glowing with health, and she knew not all women were as lucky as she had been.

				‘What does the doctor say?’ she asked Ella anxiously.

				‘That I need to rest. Keep off my feet as much as I can.’ She wriggled her toes, fat as little sausages, and sighed.

				‘Then what are you doing up and about?’ Annie demanded. ‘You’ve no need to be. That’s what I’m here for.’

				Brooking no argument, she hustled Ella into the parlour, settled her on the sofa with a brocaded footstool under her feet and covered her legs with a crocheted throw.

				‘Now you stay here and take it easy,’ she ordered.

				‘I will, I promise. At least until Joe gets home,’ Ella answered with a rueful smile.

				‘Even when he does,’ Annie insisted. ‘He’s a big enough boy to get his own tea.’

				Usually Joe was at school when she was at the house, but a week or so earlier he’d been at home with a nasty cough and cold, and from what she’d seen of him, Annie liked him too. He was more or less the same age as her Kitty, with a shock of fair curls and a mischievous grin. Knowing how Kitty and Lucy were grieving for their daddy, she felt sorry for him too. He might have a man to call Papa, but no one could take the place of the father he’d lost, especially not a pompous man like Algernon Pierce. She only hoped and prayed he wasn’t going to lose his mother too, but she really didn’t like the look of Ella Pierce at all.

				In the event, her worst fears proved justified. One day, only a couple of weeks later, she arrived for her morning stint to find Dr Blackmore’s pony and trap outside and the house in uproar. Ella had gone into premature labour during the night and things were not going well. Annie asked if she should go home again – though seriously worried for Ella and the baby, she thought she might only be in the way. But the nurse, a wiry, energetic woman as unlike Dolly Oglethorpe, who had delivered both Annie’s babies, as could be imagined, said an extra pair of hands would be most welcome, and Annie set to work looking out clean linen, putting soiled sheets to soak and boiling kettles for endless cups of tea and sterilising instruments.

				By lunchtime it was all over. The baby, a little boy, did not survive the birth and Ella lived only a little longer. Annie cried silently all the way home and made sure she was at the school gates when classes ended for the day – though Kitty and Lucy were now considered old enough to come home by themselves in company with Edie Cooper and her older brother Ted, she felt an overwhelming need to have them close to her and to be sure they were safe.

				She caught sight of Joe scooting across the playground and out of the gate and her heart turned over. He was going to get home to find his world turned upside down. Whatever would happen to him now? She couldn’t imagine that Algernon Pierce would want to keep him – he wasn’t his son, after all, and Algernon didn’t strike her as the sort of man who would be willing, or able, to cope with a little boy.

				In this, however, she was

				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
			

		

	OEBPS/images/Headline_Logo_fmt.jpeg
headline





OEBPS/images/Miner_Daughter_TTP_fmt.jpeg
JENNIE

FELTON

The Miner’s Daughter





OEBPS/images/Miners_cover.jpg
JENNIE

FELTON

The Miner’s Daughter

When everything is lost,
can a fresh start save

the Day famﬂy?

Fans of
Katie Flynn

will love
this





OEBPS/images/Jennie_Felton_photo_fmt.jpeg
@ oroyd Joyny






