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Coal village kid
‘Who do you think you are?’
The taunt came from behind. Fiona swivelled
to see three big boys, taller than her, because, well,
who wasn’t? She was probably the shortest kid in
her class.
Ignore them, she told herself. She readjusted
her neatly pressed skirt and schoolbag and kept
walking.
The day was grey, a typical Yorkshire morning
with ice still shining on some of the puddles. Smoke
tumbled from red-brick chimneys atop the twostorey brown-brick houses that lined the street. The
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walk to school wasn’t long, and the cold didn’t scare
Fiona. She’d been up for hours already, practising.
Athletics Day was coming up. So was her ballet
exam, and before breakfast was the best time to
sneak a go with Mum’s rapiers. They weren’t real
swords, not really, but it was sprout-picking season,
so Mum was gone before first light, not back till
after breakfast. Mum’s boss said brussel sprouts were
sweeter if you picked them in a frost. As if brussel
sprouts could taste sweet at all.
Mum had been a champion fencer. She’d been
in the Women’s Royal Air Force too, after the war.
She’d had to lie about her age to get in.
‘Think you’re better than the rest of us, is that it?’
called the biggest boy.
‘Too good for Frickley, are you?’ called his mate.
The jeering was closer now. Fiona checked the
street ahead, scanning for someone who might help.
If Geoff and David had been about, it’d at least be
an even fight. She quickened her pace.
Too late.
A rock bounced off the back of her schoolbag,
another narrowly missed her head. ‘You think you’re
right smart, don’t you?’
2
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She could handle their laughter, their jeers, but
not rocks being thrown at her head. Not again.
Fiona stopped where she was and turned to glare.
All three boy wore school trousers with rumpled
shirt collars under mismatched woollen jumpers.
They looked mean, shoes scuffed and short hair
sticking out like haystacks. Another rock. Fiona
dodged.
‘What’s the matter?’ they taunted. ‘Scared of a
rock?’
‘I’m not scared,’ she said, keeping her voice steady,
even as they came closer. And she wasn’t scared, not
exactly. More like annoyed. How dare they pick on
a little kid? They’d never even try it if her brothers
were there. ‘Looks to me like you’re the scaredy cats.
Three of you against one. What’s the matter? Scared
of me?’
They puffed their chests and stamped their feet,
reminding her of grumpy sheep.
‘What’s that?’
‘She calling us scared?’
‘She can’t do that. Rotten little…’
But Fiona didn’t much care what they thought
she could and couldn’t do. And there was no way
3
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she’d let these boys make her late for school. She
ran. Quick as you like, they threw their schoolbags
to the road and pelted after her, but Fiona was gone.
Faster than the wind. Legs like pistons. Faster and
faster. She could hear the horns blast, the crowds roar.
A fine start, she’d found her stride. The world record
was well within her reach. A sensational final sprint
and – yes! The crowds cheered. She smiled for the
flashing cameras. A hot favourite for Mexico Olympics,
she heard them say. Britain’s big hope for bringing
home the gold!
‘Fiona?’ The sound of David’s voice broke
through her dreaming. ‘You alright?’
She looked around, chest heaving and muscles
alive. She was at school. She was all in one piece,
schoolbag on, no sign of the lads, which meant
she’d made it. There was a reason she was an
Amateur Athletics Association sprint champion.
She flashed David a cheeky grin. ‘Alright. You?’
‘Alright.’ He grinned back, twinkling brown eyes
just like his sister’s. He was a fast runner, too. The
athletics kids called him the Frickley Flyer.
David knew about the bullies. He also knew
Fiona could handle them. Between David and
5
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Geoff and baby Nicola, Fiona knew the Wood
kids could do anything.
Because in a way, the bullies were right. She did
want something better than Frickley. All the Woods
did.
There was nothing wrong with Frickley, not
really. Her Uncle Cyril had literally never left his
village, not even to go five miles down the road,
and loads of others were the same. Frickley had an
awesome football ground, home to what was surely
any-season-now soon-to-be England’s number one
amateur football team, Frickley Colliery Football
Club. Plus, there was the Frickley Colliery Brass
Band, that even Grandma admitted was chockfull of talent. And Frickley had a stream to play in
and fields to run in and even a super-ancient stone
church that Dad said had been around since before
the plague. Gruesome!
Best of all, though, it had the coal mine and
the farms. Which meant Mum and Dad had jobs,
Mum even had two, plus night school, and Dad
worked shifts down the pit, just like all the other
Frickley dads. Coal dust paid for their clothes, their
food, the rent on their pit-owned house. It paid for
6
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Fiona’s ballet leotards and Geoff’s football boots
and David’s rugby gear. It had even paid for their
first car, a blue-and-white Sunbeam that was the
envy of the village.
Fiona sometimes reckoned Dad had paid for it
in more ways than one. She could only imagine
the darkness of the pit, the falling rock, then Dad
crying out and falling still. He’d broken his neck
that day. There’d been a payout, but it’d taken
him months to recover. He’d never wanted to go
down the pit again after that. But it was all he
knew how to do, the only way he knew to put
food on their table. So, there he was, back down
the mine. Fiona knew he hated it, and she knew
she never wanted to be trapped like that – with no
choice about what she could do and couldn’t do in
the world.
Peat coal
Peat is a low-grade fossil fuel. Soft and crumbly, it
forms from dead plants that rot in bogs over many,
many years. Peat is the first stage of coal formation.
Over time and with enough heat and pressure, peat
will eventually form into lignite, known as brown coal.
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She could see the mine as she stared outside her
classroom window. Its towering pitheads cranked
day and night. East and south of here were farms
and woodlands. West was the colliery railway and
the giant spoil heaps she climbed before and after
school, so she could run and run and run.
So it wasn’t that there was anything wrong with
Frickley; it was just that Fiona wanted more. The
world was enormous, she knew it, and she wanted
to be able to choose what she did in it. Mum and
Dad had drummed it into all four of their children.
‘You want to be able to get up in the morning and
enjoy what you do,’ they’d say. ‘That means you’ve
got to work hard, so you can make those choices.
You’ve got to train hard, study hard, never give up.’
That night, after homework and athletics practice
and helping with tea, Fiona and her brothers left
little Nicola with Mum and wandered down to a
stretch of bare land near the pit head. They mucked
around with a football by the spoil heaps, waiting
for Dad and the siren that would signal the end of
his shift.
Sometimes, as the sun set and the light and
warmth faded from the sky, Fiona tried to imagine
8
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living down the mine like the pit ponies. Were they
born down there? Or were they led down, on some
fateful day when they were still small enough to fit
down the shaft, but old enough to work?
Even thinking about it made her feel sick. The
low ceilings and never-ending darkness. The heavy,
stinking air. The muddy slush of peat coal.

Fiona tried to imagine her whole life, spent deep
beneath the ground, stabled in the dark, hauling
tubs of coal to the flats then pulling empty tubs back
again, over and over. Pit ponies were bred for the pit.
9
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They didn’t have a choice. Some might never see the
sun’s light again.
‘Fiona!’ a voice called.
She jumped. Dad!
Geoff Wood Senior
hadn't had a choice
Pit ponies
either. He was just 14
Since the 1700s,
thousands of horses
when he started fullhave worked as pit
time down the pit, workponies, hauling heavy
ing as a pony driver.
tubs of coal along the
low, dark tunnels of
He was a whizz with
coal mines and rarely
a football, even won a
seeing sunlight. The last
soccer scholarship to
pit ponies retired in the
1990s. Now machines
grammar school. But
are used instead.
there wasn’t money for
that. He needed to be
earning, helping to support his family, and that
meant coal mining. His older brother was already
working down the mine.
If you could believe Dad’s stories, the Woods had
been going down coal mines since Fiona’s great,
great, great grandfather was killed in one about a
zillion years ago. So, when Dad was old enough,
Grandma had ripped the studs off his soccer boots
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– his beloved and only shoes – and he’d walked the
same worn track into the darkness and the slush.
Now he was older.
‘Hurry up, Fiona!’ he called. ‘Teatime.’
And moodier, too, Fiona guessed. He was always
moody on the days he had to work, which was most
of them. Dad had joined the air force after the war, so
she couldn’t blame him. Who’d want to spend their
days in the dark when their dreams were in the sky?
Dad had enlisted secretly, to escape the mine … and
probably Grandma too, Fiona reckoned. Grandma
was a scary woman. She was tall like Dad, and she’d
gone off her lolly when she found out he’d gone.
And he didn’t come back either. At least, not right
away. He completed dozens of missions, in exotic
places like Singapore and Malaya and India. He’d
even played football along the way, for Nottingham
Forest, no less. Then one day he’d broken his leg,
and so it was back to Frickley, back to crawling
around in the dark.
‘How was school?’ Dad asked, catching each of
them in the clear blue of his eyes. ‘Working hard?
Doing your best?’ Dad was a striking man, the
sort of soldier they put in tickertape parades. His
11
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mates called him Big Geoff and he had the muscles
to match. His team had even won the European
Coal Filling Championships. Dad was so big, Fiona
wondered how he could even fit down the mine, day
after day. Some days, when the twinkle went out of
his eyes, she guessed he just didn’t.
They walked home together down Westfield
Lane, sharing stories and jokes as Dad drilled them
on their school lessons. He and Mum made no secret
of the fact that they wanted more for their children
than mine shafts and frosty sprouts. ‘Who am I, not
to dream?’ Dad would say, when his mates hassled
him. But Mum and Dad didn’t just dream. They
worked, and they made sure their kids did, too.
If Fiona felt disapproving eyes on her family as
they walked through town, she gave no sign.
Who cared that the Woods didn’t quite fit in? If
fitting in meant pretending she dreamed of living
all her life in Frickley, then she didn’t want to fit
in. The Woods all fitted together, they all had big
dreams, and Fiona knew exactly what her dreams
were. She wanted to be an Olympic sprinter, like
Dorothy Hyman and Valerie Peat. Dorothy and Val
were coaches at their athletics club. Both came from
12
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coal-mining families, both their dads worked down
the pit, and look what they had achieved!
So, Fiona was training her guts out, working
every morning and afternoon so she could stream
across finish lines in Rome and Tokyo and maybe
even as far away as Perth, Australia, where Dorothy
Hyman had won gold not once but twice! One look
at them running and Fiona knew they loved what
they did. They jumped out of bed in the morning,
eager to get started. They were living proof that
nothing was impossible, not if you worked at it long
enough.
At least, that’s what Fiona thought then.
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  2

Don’t mess with Fits
No matter how fast the other kids hurled insults,
Fiona knew she could run faster. Meet day for
Athletics Club was coming up and Fiona was plan
ning to win the 100-metre sprint, again.
‘You’re only as good as your last race,’ Dad told
her. So she was practising after school three times
a week, running around and around the Club’s
purpose-built cinder tracks.
She’d been so busy training, she hadn’t seen
the school bullies in days. Or maybe they’d finally
decided to leave her alone. That could happen,
right?
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Then one day, she spotted them in the lanes
outside school. They’d gathered in a semicircle
around the smallest girl in the class. Fiona’s heart
sank. The little girl was even younger than Fiona,
a thin child with a thin face, ragged clothes and
straggly hair. The girl wasn’t exactly friends with
Fiona, but she wasn’t not-friends either. She just sort
of was. The kind of girl who seemed to shrink in
the spotlight if it ever pointed her way.
And it was pointing her way right now.
‘Where are your shoes?’
‘You can’t call those things shoes.’
‘What’s the matter? Can’t Mam buy you proper
clothes?’
The three of them took turns shoving her,
pushing her like a doll till she was backed against
the laneway fence.
Fiona ran. By the time she’d busted in on their
little triangle, the girl had cried wet lines down her
dusty face.
‘Get away from her!’ Fiona stood between her
and the boys, both her fists up. She figured this
wasn’t the time for running. No, this was a time for
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fighting, the kind of time Dad and Sailor Smith
always talked about.

Sailor Smith lived in the old folks’ home across
the road. He didn’t look like a fighter. He was tiny
and wiry and wrinkled all over, more like someone’s
grandpa than a boxer. He had to be the oldest
person Fiona knew, older even than Grandma,
with short, grey hair and the most enormous ears
Fiona had ever seen. Cauliflower ears, he called
them, and that’s exactly what they looked like.
16
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You got cauliflower ears from being hit in the head,
Geoff said. And you got hit in the head from being
a fighter.
Cauliflower ears
Cauliflower ears are caused by damage to the outer ear.
When you’re hit about the head, skin can separate from
cartilage and blood clots can form, cutting off blood
supply to parts of your ear. This causes lumpy white scars
that look like cauliflowers. In the past, you could recognise
many boxers and rugby players by their cauliflower ears.
Today, athletes often wear headgear to protect their ears.

Sailor Smith had been a professional fighter
once. ‘Super-bantam division,’ he’d tell them, over
tea. ‘Wasn’t doing too badly, either, till the Germans
started up with their war.’
After World War One he never really went back
into boxing. Now he popped over sometimes to
borrow a cup of sugar. More often, Dad and the
boys popped over for training. Dad had been a street
fighter, too, as a lad. Sailor Smith had trained him
then, and he trained all three Wood men now.
But not Fiona. ‘A fight’s no place for a girl,’ Sailor
Smith would say.
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But that didn’t seem fair. Seemed to Fiona like it
wasn’t up to Sailor Smith, or Dad, or anybody else
to decide what her place might be. Seemed to her,
getting good at something was just a matter of how
hard she was prepared to work at it. So, work at it
she did.
Sailor Smith couldn’t stop her watching their
training sessions. She’d sit there, in her dance
leotards with ringlets and a lollipop. And then,
when she was alone with her brothers, she’d try out
what she learned. And as for real-world experience?
Well, dealing with louts was always good for a bit of
hands-on development.
‘What? You going to fight us all?’ the ringleader
jeered now, looking to his friends for encouragement.
Fiona doubled up her fists, heart going a million
miles an hour. ‘If I have to.’
‘You can’t,’ they laughed.
She didn’t even bother to roll her eyes. Here it
was again. Somebody who thought they knew what
she could and couldn’t do. ‘Are you going to leave
her alone or what?’
The ringleader stepped forward, shoving Fiona
squarely in the chest. She staggered back beneath
18
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his weight. But in that moment something hardened
in Fiona. Oh no you don’t, she decided.
Enough was enough.
She charged.
Using both arms as battering rams, she smashed
into shoulders, stomach, chest. She was quick
on her feet; ballet was good for that. And she
screamed blue murder as she charged, aiming jabs
with her elbows, twisting and kneeing, scratching
and clawing. You’ll not mess with me again, she
thought. You’ll not mess with me, or anyone else
who’s littler or weaker than you. You’ll never do
this again.
The ferocity of her attack took them by sur
prise. The ringleader got in a few punches, halfheartedly at first, then for real as he realised this
girl was fighting to win. One punch knocked
Fiona squarely in the chin, but she hardly felt it.
When eventually they stepped back, she let them.
They stood there, puffing and staring as if she
were some sort of freak.
She faced them all, fists up and panting. ‘Giving
up already? Come on then, who’s next?’
The first boy shook his head and cringed away.
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‘You’re crackers,’ he told her. ‘She’s mad,’ he told
his mates. ‘Like she’s having a fit or something.’
Fiona stood there, fists still up and heart beating
hard. She watched as they turned on their heels and
retreated down the lane towards school. No one
wanted to fight a wild thing. Well, good.
She watched them leave. Then she wiped the
sweat and hair from her face, allowed herself to
relax. ‘Are you okay?’ Fiona asked. The little girl
nodded, gratefully, and Fiona grinned. ‘They won’t
bother us again. Come on, we don’t want to be late.’
After that, the lads never troubled Fiona again.
In fact, they gave her a new nickname, to match her
new reputation. ‘Don’t mess with Fits,’ they’d say, ‘or
she’ll go at you like you wouldn’t believe’.
Over the years, Fiona defended others, fighting
back against bullies many times. Little did she
know she would one day be dealing with the
consequences of violence as a regular part of her
job. She’d need to find other ways of dealing with
the bullies who stood in her way.
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