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One

County Durham 1901

Esther Margaret had insisted on dying in her own bed. It wasn’t too much to ask, Vinia thought, except that she was young, she shouldn’t have been dying at all. The house was tiny, in the middle of a pit row, the little boy cried and there was nowhere to get away from his crying. He wanted his mother.

The cancer had eaten away at Esther Margaret’s insides. Vinia thought of it like a gigantic worm that was always hungry. Esther Margaret had kept the little boy with her as long as she could and the doctor had been there constantly, relieving the pain to such an extent that after a time Esther Margaret did not know anyone, including her tall, dark husband who stood now by the kitchen fire.

Tommy clung to him and Dryden must be tired, Vinia thought, he had been standing there for hours with the child asleep in his arms. He had barely slept in a week, sitting by his wife’s bed day and night.

It was over. Esther Margaret had taken her last breaths with her husband and child beside her and a lot of people would have thought it was a great deal except that Esther Margaret knew very well her husband did not love her. He had never loved her. He had been kind to her during the last four years. It wasn’t as though he went out and got drunk every night or ran after other women and there were plenty of women who would have had him, Vinia thought, looking at him. He was what Mrs Harris, who kept the grocery department of the store, would have called ‘the bee’s knees’. When women conjured men in their dreams he was exactly what they hoped for, young, quiet, softly spoken. He had a Durham accent that was as warm as honey, the darkest eyes she had ever seen, skin the colour of toffee, black hair and an air of what? She wasn’t quite sure. He moved well. He hadn’t moved at all for the past two hours after he had rocked Tommy to sleep.

‘Shall I take him for you?’ she suggested, holding out her arms.

Dryden shook his head. It was as though he thought something might tear if he let go of the child. Vinia had known him since he was eighteen and she had not seen him break down, not when his brother had been killed by a roof fall nor when his wife had lost their first child, so she didn’t suppose he was going to do it now. He blamed himself for their loveless marriage, Vinia knew he did, even though for four years he had come faithfully home to his wife at the end of each shift down the Black Prince pit. She knew how hard it was for him because all that time he had been in love with another woman and never touched her. Vinia knew very well that he hadn’t because she was the woman.

She had always hoped that Esther Margaret didn’t know but during the past weeks, when the doctor had stopped the pain with drugs, it was as though he had freed her tongue. One cold, wet afternoon when they had been sitting over the kitchen fire before Esther Margaret had taken to her bed completely, she said into the silence, ‘You’ll be able to have my husband when I’m gone.’

Shocked, Vinia stared. They knew one another well. Esther Margaret had been her good friend for years.

‘What?’

Esther Margaret stared into the fire.

‘Oh, come on, Vinia, you’ve always wanted him. If you had to live with him as I do you might change your mind.’

Vinia was stricken with guilt.

‘I never—’

‘I know you never. Pity. I used to think that maybe if he’d put you down and had you a few times he might have got over it,’ Esther Margaret said, her voice rough against emotion.

Vinia shook her head.

‘Shall I tell you what he’s like to live with?’ She looked hard at Vinia. ‘He makes love like an angel, so there. He’s kind and funny and he makes me hope the neighbours aren’t listening to me crying out with pleasure. He tips up his pay and never asks for a penny. He loves Tommy to distraction. He never complains. He’s never late home. He never drinks. On Saturdays he takes me to the market and buys me pretty things and on Sundays he takes me out walking and helps me over stiles and lifts me over muddy patches in fields. Have you any idea what it’s like living with a man who treats you like that when he doesn’t love you? It’s a perpetual courtship. You never get to the ordinary bit. It’s like he’s always making up for it. I’ve tried picking quarrels with him but he won’t fight. I used to wish that just once he would come home drunk and belt me and then I could hate him for not loving me.’

Vinia also wished that Dryden could have been the kind of man who loved two women at once. It would have been so much simpler. Plenty of men did it. They had wives at home and somebody on the side but Dryden wasn’t built like that. She was the only woman he had ever loved and they had never been free to be together. His experience of women was bitter. She had been very careful with him all these years because she had the uncomfortable idea that it was an impression of her that he loved, not herself. Maybe he needed an ideal whereas she could go home to Joe, her husband, who had no illusions about her whatsoever.

Joe was the practical type. He had set her up financially so that, having started with one shop, she now owned three. He had guided and helped her. Joe had married her, knowing what her relationship with Dryden was, and he had never since questioned her but he was a very intelligent man. He had given her status with their marriage because he was the pit owner and every woman cared for that. She had gained a big sprawling house on the fell. They did not have a lot of money compared to other people who were landowners and businessmen but there was enough to keep the house, buy what they needed and keep the pit and the shops going. It was Vinia’s great delight to sit down on the settee of a Saturday night – her husband didn’t go to the pub either, his father had been a drunk – and talk about the business. She could tell Joe anything and he would understand. They drank champagne on Saturday nights and very often they made love on the rug in front of the fire.

The only thing they lacked was a child and so it was as if Tommy had four parents. Vinia was at work mostly but she had Wednesdays off and would spend them at Esther Margaret’s or they would go into Durham on the train and have tea and on Sundays she would invite Dryden and Esther Margaret to Sunday dinner. She knew that being friends with the pit owner and his wife meant that Dryden and Esther Margaret had no other friends in the village, Dryden being nothing but a hewer down the pit, but she didn’t think they cared. She and Joe adored Tommy. She had got used to the idea that they would not have a child. Already Joe talked of Tommy having the pit when he grew up. They made the best of things.

Now however there was no best to be made. She took the child from Dryden’s arms without asking him again and put Tommy to bed. The boy did not wake up. She came back downstairs. It was a vile January night. Joe had had to go back to the pit, just along the road, to deal with some problem. The snow was coming down as though somebody had been storing buckets of the stuff above them. The wind was knocking it sideways so that it was piling up beyond the windows.

‘Would you like some tea?’

He shook his head.

‘Would you like something to eat?’

‘No, thank you.’

‘Why don’t you sit down?’

‘Vinia …’ he said impatiently and then stopped.

‘I know I’m fussing. I’m sorry. I don’t know what else to do.’

‘There’s nothing more to be done. You should go to the pit and let Joe take you home.’

‘And leave you here by yourself?’

‘I’m not by myself. I’ll go and sleep with Tommy. Come on, I’ll see you to the end of the road.’

He walked her down the pit row. It was the one which bore the pit’s name, Prince Row. Automatically they went out of the back into the unmade street beyond the yards and she could see the pit wheel, black in contrast against the white sky. The snow was sweeping its way across the open stretch of fell beyond the pit and the houses. Some way over was Stanley House where she and Joe lived. It stood all alone upon a great bare stretch of fell which was clear and open to the sky. Here there was nothing to stop the intricacy of the snow in play and as the hard pellets hit her face she thought gratefully of how much love she had found in this bleak village high up on the Durham fells which had always been her home. It had kept its promises, except that she had no child. As they reached the pit she turned around.

‘You should go back. What if Tommy wakes up?’

‘He never wakes up in the night.’

‘Dryden …’ She got hold of the front of his coat, clutched fingersful of it like he was trying to get away whereas in fact he stood like a wall between herself and everything else. ‘Try not to blame yourself.’

Dryden smiled and he traced his fingers across her hair where the wind was making game with her hat.

‘Joe and I will look after you,’ she said. ‘Anything you want—’

‘I’m grand,’ he said.

‘I’ll come over tomorrow and help arrange the funeral and I will take Tommy if you like.’

‘That’s fine,’ he said.

Always he agreed. She had no idea how to argue with him. It was like Esther Margaret had said.

‘You go now,’ she said. ‘Don’t leave Tommy,’ and she ran away, across the yard, out of the darkness and into the office.

Joe was waiting for her. One of the nicest things about her husband, Vinia thought, was his modesty. Cleverer than the rest of the district Joe would have died rather than let them know, and his office reflected this. It was no bigger than it needed to be, no bigger than the empty office next door. His pit manager had left recently. He had too much work to do but he accepted it. Joe loved his pit as much as he loved his wife. The pit and the house and Vinia were his whole life. He didn’t say stupid things like, ‘Is Dryden all right?’ and she was pleased.

She was almost crying. Joe understood, just as he always did.

They went home and once she was there she was so grateful that the odd tear broke loose upon her cheeks. Addy, who looked after the house, had left a stew to be heated and the house was warm and Joe poured out red wine and they ate in the comfort of the kitchen by the stove and when they had eaten Joe said, ‘I thought I might take Dryden into the office once he gets past the funeral.’

‘What, as a clerk? I don’t think he’s any good at things like that.’

‘No.’ Joe spoke slowly and looked down into his glass. ‘As a potential pit manager.’

Vinia stared.

‘You think he can do that?’

‘I know he can, if he applies himself.’

‘What about Tommy?’

‘It would be better because Dryden wouldn’t be on shifts and Mrs Thornton would look after Tommy. She’s done it enough lately.’

Susanna Thornton was a widow who lived two doors down from Dryden and had been a big help. The trouble was, Vinia thought, with a pang of jealousy, that Mrs Thornton was pretty and Dryden was alone.

‘You don’t think it’s a good idea?’ Joe said.

‘I think we can do better than that,’ she said.

Dryden walked slowly back to the house. He was not anxious about Tommy. The boy was worn out. He was old enough to be told that his mother was dying, that she was not coming back, and to stay by her bed while she was still there and to remember her.

Dryden stopped suddenly. He knew from experience that the minute you thought you were coping you weren’t. He did not want to go back to the house where his young wife was lying dead upstairs. She could not have died. She could not have been so ill all these months, not while he did not love her. She deserved that he should and he had realized that one of the hardest things in the world was to watch the woman you loved go home with a better man than you. Joe was a better man. Joe was so bloody kind, as though he owed Dryden, not as though Dryden lusted after his wife and he did. He didn’t know how he kept his hands off her. He didn’t know how he existed without holding her. He did it because of Joe, because Joe called him by his first name in front of the other men and it was a lot, Dryden knew it was, a signal to the world that they were friends. It could have cost Joe the respect of the miners. Joe was prepared to take risks for him. Joe cared about him and about Tommy. There was something special about a man who loved your child. He was generous. Any other man would have said, ‘Keep your bloody eyes off my wife,’ but he didn’t. Any other man would have got rid of him. Joe created the balance. Clever, clever Joe.

The tears began to rain. He had held them back for so long and now they would not be contained. The loneliness was like a big tide that you saw at the coast on October days, the waves coming over the pier at Seaham. He walked quickly back to the house and closed the door. Silence inside and out and the house was warm because for many days there had been fires in every room. It didn’t matter how many fires they had how often because Joe provided the coal free.

Dryden locked the door and went upstairs into the back room where Tommy lay asleep in the double bed. Dryden tried not to think about Esther Margaret, still and white next door. He shed his clothes and got in beside the child, who sighed in his sleep and then turned over and said, ‘Daddy?’ as though he knew, as though he were awake.

‘It’s all right, I’m here,’ Dryden said and Tommy sighed again and went back to sleep.

Dryden moved in against his small body but he could not drag his mind from his wife. None of what he had done during the past four years had been enough. She hadn’t said that. She hadn’t said anything. She did not reproach or question him. He had wanted to love her because she had given him his son and he was grateful. He tried to show gratitude but gratitude was not what marriages should be about. He liked having her and she enjoyed it, he knew. He could make her body rise and yield but it was not love and she would make scones for tea on Saturdays and eggs and fried bread for breakfast on Sundays and good dinners all week and send him to work with a kiss and greet him when he came back with smiles and food and warmth and comfort but it was not love. Love was watching Joe and Vinia dancing together at the annual party for the pitmen and having to sit there and listen to the music and pretend that he didn’t mind, that he was glad.

Joe also made Dryden aware that he bedded his wife frequently and with style. Dryden wasn’t quite sure how Joe got the message across but he did. He was the pit owner. He had the best hand in the deck. He had given her all the things that Dryden could never have given her. She had jewellery and furs and the great big house upon the fell. Had they not been such friends he would have been obliged to and indeed in public still did refer to her as ‘Mrs Forster’. In public also Joe could call him by his first name but Joe was always ‘Mr Forster’ or ‘sir’. In spite of all the Sunday dinners and Tommy there was no way past that.

The following Sunday Joe called on Dryden and Dryden could see that he had something important to say so when Tommy was happily playing by the sitting-room fire he and Joe retreated to the kitchen and Joe said, ‘Dryden, look, I think you have a lot of ability. Have you considered moving up?’

‘What, deputy?’

‘No, manager.’

Dryden stared at him.

‘Are you being funny?’

‘Think about it,’ Joe said. ‘Walter has left. There’s an empty office next door to mine.’

‘But I couldn’t do it just like that.’

‘You don’t fit any more below ground,’ Joe said, green eyes frank. ‘You know you don’t. You could go to classes for qualifications and I could teach you everything I know. You don’t have to decide now. I know you’ve got more important things on your mind.’

Dryden did think about it. He thought about it when Esther Margaret’s coffin stood at the front of the church and Tommy clutched his hands. People had been shocked that he had taken the child to his mother’s funeral. Tommy knew she was dead. Now he would see what happened to dead people.

Susanna Thornton had argued with Dryden about this. It amused him that she thought she could make the difference. He could see that she imagined herself in Esther Margaret’s place. If only she knew. She was bonny. Her husband had been dead six months. Joe had let her keep on the house even though Jack Thornton had not had a pit accident. He had drowned in a pond when drunk.

‘That bairn shouldn’t be going to any funeral,’ she told Dryden. ‘He’s been through enough. I could take him to Bishop for the day and buy him some Black Bullets.’

She went on and on. It had been rumoured in the village that Jack Thornton often got drunk and then came home and treated his wife to a hiding. Dryden wasn’t surprised. She was a pushy little cow.

‘Thank you, Susanna,’ he said. ‘I don’t think so.’

‘It isn’t decent,’ she said.

She had come in and cleaned the house and made food he didn’t eat. He was going to have to find someone else to do it before she tried to take over completely and he offended her.

Vinia had offered to have the funeral tea at their house and Dryden was glad, not just because his own house was so small but because it got them away. He had spent so much time there recently he felt like he was going mad. Also somehow the idea that Esther Margaret would no longer be there came as something of a relief. She had been ill for many months, things had got worse each day. There had been no let up.

The day was bright. Some snow still lay on the ground but the sunshine improved everything. There were even a few snowdrops over by the far wall. Dryden could see them as he stood, cup and saucer in hand, by the window in the sitting room. A lot of people had come to the funeral. The women were gathered in the kitchen. Dryden heard Tommy laugh from in there. It was good to hear him. Joe came over.

‘Will you come back to work tomorrow?’ he said.

‘I have to find somebody to look after Tommy.’

‘Addy said she will have him for now, unless you’d rather Susanna Thornton.’

Dryden looked sideways at him.

‘Don’t you fancy it then?’ Joe said.

‘No, I don’t. No wonder poor bloody Jack chucked himself in a pond.’

‘He fell in,’ Joe said.

‘You sure?’

Joe laughed. Dryden liked the sound.

‘You haven’t had a drink,’ Joe said.

‘I don’t need one.’

‘Go on,’ Joe said and he went off and found a bottle of whisky in the sideboard, then two large cut glasses, and poured generously. ‘You could come and stay with us for a while.’

Dryden could not imagine anything worse than being in the same house with Joe and Vinia in bed together.

‘No, thanks. I’m fine.’

‘Addy has a sister, Meg, who would do your house for you. She’s married. She’s nice. You could see her, if you think she would do and Tommy takes to her.’

‘Is that Meg Carter?’

‘That’s her.’

‘That would be good,’ Dryden said, sipping whisky slowly. He couldn’t remember the last time he had had a drink and it was excellent whisky, single malt. Joe didn’t drink much, he thought, but when he did it was the best.

‘Have you got another suit?’ Joe indicated Dryden’s Sunday best.

‘Yes.’

‘So wear it tomorrow.’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Look, Dryden …’ Joe stopped. ‘I need somebody I can trust. Running the place by myself is too much. You’ve been there since you were twelve.’

‘That doesn’t mean I’m going to be any good at it.’

‘I’ll pay you more money.’

‘A lot?’ Dryden said hopefully.

‘Yes, a lot, but you’ll have to study as well as work.’

‘I can do that while Tommy’s in bed.’

‘And go to evening classes for a long time but I’ll help you as much as I can and you can help me. I don’t think you realize how much you know,’ Joe said.

Dryden got back to find Susanna Thornton in his kitchen. There was the smell of dinner. The place was spotless, almost like it belonged to somebody else. Susanna was small and dark like Vinia and for a few seconds it was his best dream come true and then she turned around from the fire as he put Tommy down.

‘You’re later than I thought you’d be,’ she said. Houses were never locked during the day around here. If he wanted rid of her he would have to tell her. ‘I can put the bairn to bed and then we can eat.’

‘No,’ Dryden said. ‘I’ll put him to bed myself, thanks. I’ve asked Addy Robinson’s sister, Meg, to come and see to the house from now on. Thanks for everything you’ve done.’

She looked hard at him.

‘You don’t want Meg Carter here. You’ll have to pay her.’

‘That’s right. You’ve been very kind but you have your own house and I don’t want to impose on you.’ He went over and opened the back door.

Susanna flounced out. Dryden shut the door and took Tommy upstairs. He read his child a story and then glanced into the other bedroom, imagining his wife still there, both dead and alive, but it was completely empty, the bed changed and every clue to Esther Margaret’s presence gone. He didn’t really want to sleep in there by himself. The bed looked like acres and he was aware of the wardrobe and chest of drawers full of her clothes. He wished he could have another of Joe’s large glasses of whisky.

He went downstairs, sat over the fire and tried to read. The silence was irksome. He thought what it would be like the following day when he went to the office for the first time. People would talk but he and Joe had been friendly for so long, he didn’t think they would be very surprised. Joe was right, he did know a lot about pits and what he didn’t know he could learn.

He put off going to bed until late, convinced that he wouldn’t sleep when he got there but eventually he was bored and tired and the strain of the day caught up to him so he went. He had not been long there when he heard the patter of bare feet on the floor. Tommy stopped short at the bed.

‘Could I sleep with you?’

‘’Course. Climb in.’

‘Thanks, Dad,’ Tommy said cheerily and got into bed. He nestled in close. He was lovely and warm. ‘Do you think Mammy’s reached heaven yet?’

‘Bound to have,’ Dryden said, closing his eyes.

‘Is it far?’

‘About as far as Uncle Joe and Auntie Vinia’s.’

‘Now you’re being silly,’ Tommy said and he turned over and went to sleep.
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