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Prologue

1918

The snow was never bad in the city. Jonas Ward had to remind himself of this as he watched the big square flakes falling past his office window and turning the pavement white in the small city of Durham. It was much more low-lying than the Durham dale where his family had lived for generations.

The snow melted faster on narrow pavements than it ever did in the fields and on the tops of moors; it did not linger up the cobbled streets of the small city where the houses were often close at either side, old streets with tiny twisting back lanes. The River Wear ran in a loop around three sides, making the city a fortress in older times with the castle on its remaining side effectively keeping out the enemy, keeping the people inside safe.

It did not feel safe now to him; it felt like the snow he had seen which remained in the dale from December to April, when it hid behind the big grey stone walls right through until Easter and sometimes beyond.

He loved the city. He was the first of his family to live there though they had had an office there for many years. His family were solicitors, but they had always travelled back to the little town of Sweet Wells, close to Stanhope, as though the office here in Old Elvet was just an afterthought.

His older brother, Edgar, would have nothing to do with the office in the city. He hid in the dale with his lovely Scottish wife, taking care of the familiar safe petty legalities, whereas Jonas was more ambitious. He was determined to expand the business and had brought his bride here to live in the city.

He and Edgar had both come back from the war early because of wounds when hundreds of thousands of men had died in France. He had been first back with a bad leg which still gave him a slight limp but had probably saved his life. Edgar too had been invalided out. Bradley had never gone to war. His health had been delicate since he was a child. It was that bloody damned house, Jonas thought. The freezing winds up on the top which had left him with weak lungs. It was typical of him.

Jonas had been determined, having gone through so much, to lead the life he had so much wanted and had thought about it when it seemed to him that he would never come home.

Thinking about it now, he moved uneasily in his chair. Catherine was a girl from the hilltops; her family were tenants of a sheep farm way out from any town. She and her sister, Rose, had been brought up on five hundred acres of the kind of land where you could see nothing but tiny square fields and moorland for miles and miles.

Jonas and his friend Bradley Grant, who was an accountant, had met the girls at a dance in Stanhope and married them before the war. Bradley and his wife lived in the hills beyond Sweet Wells, in Bradley’s family’s huge country house, a bleak solitary place which was the very opposite of the house to which Jonas had brought Catherine, a pretty little terraced house in Hallgarth Street in the heart of the small city, and she was now seven months pregnant with their first child. Rose’s baby was due soon.

Rose had written to beg her sister to return for the birth of her own child so Catherine had gone back to be there with her. As Catherine’s baby was not due for another two months there was no reason why she should not go, and Jonas had not liked to argue with her, for fear she should think him selfish and unfeeling. Her family thought it bad enough she had left at all. For him to prevent her from returning on such an important occasion would have looked and sounded ill-natured at the least.

Though she had not said so, he knew that she had not taken to life in the city and had gone back to live with her parents when he was fighting in France. He blamed himself. It had been a dream that did not take wing, something that had existed only in his mind. A girl who was used to the moors could hardly be expected to enjoy the confines of a house which had nothing but a tiny lawn at the back. In fact she had stood out there the first spring that they were married and they had been happy and laughed over the rectangle of garden with the neat little hedges beyond their back door.

‘Is this all the land we have?’ she had said, and he had been obliged to tell her that he could afford nothing better.

His father would make him a partner in the practice later he felt sure, as he had with Edgar, but first he had to prove himself and his father was not given to the kind of generosity which would have bought them a fine house in the city. Everything was more expensive in town and his father, while glad at the idea of the business expanding, could not understand why Jonas should want to live there and had begrudged any money spent.

‘There are plenty of specialist solicitors in Durham,’ his father had said. ‘Our speciality is in helping people we know.’

Jonas liked the city. He liked that the law courts and the prison were here as the very heart of the business in his eyes was criminal law. He had specialized in it and loved it. He was not interested in the kind of general practice his brother and father were involved in: the buying and selling of houses, the farmers’ disputes, the petty squabbles that they sorted out, the legalities of the dying. He was tired of the neatness of it all, he had wanted more serious things and had got his way. Now, however, he got up from his suddenly uncomfortable chair and went to the window.

Old Elvet, the broad street which led to the courts and the prison, was covered in snow which was beginning to blow about with a cutting wind behind it. He could see by the way that the few passers-by shielded their faces with bowed heads, hats, and thick scarves. A wind like that would have had the farmers in Sweet Wells worrying about their livestock.

Jonas stood at his office window, waiting in vain for it to stop, thinking of his bed at home, his dinner and his fireside. They had only one maid; a young girl called Mary. She went home to her mother at the afternoon’s end, to Atherton Street up by North Road, beyond the bus station, near the viaduct where the trains roared across the top.

He had taken her home the first couple of nights when he got there and since then had told her not to wait. He was always late, there was nothing to go home to and there was no reason why Mary should stay on. She would leave him his dinner on the side of the stove to reheat. She did her work well and in the winter it was not fair to keep her beyond dusk. He did not trust the city streets, especially the men who lingered outside the pubs and in dark corners. Mary was to go home in the daylight he insisted, though she protested that at this time of the year it was dark by four.

‘Then go home at four,’ Jonas had said.

‘But, sir …’

‘No buts,’ Jonas said. ‘Your mother would stop you coming at all if I didn’t make sure you got back safely.’

This was true. Mary’s mother had only let her daughter come to them on condition that she was not ‘put upon’ as she called it and Mary was too good at the household work and the cooking for him to consider losing her. She was at the moment all he had.

Twice he had written asking Catherine to come home. She had ignored his letters. He remembered the haste with which she had left him.

‘My sister needs me,’ she had said, pushing the letter under his nose, but he knew that she hungered for the dale.

He had grown jealous of her sister and of Bradley and the big grey stone Grant House where the Grants had lived apparently for ever. It was the nearest to the house the girls had known before they were married. Bradley came from a very old family, well established and respected, whereas Jonas’s branch of the Wards were only third generation solicitors and it was nothing in the dale where some people had lived for a thousand years under the same name. His great-grandfather had been nothing but a farm labourer. Only in the dale, he thought, wincing, would people remember such things.

Jonas had wanted to move away from the clutching fingers of the small society where everybody knew everybody, talked about one another, watched and judged. He had seen Catherine and himself in the city going to dinner parties with city friends, enjoying musical evenings – he loved the violin.

He wanted to laugh at himself now. His wife had made no friends, and he could remember his disappointment right from the beginning as she had rebuffed the invitations they had had, either pretending she was busy doing something else or simply not returning an answer in time. She never went anywhere. The shopping was delivered, Mary did everything in the house, and the little back garden, rather than being somewhere Catherine would cultivate flowers and they could sit together on summer evenings, was a tiny jungle, the grass knee-high, the shrubs around it overgrown and the flower beds clogged with weeds.

He hated looking out on it and seeing its neglect, but when he had attempted to clear the weeds from the tiny beds, Catherine had sat by the window in the dusty living room as though she would stay for ever watching the road which led away from the city. He was convinced that she sat there hour after hour when he was at work and Mary scurried around doing everything so that he should not notice or think things were left undone. As if he cared any more.

He had thought that things would be different when he came home. He imagined she would have accustomed herself to being his wife by then, but the long partings had made things worse. Sometimes, he thought uncomfortably, she put up with his embraces, she endured him in the bedroom and that was all. It was a great grief to him that his wife tolerated his touch and nothing more.

He wished he didn’t love her as it made him ashamed, but he loved her so much while he had the feeling she didn’t overly care for him. How simple it would be if you could withdraw your feelings, take back the needs and his affection. His marriage had become a very lonely place. The trouble was that on his part he wanted to go on, convinced that it would get better. They would spend more time together when she came home, he would make more money, buy her pretty things and in return he hoped she would turn up her face for his kisses, something she hadn’t done in years.

He was hoping the child would improve things. She had seemed pleased. It would be so different. He didn’t care whether it was a girl or a boy as long as they could become a real family at last. He had been struggling for so long but even now, having been without him for so many months, Catherine had gone back to the dale as though she needed to be there no matter what the consequences were.

Darkness was falling. The fire in his office was down to its last embers and he must trudge his way home through the snow. The little house would be so uninviting with its black windows. Perhaps he would go to one of the pubs after he got home and find the company of other men. The snow would stop.

His father had reported that Rose’s child was almost a fortnight old so soon Catherine would make her way back to him and all would be well. He admitted to himself finally that he could not manage without Catherine. He loved her too much and was afraid of his feelings for her.

He knew now that she did not love him, that she had married him because it was a good match and her parents had been pleased as they had nothing to give her, nothing to leave her. Perhaps they had even persuaded her into it. He had been too young, too naïve to know, and he wished he could stop loving her because he knew that she felt suffocated.

She would turn from him in bed and refuse to speak at the table when they had meals together. It made no difference; she was the love of his life and she always would be. She would come home, she would have their child and after that they would be a family, they would be happy.

The snow was worse now. There was nothing to stop it up here on the tops. It had snowed almost constantly for three days. It felt like a lot longer, it was beginning to feel like for ever.

At first Bradley Grant had been pleased, grateful somehow that winter had shown itself properly. After weeks of nothing but wind and rain and sleet the big white flakes had turned the fields into blankets, the hedges into cotton wool, the trees whitened so that the evenings were ghostly. The wind had made intricate shapes against the garden walls and even Rose had smiled and been glad.

Bradley resented Catherine being there. He felt pushed out and knew that Jonas, not long reunited with his wife, was unhappy in Durham by himself. Jonas would write and beg his wife to go back to Durham, but the two sisters would not be parted and if Catherine wanted to go back to her husband she never said so. Though perhaps she did not say so because Rose begged her so hard to stay on, said that she could not manage without her.

It began to snow harder. After two days Bradley could not get down the fields to work and there would have been little point as there was no way he could reach Stanhope, where his office lay, in such weather. He was almost happy sitting there by the fire, thinking of the two women and the child in the kitchen or in the bedroom, laughing together and making cakes in the afternoons and dinner for him later. But after four days he just wished the snow would stop, but it didn’t. It got deeper and deeper.

That night Catherine went into labour. It was too early, he knew it was, he knew that he should get help, but by then the snow was so deep that he could not have got down the track without losing his way in the blizzard. There was no means of contacting the doctor even if he could have helped.

The child was not due for another two months. Telling himself this did not help. Rose’s pain was hard to listen to, her voice was full of fear and despair. He wished that he could run away. His wife’s white face betrayed her, even though she said it must be false labour, it would soon be better, the contractions would stop, they must stop. She sponged Catherine’s face and neck but the contractions did not stop, the pain did not ease and the snow blew across the tops.

Rose came downstairs, moving softly as though any more noise might make things worse.

‘She isn’t getting any better. I don’t think this is false labour. We must get help,’ she said.

Bradley didn’t want to panic her, he had been reassuring and she in her turn had tried to be confident but it had gone beyond that.

‘We’re going to have to manage,’ he said, and he thought back to Rose’s own labour. It had gone on for two days but she had been fine in the end. The doctor had been there, but he thought probably if they had had to they would have been all right. He remembered how he had spent most of those two days pacing up and down in the sitting room and that recollection was no help at all.

‘I’m frightened,’ his wife said.

‘You mustn’t let her know that.’

She went back upstairs. Bradley shut out the weather, pulled thick velvet curtains across the windows, built up the fires in the bedroom, in the living room, the stove in the kitchen. What help they had, a maid and a general labourer, had not turned in for three days and when he went outside, wondering whether there was any way in which he could get to the village in the storm he knew with a countryman’s undeniable knowledge that he would never make it.

The drifts were as high as the house, the little town below was blotted out, the snow was blowing horizontally so that he could see nothing. He ventured beyond the door and straight into a drift so deep that he had difficulty in extricating himself from it. It would be of no help if he died on the way to the village, men had done so, been lost in such storms, not knowing their way, walking blind before the whiteness without direction.

He went back inside and reluctantly up the stairs, hoping vainly that Catherine would be better or that they would at least be able to deliver the child and relieve her of her burden. In the other room Rose’s new daughter, Madeline, was silent. She was sleeping peacefully, but he still went across to her cot and checked. Her tiny round pink cheeks were perfect, her long eyelashes closed and her small fists clenched.

Somehow with the sounds of pain from one room and the silence from the other the house was full of suffering. There was to be no relief. The snow did not stop; he could not go for the doctor.

The baby was born, they did what they could but it was dead. Catherine sweated and burned all through the night, crying out for her child and then for her family. She imagined she was in Durham and wished and sighed for the house on the tops, for her parents, for the endless moor which was her home. She imagined it in August with the heather bright and the bees buzzing and the sunlight in the sky. She tried to get up and go outside to see the moors. Bradley had to stop her, to hold her as she panicked and fought, though she was too weak to leave her bed.

Even when he had extinguished the fire and let the room grow cold her face was shiny with heat and her body swollen as her ravings grew worse. She cried out hour after hour and he knew that he would never forget these terrible days and how Rose had stayed there with her, had not reacted even when the baby did not move. She said nothing to him, it was almost as though he did not exist, she talked to her sister, soothed and comforted, bathed her, held her, tried to calm her.

Catherine died the same afternoon. Rose was inconsolable. She finally broke down, begged of her sister not to leave her, kissed her all over her face long after Catherine had stopped breathing. Bradley said nothing, he stood by and waited for the grief to pass.

When the snow stopped there was still nothing he could do. He had to wait for three days until the sun had melted enough of it to allow him to wade down to the doctor’s house in the village. He was exhausted, soaked, the snow had been up to his waist all the way. He did not want to go back there, he didn’t ever want to go back and yet he could not linger by the doctor’s fire while his wife was alone up at the house with her sister’s body and the dead baby. His only comfort was to think of his child, it was all that had taken Rose from Catherine, the baby screaming in the other bedroom, the idea that she might neglect her child and even then he had had to coax her away.

William Robson, newly qualified, went with him back up the fields. His father had been called to an emergency in the village and could not go and, besides, the woman and the baby were dead. They did not need a doctor, they needed an undertaker.

William tried to tell him that there was nothing he could have done to prevent it, no way he could have helped, but Bradley could not accept this.

He stood his friend’s calm words for as long as he could before saying, ‘I was to blame, I should have sent her home before, but Rose wanted her here. She had such a bad time when the baby was born and—’

‘The baby was not due for another two months. It had nothing to do with where she was.’

‘If it hadn’t been for her being here. If it hadn’t been for the snow. If she had been in Durham …’

‘Will you stop blaming yourself?’ William said.

Bradley looked the width of the sitting room at him.

‘You think Jonas isn’t going to blame me?’

Catherine’s husband was a hot-tempered young man and in love. He would need someone to blame.

‘Things like this happen sometimes,’ William said. ‘No one can help it.’

Bradley held those words against himself when he went to bed. The following day he wished very much that William had been at the house when Jonas got there.

Jonas didn’t even speak as he pushed past Bradley at the door, took the stairs rapidly and burst into every room until he found the room where his dead wife and child lay. The door slammed and then there was silence. Bradley didn’t think he could bear to wait through the silence for Jonas’s wrath, but he had no choice.

He waited next to Rose with the baby in her arms – he would have liked to suggest to her that she not be there or at least the child not be there, but he couldn’t – by the fire that dreadful afternoon while there was no noise from above. It went on hour after hour until he finally heard the footsteps on the stairs and Jonas came into the room. He thrust shut the door.

‘Why didn’t you send her home to me?’

‘She didn’t want to go,’ Bradley said.

‘You should have sent her. She was my wife, I needed her. She was supposed to be living with me. You knew how things were.’

Rose hid against her baby’s shawl. She had gone through enough, she shouldn’t have to put up with this, Bradley knew. She had lost her beloved sister and their relationship, he acknowledged now with pain, was a closer one than they had had with either of their husbands.

‘I wanted Catherine here,’ Rose said. ‘I wanted my sister near me. I’m sorry.’

‘Sorry?’ Jonas glared at her. ‘You two and this bloody house have cost me my wife and child. Didn’t you ever think about her?’

‘She wanted to be here,’ Rose said.

‘Rose, don’t argue with Jonas.’ Bradley knew it was pointless. Jonas was wild with grief. ‘It’s true,’ Bradley said, in spite of what he had said to his wife about not arguing. He couldn’t help himself, Jonas was so misguided. He shouldn’t blame them for what had happened. ‘She hated Durham, she was a lass off the hilltops, why shouldn’t she? You took her to live in a little terraced house on a busy street, it was like a prison to her.’

‘So this is my fault?’ Jonas glared at him and Bradley was afraid.

‘It was nobody’s fault. How can you say such things?’ he said, becoming angry himself though trying not to. He felt guilty enough as it was. Jonas was only making things worse.

Jonas started shouting at him, saying unjust things which Bradley did not listen to. He had had enough.

‘Why don’t you go, while there’s still enough light to see you down the road? I don’t want you here.’

Jonas turned on him.

‘You and your stupid bloody house. If this had been in a civilized place she could have been helped, she could still be alive. You encouraged her to come here, to stay here, to leave me.’

‘It’s nothing to do with the house,’ Bradley said. ‘She’d had enough of city life, you knew that. You should have come home and brought her with you. It was all she wanted.’

Bradley took his wife into his arms as she began to weep over the unjustness of Jonas’s accusations. He was lucky that he still had his wife and child. The young man with the appalled dark eyes had nothing left and Bradley would never forgive himself for being part of it or forget that dreadful night when Catherine had sweated and moaned and given birth and burned up. It was as though she had burned out of existence while the snow suffocated the house until the very ground outside was silent.

‘I want you to go now,’ Bradley said.

‘I’ll see my day with you. Just wait,’ Jonas threatened.

‘If it’s easier for you to blame people then go ahead. There’s nothing more we can do.’

Jonas slammed from the house. He did not come back. He did not come back for his wife and child’s funeral. He did not come back to his father’s house or to see his brother. Bradley did not see him again. Rose was left to bury her sister and the child, to put up a stone, to walk to the graveside each Sunday when they went to church. Jonas did not come back and they were left to mourn.

1930

Jonas was not eager to see Bradley Grant that afternoon. He would not have been eager to see him any afternoon, he acknowledged to himself. He had never been able to go back, his stupid pride had stopped him. It was too late now, he knew it was. He had behaved so very badly and Bradley and Rose had been so stupid and he had tried to forgive them all but he couldn’t.

He had let Bradley find him. Bradley had gone to Edgar, Jonas’s elder brother who was the solicitor in Sweet Wells, and Edgar had gone to Wilton Marlowe whom he had suspected was Jonas’s solicitor in various places but obviously in Durham so that people might know how to contact Jonas, and Wilton had come to Jonas.

Jonas and Bradley met at the County Hotel on the riverside in Old Elvet in Durham. It brought back many difficult memories. Jonas had not been there since his young wife had died, but in Durham, strangely, he could be anonymous. He didn’t know anybody any more and he had been able to avoid the street where he and Catherine had lived briefly and the office in the city which Edgar now owned but did not run. Edgar, Jonas thought with disgust, was still a dale man, had never grown, never reached out, never done anything interesting or worthwhile. He was tied to that dreadful little town where they had been born.

Jonas didn’t want anybody anywhere near his own work. He didn’t want people to know what he was doing. The less contact he had with anybody from the dale the better, but he had agreed to meet Bradley in a private room at the County and when Bradley walked in Jonas was shocked. He had altered in that time, he looked much older than he was.

‘Hello, Jonas.’ Bradley didn’t even offer to shake hands. He didn’t sit down and Jonas didn’t ask him to.

‘What is it?’ he said.

‘I need a favour.’

It made Jonas laugh.

‘Your sense of humour was always your biggest failing,’ he said.

Bradley sat down so that the conversation would not be overheard. He could not know that Jonas had hired the room, that the door had been shut behind Bradley and they would not be interrupted until Jonas said so. He sat on the sofa opposite, on the very front of it, but before he had chance to say anything Jonas said, ‘How is your family?’

‘Very well.’

Jonas looked at him. Bradley, like Edgar, had never got away. He pitied them.

‘And Rose?’

‘She’s fine.’

‘Do you have sons?’

‘Only a daughter.’

‘Just one?’

‘Only the one, yes. Do you – do you have any children?’

‘No.’

‘You could have married again.’

‘Good heavens, yes. Have you any idea how many times people have said so, as though everyone can be replaced.’

‘It doesn’t have to be like that.’

‘How in the hell would you know? What is it, Bradley? What do you lack?’

‘Money. Doesn’t everything boil down to that?’

‘Not in my experience, but then our paths haven’t crossed so I have no idea what your life has been like. You need to borrow some? Why don’t you go to a bank?’

‘I did. Now they want it back. I cannot tell Rose.’

‘Ah, the joys of the married life. Keeping secrets from one’s wife. How much?’

Bradley mentioned the figure. Jonas looked at him.

Bradley hesitated and then he said, ‘The bank will take my house and … I’m not well, I can’t work any more. It costs so much to keep up, it’s always been a very expensive place—’

‘It’s always been a bloody Godforsaken place!’

‘It’s our home and there hasn’t been enough money to keep it as it should be kept for a very long time.’

‘Yes, I remember,’ Jonas said. ‘Insular little villages, people who think the outside world is a trip to Darlington, the sing-song voice of the dale, the stagnant ideas of the uneducated.’

‘I understand you have made a lot of money.’

‘Tragedy concentrates the mind wonderfully, you know. How will you ever pay it back?’

‘I don’t know yet.’

‘So I shall have the deeds to the house and if you can’t pay it back I shall have the house itself and if it comes to it you will leave, you and your family.’

Bradley said nothing.

‘You weren’t expecting more, surely?’ Jonas got up. ‘You can give my brother the details. He can sort it out. No one is to know. If you tell anyone—’

‘Rose must know.’

‘Nobody,’ Jonas said again. ‘If it becomes scandal in the area I will hear about it and I will make sure that you are put from your house straight away. Do feel free to stay here, the room is hired for the rest of the afternoon.’ With that Jonas walked out.

He went home. He had never been as glad to go anywhere, his lovely stone house in Northumberland within sound of the sea, within reach of his work where the pit wheels turned day and night. His house stood in a dozen acres with formal gardens around it and the edge of his land was on the seafront which you could see clearly from the bedrooms.

Mary heard him clash the front door. She came into the hall. They had been together since the very night he had come home after his wife had died. He could hardly bear to think about it now.

That night she had waited for him to return and he had clashed the door much as he had just done now and had said wearily, ‘You should have gone home. How many more times do I have to tell you?’

She had said nothing. Jonas had made his way into the little front room which his wife had disliked so much because passers-by could see in. She had put up net curtains at the windows, but you could hear people even now in the darkness of the late evening, their footfalls, their quiet conversation. Somebody even laughed.

There Jonas broke down. He knew that he shouldn’t, he knew it was a disgusting weakness in men and that he had made a mess of everything and that he should never have married Catherine, never have taken her away. It was nothing to do with Bradley and Rose, it was his own ridiculously stupid fault. He had let his bodily urges overcome his common sense. He had wanted her so much and when he had married her he had provided a cell for her here. He couldn’t stop crying, the bleakness of coming back here had been too much for his self-control. Was he to be left to these few rooms and his guilty conscience?

He had not been aware of Mary being in the room until she had come over to him and got hold of him. He tried to shake her off, gently because there was no reason she should put up with him behaving like that. She retreated only a couple of feet.

‘I’ll take you home. I won’t need you any more,’ he said.

‘Tell me what happened.’

‘She’s dead. Catherine’s dead and my child.’

‘Oh, Mr Ward, I’m that sorry.’

‘It’s all right. I’ll be all right. It’s nothing to do with you anyway. You’ve been very good. I won’t need you here now.’

‘What are you going to do?’

He didn’t look at her.

‘I don’t know. Go away somewhere, I expect, anywhere away from here, away from the places that remind me of her.’ He turned from Mary and was even more ashamed now that he had stopped crying that he had actually done so in the first place.

‘I’m not going home,’ Mary said.

He had never heard her use that tone before; her voice was authoritative rather than the polite almost deferential tone she usually used to him.

‘I’m staying here with you,’ she said.

‘You can’t. It isn’t respectable. Your mother would take me to task if you stayed even an hour alone here with me.’

Mary nodded.

‘I didn’t tell her Mrs Ward hasn’t been here at all lately and I’ve been running the house. I like running your house, it’s the best my life’s ever been. I think your house is so pretty.’

‘I’ll be selling it,’ he said.

‘Oh, don’t do that,’ Mary said. ‘And please don’t make me go home, I don’t like it there. Let me stay here with you.’

‘You can’t. I said. It isn’t right.’

‘We could make it right.’ She came to him and kissed him.

He was astonished.

‘Mary, I’m sorry. You just feel sorry
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