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I said I’d free him. I didn’t say he’d stay free.


THEODORE REMICK, A Cold Season









The First Circle









One


When the sound of footsteps began, Ben was already regretting his decision to walk. It had felt like the right thing to do when he’d started out – the name Kirkstall, in his mind, was always followed by the word Abbey, and he’d wanted to see it – but the evening was dark and cold, and the streets were interminably long.


He had been listening to his own steps for some time as they echoed back from row after row of red-brick houses, each looking much like the last. He caught glimpses through the windows: the shadows of families settling down to dinner, balancing plates on their knees while the television’s blue light flickered. The front gardens were filled with ever-multiplying numbers of wheelie bins, upturned plastic tricycles, filthy tennis balls – all manner of broken and abandoned things. Above him the clawing arms of aerials and telephone wires sliced the darkening sky.


Ben could almost feel the presence of the abbey, which dominated this part of the city. The very idea of it was written into the street plan: Vesper Lane, Abbey Walk, Eden Mount. The whole place was underwritten by an older time, the traces still felt despite the abbey’s ruin: fine arches and bright windows crumbling and shattered, the remnants of a once-proud church.


Ben had never been able to fathom why his mother had stayed here. She had inherited the tall, mean house a long time ago. It had been her father’s, someone he could barely remember, at least in nothing more than the impression of a dark outline of a man looming over him, his expression stern, as if he didn’t like what he saw. She and his dad, Pete, had rented it out for a while, and Ben remembered visiting it with her sometimes, checking on the heating system or the electrics or the contents. There was always someone new answering the door, a succession of faces he didn’t recognise. Then came the divorce and the custody battle, and at some point along the way, before he’d even suspected the possibility, it had become his home.


It wasn’t his home now and he was glad of it as he turned a corner and started up the hill. He heard the footsteps somewhere behind him, almost but not quite tracking his own.


He stopped dead when he heard them and did not know why. It wasn’t so late that the streets should be empty – anyone could be about. Besides, he had spent years of his life in this place; he wasn’t afraid to walk here then and he wasn’t afraid to walk here now. And yet there was something about the sound of them, something that spoke of intent, but without the need to hurry. He could picture the person who would make that sound, their stride long and sauntering. In his mind’s eye they wore a half-smile, though of course he couldn’t picture their face. They knew they would reach their destination, that person; they would reach it soon, and whatever they found there would be – satisfying. That was the word that sprung to mind.


Ben shook the image away, amused by his own reaction. They were only footsteps, and anyway, they had stopped. He looked back the way he had come, seeing only houses, their gates closed against the world outside – and nothing else. No children played. Those hurrying home from school or college or work had already locked their doors behind them.


There was nobody there and yet when he began to walk once more, he could hear it, a steady tap, tap, tap, coming from somewhere directly behind him. He stopped under the pretext of wrapping his coat more tightly around his body, though it was already buttoned to the neck. Winter had passed and yet the night had drawn in quickly; there was a chill in the air and the darkness was close. He almost felt he could shrug it away like a physical thing, but the cold of it was still there, like a villain’s last cackle. The whole city felt as if it were steeped in the last dirty dregs of winter.


There was silence again: no footsteps or anything else. The only sound was his own breathing, but somehow that only accentuated the stillness around him. He’d probably only heard the footsteps because of a trick of the architecture, channelling them from the next street. They might even have been his own, distorted and returned to him by the angled walls. They hadn’t quite been in time with his, but that could have been an illusion too, couldn’t it? Still, Ben couldn’t quite shake the impression that someone was following him – trying, but not quite managing, to keep in step. Perhaps they were even doing it on purpose.


He turned and looked at the empty street. He smiled at himself. He wasn’t afraid, not exactly, but there was something, a sense of things out of place, things that didn’t belong. Now he could see that everything was just the way it had always been. Maybe the only thing that had changed was him – it could be that he didn’t belong here any longer. He’d moved on and had been glad to do so, and yet he continued to be drawn back here by ties he could never sever.


The impression of the world having become at once familiar and strange stayed with him as he set off once more. He somehow knew that the sound of footsteps would be there to meet him, and it was, but this time it was closer. Louder. He whirled around and stared at the street. It remained empty and dark, wedge-shaped shadows demarcating each small front garden. He’d been so sure he would be able to see the source of the sound. He tried to remember if the houses had thrown back such distinct echoes when he’d been a child. He’d done a lot of his growing up in these streets. He’d run up and down them all, sometimes with his friends or his sister, sometimes alone. He tried to recall if they’d created illusions like this, ones that could be heard and not seen.


Everything was still. Only his heartbeat had quickened. He did not know why he’d thought the sound so odd, and of course it didn’t matter. There was nobody there, no one to see him as he stood gawping at shadows like a frightened child.


He turned on his heel, walking more quickly. Soon he would reach the end of his mother’s street. He would be at her door in moments and she would be standing there, smiling or staring at him; he wasn’t sure which it would be this time. Either way, he would be glad to go inside and turn the key in the lock behind him.


He forced himself not to hurry. If he arrived out of breath and out of sorts, she would see it and demand to know why. She would create a fuss, one that wouldn’t be forgotten all night. He wasn’t going to do that because of a simple illusion. There was no one there. They were probably his own footsteps after all, distorted by the streets and the night and his own imagination. Still, his stride lengthened as he headed up the slope. The footsteps were closer than ever, though their rhythm hadn’t quickened. In his mind’s eye he saw the shape of a man cut into the night, keeping pace without difficulty, impossible to shake off.


There was the corner. He turned it without pausing. His mother’s street was lined with back-to-back terraces that were taller than they were wide, most of them topped with the jutting evidence of loft extensions looming like watchtowers, their windows shining blankly down. The thought returned to him that he didn’t know why she’d stayed, and with it came an unaccountable anger: if she hadn’t, if she’d gone to live somewhere else, he wouldn’t be here now. It wasn’t as if she’d had to keep the place – there was nothing to keep her here, after all; she could have moved on at any time, as Ben had. He thought of his flat near the centre of Leeds, as shiny and new as the building it occupied. It was a place where the past didn’t live, keeping pace like – like footsteps, he thought, and almost laughed, though he didn’t know why. He was relieved he’d managed to keep it inside.


He imagined that dark figure reaching out an arm without even having to stretch, and taking hold of his shoulder. He suppressed a shudder. His spine was a cold line down his back, winter seeping its way into him after all, and as he walked, thin flakes began to float into his face.


He lifted a hand and swept his fingers through the greyness. He thought it was snow, but he knew that wasn’t right, and then he saw what it was: ash, fine flakes of it, and he realised he could smell it too, smoky and acrid. It reminded him of the nights when he’d been small and had looked out of the window towards the abbey – too young to attend the events they sometimes held – and there had been fireworks. He hadn’t been able to see the building itself, not from here, but sometimes he’d been able to make out a pale glow in the distance, and it had seemed to him then that the whole ancient edifice was burning.


He couldn’t see a fire anywhere, but perhaps someone was burning waste. He walked onward, into the drift. The ash had carried along the streets, lifting and falling on the cold air until it found him. But that didn’t matter, nothing did, because the footsteps were at his heels. His breath quickened, stirring the flakes hanging in the air and they parted around him, none settling on his clothes or on his skin. There were three houses yet to pass, nine wheelie bins ranked in the gardens, a collection of chipped plant pots where nothing grew but weeds, and a few crisp packets no one had troubled to pick up. There were more deep shadows that could be concealing anything, but it was at his back that he sensed danger; it was as if the night was coalescing and taking form.


He could see his mother’s house. If he focused on it hard enough, he would resist looking behind him. The place loomed as tall as the rest, just like the other houses in appearance, and yet it shone like a beacon in his mind. A few more steps and he would be there. Tap, tap, tap. There was nothing else, only the night and the sound of his own breath and the blood rushing in his ears and two sets of footsteps walking, now, together.


He turned in at the gate and it clattered behind him and he knew that he should turn, that he should see, but suddenly he knew he was afraid after all, despite all his resolutions and justifications. He was afraid of seeing nothing once more, of what that might mean, and he was afraid of what he might see, but he did not turn; he went on and up to the door. He grasped the handle and turned it, and it opened because she’d left it open for him and he felt a rush of gratitude as he stepped inside.


It was only after he was over the threshold that he looked behind him. Everything was silent; the street was empty. Flakes drifted through the air, the only moving things in a frozen world, as if the night was really filled with snow; it was a scene so redolent of his childhood that it suddenly made him want to cry. There were no footsteps, probably never had been. He’d allowed himself to be spooked, just as if he was a child again. There was nobody there, nobody except the person he could sense standing behind him, the one who had left the door on the latch so that he could step inside.


He didn’t know why he’d allowed an echo to trouble him so much. He didn’t know why he’d even thought there was something wrong with it. Except he did know. The knowledge settled inside him and he pushed it down deep as he forced a smile onto his face and turned towards his mother. For a moment, the footsteps hadn’t been following him at all. At the last, it had sounded as if someone was walking right beside him.









Two


The terraced house was the kind that estate agents would describe as deceptive; the plot was hemmed in but the rooms were wide, the living space expanded by bedrooms crammed under the eaves and a small damp cellar hollowed out beneath it all. Despite the years Ben had lived here with his mother, it still surprised him – now that he had a flat with communal halls and spaces – that when he closed the door behind him he was already standing in the lounge, the heart of the home. At its centre stood his mother. Today she wasn’t smiling, but as soon as she saw him focusing on her expression, she forced the corners of her lips upward. She did not look away from his face.


She had been drawing again. Ben could see new sheets of paper tacked up on the walls, some of them crooked, some overlapping the old ones that were curling at the corners. He never knew if it was a mercy that the wallpaper – brown and beige and seventies’ old – had been covered over just a little more, or if he would rather rip all the pictures down. He saw that some of them were threatening to fall off anyway. One clung on by a corner, hanging loose over the top of the electrical fire, an ugly affair of faded wood and exposed bars. A sense of frustration, familiar and yet new each time he felt it, rose within him. He knew it wasn’t a fire risk, not here, but the reason only compounded his irritation; his mother wouldn’t put the fire on, not even if she were freezing. She wouldn’t even think of it, not when it was just her in the house. It didn’t matter how much he nagged at her to take care of herself. She didn’t want to do that; she’d only ever wanted to look after him.


And his sister, he told himself, knowing all the time that that wasn’t quite true.


But the pictures – at least they were something she did care about. He examined them more carefully. He found he still didn’t want to see them, not really.


He focused instead on his mother’s face. Her skin was taut and a little sallow. She was not yet fifty years old and on the thin side of slender. Her hair was touched with grey at her temples and ragged at the ends; she never could be bothered to have it cut. Was she thinner than the last time he’d seen her? Ben’s frustration was replaced by concern as that forced smile flickered its way across his mother’s lips once more.


‘Sweetheart,’ she said, in the low but intense way she had, the one that had always made him shift with discomfort whenever his sister Gaila was around, and she held out her arms, although she didn’t come any closer. ‘You’re back.’


Ben nodded. He always came back. What did she expect? He hadn’t been able to leave her alone, not for long. He never had. Not like Gaila.


He pushed that thought away and forced a smile of his own. ‘How are you, Mum?’ He stumbled over the word. He’d almost called her Cass, a contraction of the maiden name – Cassidy – to which she’d returned years ago, but he knew she preferred ‘Mum’. Formally, she was known as Gloria Cassidy, though no one ever called her by her first name; few even knew what it was. She had lived to be a mum, always had. Even now that she was in a position to move on, to pursue any interests she chose, she didn’t care for anything else. And it was that – her desire to support him, to do everything she could to help him – which had made it so difficult to leave, to do the things he’d wanted to do. If he pushed her, encouraging her to get out, to meet new people, she’d only point at those God-awful pictures, as if they were some sort of substitute for getting out and living.


She gestured towards them, as if she could read his thoughts – perhaps she could – and he was forced to look again. The impression he’d gained from the door wasn’t dispelled by closer inspection. The subject matter was nothing new. She’d painted a series of white hills covered in snow, interspersed with sharp, angry jabs representing skeletal trees. A drawing showed a group of figures huddled together and yet alone at the side of a wintry lake. The next showed a black church spire looming over a grey, mist-shrouded valley. Others were blank save for deeply black shapes that looked like holes in the world, one with a single white circle in its centre. It was a little like an eye. He had seen these things before, many times. Each time she drew them they made him shiver. Ben had hated the snow ever since he’d been small. He didn’t know why, just as he didn’t know what had made her choose these things as subjects, and nor did he really care; he only wished that, just once, she would paint in a colour other than black.


But his mother wasn’t showing him the pictures, not really. She was showing him that she was doing something, not sitting here missing him. She was showing him that she was fine.


‘Very nice,’ he said. ‘Did you join that art class I found for you? It’s not far away, and you could meet people—’


She shrugged. ‘No point. It’s not as if I’m any good.’


The frustration was still there, simmering, and Ben swallowed it down. ‘You could try. You might enjoy it.’


‘Oh, Ben.’ She sighed. ‘Why don’t you sit down, love? Make yourself comfy. I got some of that tea you like. It’s brewing, ready – I’ll get you some.’


‘You sit down, Mum. I’ll fetch it.’ He went through into the kitchen. It was cramped but orderly, smelling of pine cleaning fluid. Next to the sink was a small stack of washing-up that had been left to dry: one cup, one plate, one fork. He flipped open the top of the bin and saw the cardboard sleeve from a ready-made meal for one. A dose of guilt joined the frustration. But the reason he had come, the one that made it difficult to look her in the eye – didn’t he deserve his guilt, really?


A teapot, barely big enough for two, sat on the worktop, the lid by its side. He removed the sodden teabags and binned them, then slid a tray from its place on top of the cupboards and added cups. When he carried it through, he found his mother perched on the edge of the sofa, as if she were the guest and he the host. This time, when she smiled at him, it was genuine, though her hands wouldn’t keep still. They kept clawing at each other, as if she wanted to pick away the skin.


‘This is nice,’ she said.


He balanced the tray on the largest of her nesting tables and laid out the cups, pouring the tea, glad of something to do. She sipped at it at once, though it was too hot and he knew she didn’t like the smoky blend she’d bought for him.


‘So how’s work?’ She always asked, and he always answered the same way.


‘It’s fine, Mum.’ He tried not to grimace. Work was as it had always been since he’d moved back here: routine.


‘You’re doing so well.’ She paused. ‘Not like—’


He started. He knew exactly what she was going to say and yet it came as a surprise that she had been thinking of it too.


‘That poor girl,’ she said. She set down her cup, rattling it against the saucer, and then couldn’t seem to lift her gaze from the tray. She stared down at its faded design of roses, the chipped edge revealing bare wood beneath. ‘We should have looked after her.’


‘Jessica,’ Ben said. ‘Jessica Winthrop.’ He felt the faint echo of a memory; saw the brief image of a little girl with long brown hair tucked back under the hood of her coat. She was holding a hand to her cheek. Blood seeped from it, the colour shockingly bright against her pale skin, and there was snow everywhere, at her feet and all around her . . .


And now she was dead. She had killed herself; died alone in an apartment in Darnshaw, the village where they used to live; the one Ben could barely remember, only in brief images that hardly felt connected to him. If it hadn’t been for their occasional visits to see Jessica, he would no doubt have forgotten it entirely.


‘We can’t go,’ Cass said, and Ben was shocked to see that her eyes were full of tears. ‘The funeral’s this Friday, did you know? But it’s in Darnshaw, and you know how I feel about the place. We can’t go. I forgot her once, let her down, and now I can’t even say goodbye—’


He reached for her hand and Cass snatched it away. He sighed. It was always like this whenever he asked her to explain: nothing but silences and withdrawal. He never had known why they were supposed to take care of Jessica. He only knew that she was the daughter of an old friend of his mother’s, someone called Lucy who had died back when they had lived in the village. Cass had made him swear never to revisit. Even their trips to see Jessica had taken place elsewhere, on neutral ground.


Ben couldn’t remember how he’d met Jessica. When he tried to think of it there was only that image of a little girl surrounded by snow, as if her name conjured not just a person, but a place and a time. He could almost feel it, that snow – the cold flakes settling on his face, melting at once, leaving behind nothing but a chill spreading across his skin.


His mother drew a long sigh. ‘I wish I could go, for Lucy’s sake. I know that Jessica wasn’t a child any more, that she was all grown up, but – I want to go, I know it’s the right thing, but I really can’t. It’s not worth the risk.’


Ben sighed. Yes, Jessica had been grown up, was only a year or two younger than him, and she hadn’t needed them to look after her any longer. And yet she had, hadn’t she? She must have. He remembered the email he’d received a week before she climbed into her bath and opened her wrists.




Hey, Ben – long time no see. I wondered if you might be able to come over? Things are kind of weird here. I keep finding myself thinking of old times – oh, stuff I barely remember. Will you come? I heard you’re back in Leeds, ‘oop north’ again, eh? Hope to catch up. I think it might help.





And he remembered the irritation he felt when he’d seen the comment about Leeds, the annoyance at having to travel all the way across the Pennines to see someone he’d barely thought of in years. He hadn’t understood why they were supposed to look after her then and he hadn’t wanted to look after her now. And so he hadn’t gone, and then he’d heard the news, a short but to-the-point email from her aunt. He’d read the word suicide and hadn’t been able to take in what it meant. All he could think about was how young Jessica had been: younger than him.


Old obligations, he thought. Old promises. You think you can walk away, but they never really let go.


He remembered what Cass had said about Darnshaw. Saying goodbye to Jessica meant breaking another promise, albeit one he’d been forced to make and never really understood. It was why he’d come to see his mother tonight, though he saw now it wasn’t something he could ever discuss with her. Her feelings about Darnshaw clearly hadn’t faded over time. Whatever had happened there to cloud her heart was as present as it ever was to her and as mysterious to him.


He frowned and looked up at Cass and found she was watching him. ‘You remember,’ she said. It sounded like an accusation.


And he did remember, quite clearly, though it had been back when he was small: it couldn’t have been long after they’d left Darnshaw. ‘Promise me,’ she had said, her tone low and flat and without expression. ‘You have to make a promise and you have to never ever break it.’


He had looked at her, startled, and her eyes were unblinking, the pupils wide and black and fathomless. ‘You mustn’t go to Darnshaw,’ she’d said. ‘I never want you to go there again. It’s not a good place, not for you.’ And then she’d added: ‘On your soul, Ben.’


Now she reached out and caught his hand. Ben forced himself not to pull away. He could feel the bony strength in her fingers. Her skin wasn’t warm, wasn’t cold. He could also feel the rough patches on her palm that he knew were there, but didn’t like to think about and didn’t really want to touch. It was another sign of whatever it was that had taken root inside her. And like the promise she’d extracted from him, the day it had happened was clear in his memory.


She had been having one of her . . . turns, he supposed he could call them. There wasn’t really a name for what she had. He didn’t think any of his friends’ parents ever behaved the way she did, though he hadn’t asked them; he felt he knew this as truth. He hadn’t fought it either. He’d simply knelt when she told him to kneel and listened to her talk about how he was his father’s son, even though he didn’t understand what she meant because it didn’t seem to be Pete that she was talking about. She’d tell him to be ready. She told him he’d been dedicated. And he’d stand and the words would drift from him, like flakes of ash brushed from his shoulders. Except they hadn’t left him, not quite, because she had been everything to him and she hadn’t made sense, and she hadn’t made him feel safe.


It wasn’t long before Gaila was part of it too. It didn’t seem to affect his sister the way it had affected Ben. She would simply sit there, barely old enough to follow the words, and she would smile. Ben could still remember the way her eyes shone. She hadn’t had a choice and she hadn’t understood, but it had somehow made Ben feel more alone than anything else. It had been Cass and Gaila together, dedicated, ready, waiting for this father who never came, until one day, it wasn’t.


Gaila was older then, six or seven maybe, and Ben had entered his teens. Cass had been pacing up and down the kitchen, spilling confusion from her lips, not looking at either of them. And Ben remembered the fear, old and familiar, the taste of it in his mouth. He no longer believed that some long-lost father was going to come for him. What he feared was that his mother would be taken away.


But that time it was different. She’d started talking of the Devil and betrayal, and how everything was nothing but a lie, that it always had been. And then she’d said that Ben was good, that he was the only thing that mattered, the only thing that ever had. He remembered how Gaila’s eyes had gone dark at those words. Then they had gone blank as his sister pushed her feelings down, her thoughts turned inward and hidden.


Cass had switched on the hob. Ben had known that was a mistake because they’d already eaten and she’d nearly finished clearing everything away. Still, he hadn’t said anything. He had grown used to not responding to Cass when she was in one of her moods. He was used to not listening. He’d shut out the words until the hob began to hiss and Cass called out, as if she were speaking to someone who wasn’t even in the room, ‘I don’t belong to him,’ and she turned and pressed her hand down onto the hot surface and the hiss became louder and his head filled with her scream—


‘Ben, love?’


He roused himself. He had no idea what she had been saying. She had relaxed her grip on his hand, though, and he was glad of that. He looked down at her fingers, still wrapped around his, and then she took hold of his hand and turned it over, staring down at his palm as if she could read what was written there. There was nothing, only an old scar, a thin white line across the pink skin.


It seemed his life had been full of promises; promises demanded and made and reversed. After his mother had burned her hand, things had changed. Instead of his mother and Gaila together, it was his sister who would sit alone while Cass fussed over him. Soon after that, Gaila had started to call him Golden Boy. Ben had only felt confused. He had never really understood what his mother wanted or why it even mattered, but he turned his hand over once more, hiding the mark on his palm, and he squeezed her fingers.


Her expression lightened and Ben felt nothing but relief. What did it matter if she didn’t know about him attending an old friend’s funeral? How much could one promise matter? All of that was in the past.


Something had cleared from his mother’s eyes and that was good. It felt a little like escape, as if the shadow of the past had touched them and then retreated once more, leaving only the present, where everything was known, understood: safe.









Three


The long road from Huddersfield led straight along the valley floor through village after village, names that were half familiar, though Ben didn’t know why: Milnsbridge, Linthwaite, Slaithwaite, following the line of the River Colne and the Huddersfield Narrow Canal. It wasn’t the quickest route to the funeral, but that was fine with Ben. Besides, the memories he had of Jessica lay at the end of this road, in Marsden, the last of the villages before the open moorland began.


A light rain hung in the air like gauze, constantly dampening the windscreen. He’d borrowed a friend’s car, since he had no need to own one and nowhere to park at his flat anyway. The wipers needed replacing and they squealed against the glass, the rhythm getting inside his brain, a constant irritation. He turned them off and the world smeared and blurred into a mass of blackened stone and grasping trees. He sighed, flicked the switch and the shrill squeaking started up once more.


He saw the church just after he’d passed the sign that told him he’d entered Marsden. It was tall and fine, its spire soaring upward from a dip in the valley floor, large enough to belong in a city rather than a village on the edge of the moor. He remembered his mother saying it was known as the Cathedral of Colne Valley. They had driven past it when he was a kid, on to where the canal walks began in the village. That was where they’d met Jessica and her rather silent aunt so that Cass could fuss over the girl, who had always seemed somewhat puzzled by the attention, as if she wasn’t quite sure who Cass was. Afterwards he gathered that something odd had happened; that Cass had found the child wandering in the snow, that Jessica’s mother had died and Jessica was alone, that she needed looking after. Ben remembered little of it.


He realised he was almost through the village. It ended with a large, permanent road sign with various snow warnings written in large letters, with lights next to them that indicated when the road beyond was closed. It used to make him laugh when he was young, seeing it there in the sunshine, as if winter was only a breath away even in the height of summer.


Rough grass verges gave way to the dull orange-brown and purplish-grey of dead bracken and heather. Sheep grazed right at the edge of the road, no fencing to keep them from wandering onto the tarmac. Ben barely noticed them as he drove on towards the summit. Ahead was a steep cutting, a cradle of sky held in its notch. When he reached it he felt he was entering a tunnel, dark shapes looming all around, and then he was through and the view opened out.


The road descended in a series of curves into a new valley. He followed it down. There were a few blackened stone cottages, a pub, the silvery flash of an improbable office building, and then they turned off in a new direction, tracking the course of a little river. Ben wondered if it was the same one that had run by the old mill where they’d lived, had a sudden image of boys splashing in the water, the flash of an acid-green millpond. He sat up a little straighter. He really might remember it after all. Perhaps he had been happy here; perhaps his mother had. That would be a nice thing to discover, something uncomplicated perhaps, unadulterated by her odd swings in mood and ideas.


Promise me, Ben.


He pushed the thought away. This would be for him and him alone. It needn’t concern Cass. He found himself smiling, and he wound down the window to try and catch the scent of fresh water running through the valley, everything washed clean and smelling of the rain.


*


If the church in Marsden had been the Cathedral of Colne Valley, the one in Darnshaw was a dark squatting toad. It wasn’t situated in the heart of the village. Instead, it clung to a steep slope, hovering above the lives below, its tower like a blasphemous finger pointing at Heaven. From up here, the valley appeared grey. There was the empty sky, the road, darkened buildings and, beyond, the heather smeared by distance and the constant rain, and all Ben could think was: Mum’s colours. This was the church she had painted. He had recognised it at once, though nothing else in Darnshaw had looked familiar; if he hadn’t seen the sign bearing the village’s name as he flashed by, Ben might not even have realised he was home.


It was strange to think that this place had been so distant to him and yet so close all the time. Cass’ paintings had captured the sense of foreboding carried in the old stone. Perhaps her dark pictures were nothing to do with her state of mind at all; it might just be that a part of her was still here, full of the memories of this place. But he remembered her words when she’d spoken of Darnshaw long ago; the way she’d refused to see Jessica unless it was somewhere over the moors. And he remembered the way she had made him promise never to come here. It’s not a good place, not for you. On your soul . . .


He stepped out of the car and the cold found him at once. He tilted his head back, letting the water settle on his face, the weight of responsibility pressing down. It should have been such an easy promise to keep. There had been nothing to bring him to Darnshaw, and anyway, he had barely remembered that the place existed. He’d never had any desire to visit.


He turned towards the church and suddenly there was another image, sudden and vivid: Cass bending over him. He had been crying. Something had frightened him, but he couldn’t remember what it was. He almost thought it was Cass, but he knew that couldn’t be right. They were standing in the church and someone else was there but that was all right; he couldn’t see their face but somehow he knew they made him feel safe. The thing he remembered most clearly was the feeling of their arms folding around him, of being comforted.


When he opened his eyes once more, he caught sight of a huddle of figures dressed head to toe in black outside the time-worn door. He swallowed. He reminded himself that this wasn’t a casual visit, wasn’t about him at all; it was about a person – a dead person, someone who’d had family and friends, people who had loved her; most of whom he didn’t even know.


The rain still hung in the air, coating everything with a fine mizzle. Ben wiped it from his face, but it didn’t help, only made him more conscious of the moisture on his skin. It clung, viscous; but it was just rain, and this would only take a couple of hours, and then he would be gone. Soon the service would be over and he could leave. Cass would never have to know.


He saw that more people were gathering by the door. Some were already making their way inside, walking slowly, their heads bowed. He drew a deep breath, glancing once more towards the road before he followed after them.


*


The girl in the photograph was beautiful. The picture was propped in front of the altar, and it was oddly full of colour against the old stone and faded wood. It had captured Jessica laughing, her expression full of thoughtless joy. Ben thought he could see the shape of an arm around her shoulder and her own arm was raised, as if she’d been pictured with a friend. He had no idea who that could be. He had been her friend for a time, but it had been so long ago.


Jessica’s hair was long and brown. Her shirt was yellow. Her jacket was pink. Her coffin was white. It too sat by the altar, half drowned in lilies. Ben could smell them from where he sat and he wished he couldn’t. They were sweet to the point of sickliness and made him think of rot.


He shifted in his seat, feeling the pew hard against his spine. A body, he thought. There’s a body in that box. And he glanced at the people around him, veiled and black-suited, and he thought: Don’t they know?


He couldn’t remember attending any funerals before this. He assumed he must have been at his grandfather’s memorial, but he had no recollection of it, and other than that, he had few relatives. There was his dad, of course, and Gaila, who was younger: this was the year she’d turn eighteen. The idea of any of them dying was ridiculous. But the girl in the picture, though she must have been in her twenties, closer to Ben’s age, looked little older than that. He couldn’t take in the thought that she was now inside that plain white coffin, half buried beneath its sickly scented load.


He forced himself to look around the church. It felt old. It must have witnessed thousands of ceremonies in its time: christenings, weddings, funerals, beginnings and endings. Stolid pillars held aloft a grey and faded ceiling, punctuated by carved bosses he couldn’t quite make out. Only the windows were bright jewels, shards of yellow and red and green. As he watched, the light brightened, laying a fall of brilliant blue across the coffin.


Ben remembered what he’d read of this place when he’d looked up the details of the service. He’d read that the current church was a replacement for an earlier building still, one that had been a less imposing affair. In the original church, the floor had been made of earth. It had been easier that way; the custom had been to bury the faithful inside their place of worship. He grimaced, wondering what that must have been like, to sit in a pew, hymn book in hand, knowing that the dead were interred beneath your feet. Apparently, they’d continued with the situation until it had become untenable. As the years passed, the pews emptying as faith and obligation declined, the ground had become full; eventually it had been so crowded, the bodies so near to the surface, they’d had to tear the whole thing apart and rebuild.


Ben shifted in his seat again, pushing the thought away. That was when he heard the voice behind him, someone speaking in tones that were at once hushed and urgent. He couldn’t help listening to what they said.


‘It had to be something she found there. I’m telling you, she got to the end.’


There came an answering voice, also a man’s. This one was almost a hiss: ‘I said it’s stupid. I told you I don’t want nothin’ to do wi’ it.’


‘Well, her aunt said it was all right. She said I should visit one last time. She gave me a key. It would be wrong not to, under the circumstances, don’t you think?’


‘You did what? But that’s— I don’t even believe it.’


‘It doesn’t matter if you believe it. It doesn’t matter if it’s real. It’s what she believed that matters.’


They subsided. Ben found himself listening for more and it took him a moment to realise that the vicar had stepped forward. The vicar began to speak and his voice at once turned to echoes, distorted and difficult to follow. Someone sitting at the front of the church had begun to cry; one of the girl’s relations, no doubt. The girl. It was easier to think of her that way, not as someone with a name, someone he had known, someone he had played with in the snow. He passed a hand across his eyes, thinking of that brief flash of memory: whiteness stretching out all around him, covering everything. And he saw something else: a hillside, more snow, powder lifting from it on a light breeze, wreaths of it snaking across the smooth surface to where a young girl lay, her brown hair escaping her hood. Ben standing over her, something clutched in his hand . . .


Everyone shuffled to their feet. Ben started. He stood too, flicking through the order of service as organ music swelled, banishing the silence and unwelcome thoughts. He found the words in time to join in singing, ‘The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want’. He’d sung the song before, during his schooldays in Leeds. It had confused him. It seemed odd to say that he would not want God as his shepherd; it was like something his mother would have thought, at least until the day she’d pressed her hand onto the hob. But then a teacher had explained what it meant. She’d said that, with the Lord, he would not need anything else; that he would not want for anything, no bicycle or teddy bear or the latest games console, because he already had everything he needed.


Ben had pulled a face at that, and he could still remember the teacher’s expression when she’d seen it. But Ben hadn’t pulled that face because he wanted the toys or games she’d spoken of. It wasn’t out of desire for anything, not really, it was only that he was tired of such words, tired of his mother trying to drum things into him that shifted and changed from moment to moment.


Even though everyone was standing, he could still see that pitiful white box between the people in front of him. Had Jessica had everything she needed in her short life? It was painfully clear, looking at that photograph with her brilliant smile, the laughter on her lips, that she should have had so much more.


I think it might help, she’d said.


Music swelled around him, all the gathered voices blending into one. But he wasn’t one of them. He kept on singing, but he felt like an impostor. He had barely known her and he didn’t know why she’d contacted him. He thought of his mother extracting her promise, making him say he would never come back here.


He was hemmed in by people he didn’t know. His mouth kept on moving but he’d lost his place on the hymn sheet, and anyway, the words were like something alien, written in a language he didn’t understand. He was grateful when the hymn ended and he sank into the pew once more, sitting there hunched, staring at his hands clutched between his knees. He barely took in the rest of the service. The words washed over him until it was time to stand and file slowly outside into the cold and darkening air.


*


‘Ben – hey, Ben!’


He was nearly back at the car when he heard the voice behind him. The rain had grown heavier, filling the world with white noise so that the voice echoed it, coming from everywhere and nowhere at once. It didn’t seem real and that was more likely to him than that someone should really be shouting his name, here, where nobody knew him.


He turned and saw a man with pale, slightly sallow skin and dark hair pushed back from his forehead, limp and drenched by the rain. His features met with nothing in Ben’s memory. The man was about his own age, and he wore a wry expression, as if he was in on some joke that Ben had yet to be told.


‘Skirmish, Ben?’


That did chime with something in Ben’s memory, but it still took a moment for him to get it. He had a sudden image of himself sitting in a circle with a group of boys, the light dimmed by the curtains drawn across the window. One of the boys, his long fringe hiding the look in his eyes, held out a glass. Ben took it and peered into the murky liquid. He wasn’t thirsty, but his friend was waiting so he raised it to his lips, just touching them to the acrid-tasting drink. And later – they’d been playing Skirmish, Street Skirmish, the video game they used to like, bending over the controllers, intent on the television screen, lost in the light flickering over them.


Ben found his voice, the name only coming to him when he opened his lips: ‘Damon?’


‘The very same.’ Damon grinned. ‘I thought you’d forgotten. How the devil are you?’


They exchanged greetings, Ben speaking the words automatically. It was odd, being faced with another reminder of a past he could barely recall. Somehow, though, this seemed easy, like slipping straight back into an old and comfortable friendship. He could forget the rain that was darkening everything, the hills louring all around them, closing them in. He’d felt so far away from home and the people he knew when he’d come here, and yet the sense of isolation was retreating.


It’s not a good place, not for you.


He shook the memory of his mother’s voice away and said, ‘You knew Jessica?’ He gestured towards the church. ‘My mother sent her best.’


‘Did she?’ There was something in Damon’s expression, a curl at the corner of his lip, and then it passed. ‘Actually, I did know Jessica. We stayed in touch when I moved away. We were – well, we shared an interest, shall we say. That’s why I came back.’


‘Back? I thought you must still live around here.’ Another smile. ‘No, I moved on a long time ago. I’m in London. You?’


A thread of envy twisted inside Ben. He forced himself to nod with polite interest. ‘I lived there too for a while, but I came back. I work in Leeds now. It’s quieter, but it suits me.’


Damon gave a brief nod, then asked, ‘How did you know her?’


‘Well – I didn’t, not well anyway. I mean, I did, some time ago. I’m afraid I don’t really remember. Mum used to bring me over. We’d meet up now and then. Cass would have come today, if she could.’


‘Ah. That’s good of her. Very, very good of her.’


Ben shifted uncomfortably. He again felt irritated with his mother. She had always said they should take care of Jessica, but the way she’d refused to come back here – it was ridiculous. Now he was creeping about behind her back; she didn’t even know where he was. Why hadn’t she come to say goodbye? Surely that was what a normal person would have done. He pictured her pacing the walls of her narrow house, only those gloomy pictures for company, and he pushed away the thought.


‘It’s lovely here, isn’t it?’ Damon swept a hand around the hillsides. His sleeve was already dark with rain, but he showed no sign of wanting to move, to get under cover. And then he asked: ‘Do you remember the snowmen?’


For a moment Ben couldn’t, and then he did: rolling the cold whiteness into rough globes, patting them into shape, lifting the heavy mass in both hands. And other hands came rushing to help, lifting it into position to make a head. Damon’s hands. They had been best friends, hadn’t they? Practically family. It was odd that he’d forgotten that. Odd that he always felt he’d hated the snow when the memory had been a good one, hadn’t it? But then, it wasn’t so strange that he couldn’t remember. He’d only been young after all, maybe seven or eight . . .


‘Funny that any of us could tear ourselves away from this place,’ Damon added, his voice wistful. ‘Speaking of which—’ he looked over his shoulder and Ben realised there was another man waiting there, not far away, standing in the rain. He was perhaps a little younger than them, though his posture was that of an older man, hunched as he was into his black donkey jacket; the owner of the second voice he’d heard in the church, perhaps?


‘Listen, you should come with us. There’s something I have to do – I need to call in at Jessica’s apartment, but it shouldn’t take long.’


‘Oh – no, I couldn’t do that.’ It had been bad enough at her funeral. The thought of standing in the dead girl’s home, trying not to look at her things – there was no way.


‘You really should.’ That wry smile was back on his old friend’s face, his head tilted to one side, regarding him. ‘It might bring a few things back. She lived in the same place you did – her apartment’s in Foxdene Mill.’


He gestured out across the valley once more and Ben caught his breath. Everything was still smeared by the rain, but there was something else there after all, something that snagged at his memories: a glimpse of honey-coloured stone.


Damon was speaking again. ‘Like I say, we won’t be long. You don’t even need to set foot in the door if you don’t want to.’


Ben didn’t answer. He met Damon’s eye, but he was seeing something else: a grand old building, winter sunshine mellowing its glowing stone. It was the only thing that was comfortable to look at in a world covered with dazzling snow. The clarity of the memory was overwhelming. If he’d been asked, he wouldn’t even have been able to name the place, but he found he wanted to see it. He wanted to be enveloped by its walls, lost in a past that surely must have been happier than the one he remembered. He found himself nodding before he could think. Damon snapped out words that half washed over him, and Ben only caught the end: that he should hold on a moment, then follow Damon’s car. It was only after the arrangement had been made and Damon had walked away that Ben’s stomach dropped.
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