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  Part One




  Nat’s Adventure




  





  




  




  





  One




  Beginnings




  The great waterfall gleamed white through the darkness, and he felt himself compelled to climb, to see where it began.




  He craned his neck. The edge of the plateau from which the water tumbled down so fast, long and loud, was hidden from him, at least two hundred feet above.




  What, right up there? It’d be like scaling a fucking wall.




  He had no torch, it was past midnight, cloud covered the sky, and there was a night dew underfoot which would later turn to frost. He was alone, a stranger, without any mountaineering experience. As well as this he was a mass of cuts and bruises after the attack in which he’d lost the one friend he cared about. He knew his mistakes now for what they were, and those faults of his that were responsible.




  He was dead tired and so very cold.




     




  Come unto me all ye that labour and are heavy laden, 




  and I will give you rest.




    




  Where had he heard that before? It was a command that was also a promise. And he wouldn’t disobey. Up, up he went, in his jersey, jeans and sneakers, hardly appropriate for this place. Scaling a wall was about right, too. In front of him was a long vertical face of moss-covered stones and boulders with narrow slithers of soil between them. Bare, bent birch trees had their roots in some of these. Higher up, stark rock face confronted him. But he would surely find enough footholds to edge his way to where pine trees reared sombre forms against the night sky.




  During his slow ascent, that sky often got blocked by birch or boulder or by flashes of the torrent itself, always audible, and always calling him on. Often he was on the point of slipping; the soil between stones was principally mud.




  But his limbs had determination of their own. An hour’s stren-uous, patient, sometimes scary endeavour, and there he was. At the very top.




  




  * * *




  This waterfall is Pistyll Rhaeadr, at 240 feet the longest single drop waterfall in England and Wales. It lies in the Berwyn Mountains, north of Welshpool, east of Bala, south of Llangollen and west of Oswestry, on the Welsh side of the Wales-England border. Twenty-four of the Berwyn peaks are more than 2,000 feet high, Cadair Berwyn itself rising to 2,700. They contain Wales’ largest stretch of moorland, many hectares of heather, cotton grass, bracken and peat bog, home to the famously elusive polecat, to foxes, squirrels, pine martens, otters and badgers. For birds, there are curlews, merlins, red kites, hen harriers, dippers, peregrine falcons and both red and black grouse; by streams you can see kingfishers.




  It is in the Berwyns that tradition sites Annwn, that Celtic Otherworld with geographically traceable entrances in this one. The ruler of Annwn is Gwyn ap Nudd, head of the Tylwyth Teg, the ‘good’ or ‘fairy’ folk, elusive as any polecat, and his is a peaceful yet merry land. In the early seventh century Gwyn ap Nudd invited Collen onto his stretch of Berwyn moor. Collen was a devout local ascetic, later commemorated in the name of the nearest town, Llangollen (St Collen). The meeting of the two – as set down in Buchedd Collen (Book of Collen 1536) – ended ambiguously. For if Collen was never bothered again by Gwyn or the Tylwyth Teg and went on to sainthood, Gwyn himself continued his sway over his happy realm.




     




  In September 2009, an eighteen-year-old boy disappeared into the Berwyn Mountains for more than five days. Then on the sixth day the headlines brought relief:




     




  Missing Berwyn Boy Alive




  Helicopter Rescue Drama




  We Didn’t Dare Hope – Dad




     




  But by the Tuesday of the next week, the story was changing: 




     




  Berwyn Boy Mystery




  Was Nat Kempsey Really Lost?




  Doubts Grow Over Berwyn Story




     




  And again:




    




  Nat’s Dad’s Secret Past




    




  And, still more attention-grabbing:




    




  What is the truth of Dad’s UFO Encounter?




    




  Pete Kempsey was eighteen when he climbed to the top of Pistyll Rhaeadr at night, hoping to find a new beginning for himself. His son, Nat, was the same age when he vanished into the Berwyn terrain.




  




  * * *




    




  For a moment Nat’s back there, bouncy, fragrant heather for pillow and mattress, and near his head a spring bubbling out of the ground. And far above him a lark singing to start the day. Then he hears his dad clumping up the stairs two at a time, breathing heavily – he’s become so out of condition these last two years – and Nat knows exactly where he is. In his room above High Flyers, his dad’s kite shop in the little Shropshire town of Lydcastle. And in bed, under doctor’s orders. And with a hard-on. Up there waking with one would be something to celebrate in a poem or song. But this wouldn’t do for down here. Down here nature is something to disguise by rearranging the duvet. He has, he must remember, to be a paragon of virtue; that’s how the kinder papers and programmes are presenting him, and he must live up to this image. Dad has now arrived in the bedroom doorway, with his most serious face on.




  Pete Kempsey is thinking: ‘I know even less how to talk to Nat now than before he disappeared, and I wasn’t much good at it then.’ And somehow things aren’t helped by the boy looking so unlike Pete at that age: thin like a character in some cartoon, grey eyes and greyish hair that single him out from any known relative, and irregular teeth not really righted by that hospital operation. And every sentence he speaks bringing South London closer.




  ‘Nat,’ he says, ‘another reporter’s turned up. This one’s from The Marches Now. Came here last week. Before we knew where you were.’




  On perhaps the blackest of all those mornings, he nearly adds, when I was pretty much certain I’d never see you again.




  ‘His piece came out on Saturday; I read it before joining the rescue operation.’ How long ago that feels! ‘He did a fair-enough job, all things considered, even though…’ It’d be egocentric to quote that smart-arse phrase which so got to him, ‘High Flyers is one of those New Age enterprises which still flourish in rural Britain, even though the Age has largely turned its back on what it once pronounced New.’ Shameful enough to have even remembered this with so much else to think about.




  ‘Even though?’ persists Nat.




  ‘Even though he did go off at a tangent,’ says Pete, ‘after all yesterday’s hoo-ha, I was beginning to think the press would draw a line under your case today.’




  




  I wasn’t beginning to think any such thing, he admits silently, so why say it? It’ll only give the lad a false picture of what to expect.




  ‘But this bloke downstairs,’ he continues, ‘is sure there’s more media mileage in you, and he says it’d be better for you to talk to him than to the rest of them. But then he would say that, wouldn’t he?’




  Nat thinks: But I don’t want a line drawn under my case. Has Dad really not worked that out? Maybe it’s not only physically he’s out-of-condition, what with living and working so much by himself. Aloud: ‘Bad publicity’s better than no publicity, Dad. All they print about me – about us,’ for his father hasn’t been spared, ‘does High Flyers no harm. Quite the opposite.’




  Pete Kempsey suppresses a wish to snap back at this crass observation. After an ordeal as gruelling as his you couldn’t expect the lad to be himself, whatever that might be. Pete’s all too aware that in the six years since he left London and Izzie, Nat’s mum, for the Welsh Marches, he’s failed to keep up con-scientiously with the successive stages of his son’s development. And by now… well, he’s developed! Pete doesn’t know what to make of how Nat’s turned out, let alone of this big vanishing act gaining him so much attention.




  ‘Nat, I can’t keep this guy waiting much longer. I could tell him it’s far too early for you to see him, if you like. Serve him right for barging in before I’ve opened the shop. I could even tell him that you’re just not up to talking to anybody at the moment.’




  Too early; not talking… shit, thinks Nat, what a strange life I’m living. Far stranger than life ‘up there’. He mustn’t, of course, downplay the health side of things; Dr Warne has told pretty well the whole reading, listening and watching world how Nathaniel Kempsey must rest and take a course of strong medication. In truth, Nat suspects, these later, slower starts to the morning quite suit his dad, for all his grumbing about the journo downstairs. But then, he thinks, I’ve fallen back to sleep twice since Dad brought me that mug of tea, and that’s not normal.




  ‘I’ve always said I’m available to the media, haven’t I?’ he doesn’t mind sounding pompous, ‘it won’t look good if you say I won’t see people after what they put yesterday.’




  




  What he also wants to say is, ‘And, you never know, this guy might actually talk money. At last!’ Then a bitter little résumé flashes in his head, like an ad on the computer screen. ‘Cash tally so far. BBC Midlands Today who have had two whole, two whole, interviews with me: zero. BBC Mid Wales, same: Shropshire Star, Oswestry and Border Counties Advertiser, likewise. Western Mail – well, they’ve gone so far as to say they’re thinking of a feature; “We’ll be coming back to you,” But they’ve made it clear they won’t be giving me a thing. And they haven’t come back either. Daily Mail – mega-huge circulation! But all it managed was two miserable paragraphs talking about “the Herne Hill boy lost in Welsh desert” when everyone knows the Desert of Wales lies between Rhayader and Tregaron. You’d think they could get people to check that sort of thing, wouldn’t you? Anyway, money from that quarter – once again, zilch!’




  Pete Kempsey scratches the nape of his neck with his right hand. ‘Nat, this man – this Luke Fleming – says he’s got questions for you others haven’t asked. He’s coming from a different place from everybody else, to use his own words.’




  At these last two sentences Nat’s hard-on subsides and activity starts up in another part of his anatomy, his heart seems to double its beat. ‘Well, let him ask,’ he hits back. ‘I’m good and ready, no matter what place he’s coming from. After all – remember that sentence in Shropshire Star? “Nat Kempsey, in his own words, is a news-freak who’s decided to turn newshound, and is to study journalism at the University of Lincoln.” And anyway, The Marches Now is only a twice-weekly regional paper, and I’m someone who’s been handling national dailies. ’




  That’s just the kind of stupid thing I could have said at his age, thinks Pete Kempsey dolefully. ‘If you call it handling to have ended up with that two-bit thing in the Mail that even got your location confused with some place else,’ he retorts.




  This Fleming guy’s rattled Dad, thinks Nat. He hasn’t got as much nerve as I have; I’m not sure he’s got much nerve at all…




  Nat has no idea of the battle I’ve been through while he vanished, his father thinks: the effort it cost to bother to wash and shave: the near-overwhelming temptation to knock myself out with a heavy concoction of whisky and Diazepam until at least some concrete information came through.




  ‘Okay,’ he says, ‘I’ll go and bring him up. But, Nat, you can stop talking any time you want. You’d be within your rights. He’s not a policeman after all.’




  ‘I’ve already been put through it by the police, and I’m still smiling, Dad.’




  ‘Give me a cop any time over a journo. I never thought the day would come when I’d say that, but now I do. I’d shout it from the rooftops, in fact.’




  Despite the bravado, his father’s undisguised unease infects Nat. The rapid heartbeats are not slowing. A health course at school had told them that a good way of dealing with these is to gulp cold water. Which gives you a slight shock, makes you gasp. Well, he has a carafe full of water on his bedside table to help him swallow Dr Warne’s tablets. So he pours himself a glass now, but his hand is trembling and, shit, he spills water onto the table, his own left arm and the duvet. The old Nat Kempsey’s hands never shook when holding or pouring any thing. It’s not, he thinks, his trials in the Berwyns that have changed him for the worse. It’s all the grilling by press hacks, intent on catching him out, on presenting him as one more British youth whose good A Levels only illustrate declining national standards, and who won’t be able to find any kind of job in the highly competitive global market.




  And of course Dad’s been well and truly grilled also. That’s why (thinks Nat) he’s let himself go appearance-wise today and yesterday; he’s exhausted, knackered. Just as well he isn’t showing this Luke Fleming bloke into his own room, bed most likely unmade, crumpled clothes all over the floor, a lingering smell of the dope he still smokes virtually every other day. Nat himself has a passion for cleanliness and order, which he now knows himself to share with most animals in the wild – though not with either of his parents or with a fair number of his friends, even Josh. But, give credit where it’s due, Dad is amazing in the way he keeps his kite shop, scrupulous and appealing, changing the principal kites round at least twice weekly, so a customer’s eye always meets interesting new potential purchases. And, in the public eye as it now is, High Flyers must be winning many a new visitor.




  Nat takes another gulp of water, and back into his mind and body come the many times last week he bent down to streams or sudden little freshets on Berwyn mountainsides, his hands cupped. He can hear the two men coming up the staircase, which is steep as a ladder, for it’s extremely old and made for earlier people and lifestyles. Nat can tell just from the upward drift of his voice and the impact of his tread on the uncarpeted wooden steps that this guy with the questions for him that haven’t been asked before is still quite young, a deal younger than his dad anyway, who once, though you’d never know it now, was a fast sprinter and played rugby.




  ‘Here’s the invalid, Luke!’ Dad says in that falsely hearty voice that he himself despises and which embarrasses his son. And he ushers in a guy of twenty-eight, no, more like thirty, reckons Nat.




  Fair, slim, bright blue eyes, not as tall as himself, at a glance the type who does daily work-outs at the gym. He wears a grey, two-button jacket, white shirt with black T-shirt beneath, blue chinos, and white Nike trainers and blue laces that match the trousers. All very different from Pete Kempsey’s sloppy shaggy sweater, sagging jeans and dirty old trainers, and hair, though still dark and reasonably profuse, as unkempt as if he’s the one who’s been sleeping on mountainsides.




  ‘Hi, Nat, pleased to meet you! Apologies for disturbing you at this godforsaken hour,’ goes this unwelcome latest arrival. ‘But then a man has to do what a man has to do.’




  ‘A man has to…’ fucking what does he have to do? Nat inwardly inquires. Men believe they have to do a great many horrible, revolting, contemptible things it’d be better they didn’t.




  This is more or less his dad’s reaction too, though something makes him add to himself, ‘You never know when someone who seems like an enemy will turn out to be a friend.’




  ‘Quite a little snug you have here!’ Luke Fleming is remarking breezily.




  




  ‘Glad you like it!’ There’s a touch of cheek in Nat’s manner.




  The word ‘snug’ has connotations for Pete, from his youth (and not unconnected with his own Berwyn adventure), and he rather regrets having heard it. He is also discomfited by the way the journalist has spoken the compliment. It sounds hellishly like a softening-up before he attempts the hard, not to say knock-out punches. Nat seems to be taking it straight, though; in fact he’s smiling.




  And Nat is pleased; he likes this room of his far better than his other one back in Herne Hill. It’s nice too, now he’s – temporarily – an invalid who mustn’t budge from bed, that this room’s window looks out over Lydcastle Market Square, lined by houses all with shops on their ground floors, and with façades painted cheerful greens, blues, light yellow, magenta. The façade of High Flyers is duck-egg blue but, needless to say, it badly needs a fresh coat of paint. (Another thing Dad should have seen to, his land-lord having by law to pay the cost.) On Saturdays there are stalls in the Square, selling fruit, flowers, potted plants, cheeses, pies and pastries, and Nat is looking forward to seeing them. It’s only Wednesday today, but a fair number of people are about, ramblers or other visitors, peering interestedly into shop windows, even though it’s the last day of September, and the tourist season is coming to its end.




  Inside, the room contains Nat’s bed, a bookcase and a desk bearing his Dell laptop, and, pinned on the wall above that, some of his best photos: two ravens on The Stiperstones mating in mid-air; a collie confronting a hedgehog who’s rolled himself into a ball. Then on the bulgy old cream-washed wall opposite the window Dad and he, only two months back, hung two favourite kites of his from the downstairs stock: a Balinese bird kite, made of bamboo and silk, complete with beaked head, and a Rokkaku, the famous Japanese fighting kite, painted with a picture of a carp. Perhaps, Nat thinks with a sudden irrational inclination to giggle, that’s how it’ll end up, this meeting between the guy from The Marches Now and himself – with a ritual kite-fight. But even with his prized Rokkaku he might, of course, lose to this fitness freak. Besides, how could he forget? He’s not his usual energetic self, not at all, he’s under the doctor.




  Luke Fleming looks at Nat: thinking ‘Even after all the photos I’ve seen – and his appearance on BBC Midlands Today – he doesn’t really look like what I’ve been expecting. Nobody’s mentioned how odd his smile is, as if somebody collected individual teeth from some dentist’s and then stuck ’em all anyhow onto his gums. And then those grey eyes. Very bright too. Perhaps a touch of fever, I wouldn’t be surprised. His eyes shine just as my Jared’s did (though he’s twelve years younger) when he was so poorly last March.’




  Time to assert himself as the professional he very much is. No offence meant etc, he says to Pete Kempsey, and he thought he’d already made it clear downstairs (he knows he hasn’t!), but he must speak with Nat alone. It’s an axiom of journalists that, if it can possibly be avoided, an interview isn’t conducted with a third party present.




  Nat regrets this axiom on account of what Luke has already said to his dad. About coming from a different place. But his father – as his mother from time to time sadly observes – can prove pretty spineless in the face of opposition, and today he caves in without a show of resistance. ‘Well, if that’s how you work, Luke…!’ he assents, though finishes this sentence with, ‘Only don’t tire the lad, please. He’s had quite a time of it these last ten days.’




  ‘I know that, Pete,’ says Luke Fleming, matily, ‘it’s because of the awful time he’s had that I’ve belted along over here to find out more.’




  A race for my story? That’s good to hear, Nat thinks, and if there’s a race, mustn’t there be… but he doesn’t say the all-important word, even to himself.




  ‘That’s okay,’ he says, and signals to his dad that this is perfectly true; he can be left alone with this man from The Marches Now.




  I’m not a bully, I loathe bullies, Luke Fleming thinks to himself, but I must not let any fears of being one get in the way.




  




  Luke has, from the first, been convinced something’s gravely amiss with Nat’s story. And he’s not the only one. He’s compared notes with newspaper colleagues. But he can be surer than they, because now he has a trump card he knows for sure nobody else holds. And for a few seconds he feels almost sorry for the curious-looking boy sitting up in bed, ignorant of this last fact, vulnerable on so many counts, and already palpably on the defensive. Poor lad, the day might well come when both Pete and his son thank Luke Fleming for his insights and persistence, even for his very ruthlessness, but it could be a long time arriving. There’ll be resentment before gratitude, and very possibly real anger.




  Nat is saying, ‘Won’t you take a chair, Luke?’ He feels that starting the first name business, instead of letting the older guy do so, is a good ploy. It’s as if he’s calling the shots. ‘There’s one over by my desk. See?’




  ‘Best to be comfortable,’ agrees Luke (ominously?) ‘how are you feeling by the way?’




  ‘ By the way’, thinks Nat, ‘well, I like that!’ Dr Warne certainly doesn’t think his health’s an incidental matter. And it was the police themselves who absolutely insisted he spend the two first nights after his rescue secure in hospital, being thoroughly gone over. Only after those was he allowed to come back to Lydcastle, and then with certain conditions.




  ‘That twisted ankle of yours still giving you grief?’ Luke Fleming’s now seated himself on Nat’s right-hand side, and is grinning away at him as though there’s something humorous in his question. Humour!! If Luke was struck by the greyness of Nat’s eyes, Nat is struck by the vivid blueness of Luke’s, which doesn’t make him feel a bit comfortable. Luke Fleming’s eyes are like the lights of an interrogation cell.




  ‘I haven’t got a twisted ankle.’ He sounds annoyed.




  ‘Sorry,’ keeping up the grin, ‘ sprained ankle.’




  ‘I haven’t got that either!’ What the hell homework into his case can this bloke have done if he’s ignorant of so elementary a fact? It’s been given out to the public a thousand times – by Nat himself, by his dad, by Shrewsbury Hospital, by the police. In truth any watcher of BBC Midlands Today could give a more accurate account of Nat’s injury than this employed writer for an allegedly serious paper. Hasn’t Nick Owen, that programme’s chief presenter, spoken the correct words to well over a million viewers? ‘I’ve got a broken ankle. That’s hugely different!’




  The expression on Luke’s immaculately clean-shaven face is a question mark in itself. So Nat goes on. ‘A broken ankle isn’t at all the same thing as a sprained one. Ask any doctor. Ask Dr Warne here in Lydcastle. He’ll be happy to put you in the picture. You have three bones at the ankle joint – tibia, fibula and talus – and I happen to have broken all fucking three of ’em.’




  He hadn’t intended the f-word but doesn’t regret it.




  ‘Just remind me how you got that injury, will you, Nat?’ goes Luke Fleming.




  Considers himself crafty, this hack, well, he considers wrong, is Nat’s immediate response. But he’s gone over this part of his history so often to so many different people from so many organisations that he’s getting bored with his narrative. And that doesn’t do the story itself many favours. But he can’t get out of answering Luke’s question, whatever he feels. ‘Well I was out on the mountainside, wasn’t I? and I heard this horrible little bang – sort of sudden loud pop, like someone shooting a rabbit. And then when I looked – well, the talus, the ankle bone, had broken through the skin. That’s pretty serious, you know. But it only started to hurt a while after I saw it. Shock, I suppose. I still can’t stand up or put any weight on my right foot. That’s why they’re keeping me in bed. That, and the after-effects of all the exposure.’




  ‘Tough!’ says Luke. His eyes don’t exactly seem moist with sympathy. And he’s pulled out of his jacket a neat little pocket recording device. At least, Nat thinks, he has the honesty to show it. ‘Nat, I didn’t ask what happened to your ankle, I asked you how it happened. So I’ll put the question to you again: just how did you manage to break…’




  And I don’t like bullies, Luke rebukes himself.




  




  ‘But this is in all the papers. Dailies, bi-weeklies, locals, nationals.’ The boy’s trying out a sick person’s voice on me, feels Luke. ‘I’ve told it all lots of times already.’




  ‘Well, make this one more then.’ And I don’t like etc.




  Nat gives a sigh which sounds, he knows, a mite self-pitying. ‘I was coming down the mountainside rather too fast, I guess. Pen-plaenau; that’s one thousand, seven hundred and seventy-one feet high, and there was once a Roman fort there, which explains some of the narrow furrows your feet keep finding. I tripped over one of those, and went sliding down a mossy boulder. After that I couldn’t move much. So when I saw the helicopter all those days later, I found it difficult to stand up and attract its attention, let alone run and wave something at it. I was scared I’d just be left up there…’




  Obligingly, as if in co-operation – or would it be corroboration? – Nat’s ankle now resumes the throbbing that was so oppressive yesterday and which woke him up in the middle of the night. Maybe his first painkillers, taken with the early-morning mug of tea Dad brought him, are already wearing off? Luke notes this return of pain to the boy. That, at any rate, is genuine, you couldn’t fake those involuntary winces. Makes him remember earlier sports injuries of his own, and the hell they used to give him, particularly when he tried to pretend he hadn’t got them.




  ‘So you were in the Berwyns all that time?’ he says. ‘Pen-plaenau is in the Berwyns?’




  Nat forgets himself. ‘Well, of course it is. Where else could it be? The Kalahari? New York City? The Berwyn Mountains are absolutely where I was. On my own. Where I was found. As the papers say.’




  ‘So they do!’ Luke Fleming is still smiling, ‘where you were found. How could I have forgotten! Beautiful neck of the woods, the Berwyns.’




  Nat warns himself: This guy is more dangerous that any furrow left by a Roman encampment. Anyway, as a reporter for the local paper, he must know all about Pen-plaenau. It’s a Marches peak, and there’s been a lot of interest in the place because all the archaeological work had to be carried out so high-up. Pen-plaenau tripped you up and broke your ankle, but, if you’re not careful, this idiot’s gonna trip you up and break your reputation – and for good! That’s the difference between an ankle and a reputation, one mends quickly, the other may never mend at all. If this Luke Fleming makes a scandal out of all this, the University of Lincoln could throw you out before it’s even let you in.




  Luke’s telling him, softly, meaningfully, ‘I was in the Berwyns yesterday, Nat. Went and stood right at the foot of Pistyll Rhaeadr. Splendid spectacle! That’s where your great adventure began, isn’t that right?’




  Luke tries not to remember American films of detectives entrapping their victims with casually delivered, seemingly normal remarks. He’s actually never admired these characters, sees them as responsible for that disagreeable feature of US culture, its pervasive admiration of aggression.




  ‘You know it’s right!’ Nat agrees, ‘you must have read it enough times. I’d gone to look at that splendid spectacle before going up into the mountains. It’s the longest single-drop waterfall in England and Wales, you know.’




  ‘I might have heard something of the kind. And it was into the pool at the bottom of that huge single-drop that you had the great misfortune to drop your mobile phone. Which you’d had switched off all day anyway; we know that because your dad had tried to call you. That must have been an awful moment for you, seeing your phone go, plop! into that little maelstrom.’




  ‘Yes, it was awful.’




  ‘Still – with no mobile at all – you happily set off uphill for a good long mountain walk. Not knowing, obviously, that you’d be having an accident.’




  This sneering tone isn’t right, protests Nat agitatedly to himself, finding Luke’s manner all too reminiscent of just such movies as the journo himself has been trying not to recall. This determination not to take anything he says at face value, this mockery of his Great Adventure that was also his Great Ordeal. He mustn’t just lie back and let it happen. ‘This isn’t fair!’ he says aloud. Humiliating, but there’s a lump in his throat like when you’re about to burst into tears.




  ‘What isn’t?’




  ‘You trying to say I never went to Pistyll Rhaeadr.’




  Luke stretches the skin of his cheeks, which only highlights for Nat the fierce sparkle of his bright blue irises. The beams of his eyes are like weapons aimed at him. ‘But I’m not trying to say any such thing!’ he answers, half-offended, half-amused, and obviously trying to deflect Nat’s erupted hostility with facetious-ness. ‘Why would I? I know, Nat, that you stood below Pistyll Rhaeadr on the day of your… well, let’s call it, disappearance, on Monday September 21. Know it as well as I know that I’m Luke William Fleming, contracted to The Marches Now but also a contributor to other papers, including national dailies.’




  He’s trying to impress me, realises Nat. ‘That’s good!’ he says, trying a new tack, ‘always better if the interviewer trusts the interviewee.’




  ‘Funny responses you have to things, Nat,’ says Luke, ‘aren’t you curious about how I’m so sure you were there then? Late in the afternoon it was, I believe.’




  Well, obviously he’s curious how. But mightn’t this shithead be bluffing?




  ‘Well, you tell me, Luke!’




  ‘I met Joel Easton.’




  Nat sees a light of victory in those blue eyes, and triumph in the mouth now smiling more than grinning.




  Joel Easton. Who on earth? The name means nothing to Nat, nothing. ‘Name means nothing to me, fucking nothing!’ he says out loud. He’s beginning to take a full-scale 100-carat dislike to this reporter – and he doesn’t care how many other papers he writes for! Could be Paris-Match and The New York Times for all it matters to him right now. He’s endured more this last week and a half than many people go through in a whole lifetime, and hasn’t Dr Warne told him to go gently with everything, however ‘normal’ he might be feeling?




  ‘Joel Easton? Don’t know him!’




  ‘I think you would know him, Nat. If you were to see him!’




  ‘How’s that then, Luke?’




  Fear’s licking him now with its long, rough, stinking tongue. As it’s done several times these last few days, face to face with nasty-minded, insensitive, pitiless hacks, of which this one sitting on his chair by his bed in his room is the worst. Does he really want to go to Uni to learn their skills?




  ‘Because it was Joel you gave that package to on the Monday afternoon. You asked him if he would be so kind as to post it for you next day,’ says Luke Fleming, ‘you know the item I’m talking about? The jiffy bag you addressed to The Manager, The Cooperative Food Store, 59-63 Church Street, Lydcastle, Shropshire.’




  His experiences out in the wilds, all the wind and sun, have left Nat with quite a tan. So hopefully his blushes won’t show up like they normally would. Because he is blushing! What a strangely instantaneous response a blush is! Why can’t a human have better control over the process? There is surely no equivalent in the animal kingdom.




  He thought he’d taken care of absolutely everything.




  Of absolutely fucking everything!




  Think of what he was thoughtful enough to do…




  Obviously Nat hadn’t wanted any guy he entrusted the parcel with to know his name or where he came from. Therefore he couldn’t put his dad’s name on it, or that of the kite shop either. So he fixed on, as addressee, the manager of the Lydcastle store where Pete Kempsey was best known, being a hundred per cent sure, once that lady had opened it, and seen its contents, she’d take it straight up to him at High Flyers. As indeed she did!




  So his helper was called Joel, was he? Name suits him, he thinks. Back he comes into his life, if only in the form of a memory flash.




  He himself was standing on the metal bridge close by the little hostel-cum-cafe, Tan-y-pistyll. He had just thrown his mobile phone (item number one of his plan) down into the river which the waters of the great fall form after their descent from the rock plateau. And nobody had seen him do this. He let himself enjoy for a few moments the flying spray on his head and shoulders. And then he noted this guy roughly his age, perhaps a year or two older, coming onto the little bridge from the lower reaches of the Afon Rhaeadr valley. He had a dog with him on a long leash, the sort Nat liked best, a Border Collie, after so many centuries indige-nous to the region. Black and white, but with tan on the legs and paws. Nat stretched out a hand and started to make a fuss of him. The owner was pleased at this, adapted his stance to suit Nat’s attentions, and told him the dog’s name was Mister. ‘This valley’s one of Mister’s very favourite walks. We live just the Oswestry side of Llanrhaeadr-ym-Mochnant, we do, and we often get in the car and go for a good long walk out here.’ Nat took to him, not least for talking about the collie and himself as ‘we’, and thought, ‘He’s just the reliable sort of guy I’m looking for.’




  So there and then he asked him the favour, the wording of which he’d rehearsed so many times, hoping for a break like this. Though reality had exceeded hopes.




  ‘I’ve been so stupid and selfish, I promised on my honour to send this parcel off today (it’s already got the stamps on it), and then – can you believe it? – I clean forgot. I don’t have a car, and anyway it’s too late for the post office now, and I’m joining up with a friend in a minute for two nights’ camping and trekking in the mountains. On the far side of this waterfall. You couldn’t possibly be so good as to…?’ Nothing odd or suspicious about all that, was there? Anybody could tell he didn’t belong to a terrorist group, or form part of a perversion ring. Certainly the young man with the dog from the Oswestry end of Llanrhaeadr bought the story whole, didn’t even blink. Untruths can flow out of someone as easily as (more easily than) perfect truths…




  Nat’s silence impresses Luke. It speaks the volumes he’s been expecting and wanting from him.




  I’ve already wafted my trump card in the boy’s face, that journalist thinks, now I have to display it properly. A man has to do what a man has to do.




  ‘The first Joel knew of your disappearance, Nat, was when he read my own piece last Saturday. As soon as he saw your photo, he knew what he must do, and he did it. He contacted me through the paper. Said he hoped what he had to say might prove helpful. You were still missing then, remember. You weren’t found till later that day. Still, what he said set me thinking, even when all the jubilation at your being found was at its strongest. And yesterday morning when I read the other papers, I thought some more. Mean-minded sods those reporters, I’ll grant you. Still they made some sound points… I’ll pay Mr Easton a little visit, I thought. His home is not exactly the other end of the world from me. I’ll see what joy I can get from him.’




  Nat still doesn’t speak. Judges it best not to.




  ‘I guess you overestimated our wonderful, unequalled British mail services. Imagined – pardon the pun! – that what you sent would arrive in a jiffy! Well, you don’t need to be told that it didn’t reach the Co-op until Friday, after several days of people going frantic about you. There was a near miss even then, as I understand. Co-op Manager Joanne Gladwyn opened the package all right, but would have thrown the whole thing into the bin for recycling, had she not seen the name inside the notebook. Your name! Then, bless her, she raced up here, to your dad, where the packet and its contents must have come near to giving him – and your mum too, because she was here also – massive heart attacks. Shock and awe on a Quentin Tarantino scale!’




  As if Nat hasn’t imagined the scene a billion times. As if (worst admission of all) he hadn’t taken it into consideration when he planned the whole thing. As if it hadn’t nagged at him since –




  constantly. What if Dad had had a heart attack, or Mum fallen down into a faint, and hit her head on some hard surface and cracked it open!




  Who does this smirking git think he is?




  Luke Fleming now leans forward on his chair. Automatically Nat tilts himself away from the man, so sinking his head into the mound of pillows. Spells of dizziness are a major legacy of what he’s recently been through. Whether or not he realises Nat is having a mild attack of these, this Marches Now writer is pleased to continue his pursuit. His tone is, if anything, lower and, more menacing, while paradoxically more relaxed than ever. ‘So let’s recapitulate, shall we, Nat?’




  ‘If you must!’ he mumbles, half into the pillow but still keeping Luke in focus.




  ‘You leave Lydcastle early Monday September 21, morning after the town’s Michaelmas Fair. Your dad’s kept his shop open all weekend and till later hours than usual, so he’s pretty shattered and is having a bit of a well-deserved lie-in, and might well not open up that morning at all. You leave him a note of what I would call the cryptic kind:




    




  Dad, Heading for the Heights xx Nat.




    




  ‘Of course,’ Luke’s voice has a purring quality now – he’s so well pleased with himself he really does suggest to Nat the cat who’s swallowed the cream – ‘nobody knew what you could mean by your word “Heights”. Which was, I presume, why you chose it, eh, Nat? I mean “Heading for the Heights” is not exactly a normal way of telling a father, or anybody else for the matter, where you’re off to. Wouldn’t you agree?’




  Nat refuses to agree – or disagree. Yes, he’s smart, this toe-rag, this prick, but maybe (he can only hope) not as smart as he thinks, or indeed seems, at this moment.




  ‘Anyway your note gives the police a high old time, to coin an apt phrase.’ And still he doesn’t like bullies. ‘Up they all go, members of the force and their helpers. To all those obvious heights near Lydcastle: The Long Mynd, Corndon, The Stiperstones. No trace of you there. Funny, that?’




  Nat doesn’t want to be assaulted by the beams from this guy’s eyes any longer. So determinedly he screws his own tight shut.




  But Luke isn’t deterred by this childish response.




  ‘Attention moves to take in The Clees, and The Strettons, even The Wrekin. Yes, Nat, you’ll always, to the end of your days, be able to say you had the cops going all round the Wrekin.’ He doesn’t just smile here but actually laughs, and appears to have the nerve to think Nat’ll laugh too. (As if his thoughts ran in this kind of way. This journo is judging others by himself, which, in his pathetic case, is a bad thing to do.) ‘And then everybody was beginning to think. Well, if the boy isn’t in the vicinity of Lydcastle, then mightn’t “heights” apply to Snowdonia? Not too far away for a lively adventurous lad… By now operations must be costing police and tax-payers a pretty packet, I’d say. But then they shouldn’t be thinking of anything so sordid as costs in a matter of life and death, should they…?’




  ‘For Christ’s sake!’ For halfway through this q-and-a exchange – which has in truth degenerated into an ‘a’s session on the part of the questioner himself – Pete Kempsey, who was listening at the base of the stairs, has walked up them again to hear what his visitor’s saying, and what Nat, as it were, is not. But this last comment about police expenditure (something which has been tormenting him these last days) has brought him to the closed door. And hearing the compound word ‘life-and-death’ is just too fucking much. He must put a stop to it.




  The sound of his approach has made Nat open his eyes on the world again all right. There’s his dad in the doorway, all red in the face, puffed and obviously furious. And to be reckoned with.




  Nat feels a rush not just of gratitude but of respect for him.




  ‘For Christ’s sake,’ Pete goes again, ‘lay off him, Luke. I won’t have my boy given any more of this. He’s not well, for a start. Can’t you see that, you dickhead?’




     




  His interrogator, he’s glad to see, wasn’t expecting an eavesdropper, which was a bit dim of him. (This is his dad’s house, after all.) Got carried away by his own sadism. And now he does seem (grat-ifyingly) embarrassed at being caught out, like those blokes guilty of Special Rendition who’ve argued they didn’t know what they were doing. Another thing – he clearly hasn’t expected sloppy-seeming Pete Kempsey to speak as a man of moral authority.




  Pete hasn’t finished. ‘Print what you like, Luke, in that arsewipe you write for,’ he goes, ‘we can both stand it. The important thing is that Nat is safe and sound and here. With me. Alive. Compared with that, I don’t give a toss!’




  But Luke Fleming is far less disconcerted than Nat hoped.




  ‘Agreed, agreed,’ he says, ‘I’m human, aren’t I?’ (‘And what does that say in your favour?’ Nat mutters to himself, for his thinking on this very subject has undergone a significant change up on the Berwyn Heights.) ‘But every one of us, Pete, has a duty to be truthful. Otherwise we’re done for. Accountability’s the name of the game in this world, whether you’re politician or – or a successful A Level candidate. And if the truth is hard to come by, then we must get at it, whatever it takes. Any journalist worth his salt will agree.




  ‘So when we have the truth about Nat’s whole story crystal clear before us, then yes, Pete, and a big yes: “Nat Kempsey’s alive and well,” we’ll say and hold one mammoth party. Invite guests from all over the Marches, the whole West Mercia Constabulary included, and every member of the BBC Midlands Today team, right up to the great Nick Owen himself, and, obviously, every inhabitant of Lydcastle, down to the last cat and dog…’




  Pete Kempsey gives a weary, wheezy sigh – like an old con-certina being squeezed for the last time – as if he seriously doubts his ability to counter-attack here.




  ‘But till that happy time…’ Luke ends, ‘the truth, and nothing but!’




  Nat, well, he silently recalls: Joel Easton. After all the stuff he’s been through, he’s very nearly forgotten the guy’s appearance. Curly red hair, freckled face, a button nose. Taller than himself. And a slight stoop too. But of course he was bending forward some of the time Nat was talking to him, to tickle his dog, Mister.




  Well, Joel’s proved as decent and kind as he appeared. Never occurred to Nat that precisely this decency and kindness of his would lead him to act, as it seemed to him, in his acquaintance’s interests, but, in brute truth, clean against them. Joel went that extra mile all good folk are supposed to go. And he’s likely done for the boy he befriended as a result.




  That parcel. When Joanne Gladwyn burst into the kite shop and handed it to Pete, who of course recognised the handwriting on the label, he started to tremble so badly he felt his body was falling to bits. And his ex, Izzie, (who also at once recognised her son’s scrawl) started to shake as well, despite years of training in calm through meditation. Envoys from the dead, they both said to themselves, trophies to stick on a shelf to prove their son, Nathaniel Robin Kempsey, once lived on this earth.




     




  There were five items in the jiffy bag:




     




  Map of the Berwyns




  Postcard of Llanrhaeadr-ym-Mochnant




  Postcard of Tan-y-pistyll




  Teach Yourself Welsh




  Journal: clothbound, unlined ‘Paperchase’ notebook 




     




  The map was in pristine condition. No sign it had ever been used. But both parents knew Nat to be a singularly neat boy, the kind that handles things so carefully they look literally as good as new. On the cover it says, bilingually: 




     




  Ordnance Survey Arolwg Ordnans 255




  Llangollen & Berwyn, Ceiriog Valley / Glyn Ceiriog, 




  Showing part of Offa’s Dyke Path /




  Yn dangos rhan o Lwybr Clawdd Offa




     




  There’s a picture of two guys riding mountain bikes on a rough track with birch trees behind them, and behind those, an alarmingly dark night sky.




  The postcards were of unremarkable views; they had obviously been bought for the sole purpose of being put inside the jiffy bag to be received as the longed-for key to Nat’s whereabouts. In Teach Yourself Welsh, to judge by the red pencil marks, Nat had reached page 48, Chapter 4, Section 6. Both Pete and Izzie found it hard to imagine him applying himself to the sustained learning of any language, so were surprised he’d got so far.




     




  




  How old are you?




  Beth yw eich oed chi or (lit.)       What is your age? i.e.




  Beth yw’ch oed chi?                    How old are you?




  Rydw i’n un deg wyth                  I’m eighteen




     




  ‘Eighteen’ was right, Nat himself turned eighteen on March 16. And for the last days Pete and Izzie had had to face the ghastly possibility this might turn out to be his last birthday. That he’d never go beyond the statement: ‘Rydw i’n un deg wyth.’




  And the final item? The journal. Pete had seen Nat writing in a handsomely bound book during his summer stay in Lydcastle, and wondered if he was keeping some record of his days and thoughts. The book was an unlined production of excellent quality, and Pete knew a lot about stationery because before the kite shop he’d first worked for, and later run, Sunbeam Press. Thanks to his godfather, Oliver Merchant.




  If he had kept a Journal when Nat’s age, and could read its pages now, might he not be better able to come to terms with his eighteen-year-old self, who – for obvious reasons – was haunting him now night and day. That eighteen-year-old Pete who’d left his native Herefordshire town of Leominster one bitter January night, with his friend Sam Price at the wheel, his mind, like his driver’s, possessed by news of strange sights, and who’d ended up climbing a Berwyn mountainside beside the very waterfall shown on the postcard Nat enclosed.




     




  The great waterfall gleamed white through the darkness…




     




  He wouldn’t go down that road yet. Would not remember his own adolescent eagerness to disappear and what had brought it about. Would postpone for a while the recognition of the invin-cibility of death, and the appalling, obfuscating greyness that made up its wake.




     




  That notebook. It was by reading it that Izzie and he understood (as they were intended to) that the Berwyns were where they must search for their missing son. Like too many diaries, Nat’s journal was very detailed for the first days of writing, and then trickled out into little more than a series of jottings, not all of them coherent. Still, Pete learned a lot from it, as much as he needed and far more than he cared to. And the police (to whom it had to be passed, though naturally Nat’s parents made a photocopy for themselves) found it invaluable too.




  





  




  Two




  Secrets




  Journal of Nathaniel Robin Kempsey




     




  Yes, there is life after A Levels 




  Doings and reflections June-September 2009




  Weather: assume temperature this afternoon is 80º Fahrenheit 




  To convert to Celsius:




  Subtract 32 from your figure – that’s to say, subtract 32 from 80 and you get 48




  Multiply new figure by 5




  5 x 48=240




  Divide this last number by 9




  Result 26.7




  Temperature in Celsius!




  Excellent for my first day of freedom.




  But is that what it is?




     




  This morning when I clambered off my bed, every section of me knew that in an hour’s time I had to forget about my body and the whole being it housed, and just become a moving physical item that must tap out on a keyboard x number of words on y and z as they issued from the brain. Tomorrow I shall get up quite differently, restored to myself. And I’ll let the sun pour through my closed eyelids, and imagine that when I open them, I do so as another sentient creature: a baby, for instance (was I really one once?) or an old man in care who can’t stand up straight or see properly (which I may become one day, and that’s impossible to accept too) or a cat, particularly the long-haired ginger tom who comes onto our balcony, or one of the many foxes in our neighbourhood (though, of course, early morning is when, after a night’s adventuring, they slink back homewards to sleep).




     




  Dad said, ring me when the whole thing’s over, won’t you, Nat? That’s the nearest he’s come to expressing any interest whatever in my exams. I’ve worked out that he must have taken his A Levels in 1974. Considering the heavy weather he makes of doing the accounts for the shop, I can’t see him sweating away at revision – or even sitting in an exam room. But that’s a failure on my part, I suppose. His amazing general knowledge must have come to his aid at some point in his school career surely.




     




  Went home for shower and change of clothing, then took myself to the park near my school and my home. That’s Brockwell Park which may well be the Centre of my Universe. Until I find another one, up in some mountainous region or other. I found a place free on my favourite bench by the lake with all the water-fowl, sat down and rang Dad (as requested!!!) on my mobile.




  But was he expecting to hear from me? No, plainly not. Sounds like he’s been dozing. Is he interested? Well, not much! No more than the next man (who wouldn’t be my father). In fact I’m pretty sure he’d forgotten that it was today, Tuesday, that I finished. Typical! All he seems concerned about is me coming up to Shropshire on Sunday to start work for him. He sounds pretty wound up about a £600 power-kite he’s got for some young guy who hasn’t yet turned up to buy it, and not only can’t be contacted by phone, but has failed to answer four emails. That’s the twenty-first century for you, says Dad, and now is simply not the economic climate to be mucked around by macho retards with no cash. Well, I could have told him that straight off. He falls for these posers regularly… Finally (I must have listened to three full minutes by now) he does get round to admitting he knows what day it is, by asking me how I’m celebrating. Has Mum organised anything? Are me and my mates, me and Josh planning some grand piss-up? (Dad always remembers Josh, because he came up with me last summer to help in the shop, and went into the fields to try out new kites for him. You’ve got to do something that benefits him for Dad to take proper notice of you.)




  I say nothing about Mum’s plan for the evening, in case, without meaning to, I sound disloyal. I sincerely respect her good intentions here, but it’ll be Doug, Doug, Doug again, I feel sure. Josh doesn’t have his mega-party till Saturday night. And the morning after that, which may well be a ‘morning after’ in the usual sense, I shall risk Sunday train services, and travel up to Lydcastle to become my dad’s right hand for a few weeks. And now of course he must tell me for the hundredth time that he can’t manage the same wages as he paid me in the Christmas holidays. Oh, pay me what you can, I say, just make sure there’s enough for us to eat. But he doesn’t laugh, in fact sounds a little insulted. ‘I don’t think, Nat, malnutrition’s a problem I’m much worried about at the moment.’ Which is a morally wrong thing to say because malnutrition is a problem for millions on our planet right now. Then I appreciate it was me who made the ‘joke’ in the first place. Must watch myself here.




  Dad’s back to the shop. He talks about… Malaysian hummers, some good new Indian fighters (Tukkels and Tassel-tails) ‘and two beautiful Barrolettas’.




  ‘Barrolettas?’




  ‘Nat, I told you about them when you came up at Easter.’ Sounds aggrieved. ‘They’re kites made in one remote village in Guatemala – Santiago Sacatepequez, to give it its proper name.’ (And Dad would give it, wouldn’t he? Whereas I’ve just Googled it.)




  ‘What do they look like?’




  ‘Well, they look like cartwheels made up of hundreds of bits of brightly coloured tissue paper. The roundness and brilliance symbolise the sun which the old Mayan culture put at the centre of everything.’




  ‘Well, isn’t it? I wouldn’t like to live without it.’
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