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1
            Perilously Elegant

            Angela Slatter

         

         Someone far wiser than me once said that if you’ve got any sense at all, you’re not here to read the Introduction; that you’ve already gone straight for the stories; that, maybe, you’ll come back to read it later. Wherever you sit on that spectrum, I’ll try to make it worth your while.

         So, what’s a short story? If we’re considering a short story collection, it makes sense (to me at least) to think about the nature of the building blocks that make it up. Murakami calls them ‘soft shadows I have set out in the world, faint footprints I have left’. Gaiman says it’s ‘the ultimate close-up magic trick’. For Bacigalupi they’re ‘hand grenades of ideas’, and for King a short story is ‘a kiss in the dark from a stranger’.

         All of these things are true. But perhaps all of these things are also lies. Or maybe half-truths because every writer is different. Every writer takes the form and makes it their own. We like to think – always before we’ve started to write one – that the short story will bend to our will. They never do. That they’ll be quick to create because they’re short. They seldom are.

         2So, what’s a short story?

         Well, a story that’s short.

         A facetious answer, yes. Still, I could just leave it at that, but it would be too flippant and it would definitely be dismissive, and the short story doesn’t deserve that because it requires so much skill to get right. It takes, as David Henry Thoreau said, ‘a long while to make it short’. It should have a single affect, according to Poe. For me, it should deal with crisis, choice and consequence. It should feel rich and complex but may well look achingly, annoyingly simple. That’s the giveaway that it wasn’t simple at all. It most certainly was not easy. And it’s ending should leave you with the sense that somewhere, somehow, the story’s still going on – you’re just not there anymore. That’s a lot of shoulds.

         Perhaps one thing is certain: the short story is a matter of angles. Its shape will depend on the perspective you’ve chosen, the slender facet of life and time you’re examining, trying to show to the reader; calling to them with ‘Look here!’ before you open Pandora’s Box. The tale will live and die by all the things you bring to it, and all the things you leave out but imply.

         Brevity is key. The trick is to flense out all the details except the ones that hit hardest at the readers’ cultural capital, shared experiences – the half-remembered things that live in the back brain – and set off a series of depth charges, a lighting of beacons, triggering recognitions – or something we think we recognise. It’s a sleight of hand to make readers think what you want them to think. It’s the impressionist painting that makes sense only from a particular distance or corner of the gallery, but when you’re done feels like 3an expressionist did a break-and-enter in your heart; the emotional devastation seemingly much larger than expected.

         For the relatively brief time they take to read, the very best ones will haunt you for the rest of your life. Sending a cloud over a summer’s day sun. Waking you in the cold hours with an echo. Making you smile though you don’t quite know why. Sometimes, they feel like memories you’re not sure you own.

         Malcolm Devlin’s stories are like that.

         In 2017, way back in the Light Ages – i.e. before the Plague Years – I read the original edition of this collection to do a cover quote. It went something like this: ‘You Will Grow Into Them is filled with stories that are deceptively simple and perilously elegant. They look like fairy tales, but aren’t really – in fact, they are best described as a precise alchemy of language. Perfectly pitched, thoroughly disquieting. You Will Grow Into Them is like a light in the darkness that might lead you home or lure you from the path. Malcolm Devlin is one of our finest voices.’

         It’s comfort to all of us to know that after a re-reading I haven’t changed my opinion.

         Which brings me to another consideration: It’s all well and good to produce a tale or two, but after having written a bunch of short stories? A bouquet of them? A murder of them? A herd? Well, then you’ve got to construct a collection, and when I say ‘contruct’, I mean yes, ‘construct’. That’s not an easy task either. As with cooking, you don’t just dump in whatever you’ve got in the pantry, unmeasured, untasted and untried. You weigh the stories, their subjects, their emotions, their impacts, their joys and their violence. How they rest on the mind, how they ring or sing in the ear. You 4assess the themes and the characters, what they might say to each other as well as the reader. You keep some back for a rainy day.

         A more apt comparison might be designing a rollercoaster ride: planning and plotting the highs and the lows, the sideways swerves, the crawling ascents, the stomach-dropping descents, the bone-jarring stops. What effect will this story have when it’s sat next to this one? Or this one? Will they be good neighbours or start a turf war over the placement of the privet hedge? Putting together a short story collection is an art in itself, and it’s a pleasure to feel that You Will Grow Into Them achieved the right balance.

         Devlin’s stories engage with and transform ancient and modern tales, giving them an unexpected spin. The crosshatch man in ‘Passion Play’ stalks religion and the terrain of urban legend; leavened with warnings against leaving the path it shifts you from the real to irreal. ‘Two Brothers’ explores a loss of identity, the ghosts of old selves and toxic masculinity via a lens that’s almost Hansel and Gretelish. In ‘Breadcrumbs’ the world is morphed into something fantastical and possibly even more threatening, a place where threads of Rapunzel and Sleeping Beauty meet, and folk become both less and more themselves – which sometimes requires feathers and fur and thorns. There are cursed inheritances and inherited curses, stolen skins, unexpected escapes and unemployed werewolves, mushroom cotillions and war hero widows, and a street where no hope can be found.

         A debut collection’s a showcase of what the writer can do when they’re starting out. It’s a very tangible and public 5mud map of where the mind and pen have roamed in the early days, putting a pin in things and saying ‘Here. Now. This is what I’ve been thinking about for better or worse.’ It says ‘This is where I started. This is where I’ve got to so far.’ It can be as simple as surprised cry from the writer: ‘OMG, look at all these stories I’ve got lying around!’ And it should definitely say ‘Keep watching. Whether anyone likes it or not, I’ll keep going.’

         Later stories and collections will track the writer’s journey across a career. You can see new obsessions and interests, interrogations and angers. You can see the writer’s skills and gifts mature. You can see them changing their mind about things, getting more mellow or (hopefully) raging and rebelling still and refusing to go gentle into a good night or a bad one. With luck, a writer will be sensible enough not to want to rewrite their early stories – what’s the point of a do-over? It won’t show how you’ve gotten better, how you’ve grown as a writer – because that’s one of the great joys in reading an author’s work across time, seeing how they’ve changed. Writers shouldn’t remain the same or they get stagnant, stunted, boring. They lose their bravery and their daring – a writer who never fails is a writer who never tries something new. But a debut collection says ‘Wake up. I start here.’

         One of the things I love about Devlin’s stories is that they reach – you can see them putting forth tendrils and creeping outwards to new ideas and forms and expression. They’re all united by themes of transformation, isolation, and the inexorable wheel of the universe that keeps moving whether we want it to or not. Change isn’t death (although a lack of it is), it’s simply adaptation. One thing 6becomes another and the sooner you accept it the easier the transition will be. Stories (and writers) should always be growing, changing things, casting the shadows of what will come next: newer stories, bigger stories, stranger stories whose reach exceeds their grasp – perilously elegant stories you will grow into.

         
             

         

         Dr Angela Slatter

         Brisbane, AUSTRALIA

         2 May 2024
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7
            Passion Play

         

         Cathy McCullough’s mother fastens the chain around my neck and turns me by the shoulders. It’s a small cross, unadorned, and she puts her hand on my chest, covering it with her palm. Her hand feels warm, like it’s been balled in a fist too long.

         ‘She would have wanted you to have it,’ she says.

         She looks at me and I wonder what she sees. I don’t look like Cathy, not really. Her hair is redder and mine is browner. I’m a little taller, and the idea that we might look similar didn’t cross my mind until her old class photo started doing the rounds. We all look the same in those photos, but on any other day you’d never confuse us if you knew us both.

         Mrs McCullough is looking at me like she doesn’t know Cathy anymore. She’s looking at me as if she’d take anything of her she can get.

         ‘She loved you so very much,’ she says, and then she holds me tight.

         Maybe she didn’t know Cathy at all.

         I stand stiff and awkward in her arms. I can see my own mum is watching us from the other side of the street. She’s watching Mrs McCullough holding me with the same expression Cathy would use if she knew I was being given her crucifix.

         Mum marches forward to intervene. Gentle but firm, she pries Cathy’s mother off me. She does this with one of those carefully pitched smiles she sometimes uses when she wants to change the subject.

         8‘They want to start now,’ she says. She reaches out and touches me on the shoulder. She’s already given me the ‘you-don’t-have-to-do-this’ speech. She’d do it again if Cathy’s mum wasn’t there.

         Instead, she says: ‘Be careful.’ And she leads Mrs McCullough away. Cathy’s mother folds up against her chest and I don’t hear her crying until she reaches the other side of the street.

         Because Cathy McCullough has gone missing. Because Cathy McCullough went to find the cross-hatch man.

         I didn’t volunteer to be Cathy.

         The police came to the school, and from the classroom I could see them parked out in the playground, two of them: a man and a woman, who was so tall and beautiful even Mr Newland, the headmaster, stared at her wide-eyed like he was a kid.

         I saw him nodding at something she was explaining and then he looked round and met my eyes like he knew I was watching. I panicked, thinking he’d caught me not paying attention in class and I turned to stare at the French verbs Mrs Parkhirst was writing on the board. When I risked a glance back out of the window all three of them were looking at me.

         They called me out of class a little while after. In Mr Newland’s office, they told me they wanted to stage a reconstruction for the press. They wanted to retrace Cathy’s last known movements, which they’d patched together from witness reports.

         They needed someone to be Cathy, they told me. It wasn’t a question. They just sat there waiting for me to volunteer.

         The policewoman’s name was Veronica.

         9‘You should think about this carefully,’ she said. ‘There’ll be a lot of people, a lot of photographers. Everyone will be looking at you and it’s a very serious, very difficult thing.’

         The other policeman was a little plump and a little bald. He cleared his throat.

         ‘Did you know Cathy McCullough?’ he said.

         Mr Newland answered for me. ‘They’re best friends.’

         I didn’t correct him. It used to be true.

         Cathy and I were born within three weeks of each other and we were always in each other’s houses as we grew up.

         But I’ve never wanted to be her before. We were too close for that; I knew the worst of her as well as the best. Even when I would hide in my room because I got mad with Mum, I might have looked out the window to see if I could see a light on at Cathy’s, but I don’t think I ever seriously thought she was having a better time.

         At least my parents are still together. True, Dad can be a complete jerk at times, always on Mum’s side because he never has an opinion of his own, but Cathy’s dad had run away when she was twelve. Some of the kids in school said her mum was a drunk and it was true that Mrs McCullough was usually pink cheeked and friendly when I went to visit, and yes, she’d sometimes go to bed at strange hours. But maybe she just got tired. People get tired. If I lived with Cathy, I’d get tired too.

         There were a lot of witnesses to see Cathy McCullough leave St William’s Secondary School on Tuesday, February 16th. 

         Cathy had been one of seventeen students who had attended Miss Buckley’s after-school drama club. At five o’clock in the evening, 10she waved at Leela Allen and Katie Cox, whom she would normally have taken the bus with. Instead of going home, she walked in the opposite direction, sidling through the bicycle bars where Barracks Road becomes Barracks Lane.

         The day she went missing, Cathy was wearing a pink Superdry raincoat over her school uniform, with a grey Zara messenger bag slung over her shoulder. I know this because that’s what I’m wearing now. I keep catching the reflection of myself in the windows of the admin block and in the corner of my eye. The reflected me isn’t me at all.

         Veronica is briefing the photographers and journalists. There aren’t as many of them as I was expecting. Most are from the local news but I don’t recognise any of them. I count only four or five photographers when I was expecting a crowd like you see on TV when a famous singer gets out of a limo. They’re watching me, waiting for me to turn around, because it’s the back of me they want people to recognise. The me that’s walking away from them.

         Mum has got rid of Mrs McCullough so she can spend more time looking worried about me. She brushes a stray hair behind my ear.

         ‘I thought you said they wanted to start now,’ I say.

         ‘You don’t have to do this,’ she says.

         I smile at her and I wish that Simon was there instead.

         Mum kisses me on the forehead and there’s a click-flash from the direction of the photographers that makes stick-man shadows appear at our feet and then vanish again. I duck away from Mum, embarrassed, but the photographers aren’t looking at us; one of them is looking at his camera and frowning. He’s only taking a test shot, I tell myself, but I wonder what he sees.

         11‘Be careful,’ Mum says again.

         Veronica claps her hands and the crowd’s attention snaps into focus. She comes up to me and asks if I’m ready. She barely waits for a response before she’s talking to the crowd like it’s a congregation. She talks to them about Cathy. She calls her a ‘little girl’ which doesn’t seem the right way to describe someone who’s fifteen.

         Mum touches me gently on the arm, then drifts away to join the waiting mob. I try to find Mrs McCullough among the faces but she’s gone; maybe someone has taken her home. I hope someone has taken her home.

         Veronica smiles.

         ‘When you’re ready,’ she says.

         I turn towards the bicycle bars and, behind me, the cameras begin to pop and click and flash. They see Cathy, they do not see me at all.

         At around five minutes past five, Sam Clooney and his brother David were having a kick-about on the top pitch when they saw the girl in the pink coat walking confidently through the trees along Barracks Lane. Sam, the younger of the two brothers, was nervous about getting home before it got ‘properly dark’. He remembered thinking the girl must be very brave walking through the trees alone where there weren’t any street lights. 

         ‘She wasn’t walking like it was getting dark,’ he said. 

         The crowd thins out as the path steers away from the playing fields and into the trees. There are two policemen clearing the way ahead of me; hi-vis jackets and walkie-talkies. Veronica introduced us but I’ve forgotten their names. I name them PC Left and PC Right, and it sounds 12so childish, I find myself smiling stupidly, which isn’t like Cathy at all. PC Left is young, black and sort-of handsome. He wears small square glasses and tells me he has a sister my age. PC Right is a bit older and has a thin ginger beard. He won’t meet my eyes.

         The others are somewhere behind me: the crowd and the photographers and the people from the newspapers. I can hear them rather than see them. I know my mum is with them, and Veronica too. Veronica said I should lead everyone, but I feel like I’m being herded.

         There is movement in the trees just ahead and I almost stop in surprise. PC Left ducks off the path to investigate but reappears only moments later empty-handed. I see him talking to PC Right, then murmuring something into his walkie-talkie. It’s probably nothing, just a bird or maybe a squirrel. I risk a glance to the side as I walk past and see only trees and the tangled knots of blackberry brambles. Cathy said she’s seen deer on this path before but I don’t know if I believe her; it sounds too much like a fairy tale to be true.

         The noise wasn’t Simon, then. Of course it wouldn’t be Simon. When a fifteen-year old girl goes missing, her family gets prayers and her boyfriend gets questioned. Even if he has an alibi – and Simon does have an alibi – he’s still not welcome. I’ve already heard people asking why he wasn’t there for her. They don’t know Simon at all; he’s the least threatening person you’d ever meet. If he and Cathy ran into trouble together, she’d be the one rescuing him. Sometimes I think that’s why she liked him so much, she liked the idea of having someone to save.

         Simon moved to town a few years back; his dad was an engineer who was trying to settle the family after a few 13military contracts sent them around the world. I don’t think Simon’s ever been in any place as long as he’s been here and sometimes you can see it makes him twitch just thinking about it. He’s skinny and lanky and kind of cute in a don’t-look-at-me sort of way. Restless, Cathy would describe him.

         They’ve been together for around six months, maybe a bit longer. Well, they had been. I’d hang out with them sometimes. I’d go round to Cathy’s and find them together. It was sweet. They never let me feel like I was intruding and after a while it felt like he’d always been there.

         Cathy never really told Simon about the cross-hatch man. I mentioned it to him once and he just nodded, like he hadn’t been told enough to be interested.

         ‘So,’ he said, ‘it’s like some local ghost story?’

         ‘Something like that,’ I said. At first I liked the idea Cathy was keeping it a secret from him, but the more I thought about it, the more disappointed I felt that she hadn’t told him. As if it was something she had grown out of; something she thought wasn’t important enough to share.

         At nearly twenty minutes past five, driving instructor Charlie Brandt was sitting in the passenger seat of his Vauxhall Corsa waiting for his student, Tiffany Lowry, to pull out into the traffic on Hollow Way. They had been practising parallel parking in the lay-by opposite the ironmonger’s shop and Tiffany had already lost a hubcap to the kerb. 

         Charlie reassured her no one had seen anything and it was none of their business if they had. Tiffany was teetering on the edge of tears, and when the girl in the pink coat walked past – the trailing zipper of her shoulder bag striking the car window like a gunshot – she tipped over completely. 

         14From Barracks Lane, Hollow Way is a one-sided street. To the left, a large hedge hides a driving range which nobody uses. On the other side, there’s a row of run-down shops which I can’t imagine anyone going into. After those, there’s a stretch of terraced houses which continue all the way up to The Corner House pub.

         I’m surprised to see a small crowd has formed on the pavement opposite. I didn’t think Cathy was that popular but maybe people think they’ll have a chance to be on TV. They might be lucky: there’s an outside broadcast van from the local TV station parked next to The China Girl takeaway. Its giant satellite dish makes it look overbalanced and a bit ridiculous. It looks like a giant wok bolted to the top of the van.

         As I pass, there’s a burst of static from inside the van. I glance backwards and see a guy in a baseball cap disappearing inside. The sound makes me look closer at the crowd, half-convinced I might see someone amongst them who shouldn’t be there. There is no one of course, just a line of everyday figures looking like they’re waiting for a bus.

         Cathy and I first saw the cross-hatch man on a school trip to the church of St Michael on the Mount, nearly a year ago. St Michael’s is a small church teetering on the edge of the Lye Valley Nature Reserve which cuts around behind it. As a school trip, it covered a number of bases: it was a church (Religious Studies) and it dated back to the eleventh century (History). It was also close to the school, so it was cheap to get to (Mathematics).

         It was raining when we arrived but Sister Assumptia, who was usually angry and always short, had no patience 15for complaints. She corralled us inside and instructed us to appreciate the place. The threat that we would go to Hell if we didn’t was left unsaid.

         Cathy glowered at her. She wasn’t the sort to bend to school-sanctioned dogma without a fight. While I was happy to get swept along by the surface rhythm of the various rituals of my family and peer group – school service on Wednesday, church on Sunday, the tick-tock-tick of my mother’s monthly rosary – Cathy was looking for something more tangible. The cross she wore had been given to her by her grandmother and her attachment to it was more sentimental than spiritual.

         ‘Besides which,’ she told me, ‘it’s a disguise.’

         We fanned out, wandering around the nave and transept and trying to find something interesting to justify our being there. The trouble being that there wasn’t really anything there at all. The big rose window above the door might have looked pretty with the sun behind it, but it was dormant on such a dull day. The rest of the church was dull too, built in an age where function was valued above form, it was all square corners and stark empty walls.

         Mostly empty. The exceptions were the Stations of the Cross, a series of small paintings spaced neatly around the transept. Cathy described them as a Catholic comic where Jesus takes fourteen panels to die. We’d seen them before of course; we went over them at school every Lent, and more than once we’d been made to draw versions of them ourselves.

         Some sets included an additional fifteenth panel, which showed Jesus’ resurrection from the dead, but the versions in St Michael’s were strictly traditional, and ended with Jesus’ body being laid in the tomb. Individually framed, they 16took place against dark, gloomy backgrounds so the scenes looked as though they’d been spotlit with a torch.

         The images were the usual. Jesus is condemned to death, Jesus receives his cross, meets Mary, is crucified and so on. I lost interest pretty quick – there’s only so many times you can look at pictures of people suffering before everything starts to feel numb – but Cathy was looking from one to the next with a genuine interest which surprised me.

         She beckoned me over.

         ‘Who do you think that is?’ she said.

         She pointed to the picture. It was the third in the series where Jesus falls for the first time.

         ‘That’s Jesus,’ I said. ‘You might have heard of him. Son of God, that sort of thing.’

         ‘No, idiot, this one.’

         She jabbed her finger at the painting and I looked closer. Not Jesus, but something just behind him. A figure was there, barely distinguishable from the shadows. I shrugged.

         ‘A Roman solider, maybe?’ I said.

         Impatient, she shook her head.

         ‘He’s in this one too, look.’

         She led me to the next painting, Jesus meets his mother. I didn’t spot him at first, but Cathy was right; the same figure, partially swallowed by the darker shades which surrounded it.

         Cathy was skipping ahead.

         ‘And here.’

         Simon of Cyrene helped Jesus carry the cross. In the background, the dark figure watched, broad-shouldered and tall. Now I could see him, he unbalanced the scene; he did not look painted on, he looked like he had been scored into the surface of the canvas. A series of criss-crossed lines 17which appeared to catch the light only if you looked at it from the right angle.

         Cathy reached out and touched the glass like she was capable of feeling the texture beneath it.

         The cross-hatch man was in every picture in the church. Cathy looked at me and there was something in her eyes I had never seen before.

         Outside number six, Dene Road, Janet Armstrong was trying to turn into her driveway when a schoolgirl in a pink coat walked briskly in front of her garage door and out in front of her car. It looked as though she had just cut through the garden. 

         Janet worked as a dentist’s assistant in Kidlington and had endured a stressful day. She slammed on the brakes and leaned heavily on the horn. The girl ignored her. She cut directly through the flower bed and continued on her way. 

         It was six o’clock. 

         Dene Road is a long trawl of grey-rendered semis, mostly ex-councils, most blind to Cathy on the evening she came this way. Today, the windows are lit and I glance through them as I pass. I see the flicker of televisions and games consoles; people stretched out on sofas, oblivious to the outside world.

         Cathy would find all this attention funny: all these foolish people wasting their time for her benefit. A part of me imagines it’s all a prank; I picture her sitting waiting for us, waiting so she can jump out and yell, ‘Surprise!’

         The rest of me is not that naive.

         And besides, if she really was there waiting for me, she’d ask me about what happened with Simon. This time, I’m not sure how I’d answer her.

         18Sister Assumptia liked her Catholic art. She showed us slides of gory paintings depicting saints being bloodily dismembered. John the Baptist’s head on a plate, Saint Sebastian pierced with arrows, Saint Bartholomew being skinned alive and Jesus himself of course, blood pouring down his face, a fey hand indicating the gaping wound in his side.

         ‘No one is too young to learn how the saints suffered on our behalf,’ Sister Assumptia said.

         ‘I bet you she’s a convert,’ Cathy said to me one day. ‘Mum says the converts are always the worst.’

         I hadn’t considered that was possible. I was still at an age where the idea that nuns came into existence fully formed was a realistic possibility. Even my Aunt Susan, my father’s youngest sister, was a little alien to me. She was in the Benedictine order and I had never seen more of her than the circle of her face, looking out from those black and white robes.

         We kept thinking about the cross-hatch man. When we were instructed to draw pictures at school, we’d find a place to fit him somewhere in the background. It was a tiny act of rebellion, a silly but satisfying secret which set us off in hysterics when one of our pictures was put on display with its shadowy stowaway. We weren’t always subtle about it, and eventually Sister Assumptia noticed and took us to task. She wagged her finger and threatened us with severe heavenly retribution, because Mr Newland had warned her our crime wasn’t serious enough to warrant a detention.

         We would imagine stories which explained who the cross-hatch man was.

         In one, he was a rich landowner who had so much influence and power he commissioned the sequence of paintings and 19had a portrait of himself added to each of them, so people would think he had witnessed the crucifixion in person. When some terrible, unspeakable crimes of his past were uncovered, his presence was systematically scratched out by an angry mob.

         In another version, we imagined the cross-hatch man as an alien intelligence sent to earth to observe crucial historical events. He also witnessed the rise of Hitler, the assassination of John F. Kennedy, and the fall of the Roman Empire.

         If all else failed, we’d grasp at wider explanations. It was a demon, a ghost, an angel. It was God Himself, come to earth to witness the death of his son.

         ‘The Devil cuts him out,’ I said, ‘jealous of His image. He claws and claws at the beauty of the paintings until He’s gone.’

         Cathy shook her head.

         ‘He’s there for the people who watched,’ she said. ‘The people who saw everything, and who didn’t do a thing.’

         Outside number 15, Coverley Road, Ahsan Omer had just arrived back from bringing his two sons home from five-a-side football practice. The boys were arguing about a contentious penalty when they stopped mid-sentence. When Mr Omer asked what had happened, they told him how the girl in the pink coat had smiled at them as she walked past.

         They stared after her retreating figure, but when Mr Omer looked down the road he saw no one at all. 

         There are a bunch of girls on the corner of Coverley Road and I recognise the one at the front with one of those plunging feelings in the gut, the sort you get when you’ve just fallen off something and you don’t know how you’re going to land.

         20Siobhan Breton, big and ginger, with a face that looks like it’s been struck with a shovel. She’s there with about five of her friends, clustered together and looking as mean as only a bunch of fifteen-year-old girls can.

         Cathy used to be more of a target than I was. Cathy had weaknesses: the fact her dad wasn’t there any more, the fact her mum always was. They were licences to pass judgement, and Siobhan and her friends would judge anyone if they had the right ammunition. If some of the insults and attacks they threw at Cathy were based on nothing more than hearsay, others were aimed more accurately than even they knew.

         PC Left and PC Right are some way ahead of me, the crowd behind have become so quiet, I wonder if they’re still there at all. Today I am not supposed to be alone, but the distance of everyone seems to have grown around me as Siobhan and her friends lurk like lions waiting in an arena. I look down at my feet as I pass.

         They don’t say anything but they stare at me with a bitter resentment which superheats the air around them. I don’t breathe until I can feel their eyes on my back.

         I’ll suffer repercussions for this later in the week. But then I wonder if they’re seeing me or Cathy and I wonder what they’d do if they just saw me on my own. But today, they do nothing, they just watch me, watch Cathy come forward down the road and I can feel the malice boiling up in them.

         It’s a real, physical thing. And I’ve felt it before.

         The last time we went to the church of St Michael on the Mount was a mistake. It had been Cathy’s idea.

         She was over at my place where we were pretending to help each other with homework, but we were distracting 21each other instead with music, magazines and video clips on the internet.

         Cathy was in no mood to go home. Her father had turned up on their doorstep and, rather than her mum sending him away again like Cathy demanded, she’d invited him back inside. Cathy refused to talk to him, she refused to be in the same room as him, but her mum was caught in some make-believe that he’d never been away.

         ‘There’s something about those pictures which isn’t right to me,’ Cathy said.

         ‘No shit,’ I said.

         She punched me on the arm.

         ‘I don’t mean the obvious, I mean we’re missing something else. I want to look at them more closely.’

         I was only half listening. I was distracted by something I had found online. Some animal video. Something fluffy doing something cute.

         ‘Seriously though,’ I said, ‘who cares?’

         ‘I do. I want to know just how weird it is. I want to know who painted them, maybe see if they’ve done this before. They might have something written on the back, some label we could look up.’

         We had both been back to the church to make sure we hadn’t fooled ourselves and on the second visit, the priest had been there, dressed in civvies and going about his business. He had asked us if he could help us with anything but we were too embarrassed to even raise the question – it just sounded too silly to share with others. We had left no wiser, and I’d assumed we were both content the figure in the paintings was nothing more than an engine for our imaginations with no real relevance to the outside world.

         22‘So what?’ I said. ‘You going to talk to the priest? Ask him to take a look?’

         ‘He’s already said no,’ Cathy said. ‘I went back yesterday. Said they were antiques. They look like prints to me.’

         I shut down the laptop and looked up at her, surprised by how hurt I was she had gone back without me.

         ‘Well,’ I said. ‘Shame.’

         I realised then, how Cathy’s interest outweighed my own. I was content with the day-to-day trappings of the catechism, fed to me by my mother, the school or the priest at St William’s when we went on Sundays. Cathy was interested in none of that. For her, the cross-hatch man was the more worthy mystery, one which she might even be able to solve. I don’t think I understood why, but it was something she thought she might be capable of believing in.

         ‘I’m not going back there on my own,’ she said. ‘You’re staying over at mine this evening. I’ve already asked your mum.’

         She didn’t really tell me much else until later. She told me to bring a coat, a torch and shoes I could run in. I don’t think anyone would believe me if I told them I didn’t imagine what she had in mind.

         Millie Bernard was cleaning the window of her semi-detached house on Glebeland Road when the girl in the pink coat walked through her lounge. Mrs Bernard was waiting for University Challenge to begin on BBC Two. Her husband, Derek, was watching the end of Pointless with a notepad on his lap so he could play along. 

         The girl walked in the main door and out through the kitchen. She did not look up or pay any attention to them as she passed.23

         Derek did not see her in the house at all. He only saw her on the television, walking through the set of the quiz show; head down, headphones in. 

         It was nearly half-past seven. 

         At the end of Glebeland Road, I can make out the square shape of the church of St Michael on the Mount marked against the fading blue of the sky. My route will not take me inside, but passing by is enough to make my stomach knot.

         At the moment, it feels as though PC Left and PC Right are very far away. I want to glance back to confirm I’m not as alone as I feel. Instead, I slow until I can almost hear the voices of the people following me. They don’t sound like voices, they sound discordant and broken. A whisper of white noise like a radio caught between stations.

         The church looked different at night. The yellow Cotswold stone walls which glowed warm in the sunlight were grey and stark under the moon, everything looked sharper, more severe.

         I let Cathy lead me around the side. I was still wide-eyed she had suggested something so extreme and that I had not refused her. The path was narrow, the fence on one side bordering the edge of the nature reserve. Behind it, I could see nothing but a mass of shadows dropping away into the valley; the dark grasping plants clustered at the foot of the fence, reaching through the wire.

         Behind the church was a small yard, mostly empty except for a few wheelie bins. Cathy unhooked her bag and searched through it.

         ‘Hold the torch steady,’ she said.

         24The last time she had been in the church, she had seen the priest fastening the door at the back with a simple hook-and-eye latch. The door was locked from the inside but it did not quite close snug to the frame.

         She found a penknife from her bag and unfolded the blade.

         ‘Dad gave it me,’ she said, seeing my reaction. ‘Or at least, I say “gave”…’

         She slipped the blade through the gap between the door and its frame, and snicked the hook free from its latch.

         ‘We’re breaking into a church,’ I whispered, understanding only as I spoke how useless a statement it was. My mind was stitching together words with weighty meanings: desecration, blasphemy, sacrilege, but at that moment I could pronounce none of them.

         Cathy put a finger to her lips and scowled. She pushed the door open.

         The church was not completely dark. The full moon hung behind the rose window, and the way the moonlight refracted through the glass made it look as though a net of grey shapes had been thrown across the transept.

         I stood there like an idiot, and Cathy pushed past. She worked swiftly, picking one of the pictures at random. She took it in both hands and unhooked it, setting it down on the pew beside her. She looked up at me.

         ‘Torch,’ she said.

         ‘Sorry.’

         I joined her, aiming the light at the picture so she could work. The frame was held in place with a number of metal shards, wedged into the woodwork. Using her penknife, Cathy started folding them back one-by-one to release the backing board.

         25I looked around, conscious I had my back to an awful lot of the room. There were only two ways in that I could see: the door we had used and the heavy looking main door which was bolted shut.

         The church’s emptiness made it feel larger. There was something unnerving about the silence of the rows of unoccupied pews, each with their neat little stacks of hymn books and embroidered hassocks.

         ‘Hold this,’ Cathy said. She was struggling to remove the backing board without warping the frame. I planted my hand on it, then snatched it away again.

         ‘Ow!’

         ‘Mind those metal bits,’ Cathy said. ‘They’re sharp. And don’t bleed on it. Some idiot might mistake it for a miracle.’

         She pried the backing off and teased the painting out carefully. It looked like it was painted on a thin wooden board. Perhaps they were antique after all.

         ‘Light,’ she said.

         I redirected the torch as she turned it over. Without the glass, and under the scrutiny of the torchlight, the painting seemed starker and crueller. Simon of Cyrene bearing the weight of the cross looked as if he was in agony, while the face of Jesus watched him with a heartbreaking and impotent compassion.

         And behind them was the cross-hatch man. Cathy hesitated a moment before tracing her finger over the paint. She frowned.

         ‘It’s all the same,’ she said. ‘It’s painted on like this. It’s not scratched in at all. Here, try.’

         There was a texture to the surface of the painting, but it was subtle and my fingers were too cold to make any judgement.

         26‘Jesus, you freak,’ Cathy said, ‘I told you not to bleed on the thing.’

         She batted my hand away and I realised then I had left a smear of blood across the face of the cross-hatch man. I stuttered an apology but Cathy ignored me. She spat on her fingers to clean the painting, then turned it over to check the back.

         ‘Nothing here,’ she said. ‘No name, no sticker or anything.’

         She swore and started putting the painting back in the frame. Around us, the dark gathered. I heard something outside: an owl, I think. An owl and the teasing of the wind in the nearby trees. I have honestly never wanted to be somewhere else as much in my life.

         ‘We should go,’ I said. ‘We should go now.’

         ‘Not yet.’ Cathy shook her head. She was looking around the church. I couldn’t understand why she wasn’t in more of a hurry; her patience was infuriating.

         She hung the picture back where she found it, taking a step back to inspect it and make sure it was straight.

         ‘I want to check another one,’ she said. ‘One of them must have the artist’s name on it.’

         ‘You’ve got to be kidding me,’ I said but she was already pulling another picture off the wall. She shot me an irritable look.

         ‘Keep the torch steady.’

         I felt it before I saw anything. A fringe of absolute darkness glowering at the edge of my vision. A weight of something gathering behind me, a faint smell like woodsmoke and meat on the turn.

         Cathy didn’t seem to have noticed. She was working on the second picture with such an intensity everything else 27was blind to her. I felt isolated, nauseatingly aware I was on the wrong end of the cone of torchlight. I turned to face the empty church.

         Behind me, the darkness clotted and became malevolent. I heard a deep discordant note which filled me and scraped at my skull. It grew fat and thick around me. It edged closer, pulsing in violent spasms, burning up the air between us.

         I must have said something, I must have made some noise of distress because the next thing I knew, Cathy was holding me and staring at me and saying my name.

         ‘What is it?’ she said. She looked back at the door, commandeering the torch and sweeping it through the darkness like a broom. The church was empty and Cathy was looking at me like I needed taking care of. Right then I resented that above all else; I felt like an idiot.

         ‘What is it?’ Cathy said again. ‘What did you see?’

         I shook my head.

         ‘Nothing,’ I said. ‘I let myself get freaked out, that’s all.’

         ‘Do you want to go home?’

         Of course I wanted to go home. I wanted to be in my room, in my bed. I wanted so desperately for this whole thing to have never happened. But I wasn’t going to let her know that, so I dug up some stupid smile from somewhere and tried it on.

         ‘Only when you’re ready,’ I said.

         A couple of hundred yards up the road from the church of St Michael on the Mount, a small wooden gateway leads into the Lye Valley Nature Reserve. The valley is a shallow gorge, curving around and down behind the church, following the shape of Glebeland Road. During the day, you can read a board at its entrance which will tell you that the plant species growing in the valley are thought to have 28been there since they colonised the area following the retreat of the last ice age, some ten thousand years ago. 

         On the morning of Wednesday, February 18th, a pink Superdry raincoat was found discarded near the entrance to the valley. Farther along the path lay a grey shoulder bag, its contents scattered and damp from the evening’s rain. 

         I didn’t tell Cathy about what I had seen until the day before she went missing. Even as we had left the church, even as we had fled down the passageway beside it, even as we had taken off down the road, I was already working back and forth over what I had seen and slowly but surely scratching it out, rationalising it and making it safe.

         By the time I got home, I think I believed I could explain everything I had seen; I’d only allowed myself to get scared, I told myself, and I had let my imagination fill in the gaps between the darkness.

         So I was far too embarrassed to mention it to Cathy. But then maybe there was another reason for my silence: perhaps I had seen what Cathy so desperately wanted to believe in, and deep down, I don’t think I wanted to share it with her.

         Shortly after the night in the church, Cathy’s father left again. He wrote Cathy a note saying he loved her more than anything else in the world and that he would see her one day soon. The note was written in Cathy’s mother’s handwriting. Her mother moved from the wine to the whisky and even I couldn’t pretend it wasn’t happening any more. Over the past few months, we drifted apart because Cathy had become harder and harder to find. She missed classes at school and she had excuses when I turned up on her doorstep. Her 29phone went straight to voicemail and she didn’t answer her messages. We spoke only briefly on-and-off. She was disappointed we hadn’t found anything in the church, but at the time, I didn’t appreciate how much. I didn’t appreciate how the not-knowing was killing her.

         I assumed she just needed time, so I hung back, waiting for her to know I was there for her.

         That was how the thing happened with Simon. Because she wasn’t talking to him either. We found each other because we were the closest each of us could get to her. We talked about her, we missed her together.

         I don’t think either of us meant to hurt her. I don’t think either of us thought anything would happen. I don’t think either of us thought it would last.

         The last time I saw Cathy was at school the day before she disappeared. She stopped me after chemistry and asked where I had been the previous evening when neither Simon or I had answered our phones. She looked tense, white-lipped, bracing herself for a betrayal.

         I lied to her. I told her an old, outdated truth, unearthed and scrubbed clean like it was new.

         ‘I went to the church,’ I said. ‘I saw the cross-hatch man.’

         And because it wasn’t entirely untrue, it all came back to me. I described the church as it had felt to me. I described the darkness, the noise, the terror I had felt. And as she interrogated me further I did not need to lie again. The tears I cried? The fear I relived? They were real and she believed me completely. There was that look in her eye. The promise of something tangible she could bottle and take home.

         30‘I want to see,’ she said.

         ‘You don’t,’ I said. ‘You really don’t.’

         At the gate to the valley, PC Left and PC Right stop and turn around, flanking the gates like a pair of bouncers. They both stare past me as if I’m no longer there and even PC Left has turned cold and android. This is where the show ends. I put my hands on the small wooden gate and the cameras behind me go crazy. The flashes cut through the night, opening fragments of daylight beneath it.

         I see my shadow jittering ahead of me in sudden bursts of light, already eager to keep going, to take the overgrown path deeper into the ancient valley.

         I see the brambled hedges on both sides, a dark and uneven way descending into something chaotic. Up to the side, I see lights on in the church and wonder if anyone was there the night Cathy disappeared.

         And when I look back at the path, I see Cathy standing there. Caught by the edges of the camera flashes which are meant for me. Meant for me-as-her. Meant for her after all.

         She is wearing her coat and her bag; she stands tall and she looks at me in that way she always did. A wry smile, a raised eyebrow. An expression that says, ‘Can you believe this shit?’

         Then the cameras stop and darkness takes her again. I hear voices chattering behind me and there is a faint smell like woodsmoke and rot. I don’t know why I open the gate. I don’t know why I lunge forward into the blackness. But I do know I scream her name so loud I barely hear the voices rise behind me. All I know is that I must see her; I must speak to her. I have to make her understand.

         31I can’t see where I’m going. I trip, I stumble, I persevere. Blind, I press forward, my hands outstretched, snatching at nettles and brambles.

         Maybe a cloud passes from the moon, maybe my eyes have just adjusted to the darkness but I see her then. I see her turning away from me and walking farther into the valley, I see a shadow eclipse her and she disappears.

         I say her name again, but she does not wait. Patches of moonlight mark her as she passes, a confident shape flitting in and out of the world. I hurry to catch up with her and my urgency cuts me a path.

         The way twists downward curving to the left, overgrown on both sides with fronds and brambles and the shadowy shapes of leaves and tendrils. The valley reaches up around me like The Red Sea; parted and poised to drown the unfaithful.

         ‘Cathy,’ I say. ‘Cathy.’

         It’s an apology, a question, an explanation all rolled up into one word.

         There is a movement ahead. Shadow passing over shadow. Without thinking, I leave the path and plunge after it, into the snatching undergrowth, picking my way towards the steep bank, branches and saplings buckling before me. I glance up to see the jagged outline of the church far above. Stark against the velvet sky, its lit windows burn like beacons.

         Ahead of me, there is a crack in the rocky bank; a hole in the earth and stone, hidden by the years of untended growth and decay. An aperture in the shape of a broken star, just wide enough for someone small to squeeze into. Inside it is dark. It is cold and properly, absolutely dark.

         My resolve falters and I stop. I stare at the hole like it might stare back.

         32‘Cathy,’ I say. A prayer.

         This time, there is a response. A rising hiss of white-noise feedback which resonates and echoes against the rock and the scrub.

         My eyes, which I thought were adjusting to the darkness, are undoing themselves. The opening in the bank ahead of me is becoming harder to see.

         It isn’t my eyes. It’s the darkness. The darkness is growing around me like thickening smoke. It spills from the gap in the rock and it surrounds me. There is a weight to it, slow and dense like molasses, a rich sweet smell of smoke and canker. It presses around me, cold and patient. I feel a shock of nausea rising inside me.

         The crack in the rock fades into the blackness, but before it is gone completely, something inside it shifts. A dark convulsion, somewhere darker still.

         I step back and something takes my right hand.

         It is cold like clay, strong and rough like knotted bramble. Shocked, repulsed, I try to free myself but I am tugged back by something strong and jagged, which cuts through my skin with a sharp and vivid pain. It digs into me with a thousand barbs as I try to wrench myself away. I feel a warm breath on my neck.

         The sound of static rises to a shriek. An empty numbness fills me, robbing me of my senses one by one until there is nothing left but that terrible sound and the knowledge that I am not alone.

         It is there beside me. It holds my hand.

         Someone behind me speaks. A name, not Cathy’s but mine. Like a glimmer of light falling on something long forgotten.

         33There is a hand on my shoulder; wide shafts of torchlight cut open the night and a voice, calm and reassuring, murmurs in my ear. Like that, my hand is free, the sound of feedback is gone, its echo rings in my ears but the world rights itself, bobbing back into normality.

         And I feel movement as I am drawn back. There is a flash of light and for a moment the valley is full of people. There’s Veronica, there’s my mother, there’s PC Right and PC Left. I am passed from one to the other; I am carried back, back to the little wooden gate. I am carried out to the lightning flicker of the press photographers, to the empty faces of the crowd, cross-hatched by the shadows of the halogen-bright trees. Faces that have witnessed everything and seen nothing at all.

      

   

OEBPS/images/9781914391163_cover_epub.jpg





OEBPS/images/title_page_online.jpg
il

TOW
o

Malcolm Devlin

Influx Press
London





