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  I




  A cold midwinter fogbank lay on the Moss.




  It lay like a quilt on the black mattress of the peat, and nothing moved.




  Not even the village schoolteacher standing on the promontory at the end of a ragged alley of graves where the churchyard seemed to overhang the bog’s edge.




  Damp January was clamped across the teacher’s mouth and nose like a chloroform pad. He’d only been an hour out of bed, but the cold made him tired and the sight of the Moss only made

  him feel colder.




  It was, as he’d explained to countless generations of pupils, the biggest surviving peatbog in the North of England, a gross product of violent death and centuries of decay . . . vast

  forests burned and torn down by the barbarian invaders . . . soaring greenery slashed and flattened and transformed by time into flat, black acres bounded by the hills and the moors.




  The peat was dead. But, because of its acids, the peat had the power to preserve. Sometimes fragments of the ancient dead were found in there, from iron-hard limbs of trees to the arms and legs

  of corpses (which were taken away by the villagers and quietly buried).




  Inside his long, deeply unfashionable overcoat, the teacher suddenly shivered.




  Not at the thought of the corpses, but because he was waiting for the piper.




  The piper on the Moss.




  The sad, swollen drone, the bleak keening of a lost soul, had reached him on a sudden, spiked breeze during his habitual morning walk before school.




  And he’d stopped, disquieted. The air had been still, weighted by the fog; no breeze at all except for this single, quick breath. As if it had been awoken only to carry the message that

  the piper was on the Moss.




  This worried him, for the piping was never heard in winter.




  As a rule, it came on summer evenings, when the Moss was firm and springy and the sound would be serene, rippling along the air currents, mingling with bird cries . . . plaintive enough to

  soften the clouds.




  But the piper did not come in winter.




  Seeking reassurance, the teacher turned around, looking for the soft blue eye of the Beacon over the village. But the fog had closed the eye; he could not even make out the outline of the Norman

  church tower.




  And, while his back was turned, it began. A distant, drifting miasma of music. Notes which sounded ragged at first but seemed to reassemble somehow in the air and harmonize eerily with the

  atmosphere.




  Cold music, then, with a razor-edge of bitterness.




  And more. An anger and a seeping menace . . . a violence, unsuppressed, which thrust and jabbed at the fog, made it swirl and squirm.




  Trembling suddenly, the schoolteacher backed away from it; it was as if the fog and the frozen stillness of winter had combined to amplify the sound. And the sound made vibrant, pulsing images

  in his head.




  It was as though the sky had been slashed and the rain bled from the clouds.




  As though the cry had been physically torn from the ruptured breast of a bird in flight.




  Or the morning itself had been ripped open, exposing the black entrails of another kind of night.




  And then the piper himself came out of the fog with the black bladder like a throbbing tumour under one arm, and the sound exploded around him, a sound as dark as the peat under his plodding

  boots.




  A black noise. The piper in a black mood.




  ‘Why can’t you keep away?’ the teacher whispered. ‘Why do you have to haunt us?’




  He pulled his hat over his ears to muffle the piping and hurried away from it, back towards the church until the Beacon’s ghostly disc emerged from the fog and he could see the vacant

  smile on the face of Our Sheila who fingered and flaunted her sex on the church porch.




  He rushed past her and into the church, shutting the great oak door behind him, removing his hat and clamping it to his breast, staring up at the Winter Cross, all jagged branches, blunted

  thorns, holly and mistletoe.




  He couldn’t hear the pipes any more but felt he could taste the noise – that the oozing sound had entered his ears and been filtered down to the back of his throat where it

  came out tasting sourly of peat.




  ‘Doesn’t mean owt, does it?’ he called out to the Winter Cross. ‘We’ll be all right, won’t we? Nowt’ll change?’




  And nothing would change for more than fifteen winters of fog and damp. But fifteen years in the life of a Moss was barely a blink of the eye of God, and when the Moss revealed what it

  had preserved . . . then the changes would come, too many, too quickly and too horribly.




  And the teacher, in retirement, feeling the kiss of the eternal night, would remember the first time the piper had appeared on the Moss in winter.




  Meanwhile, later that week, the fog would lift and there would be snow.
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  II




  They were all around her at the stage door, like muggers in the night. She could smell the sweat and the beer . . . and a sour scent, like someone’s rancid breath,

  squirting out of the darkness and straight to the back of her throat.




  Coughing. Coughing at nothing. For as long as she could remember, hostility had occasionally come to her like this . . . like a single, piercing puff from a poisoned perfume spray.




  But nothing there, really.




  There were maybe twenty of them, but it was mostly OK, wasn’t it, mostly warm wishes and appreciation? Just never happened to her before. One of them had his jacket off, eyeing her. He was

  grinning and mumbling.




  ‘Sign your what?’ she said.




  ‘Get used to it, lass.’ Matt Castle grinning too. ‘This is only the start of it. For you.’




  Now the guy was rolling up a chequered shirt-sleeve in the sub-zero night, handing her this thick black felt-tip pen.




  ‘Oh, your arm.’ She tried to smile, printing her name all the way up the soft, hairless underside of his forearm.




  Moira Cairns.




  Usually, it would be just a handful of enthusiasts, harmless as train-spotters, chattering learnedly about the music and mainly to Matt. Dropping away as they headed for the car park. Shouting,

  See you again . . . stuff like that, mostly to Matt.




  You should be loving this, hen, she told herself. Real fans. Can you believe that? You’re a star.




  Willie and Eric were loading the gear into Matt’s old minibus, wanting to be away – more snow on the way, apparently. Two girls in leather jackets held open the back doors for the

  tea-chest Willie kept his hand-drums in.




  She felt it again, back of her throat. Nearly choked on it.




  ‘Ta,’ Eric said. Moira saw little Willie sizing up the girls for future reference. Tonight, she knew, he was worried he wouldn’t get home Across the Moss, if the snow came

  down.




  Matt got into the driving seat, Eric slammed the back doors and climbed in on the passenger side. One of the girls in leather – buxom piece – opened a rear side door for Willie.

  Willie rolled his eyes at her, gave her his most seductively innocent grin. ‘See you sometime, eh?’




  Moira’s throat was burning up.




  The girl said, ‘Yeah, I’ll be around.’ She held on to the open door. ‘Gina,’ she said. The wire-caged light over the back-stage exit threw a grille of shadows on to

  her pale, puffy cheeks.




  Willie, five and a bit feet tall, liked his women big. ‘Gina. Right,’ he said, ‘I’ll remember.’




  The first sparse snowflakes hit the wet black asphalt and dissolved. Moira, tucking her long hair down her coat collar, smiled at the girl, put out a foot to climb into the van next to

  Willie.




  And then the moment froze, like life’s big projector had jammed. Moira turned in time to see the girl’s eyes harden, glazing over like a doll’s eyes as she whirled – a

  big, clumsy dancer – and flung the door. Like the door was a wrecking hammer and Moira was the side of a condemned building.




  Snarling, ‘Traitor!’ Discoloured, jagged teeth exposed. ‘Fucking bitch!’




  Willie had seen it. With both hands, he had pushed her back. She stumbled, fell over the kerb, the door connecting with a shuddering crunch and this girl Gina snarling, ‘Bitch . .

  .’, voice as deadly cold as the grinding metal.




  And then the door reopened and Willie was hauling her in and snatching it shut behind her, the girl screaming, ‘Go on . . . feather your own nest, fucking cow!’ And beating on the

  panel into Moira’s ear as Matt started the engine and pulled urgently away into the unheeding, desultory night traffic.




  ‘Jesus,’ Willie Wagstaff said. ‘Could’ve had your fingers off.’




  ‘Screw up ma glittering career, huh?’ White face in the street-light and a rasp of Glasgow giving it away that Moira was pretty damn shocked. ‘Couldny play too well wi’ a

  hook.’




  Matt said mildly, ‘Don’t let it bother you. Always one or two. Just jealous.’ The snow heavy enough now for him to get the wipers going.




  ‘Wasny about envy.’ Moira had her guitar in her arms. ‘I’m no’ exactly popular with your fans any more is the problem.’




  ‘You’re in good company,’ Matt said. ‘Look how the purists shunned Dylan when he went over to rock and roll.’




  ‘Called me a traitorous cow.’




  ‘Yeah, well,’ Matt said. ‘We’ve been over this.’ So damned non-chalant about it. He seemed so determined she shouldn’t feel bad that she felt a sight

  worse.




  Eric, the mournful one who played fiddle and twelve-string, Eric, the mediator, the peacemaker, said, ‘Weren’t a bad gig, though, were it?’




  ‘Was a grand gig,’ Moira said. Good enough, she thought, heartsick, to be the start of something, not the end.




  Least her throat wasn’t hurting so bad. The guitar case was warm in her arms. The snowflakes began to stick and cluster on the side windows as Matt drove first to Eric’s house at

  Ashton Under Lyne, where Willie had left his Mini van. They switched the drum chest to the back of the little grey van, and Willie said, ‘I won’t mess about. If it’s snowing like

  this down here it’ll be thick as buggery over t’top.’ He hung his arms around Moira’s neck and gave her a big kiss just wide of the lips. ‘Ta-ra, lass. Don’t

  lose touch, eh?’




  Then Eric kissed her too, mournfully, and by the time she got into the front seat next to Matt she was in tears, both arms wrapped around the guitar case for comfort.




  ‘This is the worst thing I ever did, you know that, Matt?’




  There was silence. Just the two of them now, for the last time. Time for some plain talking.




  ‘Don’t be so bloody daft.’ Still his tone was curiously mild.




  ‘She was right, that slag, I should have ma fingers chopped off.’




  ‘Listen, kid.’ He tapped at the steering-wheel. ‘You made one sacrifice for this band when you threw up your degree course. That’s it. No more. Don’t owe us nowt.

  It’s been nice – cracking couple of years, wouldn’t’ve missed it. But you’re not even twenty-one. We’re owd men, us.’




  ‘Aw, Matt . . .’ Could anybody be this selfless?




  ‘Gone as far as we’re going. Think I want to be trailing me gear around the country when I’m sixty? No way. It’s a good get-out, this, straight up. For all of us.

  Eric’s got his kids, Willie’s got his . . .’




  Matt didn’t finish the sentence, covering up the break by changing down to third, swinging sharp right and taking them through Manchester’s Piccadilly: bright lights, couples

  scurrying through the snow. Snow was nice in the city, Moira thought. For a while. When it came by night.




  Think about the snow. Because Matt’s got to be lying through his teeth.




  But the silence got too heavy. ‘OK,’ she said, to change the subject. ‘What do you want to be doing?’




  ‘Eh?’




  ‘You said you didny wanna be trailing your gear around when you were sixty. What would you like to be doing?’




  Matt didn’t answer for a long time, not until they were out of the city centre.




  ‘I’m not sure,’ he said eventually. ‘We’re all right for money, me and Lottie. Thanks to you.’




  ‘Matt . . .’ I can’t stand this.




  ‘All right. I don’t know. I don’t know what I want to do. But I’ll tell you this much . . . I know where I want to be.’




  Moira waited. The snow was heavy now, but they were not too far from Whalley Range, where she lived, and it wouldn’t take Matt long to get to his bit of Cheshire and Lottie.




  ‘What I want,’ he said, ‘is to be out of these sodding suburbs. Want to go home.’




  ‘Across the Moss?’ The words feeling strange in Moira’s mouth.




  ‘Yeah,’ Matt said.




  Across the Moss. Willie and Matt would often slip the phrase to each other, surreptitiously, like a joint. Across the Moss was Over the Rainbow. Utopia. The Elysian Fields.




  ‘Lottie likes it fine where we are. All the shops and the galleries and that. But it’s not me, never was. Don’t belong. No . . . echoes. So. Yeah. I’m going home. Might

  take a year, might take ten. But that’s where I’m ending up.’




  Which didn’t make her feel any better. Twenty years older than her and here he was, talking about ending up. Did this happen to everybody when they turned forty?




  ‘This is Willie’s village, up in the moors?’




  ‘Yeah. And Willie stayed. Willie’s got family there. My lot moved to town when I was a lad. You never get rich up there, not even the farmers. But we were happy. We were part of

  it. Willie’s still part of it. Drops down to town to play a gig or two, get his leg . . . go out with a woman.’




  Moira smiled. Matt tended to be kind of proper, like a father, when they were alone.




  ‘But he keeps going back. And his mother . . . she’s never spent a night away, his ma, the whole of her life.’




  ‘Some place, huh?’




  ‘Special place.’ He was staring unblinking through the wind-screen and the snow. ‘It’s quite lonely and primitive in its way. And the Moss – biggest peatbog in the

  North.’




  ‘Really?’




  ‘Vast. And when you get across it – it’s weird – but there’s a different attitude. Different values.’




  ‘Isn’t that what everybody says about the place they were brought up?’




  ‘Do you?’




  She thought about this.




  ‘No,’ she said. ‘Maybe not.’




  The world outside was a finite place in the thickening snow. Matt was somewhere far inside himself. Across the Moss.




  She glanced at him quickly. Thickset guy, coarse-skinned. Nobody’s idea of a musician. Brooding eyes the colour of brown ale. Most times you thought you knew him; sometimes you

  weren’t so sure. Occasionally you were damn sure you didn’t know him, and couldn’t.




  After a while she said, ‘What’s it called? I forget.’




  ‘Bridelow,’ Matt said in a deliberate way, rounding out all the consonants. ‘Bridelow Across the Moss.’




  ‘Right,’ she said vaguely.




  ‘Dramatic place. To look at. Never saw that till I started going back. I take the little lad up there sometimes, of a weekend. When he’s older we’re going to go hiking on

  Sundays. Over the moors.’




  ‘Sounds idyllic. Like to see it sometime.’




  ‘But mostly I go alone.’ Matt pulled up under the streetlamp in front of the Victorian villa where Moira had her apartment. ‘Me and the pipes.’




  ‘You take the pipes?’




  Bagpipes. The Northumbrian pipes, played sitting down, had been Matt’s instrument. Then he’d started experimenting with different kinds of bag, made of skins and things. He called

  them the Pennine Pipes, claiming they’d been played in these parts since before the Romans came to Britain.




  The Pennine Pipes made this eerie, haunting sound, full of a kind of repressed longing.




  ‘Releases me,’ Matt said.




  She didn’t want to ask him what it released him from.




  ‘Takes it away,’ Matt said.




  She didn’t want to ask him what it was that piping took away.




  ‘On the Moss,’ Matt said. ‘Only on the Moss.’




  The tips of her fingers started to feel cold.




  ‘The Moss takes it away,’ Matt said. ‘The Moss absorbs it.’




  He switched off the engine. Snow was settling on the bonnet.




  ‘But the Moss also preserves it,’ Matt said. ‘That’s the only draw-back. Peat preserves. You give it to the peat, and you’ve got rid of it, but the peat preserves

  it for ever.’




  He turned and looked at her; she saw something swirling in his eyes and the truth exploded in her mind. Oh, Christ, don’t let me taste it. God almighty, don’t let it come. Was the

  girl, what’s her name, Gina . . . it was the girl, it wasny you, Matt, wasny you . . . please, don’t let it be you . . .




  In the silence, the kind which only new snow seemed to make, they looked at each other in the streetlight made brighter by the snow.




  ‘This is it then,’ Matt said flatly.




  ‘Think I might cry again.’ But she was lying now. There was the residue of something unpleasant here, something more than sadness swirling in Matt’s eyes.




  Matt had his door open. ‘Pass us your guitar.’




  ‘Huh? Oh. Right. Sorry.’




  The street was silent, snow starting to make the three- and four-storey houses look like soft furnishings. Lights shone pastel green, pink and cream behind drawn curtains. Matt took the guitar

  case, snowflakes making a nest in his denim cap. He pushed it back. He said, just as relaxed, just as mild and just as offhand as he’d been earlier, ‘One thing I’ve always meant

  to ask. Why do you always take this thing on stage with you?’




  ‘The guitar?’




  ‘No, lass. The case. This old and cracked and not very valuable guitar case. You never let the bloody thing out of your sight.’




  ‘Oh.’ How long had he been noticing this? She looked at him. His eyes were hard. He’d never asked her questions; everything he knew about her was stuff she’d volunteered.

  Matt was incurious.




  And because of that she told him.




  ‘There’s . . . kind of a wee pocket inside the case, and inside of that there’s, like, something my mother gave me when I was young.’




  He didn’t stop looking at her.




  ‘It’s only a comb. Kind of an antique, you know? Very old. Too heavy to carry around in your pocket. It means a lot to me, I suppose.’




  ‘That’s your mother, the . . . ?’




  ‘The gypsy woman. Aye. Ma mother, the gypsy woman.’ She shook snow off her hair. ‘They’re big on good-luck tokens, the gypsies. Throw’m around like

  beads.’




  Matt said roughly, ‘Don’t go making light of it.’




  ‘Huh?’




  ‘You’re trying to make it seem of no account. Traditions are important. Sometimes I think they’re all we have that’s worthwhile.’ He propped the instrument in its

  stiff black case against the wide concrete base of the streetlamp.




  Moira said, ‘Look, you’re gonny get soaked.’




  He laughed scornfully, like the noise a crow makes.




  ‘Matt,’ she said, ‘I’ll see you again, yeh?’ And she did want to, she really did. Sure she did.




  He smiled. ‘We’ll be on different circuits now, lass. You in a suite at the Holiday Inn, me over the kitchen at the Dog and Duck. Tell you what, I’ll buy all your records. Even

  if it is rock and roll. How’s that?’




  She took a step towards him, hesitant. He was only a wee bit taller than she was.




  This was it. The final seconds of the last reel.




  Two years in the band, building up her reputation on the back of his. Matt watching her with some pride. A touch supervisory at first, then graciously taking half a pace back until even the wee

  folk clubs were announcing ‘The Matt Castle Band with Moira Cairns’. And a couple of times, to her embarrassment, Moira Cairns in bigger letters.




  And now she was leaving. Off to London for the big money.




  Traitorous bitch.




  ‘Matt . . .’ It was the worst moment. She should kiss him too, but that would seem perfunctory, demeaning and pretty damn cheap.




  Also, for the first time, she didn’t want to go that close to him.




  He’d pulled down his cap; she tried to peer under the peak, to find out what his eyes were saying.




  Nothing. His eyes would show no resentment, no disappointment. She was leaving the band which had changed her life, made her name. Leaving the band just when she was starting to put something

  back, and Matt felt . . .




  He felt nothing. Because . . . Jesus . . .




  ‘Did you go on the peat today?’ she asked him in a very small voice, the snow falling between them. ‘Did you go on the peat with the pipes? Did you let the damn peat absorb

  it?’




  And then the projector stuttered and stalled again, images shivering on the screen of the night, and she saw him suddenly all in white. Maybe just an illusion of the snow. He was very still and

  framed in white. It wasn’t nice. The white was frilled around him, like the musty lace handkerchiefs in the top dresser drawer at her gran’s house.




  And a whiff of soiled perfume. Death?




  For the first time, there was a real menace to him. Too transient to tell whether it was around him or from him. Her throat swelled. She coughed and the tears came, the wrong kind of

  tears. She felt the snow forming on the top of her own head; it was almost warm. Maybe she looked like that too, shrouded in white.




  Matt held out his right hand and she gripped it like a life-line, but the hand was deathly cold. She told herself, Cold hands, warm heart, yeah? And tried to pull him closer – but all the

  time wanting to keep him away and hating herself for that.




  He dropped her hand and then put both of his on her shoulders. His arms were rigid, like girders, but she felt they were trembling, his whole body quivering with some titanic tension, something

  strong holding out against something potentially stronger, like a steel suspension bridge in a hurricane.




  Then he said, ‘Going to show me?’ Voice colder than the snow.




  She wanted to squirm away; she made herself remain still, trying to find his eyes. No. Please. Don’t spoil this. I’ll buy it. You’re a selfless, self-sacrificing guy. I

  don’t want to know any more.




  ‘This famous comb,’ he said with a smile that was faintly unpleasant.




  ‘It’s no’ famous,’ she said quickly, almost snapping.




  His brown eyes were steady. Hey come on . . . this is Matt Castle. What’s he gonna do, steal it off you, snatch it out your hand and drive away?




  Keep it safe. Never take it out for show . . . Never treat it as a trinket or a wee souvenir. You understand, child?




  No, see, all it is, right, he’s decided in his own mind that we aren’t going to meet again. He wants there to be no space for future recriminations. But he needs something to hold on

  to, right? A link.




  That’s all it is. He wants a link. A special moment, something between us and no one else.




  You owe him. You owe him that.




  You owe him nothing.




  She stopped searching for his eyes, didn’t want to know what they might have to tell her about Matt Castle, the kindly father figure, that Matt Castle who’d said, Take your chance,

  grab it while you can, lass. Never mind us. We’re owd men.




  Dumbly, Moira laid the guitar case on the pavement in the snow, and – hands shaking with the cold and the nerves – flipped up the chromium catch.




  It was like opening someone’s coffin.




  Only the guitar lay in state. In a panic, she felt beneath the machine-heads for the velvet pouch which held the ancient metal comb.




  I have to. I owe him, Mammy. I’m sorry, but I owe him.




  





  PART ONE




  THE SPRING CROSS




  





  

    From Dawber’s Book of Bridelow:


  




  INTRODUCTION




  THIS LITTLE BOOK bids you, the visitor, a cordial welcome to Bridelow Across the Moss, a site of habitation for over two thousand years and the home of

  the famous Bridelow Black Beer.




  Bridelow folk would never be so immodest as to describe their tiny, lonely village as unique. But unique it is, both in situation and character.




  Although little more than half an hour’s drive from the cities of Manchester and Sheffield, the village is huddled in isolation between the South Pennine moors and the vast peatbog known

  as Bridelow Moss. So tucked away, as the local saying goes, ‘It’s a wonder the sun knows where to come of a morning . . .’




  A spring morning. A hesitant sun edging over the moor out of a mist pale as milk. Only when it clears the church tower does the sun find a few patches of blue to set it off,

  give it a bit of confidence.




  The sun hovers a while, blinking in and out of the sparse shreds of cloud before making its way down the village street, past the cottage where Ma Wagstaff lives, bluetits breakfasting from the

  peanuts in two mesh bags dangling from the rowan trees in the little front garden.




  The cats, Bob and Jim, sitting together on Ma’s front step – donkey-stoned to a full-moon whiteness – observe the bluetits through narrowed green eyes but resist their

  instincts because Ma will be about soon.




  And, while Ma understands their instincts all too well, she does not appreciate blood on her step.




  Milly Gill, shedding her cardigan at the Post Office door, thought the mist this morning was almost like a summer heat-haze, which wasn’t bad for the second week in

  March.




  It made Milly feel excited, somewhere deep inside her majestic bosom. It made her feel so energetic that she wanted to wander off for long walks, to fill up her reservoirs after the winter. And

  to go and see the little man. See what he had in his reservoir.




  And of course it made her feel creative, too. Tonight she’d be pulling out that big sketch pad and the coloured pencils and getting to work on this year’s design to be done in

  flowers for the dressing of the holy well. It was, she decided, going to reflect everything she could sense about her this morning.




  Milly Gill thought, I’m forty-nine and I feel like a little girl.




  This was what the promise of spring was supposed to do.




  ‘Thank you, Mother,’ Milly said aloud, with a big, innocent grin. ‘And you too, sir!’




  The Moss, a vast bed, hangs on to its damp duvet as usual until the sun is almost overhead. Behind temporary traffic-lights, about half a mile from the village, a Highways

  Authority crew is at work, widening the road which crosses the peat, a long-overdue improvement, although not everybody is in favour of improving access to the village.




  It’s close to midday before the foreman decides it’s warm enough to strip to the waist.




  This is the man who finds the chocolate corpse.




  The splendour of the morning dimmed a little for the Rector when, on getting out of bed, he felt a twinge.




  It was, as more often than not, in the area of his left knee. ‘We really must get you a plastic one,’ the doctor had said last time. ‘I should think the pain’s pretty

  awful, isn’t it?’




  ‘Oh.’ The Rector flexing his creased-up Walter Matthau semi-smile. ‘Could be worse.’ Then the doctor ruefully shaking his head, making a joke about the Rector being

  determined to join the league of Holy Martyrs.




  ‘I was thinking of joining the squash club, actually,’ the Rector had said, and they’d both laughed and wondered how he was managing to keep this up.




  The answer to this was Ma Wagstaff’s mixture.




  Standing by the window of his study, with sunshine strewn all over the carpet, pleasant around his bare feet, the Rector balanced a brimming teaspoonful of Ma’s mixture, and his eyes

  glazed briefly at the horror of the stuff.




  It looked like green frogspawn. He knew it was going to make his throat feel nostalgic for castor oil.




  The bottle, as usual, was brown and semi-opaque so he wouldn’t have to see the sinister strands and tendrils waving about in there like weed on the bottom of an aquarium.




  But still, it worked.




  Not a ‘miracle’ cure, of course. Ma Wagstaff, who promised nothing, would have been shocked at any such suggestion. ‘Might just ease it a bit,’ she’d say gruffly,

  leaving the bottle on his hall table, by the phone.




  Through the study window the Rector saw sun-dappled gravestones and the great Norman tower of St Bride’s.




  He rubbed his feet into the sunshiny carpet, raised his eyes to heaven, the spoon to his lips, and swallowed.




  Out on the Moss, the foreman stands in the middle of the trench, in front of the JCB, waving his arms until the driver halts the big digger and sticks his head enquiringly

  round the side of the cab.




  ‘’Owd on a bit, Jason. I’ve found summat.’




  The trench, at this point, is about five feet deep.




  ‘If it’s money,’ says the JCB driver, ‘just pass it up ’ere and I’ll hide it under t’seat.’




  ‘Well,’ said Mr Dawber, ‘as it’s such a lovely day, we’d best be thinking about the spring. Now – think back to last year – what does

  that mean?’




  Some of them had the good manners to put their hands up, but two little lads at the back just shouted it out.




  ‘THE SPRING CROSS!’




  Mr Dawber didn’t make an issue of it. ‘Aye,’ he said. ‘The Spring Cross.’ And the two troublemakers at the back cheered at that because it would get them out of the

  classroom, into the wood and on to the moors.




  ‘So,’ said Mr Dawber. ‘Who can tell me what we’ll be looking for to put in the Spring Cross?’




  The hands went up as fast and rigid as old-fashioned railway signals. Ernie Dawber looked around, singled out a little girl. ‘Yes . . . Meryl.’




  ‘Catkins!’




  ‘Aye, that’s right, catkins. What else? Sebastian.’




  ‘Pussy willows!’




  ‘Ye-es. What else? Benjamin.’




  ‘Acorns?’




  They all had a good cackle at this. Benjamin was the smallest child in the class and had the air of one who found life endlessly confusing. Ernie Dawber sympathized. He’d always reckoned

  that the day he retired he’d be able to sit back, job well enough done, and start to understand a few basics. But everything had just got hazier.




  With them all looking at him, giggling and nudging each other, Benjamin seemed to get even smaller. Mr Dawber had a little deliberation about this while the class was settling down.




  ‘Now then . . .’ he said thoughtfully. ‘Who can tell me when we find acorns?’




  ‘AUTUMN!’ four or five of the cleverer ones chorused scornfully.




  ‘That’s right. So, what I’m going to do – and don’t forget to remind me when the time comes, lad – I’m going to put Benjamin, because he knows all about

  acorns . . . in charge of making the Autumn Cross.’




  The clever ones looked aghast, unable to find any justice in this, and Ernie Dawber smiled to see it. Coming in just a few hours a week, to teach the children about nature, at least gave him

  more time to consider the psychology of the job.




  ‘Now then.’ He clapped his hands to change the mood. ‘What else do we need for the Spring Cross? Tom.’




  ‘Birds’ eggs.’




  Mr Dawber’s voice dropped an octave.




  ‘We most certainly do not take birds’ eggs to put into the Spring Cross, or for any other reason, Thomas Garside. And if it comes to my notice that any of you have disturbed

  any nests there’s going to be TROUBLE.’




  There was silence.




  ‘And don’t anybody think I won’t find out about it,’ said Mr Dawber.




  And they knew he would, because, one way or another, Mr Dawber found out about everything. And if it was important enough he put it in The Book of Bridelow.




  The foreman tells the JCB driver to switch his engine off. His voice is shaking.




  ‘Come down a minute, Jason. Come and take a look at this.’




  The driver, a younger man, swings, loose-limbed, to the ground. His boots shudder on the surface of the Moss. ‘What you got?’




  ‘I’m not sure.’ The foreman seems reluctant to go back in the trench.




  The driver grinning, shambling over to the pit and balancing expertly on the rim. Can’t make it out at first. Looks like a giant bar of dark chocolate.




  Then, while the foreman is attempting to light a cigarette and nervously scattering matches over the peat, the driver suddenly realizes what he’s staring at, and, when the thought lurches

  into his head, it’s eerily echoed by the foreman’s fractured croak.




  ‘Looks like a dead ’un to me, Jason.’




  The driver falls over backwards trying not to topple into the trench.




  Just Eliza Horridge and Shaw now, and the drawing room at the Hall was too big.




  He was taller but slighter than his father, who used to stand, legs apart, in front of the fireplace, lighting his pipe, belching dragon’s breath and making it seem as if the room had been

  built around him. When Arthur Horridge spoke, the walls had closed in, as if the very fabric of the building was paying attention.




  ‘The w-w-w-worst thing about all this . . .’ Shaw’s thin voice no more emphatic than the tinkling of the chandelier when a window was open, ‘. . . is that, when

  der-der-Dad wanted to expand ter-ten years ago, the bank wouldn’t back him, and now . . .’




  ‘We’ll ride it,’ Liz Horridge told him firmly. ‘We always have. We’ve got twenty-three people depending on us for an income.’




  ‘Ter-ter-too many,’ said Shaw. ‘Fer-far . . .’




  ‘No!’ The first time ever that she hadn’t waited politely for him to finish a sentence. ‘That’s not something your father would have said.’




  She turned away from him, glaring out of the deep Georgian-style window at the brewery’s grey tower through the bare brown treetrunks. Its stonework badly needed repointing, one more job

  they couldn’t afford.




  ‘When sales were sagging,’ Liz said, as she’d said to him several times before, ‘Arthur always blamed himself, and it was our belt – the family’s – that

  was tightened. I remember when he sold the Jag to—’




  ‘It was der-different then!’ Shaw almost shrieked, making her look at him. ‘There was no competition to ser-speak of. Wh-what did they need to know about mer-mer-market forces

  in those days?’




  ‘And it’s all changed so quickly, has it, in the six months since your father’s death?’




  ‘It was cher-changing . . . yer-years before. He just couldn’t see it. He didn’t w-want to ser-see it.’




  ‘He knew what his duty was,’ Liz snapped, and her son began to wring his hands in frustration.




  The sun shone through the long window, a cruel light on Shaw, the top of his forehead winking like a feeble flashlight. If baldness was hereditary, people doubtless asked, why had Arthur managed

  to keep most of his hair until the end, while Shaw’s had begun to fall out before he turned twenty?




  Behind the anger, Liz felt the usual sadness for him, while acknowledging that sympathy was a poor substitute for maternal pride.




  ‘Mother,’ Shaw said determinedly, ‘listen to me. We’ve ger-got to do it. Ser-soon. We’ve got to trim the workforce. Ser-ser-some of them have ger-got to go. Or else

  . . .’




  ‘Never,’ said Liz Horridge. But she knew that such certainty was not her prerogative. Shaw was the owner of the Bridelow Brewery now. He glared mutinously at her, thin lips pressed

  tight together, only too aware of how much authority he lost whenever he opened them.




  ‘Or else what?’ Liz demanded. ‘What happens if we don’t trim the workforce?’




  She looked down at herself, at the baggy jeans she wore, for which she was rather too old and a little too shapeless these days. Realizing why she was wearing the jeans. Spring cleaning. An

  operation which she would, for the first time, be undertaking alone, because, when Josie had gone into hospital, she hadn’t taken on another cleaner for economic reasons. Thus, trimming her

  own workforce of one.




  ‘The ber-ber-brewery’s not a charity, Mother,’ Shaw said pleadingly. ‘Jim Ford says we could be out of ber-business inside a year.’




  ‘Or else what?’ Liz persisted.




  ‘Or else we sell it,’ Shaw said simply. Liz laughed. ‘To whom?’




  ‘Ter-ter-to an outside . . . one of the big firms.’




  ‘That’s not an option,’ Liz said flatly. ‘You know that. Beer’s been brewed in Bridelow since time immemorial. It’s part of the local heritage.’




  ‘And still cer-could be! Sell it as a going concern. Why not?’




  ‘And you could live with that, could you?’




  He didn’t answer. Liz Horridge was shaking with astonishment. She faced him like an angry mother cat, narrowing her eyes, penetrating. ‘Who’s responsible for this? Who’s

  been putting these thoughts in your head?’




  ‘Ner-nobody.’ But he couldn’t hold her gaze. He was wearing a well-cut beige suit over a button-down shirt and a strange leather tie. He was going out again. He’d been

  going out a lot lately. He had no interest in the brewery, and he wasn’t even trying to hide this any longer.




  ‘And what about the pub? Is this fancy buyer going to take that on as well?’




  ‘Ser-somebody will.’ Shaw shrugged uselessly, backing towards the door. ‘Anyway, we’ll talk about it later, I’ve got to . . .’




  ‘Where are you going?’




  ‘I . . . I’m . . .’ He went red and began to splutter. Pulled out a handkerchief and blew his nose, wiped his lips. For years she’d worried because he didn’t go out

  enough, because he hadn’t got a girlfriend (although this had hardly been surprising). Now at last, at the age of thirty-one, he was feebly groping for control of his own destiny . . . and

  floundering about, unbalancing everything.




  Liz Horridge turned away from him and walked to the other window, the one with the view of Bridelow, which summer would soon obscure. She could see the humped but still sprightly figure of Mrs

  Wagstaff in the distance, lugging a shopping basket across the cobbles to Gus Bibby’s General Stores.




  Her breast heaved and she felt tears pumping behind her eyes.




  Arthur . . . it’s not my fault.




  Mrs Wagstaff stopped in the middle of the street and – although it was too far away for Liz to be certain – seemed to stare up through the trees at the Hall . . . at this very

  window.




  As though the old girl had overheard Liz’s thoughts. As though she could feel the agony.




  When Liz turned around, wet-eyed, she found she was alone; Shaw had quietly left the room.




  Although he’ll be cool enough when the Press and the radio and TV reporters interview him in a few hours’ time, the County Highways foreman is so shaken up right

  now that he has to be revived with whisky from the JCB driver’s secret flask.




  What he’s discovered will come to be known as the Bridelow Bogman. Or the Man in the Moss. Important people are going to travel hundreds of miles to gaze with reverence upon its ancient

  face.




  ‘And what was your reaction when you found it?’ asks one of the reporters. ‘What did you think it was?’




  ‘Thought it were a sack o’ spuds or summat,’ the foreman says, quotably. His moment of glory. But out of his hands soon enough – so old and so exciting to the experts,

  like one of them Egyptian mummies, that nobody else seems to find it upsetting or horrifying, not like a real body.




  But, though he’ll never admit it, the foreman reckons he’s never going to forget that first moment.




  ‘And what did you think when you realized what it was?’




  ‘Dunno, really . . . thought it were maybe an owd tramp or summat.’




  ‘Were you shocked?’




  ‘Nah. You find all sorts in this job.’




  But that night the foreman will dream about it and awake with a whimper, reaching for his warm missus. And then fall asleep and wake again, his sweat all over both of them and his mind bulging

  with the moment he bent down and found his hand was gripping its cold and twisted face, his thumb between what might have been its teeth.




  





  PART TWO




  BLACK GLOW




  





  

    From Dawber’s Book of Bridelow:


  




  THE FIRST-TIME VISITOR to Bridelow is strongly urged to approach it from the west, from which direction a most dramatic view of the village is

  attained.




  From a distance of a mile or two, Bridelow appears almost as a craggy island when viewed from the narrow road which is virtually a causeway across Bridelow Moss.




  A number of legends are attached to the Moss, some of which will be discussed later in this book.




  





  CHAPTER I




  In early summer, Bridelow hopefully dolls herself up, puts on a bit of make-up and an obliging smile for the sun. But the sun doesn’t linger. On warm, cloudless evenings

  like this it saves its final pyrotechnics for the moor.




  Sunset lures hues from the moor that you see at no other time – sensual pinks and melodramatic mauves which turn its stiff and spiky surface into velvet.




  . . . a delusion, thought Joel Beard, soon to leave theological college. A red light tenderizing the face of an old whore.




  He had his back to the sinking sun. To him, it seemed agitated tonight, throwing out its farewell flames in a long, dying scream. As well it might.




  Most of the lonely village was below the moor, and the sun’s flailing rays were missing it. The stone houses hanging from the hill were in shadow and so was the body of the church on its

  summit. Only the spikes of the church tower were dusted with red and gold.




  Joel dismounted from his motorbike.




  In the centre of the tower was a palely shining disc. Like a rising full moon, it sent sneering signals to the sun: as you fade, it promised gleefully, I’ll grow ever brighter.




  Joel glared at the village across the sullen, scabby surface of the Moss. He imagined Bridelow under moonlight, stark and white as crow-picked bones.




  Its true self.




  The disc at the centre of the tower was actually an illuminated clockface, from which the hands had long ago fallen. Often said to be a friendly face which turned the church into a lighthouse at

  night, across the black ocean of the Moss.




  . . . you see, at one time, Mr Beard, very few people dared cross the Moss . . . except those for whom the Devil lit the way – have you heard that legend?




  It was no legend. On a dark night, all you would see of the village would be this silver disc, Bridelow’s own, permanent full moon.




  Was this how the Devil lit the path? Was this the Devil’s light, shining from the top of the stairs in God’s house, a false beacon for the weak, the uncertain and the disturbed?




  Joel’s black leathers straightened him, like armour, and the hard white collar lifted his eyes above the village to the luminous moor. Its lurid colours too would soon grow dull under the

  night, like a harlot’s cheap dress.




  From the village, across the barren Moss, he heard voices raised, a shriek of laughter.




  The village would be alive tonight. A new landlord had installed himself at the decrepit local inn, The Man I’th Moss, thus saving it from closure, a side-effect of the widely condemned

  sale of the Bridelow Brewery.




  Joel waited, astride his motorbike, his charger, until the moor no longer glowed and the illusion of beauty was gone.




  Everyone saw shadows in the blackened cities, those obvious pits of filth and fornication, where EVIL was scrawled in neon and the homeless slept with the rats. And yet the source of it was up

  here, where city-dwellers surged at weekends to stroll through the springy heather, picnic among the gorse . . . young couples, families, children queuing at the roadside ice-cream vans, pensioners

  in small cars with their flasks of tea.




  It’s all around you, Mr Beard . . . once you know what you’re looking for. Look at the church, look at the pub, look at the people . . . you’ll see the signs

  everywhere.




  Beneath him, the bike lurched into life, his strong, gauntleted hands making the engine roar and crackle, spitting holy fire.




  He rode away from the village, back into the hills.




  ‘Shades,’ Ma Wagstaff would say later that night. ‘Them’s what’s kept this place the way it is. Shades of things.’




  Of all Ma’s famous sayings, these were the words that would keep coming back at Ernie Dawber during the short, anxious days and the long, chill nights of the declining year.




  And when, as local historian, he tried to find the beginning (as in, What exactly started the First World War? What caused the first spark that set off the Great Fire of London?), he’d

  keep coming back to this particular evening. A vivid evening at the end of May. The evening he’d blithely and thoughtlessly told Ma Wagstaff what he’d learned about the death of the

  bogman . . . and Ma had made a fateful prediction.




  But it started well enough, with a big turn-out for the official reopening of The Man, under its new proprietor. The two bars couldn’t hold all those come to welcome him home. So several

  dozen folk, including Ernie Dawber – best suit, waistcoat, watch-chain – were out on the cobbled forecourt, having a pint or two and watching the sun go down over the big hills beyond

  the Moss.




  A vivid evening at the end of May. Laughter in the streets. Hope for the future. Most enmities sheathed and worries left at home under the settee cushions.




  A real old Bridelow night. That was how it ought to have been enshrined in his memory. All those familiar faces.




  A schoolteacher all his working life, Ernie Dawber had known at least three-quarters of this lot since they were five-year-olds at the front of the school hall: eager little

  faces, timid little faces . . . and a few belligerent ones too – always reckoned he could spot a future troublemaker in its pram.




  He remembered Young Frank Manifold in the pram, throttling his panda.




  ‘Well, well . . .’ Twenty-odd years on, Young Frank strolling up to his boss, all jutting chin and pint mug clenched like a big glass knuckle-duster. ‘It’s Mr

  Horridge.’




  Shaw said nothing.




  ‘What’s that you’re drinking, Mr Horridge?’ Sneering down at Shaw’s slim glass.




  Shaw’s smile faltered. But he won’t reply, Ernie thought, because if he does he’ll start stuttering and he knows it.




  There’d been a half-smile on Shaw’s face as he stood alone on the cobbles. A nervous, forced-looking smile but a smile none the less. Ernie had to admire the lad, summoning the nerve

  to show himself tonight, not a month since Andy Hodgson died.




  Especially with more than a few resentful brewery employees about.




  ‘Looks like vodka,’ Frank observed. ‘That what it is, Mr Horridge? Vodka?’ A few people starting to look warily at Frank and Shaw, a couple of men guiding their

  wives away.




  ‘’Course . . . I forgot. Bloody Gannons make vodka on t’side. Gannons’ll make owt as’ll sell. That Gannons vodka? That what it is . . . Mr

  Horridge?’




  Shaw sipped his drink, not looking at Frank. This could be nerves. Or it could be an insult, Shaw pointedly pretending Young Frank was not there.




  Whichever, Ernie decided he ought to break this up before it started to spoil the atmosphere. But somebody better equipped than him got there first.




  ‘Where’s your dad, Frank?’ Milly Gill demanded, putting herself firmly between him and Shaw, like a thick, flowery bush sprouting between two trees.




  ‘Be around somewhere.’ Frank staring over the postmistress’s head at Shaw, who was staring back now. Frank’s knuckles whitening around the handle of his beermug.




  ‘I think you’d better find him, Frank,’ Milly said briskly. ‘See he doesn’t drink too much with that diabetes.’




  Frank ignored her, too tanked up to know his place. ‘Fancy new car, I see . . . Mr Horridge. Porsche, int it? Andy Hodgson’d just got ’isself a new car, day before he

  fell. Well, I’m saying “new” – Austin Maestro, don’t even make um no more. He were chuffed wi’ it. Easily pleased, Andy, weren’t he, Milly?’




  ‘It was an accident,’ Milly said tightly. ‘As you well know.’




  ‘Aye, sure it were, I’m not accusing Mr Horridge of murder. Only, why don’t you ask him why Andy were suddenly ordered to reconnect a bloody old clapped-out pulley

  system for winching malt-sacks up to a storeroom right at top of t’building as isn’t even used no more except by owls. You ask this bastard that, Milly.’




  ‘We’ve had the inquest,’ Milly said. ‘Go and see to your dad.’




  ‘Inquest? Fucking whitewash. I’ll tell you why Andy were sent up. On account of place were being tarted up to look all quaint and old-fashioned for a visit from

  t’Gannons directors. Right, Mr Horridge?’




  ‘Wasn’t c . . . Not quite like that,’ said Shaw quietly.




  ‘Oh aye. How were it different? Lad dies for a bit of fucking cosmetic. You’re all shit, you. Shit.’




  The air between them fizzed. Shaw was silent. He’d been an expert at being silent during the three years Ernie had taught him before the lad was sent to prep school. And still an expert

  when he came back from University, poor bugger.




  ‘And this Porsche.’ Young Frank popped out the word with a few beery bubbles. ‘How many jobs Gannons gonna axe to buy you that, eh?’




  ‘Frank,’ Milly Gill told him very firmly, big floral bosom swelling, ‘I’ll not tell you again!’




  Careful, lass, Ernie thought. Don’t do owt.




  ‘You’re a jammy little twat,’ Frank spat. ‘Don’t give a shit. You never was a proper Horridge.’




  A widening circle around them, conversations trailing off.




  ‘Right.’ Milly’s eyes went still. ‘That’s enough. I’ll not have this occasion spoiled. Am I getting through?’




  ‘Now, Millicent,’ Ernie said, knowing from experience what might happen if she got riled. But Shaw Horridge startled them all. ‘It’s quite all right, Miss

  Gill.’




  He smiled icily at Young Frank. ‘Yes, it is a per-Porsche.’ Held up his glass. ‘Yes, it is vodka. Yes, it’s mer-made in Sheffield by a s-subsidiary of Gannons

  Ales.’




  He straightened up, taller than Frank now, his voice gaining strength. ‘Gannons Ales. Without whom, yes, I wouldn’t have a Porsche.’




  And, stepping around Milly, he poked Young Frank in the chest with a thin but rigid forefinger. ‘And without whom you wouldn’t have a job . . . Mr Manifold.’




  Ernie saw several men tense, ready to hold Young Frank back, but Frank didn’t move. His eyes widened and his grip on the tankard slackened. Lad’s as astonished as me, Ernie thought,

  at Shaw Horridge coming out with half a dozen almost fully coherent sentences one after the other.




  The red sun shone into Shaw’s eyes; he didn’t blink.




  The selling of the brewery was probably the worst thing that had happened to Bridelow this century. But not, apparently, the worst thing that had happened to Shaw Horridge.




  He lowered his forefinger. ‘Just remember that, please,’ he said.




  Looking rather commanding, where he used to look shyly hunched. And this remarkable confidence, as though somebody had turned his lights on. Letting them all see him – smiling and relaxed

  – after perpetrating the sale of the brewery, Bridelow’s crime of the century. And indirectly causing a death.




  Took some nerve, this did, from stuttering Shaw.




  Arthur’s lad at last. Maybe.




  ‘Excuse me,’ Shaw said dismissively. ‘I have to meet someone.’




  He turned his back on Young Frank Manifold and walked away, no quicker than he needed to, the sun turning the bald spot on the crown of his head into a bright golden coin.




  ‘By ’eck,’ Ernie Dawber said, but he noticed that Milly Gill was looking worried.




  And she wasn’t alone.




  ‘Now then, Ernest. What’s tha make of that, then?’




  He hadn’t noticed her edging up behind him, although he’d known she must be here somewhere. She was a Presence.




  Just a little old woman in a pale-blue woollen beret, an old grey cardigan and a lumpy brown woollen skirt.




  ‘Well,’ Ernie Dawber said, ‘Arthur might have been mortified at what he’s done with the brewery, but I think he’d be quite gratified at the way he stood up for

  himself there. Don’t you?’




  ‘Aye,’ said Ma Wagstaff grimly. ‘I’m sure his father’d be right pleased.’




  Ernie looked curiously into the rubbery old features. Anybody who thought this was just a little old woman hadn’t been long in Bridelow. He took a modest swallow from his half of Black.

  ‘What’s wrong then, Ma?’




  ‘Everything.’ Ma sighed. ‘All coming apart.’




  ‘Oh?’ said Ernie. ‘Nice night, though. Look at that sun.’




  ‘Aye,’ said Ma Wagstaff pessimistically. ‘Going down, int it?’




  ‘Well, yes.’ Ernie straightened his glasses. ‘It usually does this time of night.’




  Ma Wagstaff nodded at his glass. ‘What’s that ale like now it’s Gannons?’




  ‘Nowt wrong with it as I can taste.’ This wasn’t true; it didn’t seem to have quite the same brackish bite – or was that his imagination?




  Ma looked up and speared him with her fierce little eyes. ‘Got summat to tell me, Ernest Dawber?’




  Ernie coughed. ‘Not as I can think of.’ She was making him uneasy.




  ‘Anythin’ in the post today?’




  ‘This and that, Ma, this and that.’




  ‘Like one of them big squashy envelopes, for instance?’




  ‘A jiffy-bag, you mean?’




  ‘Aye,’ said Ma Wagstaff. ‘Wi’ British Museum stamped on it.’ Ernie fumed. You couldn’t keep anything bloody private in this place. ‘Time that

  Millicent kept her damn nose out!’




  ‘Never mind that, lad, what’s it say?’




  ‘Now, look . . .’ Ernie backed away, pulling at his waistcoat. ‘In my capacity as local historian, I was able to provide Dr Hall and the British Museum with a considerable

  amount of information relating to the Moss, and as a result, following their examination of the body, they’ve kindly given me a preview of their findings, which . . .’




  ‘Thought that’d be it.’ Ma Wagstaff nodded, satisfied.




  ‘. . . which will be published in due course. Until which time, I am not allowed . . .’




  ‘If you know, why shouldn’t we know?’




  ‘I’m not allowed, Ma. It’s what’s called an embargo.’




  ‘Oh.’ Ma’s eyes narrowed. ‘That’s what it’s called, is it? Means educated fellers like you get to know what’s what and us common folk . . .’




  Common folk? Ma Wagstaff? Ernie kept backing off, looking around for friendly faces. ‘Please, Ma . . . don’t push me on this. You’ll find out soon enough.’




  But the nearest person was a good ten yards away, and, when his back hit the wall of the pub’s outside lavatory block, he realized she’d got him into a corner in more ways than

  one.




  ‘Now then,’ Ma said kindly. ‘How’s that prostate of yours these days?’




  ‘Nowt wrong with my prostate,’ Ernie replied huffily.




  Ma Wagstaff’s eyes glinted. ‘Not yet there int.’




  





  CHAPTER II




  ‘This is mer-madness,’ Shaw said.




  ‘No,’ said Therese, ‘it’s exciting.’




  ‘You’re exciting,’ he mumbled. ‘That’s all.’ He pushed a hand through her sleek hair, and she smiled at him, tongue gliding out between her small, ice-white

  teeth. He was almost crying; she had him on the edge again. He pushed his back into the car’s unfamiliar upholstery and clenched both hands on the wheel.




  ‘Shall we go, then?’




  ‘I can’t.’




  ‘I promise you,’ Therese said, ‘you’ll feel so much better afterwards.’




  And he would, he knew this from experience. Once, not long after they’d met, she’d made him go into a chemist and steal a bottle of Chanel perfume for her. I’ll buy it for

  you, he’d almost shrieked. But that wasn’t good enough. He was rich . . . buying her perfume – what would that demonstrate?




  So he’d done it. Stolen it. Slipped it into the pocket of his sheep-skin jacket and then bought himself two bottles of the shop’s most expensive aftershave as an awkward sort of

  atonement.




  But the awkwardness had just been a phase. He remembered lying awake all that night, convinced someone had seen him and the police would be at the door. Don’t worry, she’d

  said, it’ll get easier.




  Jewellery next. Antique jewellery from a showcase, while Therese had distracted the manager.




  You’ll feel better, she’d say.




  She was right. For the first time ever he was getting whole sentences out without stammering. Although his mother hadn’t said anything, it was obvious she’d noticed. And been

  impressed. He’d felt quite wonderful, couldn’t wait to see Therese again to tell her.




  His confidence had increased daily. Soon he’d found he could speak openly to groups of men in the brewery like his father used to do, instead of slinking into his office and only

  communicating with the workers through the manager.




  And when Gannons had made their approach, he’d found it surprisingly easy to make his decision – with a little help from Therese.




  ‘Do you want really to stay in Bridelow all your life? Couldn’t bear it, myself. Couldn’t live here for a week.’




  And he knew it was true. She wouldn’t spend any time here. If they went for a walk, it had to be up on the moors. If they went for a drink, it had to be at some pub or club in Manchester

  or somewhere.




  He wanted desperately to show her off, to show that stuttering Shaw Horridge could get himself a really beautiful girlfriend. But she seemed to find Bridelow beneath her.




  ‘Dismal little place,’ she said. ‘Don’t you think? I like lights and noise and people.’




  So it hadn’t been difficult, the decision to let Gannons have the brewery. Biggest thing he’d ever done and all over in a couple of weeks. All over before anyone in the village knew

  about it. Fait accompli.




  ‘You’ll feel better,’ she said. And he had. He always did.




  Sometimes the terror of what was happening would still flare and, for a moment, it would blind him. He’d freeze, become quite rigid. Like tonight, facing the oaf Manifold, who’d

  wanted to fight, wanted to take on stuttering Shaw, beat him publicly to the ground. Make a point in front of all his mates.




  And Shaw had thought of Therese and felt his eyes grow hard, watched the effect of this on the thug Manifold.




  ‘Start the car, Shaw,’ Therese said softly.




  Shaw laughed nervously, started the engine.




  ‘Good,’ she said. ‘Now pull away gently. We don’t want any screeching of tyres.’




  It was a Saab Turbo. A black one. She’d blown the horn once and he’d known it was her.




  It was a different car, but he wasn’t unduly surprised; she’d often turn up in quite expensive ones. Her brother’s, she’d say. Or her father’s. Tonight she’d

  stopped the Saab in a lay-by the other side of the Moss, saying, ‘I feel tired; you drive.’




  ‘Would I be insured?’ Therese laughed a lot at that.




  ‘Who owns it exactly?’




  ‘How should I know? I stole it.’




  ‘Interferin’ devils.’ Be unfair, perhaps, to say the old girl was xenophobic about Southerners, but . . . No, on second thoughts, it wouldn’t be unfair;

  Ma was suspicious of everybody south of Matlock.




  ‘Aye,’ Ernie said, ‘I know you don’t think he should have been taken to London, but this was a find of enormous national, nay, international significance, and they

  are the experts after all.’




  He chuckled. ‘By ’eck, they’ve had him – or bits of him, anyroad – all over the place for examination . . . Wembley, Harwell. And this report . . . well, it really

  is rather sensational, if you ask me. Going to cause quite a stir. You see, what they did . . .’




  Putting on his precise, headmasterly tone, Ernie explained how the boffins had conducted a complete post-mortem examination, submitting the corpse to the kind of specialized forensic tests

  normally carried out only in cases of suspicious death.




  ‘So they now know, for example, what he had for dinner on the day he died. Some sort of black bread, as it happened.’




  Ma Wagstaff sniffed, obviously disapproving of this invasion of the bogman’s intestinal privacy.




  ‘Fascinating, though, isn’t it,’ Ernie said, ‘that they’ve managed to conduct a proper autopsy on a chap who probably was killed back when Christ was a lad . . .

  ?’




  He stopped. ‘What’s up, owd lass?’




  Ma Wagstaff had gone stiff as a pillar-box.




  ‘Killed,’ she said starkly.




  ‘Aye. Ritual sacrifice, Ma. So they reckon. But it was all a long time ago.’




  Ma Wagstaff came quite dramatically to life. Eyes urgently flicking from side to side, she grabbed hold of the bottom of Ernie’s tweed jacket and dragged him well out of everybody’s

  earshot, into a deserted corner of the forecourt. Into the deepest shadows.




  ‘Tell us,’ she urged.




  The weakening sun had become snagged in tendrils of low cloud and looked for a minute as if it might not make it into the hills but plummet to the Moss. From where, Ernie thought, in sudden

  irrational panic, it might never rise again.




  He took a few breaths, pulling himself together, straightening his jacket.




  ‘This is not idle curiosity, Ernest.’




  ‘I could tell that, Ma, when you were threatening to bugger up my prostate.’ How much of a coincidence had it been that he’d shortly afterwards felt an urgent need to relieve

  himself which seemed to dissipate as soon as he stood at the urinal?




  ‘Eh, that were just a joke, Ernest. Can’t you take a joke any more?’




  ‘From you, Ma . . .’




  ‘But this is deadly serious,’ Ma said soberly.




  The sun had vanished. Ridiculously, Ernie thought he heard the Moss burp. ‘All right,’ he said. From the inside pocket of his jacket he brought out some papers bound with a rubber

  band and swapped his regular specs for his reading glasses. Be public knowledge soon enough, anyroad.




  Ernie cleared his throat.




  ‘Seems our lad,’ he said, ‘was somewhere around his late twenties. Quite tall too, for the time, ’bout five-five or six. Peat preserves a body like vinegar preserves

  onions. The bones had gone soft, but the skin was tanned to perfection. Even the hair, as we know, remained. Anyroad, medical tests indicate no reason to think he wasn’t in good shape.

  Generally speaking.’




  ‘Get to t’point,’ Ma said irritably.




  ‘Well, he was killed. In no uncertain manner. That’s to say, they made sure of the job. Blunt instrument, first of all. Back of the head. Then, er . . . strangulation.

  Garotte.’




  ‘Eh?’




  ‘Garotte? Well . . .’ He wondered if she ever had nightmares. Probably wouldn’t be the usual kind if she did.




  Little Benjie, Ma’s grandson, had wandered across the forecourt with that big dog of his. ‘Hey.’ Ernie scooped a hand at him. ‘Go away.’




  He lowered his voice. ‘They probably put a cord – leather string, sinew – around his neck and . . . inserted a stick in the back of the cord and, as it were . . . twisted it,

  the stick. Thus tightening the sinew around his . . . that is, fragments of the cord have been found actually embedded. In his neck.’




  Ma Wagstaff didn’t react like a normal old woman. Didn’t recoil or even wince. ‘Well?’ she said.




  ‘Well what?’ said Ernie.




  ‘Anythin’ else?’




  Ernie went cold. How could she know there was more to it? He looked over her head at the bloodied sky. ‘Well, seems they . . . they’d have pulled his head back . . .’




  His throat was suddenly dry. He’d read this report four times, quite dispassionately at first and then with a growing excitement. But an academic excitement. Which was all right.

  Emotionally he’d remained unmoved. It had, after all, happened a good two thousand years ago – almost in prehistory.




  ‘So the head’d be sort of pulled back . . . with the . . . the garotte.’




  When they’d brought the bogman out, a little crowd had assembled on the edge of the Moss. Ernie had decided it would be all right to take a few of the older children to witness this

  historic event. There’d been no big ceremony about it; the archaeologists had simply cut out a big chunk of peat with the body in the middle, quite small, half his legs missing and his face

  all scrunched up like a big rubber doll that’d been run over. Not very distressing; more like a fossil than a corpse. They’d wrapped him in clingfilm and put him in a wooden box.




  Ernie was staring into Ma Wagstaff’s eyes, those large brown orbs glowing amber out of that prune of a face, and he was seeing it for the first time, the real horror of it, the death of a

  young man two thousand years ago.




  ‘He’d be helpless,’ Ernie said. ‘Semi-concussed by the blow, and he couldn’t move, couldn’t draw breath because of the garotte . . .’




  Ma nodded.




  ‘That was when they cut his throat,’ Ernie said hoarsely.




  Ma nodded again. Behind her, out on the pub forecourt, a huge cheer suddenly went up. The new landlord must have appeared.




  ‘You knew,’ Ernie said. He could feel the blood draining out of his face. ‘You knew . . .’




  ‘It were the custom,’ Ma Wagstaff said, voice very drab. ‘Three times dead. See, Ernest, I were holding out the hope as this’d be just a body . . . some poor devil as

  lost his way and died out on t’Moss.’ She sighed, looking very old. ‘I knew really. I knew it was goin’ t’be what it is.’




  ‘A sacrifice?’ It was growing dark.




  ‘Not just any sacrifice. We’re in trouble, Ernest.’




  Sometimes, Shaw wanted to say, I feel like just being with you is illegal.




  Some mornings, he’d be thinking, I’ve got to get out of this. I’ll be arrested, I’ll be ruined.




  But then, all through the day, the longing would be growing. And as he changed to go out, as he looked in the mirror at his thin, pale face, his receding hairline and his equally receding

  jawline, he saw why he could never get out . . . not as long as there was anything she wanted from him. Not as long as he continued to change.




  They drove to a country pub and parked the Saab very noticeably under a lighted window at the front, being careful to lock it and check the doors. He wondered how exactly she’d stolen it

  and how she’d obtained the keys, but he knew that if he asked her she would simply laugh at him.




  In the pub, as usual, he couldn’t prise his hungry eyes from her. She sat opposite him, wearing an old fox-fur coat, demurely fastened to the neck. Shaw wondered if, underneath the coat,

  above (and inside) her black tights, she was naked.




  With that thought, he felt his desire could lift their heavy, glass-topped, cast-iron table a good two inches from the floor.




  ‘You could arouse the dead,’ he said, almost without breath.




  ‘Would you like to?’ Therese’s lips smiled around her glass of port.




  ‘Pardon?’




  ‘Arouse the dead?’




  He laughed uncomfortably. Quite often she would say things, the meaning of which, in due course, would become devastatingly apparent.




  Later, two miles out of Macclesfield town, Shaw driving again, she said, ‘All right, let’s deal with this, shall we?’




  ‘What?’




  But she was already unzipping his trousers, nuzzling her head into his lap. He braked hard, in shock, panic and uncontainable excitement. ‘Yes, Shaw,’ she said, voice muffled,

  ‘you can stop the car.’




  ‘Somebody . . . somebody might see us . . . you know, somebody walking past.’




  ‘Well,’ Therese said, burrowing, ‘I suppose somebody might see you . . .’




  Five minutes later, while he was still shivering, she said, ‘Now let’s get rid of the car.’ She had the interior light on, re-applying lipstick, using the vanity mirror. Her

  fur coat was still fastened. He would never know if she was naked underneath it.




  ‘How are we going to get home?’




  ‘Taxi. There’s a phone box across the road. I’ll ring up for one while you’re dispensing with the car.’




  A shaft of fear punctured his moment of relief. ‘Disp . . . ? How?’




  ‘I seem to remember there’s a bus shelter along here. What . . . about a quarter of a mile . . . ? Just take it and ram it into that.’




  He just stared at her. Through the windscreen he could see high, evergreen, suburban hedges, sitting-room lights glimmering here and there through the foliage.




  Shaw said weakly, ‘Why don’t we just leave it somewhere? Parked, you know . . .’




  ‘Discreetly,’ Therese said. ‘Under a tree. With the keys in.’




  ‘Yes,’ he said inadequately.




  She opened her door to the pavement, looked scornfully back at him. ‘Because it wouldn’t do anything for you. Your whole life’s been tidy and discreet. I’m trying to help

  you, Shaw.’




  His fingers felt numb as he turned the key in the ignition. A car slowed behind them.




  ‘What if there’s somebody in the bus shelter?’




  Therese shrugged, got out, slammed the car door. Shaw dug into his jacket pocket, pulled out a handful of tissues and began feverishly to scrub at the steering-wheel and the gear-lever and the

  door-handle and anything else he might have touched.




  He’d been doing this for a couple of minutes when a wetness oozing between his fingers told him he was now using the tissue he’d employed to clean himself up after Therese had

  finished with him. And they could trace you through your semen now, couldn’t they, DNA tests . . . genetic fingerprinting . . . oh, no . . . Banging his forehead against the steering-wheel .

  . . no . . . no . . . no . . .




  The passenger door clicked gently open.




  The police. The police had been surreptitiously following them for miles. That car going slowly, creeping up . . . He’d be destroyed.




  Shaw reacted instinctively. He flung open his door, threw his weight against it, hurling himself out into the middle of the road, a heavy lorry grinding past less than a couple of feet away.




  Across the roof of the Saab he looked not into a police uniform but into Therese’s dark, calm eyes.




  ‘I’ll be listening out,’ she whispered, ‘for the sound of breaking glass.’




  





  CHAPTER III




  Matt Castle was standing on the pub steps with an arm around the shoulders of Lottie, his wife. Looked a bit awkward, Ernie noticed, on account of Lottie was very nearly as

  tall as Matt.




  Lottie Castle. Long time since he’d seen her. By ’eck, still a stunner, hair strikingly red, although some of that probably came out of a bottle nowadays. Aye, that’s it, lad,

  Ernie encouraged himself. Think about sex, what you can remember. Nowt like it for refocusing the mind after a shock.




  How had she known? Was the bogman part of the Bridelow Tradition? Was that it? By ’eck, it needed some thinking about, did this.




  But not now.




  ‘I’ll stand here.’ Matt Castle was smiling so hard he could hardly get the words between his teeth. ‘So’s you can all hear me, inside and out. Can you hear

  me?’




  ‘What’s he say?’ somebody bleated, to merry laughter, from about three yards in front of Matt. Ernie noted, rather disapprovingly, that some of this lot were half-pissed

  already.




  ‘Yes, we can,’ Ernie called helpfully from the edge of the forecourt.




  ‘Thank you, Mr Dawber.’




  Ernie smiled. All his ex-pupils, from no matter how far back, insisted on calling him Mr Dawber. When they’d first met, he was a baby-faced twenty-one and Matt Castle was eleven, in the

  top class. So he’d be fifty-six or seven now. Talk about time flying . . .




  ‘I just want to say,’ said the new licensee, shock-haired and stocky, ‘that . . . well . . . it’s bloody great to be back!’




  And of course a huge cheer went up on both sides of the door. Matt Castle, Bridelow-born, had returned in triumph, like the home team bringing back the cup.




  Except this was more important to the community than a bit of local glory. ‘Looks well, doesn’t he?’ Ernie whispered to Ma Wagstaff, who didn’t reply.




  ‘Always wanted a pub of me own,’ Matt told everybody. ‘Never dared to dream it’d be this pub.’




  The Man I’th Moss hung around him like a great black overcoat many sizes too big. Ernie hoped to God it was all going to work out. Draughty old pile, too many rooms . . . cellars, attics .

  . . take a bit of upkeep, absorb all the contents of your bank account by osmosis.




  ‘To me, like to everybody else, I suppose, this was always Bridelow Brewery’s pub.’ Matt was dressed up tonight, suit and tie. ‘We thought it always would be.’




  At which point, quite a few people turned to look for Shaw Horridge, who’d long gone.




  ‘But everything changes,’ Matt said. ‘Fortunes rise and fall, and this village owes the Horridge family too much not to make the effort to understand why, in the end, they were

  forced to part with the pub . . . and, of course, the brewery.’




  We’ve all made the effort, Ernie thought, as others murmured. And we still don’t understand why.




  ‘Eeeh,’ Matt said, his accent getting broader the more he spoke. ‘Eeeh, I wish I were rich. Rich enough to buy the bloody lot. But at least I could put together enough for this

  place. Couldn’t stand seeing it turned into a Berni Inn or summat.’




  No, lad, Ernie thought. Left to rot.




  ‘But . . . we got ourselves a bit of a bank loan. And we managed it.’ Lottie Castle’s fixed smile never wavering, Ernie noted, when Matt switched from ‘I’ to

  ‘we’ covering the money aspect.




  Matt went on about how he didn’t know much about running a pub but what he did know was music. They could expect plenty of that at The Man I’th Moss.




  Matt grinned. ‘I know there’s a few of you out there can sing a bit. And I remember, when I was a lad, there used to be a troupe of morris dancers. Where’d they go

  to?’




  ‘Orthopaedic hospital,’ somebody said.




  ‘Bugger off,’ said Matt. ‘There’s to be no more cynicism in this pub, all right? Anyroad, this is open house from now on for dancers and singers and instrumentalists. If

  there aren’t enough in Bridelow we’ll ship ’em in from outside . . . big names, too. And we’ll build up a following, a regular audience from the towns . . . and, brewery or

  no brewery, we’ll make The Man I’th Moss into a going concern again.’




  At which point, somebody asked, as somebody was bound to, whether Matt and his old band would get together in Bridelow.




  ‘Good point,’ Matt accepted. ‘Well, me old mucker Willie’s here, Eric’s not far off. And I’m working on a bit of a project which might just interest . . .

  well, somebody we used to work with . . . eeeh, must be fifteen years ago. Late ’seventies.’




  Everybody listening now, not a chink of bottle on glass or the striking of a match. Outside, the sun was just a rosy memory.




  Matt broke off. ‘Hey up. For them as can’t see, Lottie’s giving me a warning look, she thinks I should shut up about this until we know one way or t’other . .

  .’




  Lottie smiled wryly. Ernie Dawber was thinking, What the ’eck was her name, the girl who used to sing with Matt’s band and then went off on her own? Very popular she used to

  be, or so he’d heard.




  ‘But, what the hell,’ Matt said. ‘If I’m going to do this right, I’ll need your help. Fact is . . . it was this business of the bogman got me going. Lottie reckons

  I’ve become a bit obsessed.’ He laughed self-consciously. ‘But the thing is . . . here we are, literally face to face with one of our forefathers. And it’s my belief

  there’s a lot he can teach us . . .’




  Ernie Dawber felt Ma Wagstaff go still and watchful by his side.




  ‘I mean about ourselves. About this village. How we relate to it and each other, and how we’ve progressed. There’s summat special about this place, I’ve always known

  that.’




  Moira Cairns, Ernie remembered. That was her name. Scottish. Very beautiful. Long, black hair.




  ‘Right.’ Matt bawled back over his shoulder, into the bar, ‘Let’s have a few lights on. Like a flamin’ mausoleum in there.’




  Ma Wagstaff stiffened and plucked at Ernie’s jacket.




  The sun wasn’t ever going to get out of that low cloud, he thought. Won’t know till tomorrow if it’s made it to the hills or if the Moss has got it.




  ‘By ’eck,’ he said ruefully, as if his fanciful thoughts were printed on the misting, mackerel sky where Ma Wagstaff could read them, ‘I’m . . .’




  ‘Getting a bit whimsy?’




  Ernie laughed through his discomfort. She made it sound like a digestive problem.




  ‘Not before time,’ Ma said. ‘Never any talking to you when you was headmaster. Jumped-up little devil. Knew it all – what teacher ever don’t? Still . . . better

  late than not. Now then, Ernest Dawber, I’ll try and teach thee summat.’




  He let Ma Wagstaff lead him away to the edge of the forecourt, from where terraced stone cottages plodded up to the high-towered church, a noble sentinel over the Moss.




  ‘What do you see?’




  ‘This a trick question, Ma?’




  Now, with the sun gone, all the houses had merged. You couldn’t tell any more which ones had fresh paintwork, which had climbing roses or new porches. Only a few front steps stood out, the

  ones which had been recently donkey-stoned so they shone bright as morning.




  ‘To be honest, Ma, I can’t see that much. Can’t even see colours.’




  ‘What can you see, then?’




  ‘It’s not light,’ Ernie said, half-closing his eyes, ‘and it’s not dark. Everything’s melting together.’




  ‘Go on.’




  ‘I can’t see the individual houses. I suppose I can only see the people who live in them. Young Frank and Susan and the little lad. Alf Beckett. Millicent Gill at the Post Office . .

  . Gus Bibby, Maurice and Dee at the chip shop. And I suppose . . . if I look a bit harder . . .’




  ‘Aye, you do that.’




  ‘If I look harder I can see the people who lived in the houses before . . . the Swains – Arthur Swain and his pigeons. Alf Beckett’s mother, forty-odd years a widow. I can

  bring them all back when I’ve a mind. Specially at this time of day. But that’s the danger, as you get older, seeing things as they were, not as they are.’




  ‘The trick,’ said Ma, ‘is to see it all at same time. As it was and as it is. And when I says “as it was” I don’t just mean in your lifetime or even in my

  lifetime. I mean as far back as yon bogman’s time.’




  Ernie felt himself shiver. He pushed the British Museum papers deeper into his inside pocket. Whatever secret knowledge of the bogman Ma possessed, he didn’t want to know any more.




  Ma said, ‘You stand here long enough, you can see it all the way back, and you won’t see no colours, you won’t see no hard edges. Now when you’re out on t’Moss,

  Brid’lo don’t look that welcoming, does it? All cold stone. You know that, you’ve written about it enough. But it’s not cold to us, is it? Not when we’re inside. No

  hard edges, no bright colours, never owt like that.’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Only shades,’ Ma said, almost dreamily. ‘Them’s what’s kept this place the way it is. Shades of things.’




  ‘Shades?’




  ‘Old colours all run together. No clashes. Know what I’m telling you, Ernest?’




  ‘Harmony?’ Ernie said. ‘Is that it? Which is not to say there’s no bickering, or bits of bad feeling. But, fundamentally, I s’pose, Bridelow’s one of those

  places where most of us are happy to be. Home. And there’s no defining that. Not everybody’s found it. We’re lucky. We’ve been lucky.’




  ‘Luck?’ Something was kindling behind Ma’s eyes. Eighty-five if she was a day and still didn’t need glasses. ‘Luck? You don’t see owt, do you?’

  Ernie’d had glasses full-time since he was thirty-five.




  ‘What’s it got to do wi’ luck?’




  ‘Just a figure of speech, Ma.’




  ‘Balls,’ said Ma. ‘Luck! What this is, it’s a balancing act. Very complicated for t’likes of us. Comes natural to nature.’




  Ernie smiled. ‘As it would.’




  ‘Don’t you mock me, Ernest Dawber.’




  ‘I’m sorry, Ma.’ She was just a shade herself now, even her blue beret faded to grey.




  ‘Beware of bright, glaring colours,’ she said. ‘But most of all, beware of black. And beware of white.’




  ‘I don’t know what you mean.’




  ‘You will,’ said the little old woman. ‘You’re a teacher.’ She put a hand on his arm. ‘Ernest, I’m giving you a task.’




  ‘Oh, ’eck.’




  ‘You’ve to think of it as the most important task you’ve ever had in your life. You’re a man of learning, Ernest. Man wi’ authority.’




  ‘Used to be, Ma. I’m just a pensioner now . . .’ Like you, he was going to say, then he noticed how sad and serious she was looking.




  ‘Get that man back.’




  ‘Who?’ But he knew. ‘How?’ he said, aghast.




  ‘Like I said, Ernest. Tha’s got authority.’




  ‘Not that kind of authority, for God’s sake.’




  Nobody there. He swallowed. Nobody. Not in or near the bus shelter.




  It was on his nearside, which was no good, he might get hurt, so he drove further along the road, reversing into someone’s drive, heading back slowly until he could see the glass-sided

  shelter, an advertisement for Martini on the end panel, lit up like a cinema screen in the headlights: a handsome man with wavy hair leaning over a girl on a sofa, topping up her glass.




  He was mentally measuring the distance. What am I doing? What am I bloody doing?




  I could park it just here. Leave it. Walk away. Too far, anyway, for her to hear the impact.




  In his mind he saw Therese standing by the telephone kiosk, about to phone for a taxi. In his mind she stopped. She was frowning. She’d be thinking what a miserable, frightened little sod

  he was.




  He could say there had been somebody in the bus shelter, two people. Get angry. Was he supposed to kill them? Was he supposed to do that?




  But she would know.




  He stopped the car, the engine idling. The bus shelter had five glass panels in a concrete frame. The glass would be fortified. He would have to take a run at it, from about sixty yards.




  If he didn’t she would know.




  He remembered the occasions she’d lost her temper with him. He shivered, stabbed at the accelerator with the car in neutral, making it roar, clutching the handbrake, a slippery grip. Too

  much to lose. Gritting his teeth until his gums hurt. Too much to lose.




  And you’ll feel better afterwards.




  Took his foot off. Closed his eyes, breathed rapidly, in and out. The road was quiet now, the hedges high on either side, high as a railway embankment.




  Shaw backed up twenty or thirty yards, pulled into the middle of the road. Felt his jaw trembling and, to stiffen it, retracted his lips into a vicious snarl.




  He threw the Saab into first gear. Realized, as the stolen car spurted under him, that he was screaming aloud.




  On the side of the bus shelter, the handsome man leaned over the smiling girl on the sofa, topping up her glass from the bottle. In the instant before the crash, the dark, beautiful girl held

  out the glass in a toast to Shaw before bringing it to her lips and biting deeply into it, and when she smiled again, her smile was full of blood.




  You’ll feel . . . better.




  The big lights came on in the bar and were sluiced into the fore-court through the open door where Matt Castle stood grinning broadly, with his tall red-haired wife. Behind

  them was the boy – big lad now, early twenties, must be. Not one of Ernie’s old pupils, however; Dic had been educated in and around Manchester while his dad’s band was

  manhandling its gear around the pubs and clubs.




  ‘Happen he will bring a bit of new life,’ Ernie said. ‘He’s a good man.’




  ‘Goodness in most of us,’ Ma Wagstaff said, ‘is a fragile thing, as you’ll have learned, Ernest.’




  Ernie Dawber adjusted his glasses, looked down curiously at Ma. As the mother of little Willie Wagstaff, long-time percussionist in Matt Castle’s band, the old girl could be expected to be

  at least a bit enthusiastic about Matt’s plans.




  Ma said, ‘Look at him. See owt about him, Ernest?’




  Matt Castle had wandered down the steps and was still shaking hands with people and laughing a lot. He looked, to Ernie, like a very happy man indeed, a man putting substance into a dream.




  Lottie Castle had remained on the step, half inside the doorway, half her face in shadow.




  ‘She knows,’ Ma Wagstaff said.




  ‘Eh?’




  ‘I doubt as she can see it, but she knows, anyroad.’




  ‘Ma . . . ?’




  ‘Look at him. Look hard. Look like you looked up t’street.’




  Matt Castle grinning, accepting a pint. Local hero.




  ‘I don’t understand,’ said Ernie Dawber. He was beginning to think he’d become incapable of understanding. Forty-odd years a teacher and he’d been reduced to

  little-lad level by an old woman who’d most likely left school at fourteen.




  Ma Wagstaff said, ‘He’s got the black glow, Ernest.’




  ‘What?’




  On top of everything else she’d come out with tonight, this jolted Ernie Dawber so hard he feared for his heart. It was just the way she said it, like picking out a bad apple at the

  greengrocer’s. A little old woman in a lumpy woollen skirt and a shapeless old cardigan.




  ‘What are you on about?’ Ernie forcing joviality. Bloody hell, he thought, and it had all started so well. A real old Bridelow night.




  ‘Moira?’ Matt Castle was saying. ‘Aye, I do think she’ll come. If only for old times’ sake.’ People patting him on the shoulder. He looked fit and he

  looked happy. He looked like a man who could achieve.




  ‘The black glow?’ Ernie whispered. ‘The black glow?’




  What had been banished from his mind started to flicker back: images of the piper on the Moss over a period of fifteen, twenty years. Echoes of the pipes: gentle and plaintive on good days, but

  sometimes sour and sometimes savage.




  ‘Black glow?’ his voice sounding miles away.




  Ma Wagstaff looked up at him. ‘I’m buggered if I’m spelling it out for thee.’




  





  PART THREE




  BOG OAK




  





  

    From Dawber’s Book of Bridelow:


  




  BRIDELOW MOSS IS Atwo-miles-wide blanket of black peat. Much of its native vegetation has been eroded and the surface peat made

  blacker by industrial deposits – although the nearest smut-exuding industries are more than fifteen miles away.




  Bisected by two small rivers, the Moss slopes down, more steeply than is apparent, from the foothills of the northern Peak District almost to the edge of the village of Bridelow.




  In places, the peat reaches a depth of three metres, and, although there are several drainage gullies, conditions can be treacherous, and walkers unfamiliar with the Moss are not recommended to

  venture upon it in severe weather.




  But then, on dull wet days in autumn and winter, the gloomy and desolate appearance of the Moss would deter all but the hardiest rambler . . .




  





  CHAPTER I




  OCTOBER




   




  With the rain hissing venomously in their faces, they pushed the wheelchair across the cindered track to the peat’s edge, and then Dic lost his nerve and stopped.




  ‘Further,’ Matt insisted.




  ‘It’ll sink, Dad. Look.’ Matt laughed, a cawing.




  Dic looked at his mother for back-up. Lottie looked away, through her dripping hair and the swirling grey morning, to where the houses of Bridelow clung to the shivering horizon like bedraggled

  birds to a telephone wire.




  ‘Mum . . . ?’




  In the pockets of her sodden raincoat, Lottie made claws out of her fingers. She wouldn’t look at Matt, even though she was sure – the reason she’d left her head bare –

  that you couldn’t distinguish tears from rain.




  ‘Right.’ Abruptly, Matt pushed the tartan rug aside. ‘Looks like I’ll have to walk, then.’




  ‘Oh, Christ, Dad . . .’




  Still Lottie didn’t look at the lad or the withered man in the wheelchair. Just went on glaring at the village, at the fuzzy outline of the church, coming to a decision. Then she said

  tonelessly, ‘Do as he says, Dic.’




  ‘Mum . . .’




  Lottie whirled at him, water spinning from her hair. ‘Will you just bloody well do it!’




  She stood panting for a moment, then her lips set hard. She thought she heard Dic sob as he heaved the chair into the mire and the dark water bubbled up around the wheels.




  The chair didn’t sink. It wouldn’t sink. It wouldn’t be easy to get out, even with only poor, wasted Matt in there, but it wouldn’t sink.




  Maybe Matt was hoping they wouldn’t have to get it out. That he’d be carried away, leaving the chair behind, suspended skeletally in the Moss, slowly corroding into the peat

  or maybe preserved there for thousands of years, like the bogman.




  ‘Fine,’ Matt said. ‘That’s . . . fine. Thanks.’




  The chair was only a foot or so from the path, embedded up to its footplate in Bridelow Moss. Dic stood there, tense, arms spread, ready to snatch at the chair if it moved.




  ‘Go away, lad,’ Matt said quietly. He always spoke quietly now. So calm. Never lost his temper, never – as Lottie would have done – railed at the heavens,

  screaming at the blinding injustice of it.




  Stoical Matt. Dying so well.




  Sometimes she wished she could hate him.




  It was Sunday morning.




  As they’d lifted Matt’s chair from the van, a scrap of a hymn from the church had been washed up by the wind-powered rain, tossed at them like an empty crisp-packet then blown away

  again.




  They’d moved well out of earshot, Lottie looking around. Thinking that on a Sunday there were always ramblers, up from Macclesfield and Glossop, Manchester and Sheffield, relishing the

  dirty weather, the way ramblers did. If it belonged to anybody, Bridelow Moss belonged to the ramblers, and they made sure everybody knew it.




  But this morning there were none.




  The bog, treacle-black under surface rust, fading to a mouldering green where it joined the mist. And not a glimmer of anorak-orange.




  As if, somehow, they knew. As if word had been passed round, silently, like chocolate, before the ramble: avoid the bog, avoid Bridelow Moss.




  So it was just the three of them, shadows in the filth of the morning.




  ‘Go on, then,’ Matt was saying, trying to pump humour into his voice. ‘Bugger off, the pair of you.’




  Lottie put out a hand to squeeze his shoulder, then drew back because it would hurt him. Even a peck on the cheek hurt him these days.




  It had all happened too quickly, a series of savage punches coming one after the other, faster and faster, until your body was numbed and your mind was concussed.




  I don’t think I need to tell you, do I, Mrs Castle.




  That he’s going to die? No. There were signs . . . Oh, small signs, but . . . I wanted him to come and see you weeks . . . months ago. He wouldn’t. He has this . . . what can I

  call it . . . ? Fanatical exuberance? If he felt anything himself, he just overrode it. If there’s something he wants to do, get out of his system, everything else becomes irrelevant. I did

  try, doctor, but he wouldn’t come.




  Please – don’t blame yourself. I doubt if we’d have been able to do much, even if we’d found out two or three months before we did. However, this business of refusing

  medication . . .




  Drugs.




  It’s not a dirty word, Mrs Castle. If you could persuade him, I think . . .




  He’s angry, doctor. He won’t take anything that he thinks will dull his perceptions. He’s . . . this is not anything you’d understand . . . he’s reaching out for

  something.




  ‘Go on,’ Matt said. ‘Get in the van, in the dry. You’ll know when to come back.’




  And what did he mean by that?




  As they walked away, the son and the widow-in-waiting, she saw him pull something from under the rug and tumble it out into his lap. It looked, in this light, like a big dead crow, enfurled in

  its own limp wings.




  The rain plummeted into Matt’s blue denim cap, the one he wore on stage.




  Dic said, ‘He’ll catch his dea—’




  Stared, suddenly stricken, into his mother’s eyes.




  ‘I don’t understand any more,’ he said, panicked. ‘Where he is . . . I’ve lost him. Is that . . . I mean, is it any place to be? In his state?’




  ‘Move.’ Lottie speaking in harsh monosyllables. ‘Go.’ The only way she could speak at all. Turning him round and prodding him towards the van.




  ‘Is it the drugs? Mum, is it the drugs responsible for this?’




  Lottie climbed into the van, behind the wheel. Slammed the door with both hands. Wound the window down, keeping the rain on her face. She said nothing.




  Dic clambered in the other side. He looked more like her than Matt, the way his dark-red hair curled, defying the flattening rain. Matt didn’t have hair any more, under his blue denim

  cap.




  ‘Mum?’




  ‘No,’ Lottie said. ‘There’s no drugs. Listen.’ It was beginning.




  Faint and fractured, remote and eerie as the call of a marsh bird, familiar but alien – alien, now, to her.




  But not, she was sure, to the Moss.




  She saw that Dic was crying, helpless, shoulders quaking. An aggressive thing, like little kids put on: I can’t cope with this, I refuse to cope . . . take it away, take it

  off me.




  She couldn’t. She turned away, stared hard at the scratched metal dashboard, blobbed with rain from the open window.




  Because she didn’t understand it either. Nor, she was sure, was she meant to. Which hurt. The sound which still pierced her heart, which had been filtered through her husband, like the

  blood in his veins, for as long as she’d known him and some years before that.




  It had begun. For the last time?




  Please, God.




  She looked out of the window-space, unblinking, cheeks awash.




  Fifty yards away, hunched in the peat, bound in cold winding-sheets of rain, the black bag under his arm like a third lung . . .




  . . . Matt Castle playing on his pipes.




  Eerie as a marsh bird, and all the birds were silent in the rain.




  The tune forming on the wind and falling with the water, the notes pure as tears and thin with illness.




  Dic rubbed his eyes with his fingers. ‘I don’t know it,’ he said. ‘I don’t know this tune.’ Petulant. As if this was some sort of betrayal.




  ‘He only wrote it . . . a week or so ago,’ Lottie said. ‘When you were away. He said . . .’ Trying to smile. ‘Said it just came to him. Actually, it came hard.

  He’d been working at it for weeks.’




  Lament for the Man, he’d called it. She’d thought at first that this was partly a reference simply to their pub, The Man I’th Moss, adrift on the edge of the village, cut off

  after all these years from the brewery.




  But no. It was another call to him, wherever he was. As if Matt was summoning his spirit home.




  Or pleading for the Man to summon him, Matt.




  ‘I can’t stand this,’ Dic said suddenly. Dic, who could play the pipes too, and lots of other instruments. Who was a natural – in his blood too, his dad more proud than

  he’d ever admit, but not so proud that he’d encouraged the lad to make a profession of it.




  ‘Christ,’ said Dic, ‘is this bloody suicide? Is it his way of . . . ?’




  ‘You know him better than that.’ Figuring he just wanted a row, another way of coping with it.




  ‘It’s not as if he’s got an audience. Only us.’




  ‘Only us,’ Lottie said, although she knew that was wrong. Matt believed – why else would he be putting himself through all this? – that there had to be an audience. But,

  it was true, they were not it.




  ‘All right, what if he dies?’ Dic said sullenly, brutally. ‘What if he dies out there now?’




  Lottie sighed. What a mercy that would be.




  ‘What I mean is . . . how would we even start to explain . . . ?’




  She looked at him coldly until he subsided into the passenger seat.




  ‘Sorry,’ he said.




  The piping was high on the wind, so high it no longer seemed to be coming from the sunken shape in the wheelchair, from the black lung. She wondered if any people could hear it back in Bridelow.

  Certainly the ones who mattered wouldn’t be able to, the old ones, Ma Wagstaff, Ernie Dawber. They’d be in church. Perhaps Matt had chosen his time well, so they wouldn’t hear it,

  the ones who might understand.




  Dic said, ‘How long . . . ?’




  ‘Until he stops. You think this is easy for me, Dic? You think I believe in any of this flaming stupid . . . Oh, my God!’




  The piping had suddenly sunk an octave, meeting the drone, the marsh bird diving, or falling, shot out of the sky. Lottie stopped breathing.




  And then, with a subtle flourish of Matt’s old panache, the tune was caught in mid-air, picked up and sent soaring towards the horizon. She wanted to scream, either with relief and

  admiration . . . or with the most awful, inexcusable kind of disappointment.




  Instead, she said, briskly, ‘I’m going to call Moira tonight. I’ve been remiss. I should have told her the situation. He wouldn’t.’




  Dic said, ‘Bitch.’




  ‘That’s not fair.’ He was twenty, he was impulsive, things were black and white. She leaned her head back over the seat. ‘I can understand why she didn’t want to

  get involved. OK, if she’d known about his illness she’d have been down here right away, but at the end of the day I don’t think that would have helped. Do you?’




  The end of the day. Funny how circumstances could throw such a sad and sinister backlight on an old cliché.




  Dic said, ‘It would have taken his mind off his condition, maybe.’




  Lottie shook her head. ‘It’s an unhealthy obsession, this whole bogman business.’ They’d never really spoken of this. ‘She’d have made things worse. She

  probably knew that.’




  He said sourly, ‘Why? You mean . . . because of his other unhealthy . . .’




  Lottie suddenly sat up in the driving seat and slapped his face, hard. ‘Stop it. Stop it now.’




  She closed her eyes on him. ‘I’m tired.’




  The pipes spun a pale filigree behind her sad, quivering eyelids, across the black moss where the rain blew in grey-brown gusts.




  Take him, she prayed. To God. To the Man. Away.




  Was this so wrong? Was it wrong, was it sinful, to pray to the Man?




  God? The Man? The Fairies? Santa Claus? What did it matter?




  A thrust of wind rattled the wound-down window, pulling behind it an organ trail from St Bride’s, the final fragment of a hymn. It lay for a moment in strange harmony upon the eddy of the

  pipes.




  No, Lottie decided. It’s not wrong.




  Take him. Please.




  Anybody.




  





  CHAPTER II




  Three hours.




  Three hours and he hadn’t touched her. Chrissie had heard of men who paid prostitutes just to sit on the edge of the bed for half the night and listen to them rambling on about their

  domestic problems.




  Maybe she should demand overtime.




  ‘The other one,’ Roger said, ‘the one they found in Lindow, I mean, they christened him Pete Marsh. They had this instant kind of affection for the thing.’




  Chrissie had been Dr Roger Hall’s temporary admin assistant for nearly a fortnight and was a lot more interested in him than bog people. She poured coffee, watching him through the

  motel mirror. Unfortunately, he looked even more handsome when he was worried.




  ‘Well, I mean, there’s no way,’ Roger went on, ‘that I feel any kind of affection for this one. It’s about knowledge.’




  ‘So why not just let him go? After all, he must be pretty bloody creepy to have around,’ said Chrissie, who shared an office at the Field Centre with a woman called Alice. She tried

  to imagine the situation if Alice was a corpse.




  ‘It’s not creepy, exactly.’ Roger sat up in bed, carefully arranging the sheet over his small paunch.




  ‘Spooks me,’ Chrissie said, ‘to be honest. And I never have to see him, thank God.’




  ‘No, it’s just . . . it’s as if he knows how badly I need him. How much I need to know him, where he’s coming from.’




  ‘You’re getting weird. You tell your wife stuff like this?’




  ‘You’re kidding. My wife’s a doctor.’




  That was a novel twist, Chrissie thought. My wife doesn’t understand me – she’s too intelligent. Chrissie didn’t care for the underlying message Roger was sending out

  here. OK, he was tall, he had nice crinkles around his eyes, everybody said how dishy he looked on the telly. And OK, she was seducing him (with a bit of luck). But, in the end,

  one-to-one was the only kind of relationship Chrissie was basically interested in.




  ‘No need to pout,’ he said. ‘I wasn’t suggesting you were a bimbo. Just that a corpse is a corpse to Janet, regardless of its history.’




  She brought him coffee. Outside, coming up to 7 p.m. on an autumn Sunday evening, traffic was still whizzing up the M6. Roger said he felt safe here: the one place he could count on people he

  knew not showing up was the local motor lodge. Chrissie had booked in; he’d arrived later, leaving his car on the main service area, away from any lights.




  He was a very cautious man. He was supposed to be in London until tomorrow evening, on bogman business. They were re-examining the stomach-lining or something equally yucky.




  ‘Roger, look . . .’ Chrissie lit a cigarette. ‘I know how important he’s been to you – for your career and everything. And I take your point about him giving the

  Field Centre a new lease of life – obvious we were being wound up, the amount of work we were actually doing . . . I mean, I’ve been wound up before.’




  ‘I bet you have,’ Roger said, looking at her tits, putting down his coffee cup. But he still didn’t reach out for her.




  Chrissie tried to find a smile but she’d run out of them. ‘Sunday,’ she said sadly.




  ‘Didn’t know you were religious.’




  ‘I’m not.’ She’d just suddenly thought, What a way to spend a Sunday evening, in a motel no more than two miles from where you live. With a bogman’s minder.

  ‘Do you touch him much?’




  ‘You make it sound indecent. Of course I touch him. He feels a bit like a big leather cricket bag. You should pop in sometime, be an experience for you.’




  Chrissie shuddered.




  He grinned. ‘Not that you’d get much out of it. He hasn’t got one any more.’




  ‘What, no . . . ?’




  ‘Penis.’




  Chrissie wrinkled her nose. ‘Dissolved or something?’




  ‘No, they must have chopped it off. And his balls. Part of the ritual.’




  ‘Oh, yucky.’ Chrissie wrapped her arms around her breasts and eased back into bed, bottom first.




  ‘What I like best about your body,’ Roger said, not moving, ‘is that it’s so nice and pale. All over.’




  ‘Actually, I had quite a deep tan in the summer. Still there, in places.’




  ‘Not as deep as his tan, I’ll bet. That’s what you call being tanned. Literally. Tanned and pickled. It’s what it does to them. The acids. I like you.

  You’re pale.’




  It’s not healthy, Chrissie thought, the way he brings everything back to that ancient thing. It’s like ‘Love me, love my bogman’. Oh, well . . . ‘Roger,’ she

  said hesitantly, looking at the gap between them, probably just about the size of the bloody bogman. ‘Can I ask you something . . . ?’




  ‘Sure,’ he said tiredly, ‘but if you want me to do anything complicated, you’ll have to . . .’




  ‘Don’t worry. I just want to know something about you and . . . him . . . Just to clear the air. Then maybe we can relax. Thing is, there’ve not been all that many

  bogmen found, have there? All right, that Pete Marsh, and before him a bunch of them in Denmark. But when one’s discovered in this country, it’s still a major find, isn’t

  it?’




  ‘In archaeological terms, he’s worth more than the average Spanish galleon, yes.’




  ‘Hot property.’




  ‘Very.’




  ‘So what,’ said Chrissie very slowly, ‘is he really doing in a little-known university field centre behind a school playing-field in the North of England? Why did the

  British Museum experts and all these London people . . . why did they let you bring him back?’




  Roger’s eyes closed in on one another. This is where he starts lying, Chrissie deduced. The more university degrees a man had, she’d discovered, the more hopeless he was at

  concealing untruths.




  ‘What I mean is,’ she said, airing the bits of knowledge she’d rapidly absorbed from the Press cuttings file, ‘they like to keep these things, don’t they?

  They go to Harwell and Oxford for this radiocarbon dating, and then . . .’




  ‘Well, he’s been to Harwell. He’s been to Oxford. And he’s been to the British Museum.’




  ‘And he’s come back,’ said Chrissie. ‘Why’s that?’




  The Archdeacon poured himself a cognac, offered the bottle to the Rev. Joel Beard but wasn’t entirely surprised when Joel declined.




  Only we poor mortals have need of this stuff, the Archdeacon thought. He’s above all such vices.




  Sadly, he thought.




  Between them on the leather three-seater Chesterfield sat a shining white dome, like a strange religious artefact.




  It was Joel’s crash-helmet.




  He’s deliberately placed it between us, the Archdeacon thought. He’s heard about me. ‘And so you know the place quite well, I gather,’ he said hoarsely. ‘You know

  Hans. And his family.’




  ‘Well, I remember his daughter, Catherine,’ Joel said. ‘A wilful girl.’




  All right, thought the Archdeacon. So you’re one hundred per cent hetero. I can take a hint, damn you.




  He edged back into his corner of the Chesterfield and looked into his drink, at the pictures on the wall, out of the window at the bare front garden, sepia under a Victorian streetlamp. Anywhere

  but at Golden Joel, the diocesan Adonis.
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