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CHAPTER 1

For the final three miles of the journey, headlights flashed across the vegetation as the truck lurched between potholes. More than once, David saw silvered eyes staring out from the undergrowth. Just wild animals, but his imagination played tricks and created enough monsters to fill his nightmares for the next decade. He was beyond tired; a full day in the classroom followed by a hundred-mile drive on cruddy roads had ground him to dust. 

The steering wheel bucked under his hands, and he had to grip hard just to keep on the road. He slowed to a crawl to avoid slamming into one of the gnarled trees that lined both sides of the route.

“They could have put it somewhere more accessible,” Helen said.

He didn’t have the chance to respond before they hit a deep pothole and the truck dropped a couple of inches, like falling into a trough on a wild sea. Something in the back of the truck made a loud metallic clang and he prayed it was just a loose tool slamming onto the flatbed.

But that was a worry for later, now he just needed to get to the damned graveyard in one piece. A light up ahead flickered on and off like a lighthouse. It probably had nothing to do with the cemetery, but David hung on to the knowledge that the journey was nearly over.

The truck groaned, creaking with each motion. Helen put her hands on the dashboard to steady herself.

“There it is,” she said.

David had been expecting it for ten minutes; ever since the SatNav had told him, ‘Your destination is on the right,’ and the screen had shown a large patch of nothing for miles around. The sign was tucked away by the side of the road, obscured by tree branches and overgrown briars that wound across the faded lettering.

Welcome to Gilroes Cemetery

His arms ached from battling the road for the last couple of miles and he push-pulled the steering wheel in a wide circle to turn the truck through the gap in the trees. The headlamps picked up a gravel surface with missing chunks like moon craters. There was a half dozen vans parked up; rugged trucks and Landrovers covered in scratches and mud. Working vehicles unlike the SUVs and pristine All Terrain jeeps he saw flitting from one shop to the next back home.

He felt the need to say something. “We’re here at last,” he announced as he steered across the ground to park in a rough line with the other cars.

“You must be knackered.”

He turned off the ignition and listened to the tick-tick-tick of the engine as it cooled down. He turned off the headlights. With the moon obscured by clouds, a sea of night pooled up against the windscreen.

The seat creaked as Helen leaned forward. He waited for her to say how creepy the place was, but she was silent. He heard her breathing.

Something moved off to David’s left, but whatever was out there had already gone by the time he turned to look. He felt, rather than saw, a shape slip further into the darkness.

The drive out to the cemetery reminded him of childhood journeys sandwiched between his two aunts admonishing him to sit still. Finally, his mother would turn around and simply say, “David.” No explanation. No demand. Just his name, spoken in a stern tone, but that was enough.

Nearly twenty years later he could feel the ghosts of Jean and Martel in the truck with him, and he was seven years old once more. He didn’t try to explain it to Helen. She wouldn’t understand.

He grabbed the torch from the pocket of the door and stepped down from the truck. He paused beside one of the Landrovers. There was a discreet decal on the back window: Matthew Johnson. Family Director. 07700 900 678. He assumed if he checked the next vehicle he would find another small sticker to identify the owner was also a professional.

The car park was at the base of an amphitheatre, where the surrounding hills were studded with gravestones. In the fading light, the only landmarks were the small burning torches which David assumed belonged to Family Directors set up beside their plots.

The cemetery was different to how he remembered. It felt compressed as if the graves were piled on top of him. His vision was limited to the first few rows of graves—the oldest part of the cemetery where the names had eroded from the gravestones. He walked past these first graves, conscious that his fear that a hand might reach up from the ground and seize hold of his ankle was based purely on too many hours watching hokey horror films and bad documentaries. That didn’t happen, not in the old ground.

He went around to the back of the truck where he had loaded a pile of equipment including a chair he’d driven thirty miles to collect: old but solid. He strapped the first rucksack to his back and found a series of ragged steps which wound up between the graves. Helen followed.

“I think it’s up on the right,” David said. He paused. Nothing looked the same, not the trees or the graves or the surrounding landscape. He moved in that direction before Helen could reply.

When David stopped walking, the footsteps behind him stuttered to a halt. The only sound in the cemetery was the wind rustling through the leaves. Trees overhung the turn-of-the-century graves where faded engraving remembered Edwards and Fredericks and Ethels.

“You didn’t have to do this,” Helen said. “When my aunt died, my cousins paid for someone to come and sit with her.”

“Leeches.”

“It’s what people do. Professionals know how to speak to the risen. It’s just the same as having someone help when your parents are too old to live by themselves.” 

He wanted to point out that he had never asked her to tag along. That she had insisted on accompanying him, even when he’d made it clear he wanted to go alone.

David surveyed the graveyard. He was fairly confident his father’s grave was somewhere at the back of the plot near the stone wall. He pushed away the guilt which suggested he should know where his dad was buried because he should have come by more often over the last twenty years, but it was a 200-mile round trip that had never become a habit.

Maybe when all of this was done he would make a point of returning to pay his respects properly. He would come every month and tidy the grave, spend a few minutes chatting to his dad. His mother wouldn’t like that, but she didn’t need to know.

“This way.”

“Are you listening to me?” Helen asked.

He stopped and turned to face Helen. “I’m doing this. You can come if you want, or you can stay in the truck, but I’m doing this.”

“I was just saying . . . ”

He started walking again. A moment later Helen’s footsteps followed. He didn’t want to argue, not today, but he’d made up his mind about coming to his dad’s rising years ago and there was nothing Helen, his mother, or anyone else could say that would change his mind.

Way over in the corner of the graveyard there was movement. In the shadows of the late evening, it was impossible to be certain, but David assumed it was one of the Family Directors. That was okay for other people, but the idea of his dad waking up to be met by a stranger who didn’t know him and didn’t care about him was obscene. Helen was wrong; it wasn’t anything like caring for an ailing parent. The Rising would take a day at most, and once it was over, he could get on with his life and his dad could get on with his death.

As he started up the hill, he heard his breath loud in his ears. Behind him he was aware Helen’s spin classes and Yoga were paying off: she still had breath left to talk. “I think it’s a bad idea. Your mum thinks it’s a bad idea. Why do you always have to make things so difficult for everyone?”

The effort required to climb the hill gave him an excuse not to reply. He didn’t have the words to explain why it was important. It was an instinct and that was good enough for him. It should be good enough for Helen, too.

He paused halfway up the hill and looked down. His truck was a smudge of grey in the car park.

“We could be here until tomorrow night.”

“I don’t mind,” Helen said.

“You said it was a waste of time.”

“It is, but if you’re adamant you’re going to do this then I’m staying. I let Mick know I wouldn’t be in tomorrow.”

“He’s okay with that? I thought he was a hardass.”

“He likes to think he is, but I haven’t asked for time off for a couple of months and I worked extra hours during last month’s surge, so he couldn’t really complain.”

“Thanks.” He couldn’t see her face properly in the dark so he had to imagine how she might look, her soft brown eyes, her blonde hair. She had a terrible habit of being able to say just the right thing at the right time. Even when she was wrong, she was right.

“I am going to do this,” he told her.

“I know. I just felt I had to try and persuade you out of it one last time. It’s going to be horrible.”

“Why?”

Helen’s silhouette shrugged. “It just is. I can feel it.”

“My dad’s going to claw his way out of his grave after twenty years buried in the ground. What could possibly go wrong?” David said.

Helen laughed, soft and respectful within the stillness of the cemetery.

He waited until Helen stepped forward to join him. She placed her hand inside his, and they continued to walk the hill up to his father’s grave.


CHAPTER 2

As they rose, David began to scan the line of graves. The fear that his dad had already risen gnawed away at him. There was no way he could have got the dates wrong and yet the feeling persisted. Although he was panting from the exertion, he was almost running. Most of the plots were pools of darkness, but the occasional hollow indentations in front of tilted headstones were sufficient to encourage David to go faster. 

“Slow down,” Helen said. “It isn’t a race.” Her breath was jagged now. He was sure she was wanted to say more, but even she didn’t have the breath to do so.

It is a race, David thought. That’s exactly what it is. If I get there and he’s already risen . . . 

He let the thought fall away. If his dad had risen there was nothing he could do about it, and it wouldn’t be his fault. At least I tried to be here, he thought. It felt like a lie. If there had been no one there to meet his father then it would be completely his fault—who else could take the blame?

But if his dad had already risen then the final chance to speak to him was lost.

The rucksack on his back weighed down on him. He bent forward until it felt like he was crawling up the steps, his fingertips brushing the ground. Sweat ran down the back of his neck to stick his T-shirt against his spine.

He blinked sweat out of his eyes and continued to step through the shadows. A tree overhung the path and low branches scratched at his shoulders like skeletal hands. He slipped the rucksack from his back and paused to take a moment’s rest, peering down the hill to the car park. Another 4x4 entered the parking area, brilliant white headlamps splashed over the tarmac and the row of vehicles. From this distance the car’s engine was a low hum, like an insect.

David turned to check the distance remaining to the top of the hill. “Why didn’t mum get a plot near the bottom?” he asked. Helen didn’t answer.

When the 4x4 turned off its headlamps the whole of the graveyard fell into darkness. Deeper than before. The small stone steps—uneven, and hard to find even when the light was on them, faded into invisibility.

“Let’s give it a minute.”

Shape gradually returned to the graveyard as his vision acclimatised to the gloom. He was more familiar with the burn of a city’s lights on the horizon even in the dead of night, and the low hum of wheels on the tarmac of a motorway running twenty-four hours a day. The intensity of this darkness was strange.

In time he could pick out shapes huddled around headstones further down the hill. The only movement came from the latest arrival as they unloaded the back of the Jeep and gathered their equipment in a pile by the back wheel.

“How much stuff did he bring with him?” Helen asked.

“It doesn’t matter,” David said, his voice sharp. He couldn’t see details, but he didn’t need to know exactly what the Family Director carried for the vigil. The sheer quantity of equipment was enough to make him feel unprepared. “Let’s go,” he said roughly.

“You didn’t tell me the tickets were in The Gods,” Helen said behind him.

“What?”

“The Gods. You know . . . the top tier of a theatre.”

He waved the beam from the torch over a row of headstones. “He’s somewhere around here.” He reached around to drop the rucksack onto the ground by Helen’s feet. “Do you want to wait here while I go and check it out? There’s no point the pair of us tracking up and down the rows lugging all this.”

Helen made a sound.

“Are you okay?” David asked.

It was impossible to interpret the noise she made. He lifted the torch and she used her hands to stop the light from flooding her face. Her features were stark: black lines where the shadows began, the light picking out individual strands of her hair. She blinked rapidly. “Are you trying to blind me?”

“Sorry.” He dropped the torch and the light cast a shadow behind Helen, like a wraith infecting the cemetery.

“Hurry up. The quicker we can sit down the better I’ll feel.”

“You’re sure?” David asked again.

“Just go. If you’re going to baby me the whole time we’re here then there’s no point in coming with you.”

David refrained from saying he would have been perfectly okay doing this on his own. They were here now and there was no reason to drag up the arguments they’d had in the run-up to his dad’s anniversary.

He turned his back on her and washed the torchlight down the aisle of gravestones on his left. The idea of stepping on the graves seemed disrespectful, but in the absence of a marked path, there was no alternative. And then he thought about the reason he was there and flashed the light over the closest grave. The dates were more than twenty years ago so it was safe.

The gravel from the first plot crunched under his boots as he placed his weight in the centre of the grave. He stepped onto the second plot—the surface covered in grass rather than stones this time. He slipped his feet along the edge of the plot as if that made any difference to the people underneath in their coffins.

Each time he passed from one grave to the next he checked the dates on the engraving, just to be certain. He was halfway down the row and turned back to discover Helen was only a dark outline pressed against the night.

This is madness, he thought. Helen was right—he should have paid the charge and left it to the professionals. It would have meant he didn’t need to go crawling around in the darkness or lying to his mother about where he was going as if she wasn’t able to add twenty years to the date of his father’s death just as easily as he had done.

Too late now. He could either carry on and find his father’s grave or walk back to the car and give up; leave his dad to the elements. He’d heard of people who did that—usually because they didn’t have enough money to pay for a Family Director. As far as David was concerned, that wasn’t an option. He wasn’t going to abandon his father now.

Helen’s outline waved him on, encouraging him to keep searching until he found the right name. He stumbled past Stephen West, Mark Bacon, Stuart May, and Peter Hughes. The graves were a mixture of ornate headstones with sweeping angels and carved arches alongside simple granite markers which carried only the name and relevant dates for those buried underneath. There was no one interred in the ground even within a year of the date David had etched onto his memory: 3rd March 2008. He’d only been five at the time and although he was sure he should remember everything about the day he suspected most of his memories were really piecemeal reconstructions of photographs and the rare snippets of information his mother let slip about her husband.

Sophie Miller had died in 2020. David quickly calculated in his head and realised he was reading the memorial of a young girl. There was a photograph behind a plastic disc fixed to the black marble. The image was water-logged and faded. In the centre of the grave was a steel flask containing fresh flowers. David wondered how often Sophie’s parents travelled to the cemetery with the bunch of daisies and carnations wrapped in cellophane. Maybe it was just coincidence that he was there just after they had visited, but he didn’t think so. Despite the blurred image of the girl, the grave gave the strong impression that it was tended with love.

He turned the beam away from the marble headstone, conscious he was simply looking for an excuse not to move further along the line of graves.

The next grave was bare dirt. The gravel chips had been left in a pile at the foot of the grave like a duvet kicked off the bed on a hot night.

The dark soil had scratch marks where the sexton had dragged the blade of the shovel over the ground. There was a shallow recess in the middle of the plot as if the grave was beginning to collapse. It looked like an animal had tried to burrow its way down into the ground.

David turned the beam of the torch onto the headstone, even though he already knew what was written there.

Graham Chadwick

5 November 1971

3 March 2008


CHAPTER 3

“Hello, dad.” 

David spoke quietly, afraid his voice might carry to Helen. For weeks and months, he had planned what he was going to say but now when he heard his own words in the stillness of the graveyard it sounded false and insincere.

He looked down at the dirt and tried to imagine his father lying in a coffin deep underground. The brass plaque on the lid would be tarnished; the oak casket would be stained with water and dirt. David realised he was avoiding thinking about the inside of the coffin, whether the silk lining would have disintegrated, what his father’s body looked like. He’d heard enough stories and seen enough photographs to prepare himself for the rising, but still, he found it impossible to reconcile those images with the truth of his dad lying down there in the dark.

Helen’s hand curled around his arm, and he only just managed to stop himself from screaming. He hadn’t noticed her creeping along the row of graves towards him. In the cold air she was the only source of warmth around. Her breath misted in front of the torch.

“Are you okay?” she asked. Her voice was gentle, and David decided maybe it wouldn’t have been so terrible if she’d heard him speaking to his dad. Now that she was standing beside him, he was relieved Helen had insisted she accompany him.

He nodded in response to her question. It was probably not the whole truth, but he thought, in these circumstances, the definition of okay was flexible.
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