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The boy looks up at the summit, at the white rocks and the concrete marker. He’s lived in Gaer Fach all his life, but he’s never been up there. Most days, he doesn’t even notice the mountain range, or the startling clarity of the river as it rushes over stones and weeds, or the lush green fields. But today – maybe it’s the heat, maybe it’s the fact his parents are out and won’t be back until teatime – he feels restless.


Across the yard, Cerys sits on an upturned crate, whittling sticks. She’s wearing a dress the colour of the sun but it’s streaked with dirt.


‘Dwi eisiau ddringo i’r awyr,’ he says. I want to climb to the sky.


Cerys pulls a face, her cheeks marked with the same dusty lines as her dress. ‘Wyt ti’n crazy?’


He stares up at the concrete marker, what the grown-ups call the trig point. Is it really that crazy? All their lives they’ve been told to keep away from the mountain. They’ve been told it’s dangerous. But it’s the smallest mountain in the range. How dangerous can it be?


‘Scaredy cat,’ he pokes fun at his sister though she looks anything but, slicing a stick with the penknife – his penknife – alarmingly close to her thumb.


She puts the knife down. She’s younger than him but just as fierce. ‘What did you say?’


He smirks and wipes his hands on his shorts.


She stands up, scattering flecks of stick to the ground. ‘All right then,’ she says. ‘Beat you to the summit.’


They run through the village, past the church and the pub, then take the mountain road that winds through a farmyard onto the footpath. The boy strips off his T-shirt and tucks it into his shorts, his white chest gleaming.


‘Hey,’ he calls, panting as Cerys scrambles ahead. ‘Let’s take this other path.’ It’s a copout, but he’s tired. The mountain is harder than it looks, and they’ve been running for what seems like for ever. To his relief, Cerys doesn’t argue, just follows him along the level track to the right, a sheep track rather than a real path. Looking down at the valley, they see their street, their house, their neighbours’ cars like multicoloured beetles. Beneath them, about halfway up the mountain, is the place they call Y Twr Gwyn, The White Tower, that doesn’t fit with everything else.


Eventually, the track ends in a cobbled yard.


He whistles. He’s never seen this before, obscured as it is from the village by the tower. ‘Look at this!’


In front of them is a rough stone cottage, no doors, no windows, just empty holes. They find sticks nearby and poke about inside, prodding at shadows, flicking the carcass of a dead bird in the fireplace. Cerys peers into a large box-like compartment at the back, while he sits in an old chair and pulls a packet of cigarettes from his pocket.


She turns. ‘How did you get those? Mam will skin you alive.’


‘No she won’t. Not unless you tell her.’ One, two, three strikes of the match. It flares in his hands, making him feel like a man, and the smoke flits upwards. A moment later, a crow screeches at them from the rafters, flapping its wings, fleeing into the daylight. He laughs to mask how startled he’d been, and makes shooting noises, aiming his fingers.


Then, everything changes. The sky darkens. A breeze tickles the nape of his neck.


He drops the cigarette and it burns a hole through his shorts, searing his skin. He jumps to standing, spins around. There’s a figure in the doorway, a black silhouette against the afternoon sun. There’s something about that figure. Something that makes the hairs on his head stand up on end. Maybe it’s the way the figure is staring. Staring with such hate, with eyes that seem to leap from its body. Cat’s eyes in the dark. Or maybe it’s the glinting chain in its hand, one end wrapped around its wrist, the other end snaking to the floor.


‘Rheda!’ Cerys shouts from behind him. Run!


He takes his chance. There’s a crack of light between the figure and the door frame, the gap just small enough for a boy like himself.


He darts into the sunshine and runs across the cobbles, onto the sheep track, his feet catching on the smaller rocks, not turning back until he reaches the mountain path. His thoughts gallop over each other. What is it he saw? What on earth is up there? And where is Cerys? He’d thought she’d followed him. He’d thought she was right behind. A cloud passes over, raising goosebumps along his arms. A buzzard sweeps overhead. And then he hears a ringing in the air. A sharp call of warning.


Somewhere on the mountain, Cerys is screaming.
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FIFTY YEARS LATER


Whichever way Lydia turns, the view is stunning, the same images she’s seen on Google only bigger and better: the proportions, the expanse, the sheer brutality of the rocks. They’re 250 metres up, standing on a ridge in the shadow of the tower, the mountain a mere mound compared to the rest in the range. Next to her, Kyle gapes down at the valley, seemingly as awestruck as she is.


She thinks of the address on the paperwork, tries and fails to sound the words in her head. ‘I’m sorry,’ she turns to the housekeeper, a woman in her mid-thirties with big curly hair, ‘but what did you say the mountain was called again?’


Eleri beams down at Jamie on Lydia’s chest, strapped in his carrier, facing inwards. She holds out a hand and encourages him to grip her finger. ‘Mynydd Gwyn. It means White Mountain in English, though some would say it’s not actually a mountain, just a big hill.’


‘But why is it white?’ Kyle leans over and fusses with Jamie’s socks, pulling them up.


Eleri shrugs. ‘The rocks, I suppose. And the old tale about the dragons. You know the one I mean? The white dragon and the red.’


Lydia runs a hand through Jamie’s fine hair, hiding her ignorance. Her knowledge of Welsh myths is even worse than her Welsh pronunciation. She looks back at the way they walked earlier: a rough country track to their left all the way to the top. From the trig point, they’d had a good view of the house, a tower of white pebbledash with a grey slate roof. It had been Kyle’s idea to climb the mountain first, before meeting Eleri – get a feel for the area, he’d said – and she’d enjoyed the shared challenge of carrying Jamie to the top. On the other side, they’d seen another valley, another sweep of mountains. Not a house in sight.


‘I suppose you already know about the history of the tower?’ Eleri sorts through a bunch of keys.


‘Not really.’ Kyle shakes his head, looking slightly embarrassed, like he should know the history of the place he’s inherited. But the truth is, from what Lydia can gather, he barely knew his grandfather.


‘It was originally meant as a viewing tower. An Englishman named Barker had it built in the 1930s, but he didn’t keep it for long. He sold it to an artist who turned it into a retreat, added the kitchen and bathrooms, but it didn’t take off. There’s been a succession of owners since then, as well as periods where it’s sat empty. I believe Mr Jeffreys, your grandfather, was the sixth person to live here.’


‘I like it,’ says Kyle, looking upwards to the roof. There are a couple of slipped tiles, which make Lydia uneasy, but she supposes it’s inevitable with the place so exposed. ‘At least, it’s unusual.’


‘Not really the place for a family,’ Eleri says. ‘Have you any idea what you’ll do with it?’


Kyle reaches for Lydia’s hand and gives it a squeeze. It was a surprise receiving the solicitor’s letter. They’d not even known his grandfather had moved to Wales, let alone to a tower. As far as they’d known, he’d lived in Suffolk all his life. ‘Not yet.’ He smiles.


Lydia traces the route of their descent – from the summit down a track, through a farm and then a right-angle along another, rougher track to the place they’re standing. She understands now why the mountain’s called Mynydd Gwyn. The slopes are a patchwork of stone and purple heather and, from here, with the sun brushing the summit, the rock at the top does look white. From this angle, it seems impossible that they were standing there an hour ago, sunning themselves and taking selfies. It’s too craggy, too difficult. The phrase flits through her mind: too dangerous.


‘Shall we go inside?’ Eleri fits a key into the door at the side of the house and swings it open. There’s a smell of damp that immediately takes Lydia back to her student days. I think I’ve seen enough already, she wants to say, but Kyle is pulling her in, bending his head though the doorway is higher than he is. She supposes it’s the darkness of the place. The feeling that they’re entering a cave deep underground.


‘Light switch is somewhere. I haven’t been here for a while. Aha, here it is.’


A chill runs up Lydia’s arms and Jamie whimpers, pulling back from her chest. ‘It’s okay, little fellow.’ Outside, it’s baking hot, but in here it’s like standing in the depths of winter. She cradles Jamie through the baby carrier as she makes out an L-shaped kitchen with dirty yellow units. There’s a microwave that looks like an early model, an electric cooker encrusted with dirt and rust, and a fridge with its door wide open. The stumpy tail of the L is dominated by a sink and, above it, there’s a small square window.


‘I cleaned everything after your grandfather fell ill,’ Eleri says, though it’s hard to believe. She pulls back a curtain in the interior wall and steps through an archway into the next room. Then she folds back the shutters. Sunlight floods in, pooling on a coffee table and a couple of tatty armchairs.


‘From London, did you say?’


‘That’s right,’ says Kyle.


‘I bet there aren’t many views like this in London.’


Lydia lingers in the kitchen, running her fingers over one of the worktops, gathering dust. ‘Strange they only put big windows at the front of the house. Why make the kitchen window so tiny? It doesn’t make any sense.’ She thinks of the building from the outside. The south side, facing the summit, is completely devoid of windows bar this one. ‘Why would you build a viewing tower with only half a view?’


She leans over the sink and presses her hands against the pane. She can see the top of the mountain and the cloudless sky, but it’s as if she’s holding a postcard rather than viewing the real thing.


Eleri’s still fussing with the shutters on the other side of the archway. ‘All I know is that Barker ran out of money. Or lost interest in the project. Or maybe both. It was quicker to finish the tower this way. Mr Jeffreys did some research, told me bits and pieces, and that’s how I know. I think he was lonely. I used to clean up here once a week. It was about all the company he had.’


There’s a heavy silence and Lydia imagines Kyle thinking about the side of his family he doesn’t really know.


‘Do you want to see the rest?’ Eleri opens a door into a hallway and ushers them through, up a flight of stairs. The rooms are stacked one on top of the other, following the same stumpy L-shape as the ground floor. ‘It’s a strange design,’ Eleri admits, ‘but then, I’m no architect. This was Mr Jeffreys’ bedroom here, with the en suite bathroom.’


There’s an oppressive smell of old clothes and damp linen but Kyle doesn’t seem to notice, testing the floorboards, whistling at the view. Lydia wonders if he’s imagining his grandfather waking up in the old-fashioned bed, shuffling on the slippers that are still tucked beneath it. She glimpses the bathroom behind, filling the small protruding space above the kitchen window – the bath and overhead shower, the extractor fan, the faded baby-blue mat.


‘And then, if you follow me up the next flight of stairs, there’s a spare bedroom here with another en suite bathroom.’ They peer into a space that mimics the one below but without the furniture. ‘And then, on the third floor, which also has a washroom, is the room Mr Jeffreys used to paint in.’


They follow her up the last flight of steps.


‘Wow!’ Kyle catches Lydia around the waist as they enter the painting studio and stare dizzily at the wide sweep of valley. Instantly, she forgets her reservations. With the extra height, the view through the window is mesmerising.


‘You can see Cadair Idris if you look far enough to the left. Snowdon’s a little further around. That’s the village of Gaer Fach below us, the one you drove through to get here. I run the village shop with my husband, Jon. It’s a nice little community. Pub and a shop and not much else. It’s very quiet. Did you say you’re a sculptor?’ Eleri looks at Lydia.


‘That’s right.’


‘No doubt busy in London?’


Lydia smiles. Truth is, not busy enough.


Eleri fills the gap. ‘I’m sorry about what happened. I found Mr Jeffreys on the doorstep downstairs. Heart attack, as I’m sure you know.’


‘It’s okay. We weren’t close.’ Kyle speaks to the window.


‘Still, family’s family.’


‘Is it?’ He turns towards Eleri, taking in the stacked canvases and paint-splattered easel. The paintings are traditional, country scenes: moonlight through the forest; a sleepy canal. ‘Did you say there was a cellar?’


Lydia shivers. The last thing she wants is to explore underground. ‘I think I’ll take Jamie outside instead if that’s okay?’ She needs the warmth of the sun on her face, not another musty room. ‘We’ll wait for you in the garden.’


She leaves Kyle to nose around the house some more and takes the three flights of stairs to the ground floor. Jamie’s fallen asleep, his head snug against the inside of the carrier. She spends a few moments ensuring he’s comfortable, then steps outside. There’s not much of a garden: a small patch of lawn that’s knee high, an oil tank and a drystone wall bordering the steep rise to the summit. Adjacent to a garage, there’s a barn that’s padlocked shut. She stands on tiptoes and peers through a cobwebbed window at the space inside. It’s bigger than she’d expected and she feels a quiver of excitement. This place would make a perfect studio. She imagines her workbench against the far wall, her tools laid out, her stones covering the floor, her favourite pieces on shelves and plinths. The idea of a space to herself thrills her. A space that she wouldn’t have to pay rent on, or share with other people. A space with enough room to make a safe area for Jamie, where she can keep an eye on him as she works.


She steps back onto the lawn and lifts her gaze to the summit. There’s something up there, halfway between the house and the ridge at the top. An outcrop of rocks or another building? In front of it, a man is waving down at the tower. No, not the tower. He’s waving at her. She can feel it, just as she can feel the breeze in her hair and a chill on her neck.


She’s about to wave back when Jamie cries out in his sleep. She leans over and rearranges the muslin cloth behind his head. At the same time, the house door creaks open.


Kyle appears, blinking in the sunlight.


‘God, you gave me a fright!’ She looks back to where the man was standing. Nothing there. Just a trick of the light, the hazy summer sun.


Kyle rubs her bare shoulders, sliding his fingers beneath the straps of the baby carrier. ‘Here. Let me take that. You’ve been carrying him for ages.’


She shakes her head. ‘He’s asleep. Leave him be.’


‘You all right? You’ve got goosebumps.’


‘Just a breeze.’ She hesitates. ‘You’re not seriously thinking about moving here, are you?’


Kyle sweeps flecks of dust from his hair. ‘It’s not that stupid, is it? Haven’t we always dreamed of the country? Getting away from it all? Bringing up our family somewhere safe?’


She looks down at the crown of Jamie’s head, then across to the valley. The same thrill as when she looked inside the barn. The possibility of escape, of getting away from London, from the crowds and the traffic, the feeling of being hemmed in, the panic attacks. And then, there’s the potential of this place. She thinks of the view from the front of the house, the same view she’s looking at now, the way it transforms the space inside.


‘Think about it,’ he says. ‘Out here we’d have no rent. No mortgage. All this space for J-J to grow up in. All this healthy fresh air.’


‘I thought I saw someone on the mountain,’ she says, turning in the opposite direction, glancing up at the trig point and the jagged rocks. ‘A man waving down at me.’


‘A hillwalker, probably. Or a shepherd. Remember that farm we walked through earlier?’


‘It freaked me out,’ she says, though she knows it’s stupid. ‘Someone watching me like that. Watching Jamie.’


‘There’s bound to be tourists.’ He grins and she knows he’s right. Of course there are tourists. ‘Come on. There’s something else I want to show you.’ He finds her hand and pulls her further into the garden.


‘What is it?’


He doesn’t answer, just leads her through the long grass, past the kitchen window and the rusted oil tank. A sheep bleats from the fields. A buzzard circles overhead, so close she swears she can hear the beating of its wings. ‘It’s on the other side of the tower. Something that makes this whole thing perfect.’
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Three months later, Kyle brings the kettle to a rumble and fishes teabags from a plastic carrier bag. The kettle’s ancient, a grimy white, marked with indiscriminate splodges of food. Since arriving in Gaer Fach two days ago, he hasn’t unpacked. He likes the idea he could grab his stuff and leave at any moment if he needs to. Not that he will need to. It’s just that the house – his grandfather’s brick tower – isn’t quite as he’d remembered it from the time in the summer. He’d not realised it was quite so damp and cold. He’d forgotten just how isolated it was, or rather he’d thought only about the view and not the fact the village was miles away. This is going to take some getting used to, he thinks. Living in a tower in the middle of nowhere.


He scrapes paint from his arms as he waits for his tea to brew. There’s a patch of dry skin on his elbow that’s irritating him, that wasn’t there before. Maybe it’s the mountain air or something in the paint. Something that’s making him itch like mad. He makes a determined effort not to scratch, takes one of his grandfather’s spoons, and squeezes his teabag against the side of the cup. Then, he turns to the lounge and views the scrappy paintwork through the archway. He’d offered to come up ahead and start decorating the place as a favour to Liddy, but progress is slow. The paint doesn’t want to stick to the walls, and it’s so bloody cold, he can barely move his hands. On top of all this, he’s got a permanent headache, made worse when he thinks about Liddy and J-J, his desire to make this perfect for them both.


If he’s honest, it’s not just Liddy who’s scared about the move. Every night since he’s been here, he’s woken to utter blackness, wondering what the hell they’ve done. He thinks of their tiny flat in London, the one Liddy is packing up ready for their official move on Monday, and wishes he was there, breathing in the scent of her, hearing J-J snuffling in his cot. In the light of day, he knows it’s just change. Change always messes with you, regardless of the reasons behind it. Even if it’s for the best. And this is for the best. Liddy gets so panicked in London, and he needs the change too, desperately so. His career as a web developer is taking off and he wants to make a real go of it, escape from the gang of mates he hangs out with, old mates from university, headed by his best friend Charlie. Of course, he likes his friends, but he doesn’t have rich parents like they do. He can’t afford to hop from one job to another, partying all weekend, sometimes into the week as well.


He takes his tea into the lounge, hugs it tight in an attempt to warm up. The lounge is still dotted with his grandfather’s furniture. The paintings on the walls are all originals, landscapes signed by Edward Jeffreys. Not for the first time, he has a sense he’s trespassing in someone else’s house. Searching his mind for memories of his grandfather, there’s not much there: bumpy car rides to the house in Suffolk, a dark hallway, a narrow-mouthed lady who must have been his grandmother, a game of toy soldiers laid out ready for him on a rug. He’s already found the old set. A box shoved under the bed upstairs, an army of plastic soldiers. And something else: a wooden soldier-doll with tattered khaki clothing. Had he remembered this as a child? Before his grandfather stopped speaking to his mum altogether? There’d been a chime of something, but then it was gone and he’d shoved the doll back in the box with the rest.


Now, he takes the paintings down and stacks them in a corner, humming to himself, wishing he had a radio for company. The internet signal is intermittent at best – something that definitely needs sorting, and which hadn’t seemed a problem when he’d checked the coverage – and he’s not used to feeling so disconnected. Then, he thinks of that other thing that impressed him so much in the summer, spied from the upstairs window: the stream. He’s going to divert it into a forebay, run pipes to a generator, feed electricity directly into the house. He’d shown it to Liddy on that very first day, though she hadn’t quite grasped its significance. She’d been freaked by something she’d seen on the mountain, and though he’d tried to take her mind off it, telling her his plans, he’d had a feeling she was only half-listening.


He climbs to the top of the stepladder, leans sideways, dripping paint on the floor. He’s dying to get going with the stream – it’s mind-blowing just thinking about powering the entire house off that tiny flow of water – but his plans will have to wait. For Liddy’s sake, he needs to make these aesthetic changes first.


A noise startles him from somewhere in the building. He stands stock still, paintbrush raised. There it is again. A sound in the kitchen. He breathes audibly, gritting his teeth, then clambers down again, inadvertently knocking over his cup of tea.


He picks up the mug and listens. Just the wind buffeting the tower. Y Twr Gwyn the house is called. The White Tower. Except he doesn’t like that. He wants to call it something light, cheerful, like Mountain View or Sunny Hill. He’ll suggest it to Liddy.


He tiptoes through the archway into the kitchen. Still nothing. He scans the knackered worktops, the mismatch of crockery he’s pulled from the cupboard. Nothing there that could have made a sound like that, like a chain being dragged across the stone paving. He laughs out loud to stem his fear. That’s bloody ridiculous. Probably rats. Or maybe a bird flew into the kitchen window and made a strange sound as it slipped down the glass. They do that sometimes, don’t they, looking for shelter?


He looks down and realises he’s scratching his arm again, scratching so hard he’s drawn bubbles of blood. He pulls his fingers away. He needs to get used to it, that’s all. The sounds of the countryside. The sounds of an old house.
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Lydia stands on the mountain with the tower behind her, watching the mover’s van bump back down the track then turn left down the road to the village. The difference between London and Wales is stark. The mountains are silver against the evening sky and, though it’s only September, the air is sharp. She scans the wood further down, the footpaths crisscrossing the fields, the scar of an old quarry on the far left. She revels in the idea of exploring, buying an OS map, filling a flask with tea and wandering for hours. Now that Jamie’s bigger, she could carry him in the baby backpack; she’ll take Kyle too when he isn’t working. This is going to be the making of them, she just needs to believe it.


‘Don’t be long,’ Kyle had said when she’d left for her walk. ‘I’ve missed you, you know.’ He’d jogged Jamie up and down in his arms and she’d marvelled at the similarity between them. Mini-Me, Kyle sometimes calls Jamie. But today Mini-Me had scowled back at his father, stubby hands reaching for the barely there beard he’s grown in a week. The beard makes Kyle look strange, not quite like her husband, but she hasn’t mentioned it yet.


‘I’ve missed you too. I just need to stretch my legs.’


He’d smiled. ‘And I’ve got a little surprise for later, okay?’


She walks fast along the track to the farm buildings, half a mile to the right, the wind buffeting her coat. There’s no one about, just a tractor with mud-clogged tyres and an ancient Land Rover with a dented bumper. The windows of the farmhouse are hung with sun-bleached curtains and, through the nearest one, she can make out a sink and a bottle of washing-up liquid.


She’s just about to turn up the path that leads from the farm to the summit when a dog appears, barking. A one-eyed border collie with muck-encrusted fur. She jumps backwards, landing in a puddle, telling herself to act calm. The dog won’t hurt her unless she makes a fuss.


‘Hey, little dog.’ She holds out the back of her hand. ‘That’s right. Don’t growl. Shall we be friends?’


The dog sniffs her fingers, then crouches low as if about to pounce.


She tucks her hand back inside her sleeve. ‘Okay, maybe not.’ She walks fast but not too fast, back the way she’s come, not wanting to risk crossing the farmyard or giving the dog an excuse to chase. Instead, she focuses on the tower at the far end of the track, trying to conjure a sense of safety, of home. Home. The word doesn’t sit right. This isn’t her home, not yet, despite Kyle’s efforts to make it friendly, painting the interior walls, changing the name to Sunny Hill. He’s even hung a sign with the new name on the gate. She glances back at the farm – thank God the dog has stopped at the boundary – and breaks into a run.


She finds Kyle and Jamie in the lounge. Jamie’s in his bouncy chair still warily eyeing his father, and Kyle’s crouched next to the fireplace, stacking kindling.


‘There’s a dog with one eye at the farm,’ she gabbles.


Kyle sits back on his heels and surveys his handiwork. ‘I know. She’s got puppies. We’re going over tomorrow to choose one.’


‘What?’


Kyle grins. ‘I said I had a surprise.’


‘But, a dog? A puppy?’ The idea sounds like madness. ‘Haven’t we got enough on our plates already?’ She takes Jamie from his bouncy chair and holds him tight. He’s warm and milky, nuzzling into her.


‘Actually, the farmer was insistent. Jumped in front of the car to flag me down. Said we must have a dog for protection.’


‘For protection?’ She laughs. ‘Against what? There’s nothing out here.’


He takes matches from a tin box inside the fender and looks serious. ‘That’s the point. We’re isolated. It makes us vulnerable.’


‘I suppose.’ She crouches beside him. ‘What are you doing?’


‘Seeing if the chimney’s clear.’


The kindling won’t light. Kyle blows on it gently until it sparks, darts of yellow streaking up the wisps of wood. The smell reminds her of winter evenings, bonfires and hot chocolate. She huddles into him, watching the fire expectantly, but the smoke makes her eyes sting. A minute later, it’s billowing into the room. Kyle jumps up, hand to his mouth, glancing anxiously at Jamie wriggling in her arms. ‘Shit.’


They run outside, gulping the fresh air, looking up at the chimney. In the semi-darkness, Lydia sees a trickle of smoke.


‘It’s blocked,’ Kyle says like he’s been dealing with chimneys all his life. ‘There should be more of it than that.’


‘What do we do now?’ The last of the sunlight is filtering through the clouds, casting them in a pale, almost eerie light.


‘Stay here until the smoke clears, I suppose. I’ll get our coats and a blanket for J-J.’


She waits while Kyle goes indoors, pacing the garden to keep herself warm. The house from the back is bleak, just that one tiny window looking into the kitchen. Hard to believe they own a house like this. Live in a house like this. The name, Sunny Hill, is a joke; she’d rather the Welsh name Y Twr Gwyn, which is descriptive at least. She thinks of the tatty furniture, the stacks of crockery that aren’t theirs, the musty smell of the wardrobe and linen cupboard. Kyle’s made a start at clearing out his grandfather’s stuff, heaping it in the garage for sorting later. But she’s a feeling it’s not going to be that easy, sweeping one life out, replacing it with another, transforming the house into the one she’s designed in her mind. Maybe she’d feel better if she knew more about him, what sort of person Edward Jeffreys was.


Holding Jamie in one arm, she traces a finger over the thick wooden frame at the bottom of the kitchen window, lingering over the grooves carved in the middle. There’s a cross like the Christian symbol deep in the wood, and something more intricate, a circle with interlinking lines. She’s seen it before, or something like it, in books about the area. It’s a Celtic cross. Above it, nestling right against the glass, is a line of small red berries. She rolls one between her fingers and glances across the garden, to the tree behind the barn. A tree with yellowing leaves and brilliant clusters of red berries, the same sort of tree she’s seen growing near the farm. A rowan tree.


‘Oh, there you are.’ Kyle comes back, lumbered with coats and blankets. Then he swings out a carrier bag. ‘Surprise number two. A little celebration. Our new house. Our first house. J-J’s first proper home. I was saving it until later, but hey.’


He pulls items from the bag: champagne, two mugs, a bottle of milk for Jamie. He takes the champagne to the wall at the front, uncorks the bottle and fills the mugs. ‘Sorry, it’s not exactly glamorous. I couldn’t find any wine glasses, let alone flutes.’


She tucks Jamie inside the blanket and takes one of the mugs. They sit on the wall, drinking in silence, looking down at the village. It seems so far away, tiny like a toy village, two miles following the road from the farm, much less than that trespassing through the fields. She feels she could reach down and flick it all away. And then there’d be nothing. Nobody.
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She gets up early, unable to sleep. She has a sense of everything being different: the creaky old bed, the new mattress she’d insisted on, the draught from the stairway, the pervasive smell of damp. She creeps across the bedroom, trying not to wake Kyle, feeling for her cardigan on the floor beside the cot. Then she bends down and listens to the reassuring sound of Jamie. Last night, she’d thought she would never get him to sleep – he’d slept too much on the journey and he was understandably unsettled – but now, although he’d woken twice in the night, crying for milk, he’s dead to the world. She shudders at the phrase and peers behind the curtains. It’s still dark, only four-thirty, but she knows she won’t sleep again, despite the weariness she feels in her mind and body.


Downstairs, she scrapes the remains of last night’s dinner into the bin. None of them had been hungry, too wired from the move, even Jamie had spat out his favourite yogurt and refused to finish his milk. She washes the plates they’d retrieved from the packing boxes and sterilises a couple of baby bottles in the microwave for later. Although she hates the kitchen, hates the old worksurfaces, she’s a vague sense of satisfaction as she cleans, imagining how the room will look in a few days’ time: the new workstations in oak and white marble snug against the walls, the Belfast sink, the kitchen island in the middle of the flagstones. It’s their one big expense, one they can’t afford, piled onto credit cards. Then, there’s the view from the other side of the tower, the way the sunlight floods in when the shutters are drawn. She can’t wait to get started on the transformation, choosing soft furnishings to complement the valley through the windows, creating a space that’s practical and homely and stylish all at once. After that, she’ll attack the garden, erecting decking for barbeques and leisurely summer evenings. Making it theirs.


She finds a bottle of cleaning fluid beneath the sink and pulls on an old pair of plastic gloves, then gets to work again. It’s four days until the workmen are due to arrive and she can’t bear the thought of living like this until then. She wipes the chipped Formica, scrapes the inside of cupboards, polishes the old-fashioned taps. A stain on the worksurface opposite the sink refuses to budge. It looks like a coffee stain, but it seems to sprawl with her efforts, seems to darken. She finds a fresh cloth and goes over it again, squirting more cleaning fluid, scrubbing harder, faster. Irritation grows inside her. How could Kyle have stood being out here like this for a week by himself?


Defeated, she wrings the cloth out over the sink and looks up.


There’s a light beyond the garden, drawing her attention. A light high up on the mountain, orange like a flame, moving one way and then the other, a few yards back and forth. She’s a feeling it’s looking for something, searching between the rocks and the tufts of heather. She wipes the condensation from the window, then watches, mesmerised, wondering who would be on the mountain so early in the morning.


Martha.


She spins at the word, expecting to see Kyle behind her, but there’s no one there. Kyle has pulled down the old red curtain separating the kitchen from the lounge, wanting the light to flood through the archway from the bay window out front. But the shutters on the front windows are closed and even if they were open, there’s no sunlight yet, just fields and fields of darkness.


‘Kyle?’ she calls, her voice small and hesitant. No response. She rubs her face. God, she’s seriously sleep deprived and stressed from the move. It must have been the wind or something in the house, some unseen mechanism, making a noise that sounded like a human voice.


Martha.


She pivots back to the window, pulse racing. This time it was clearer, coming from beyond the window. A man’s voice. She steadies herself against the sink, knowing she didn’t imagine it. The light has disappeared from the mountainside and she’s staring at her own reflection in the window, ghost-like against the dark. She can’t see the garden, let alone the summit. There could be anything out there, a stranger at the door, a fox near the barn, a predator either human or animal, and she wouldn’t know it. She wipes the window again, the cold condensation dribbling down her fingers.


She pictures a fox, the russet of its fur, its watchful eyes. That’s all it is, she tells herself: a wild animal. And the light was a shepherd with a torch on the higher slopes.


She brings her fingers away and dries them on her cardigan. Impossibly, the darkness seems to deepen. She’s too scared to look up again. Too scared to catch her reflection in the window, just in case. Just in case it’s not me.


She tells herself not to be stupid. There’s nothing there. Just the garden and the fields and fresh air. Still, she wishes there was a curtain to shut it all out. She glances upwards, averting her eyes from the window. There isn’t even a rail or a runner. Why would anyone have a window like this, even a small one, gaping into utter blackness? It’s the first thing she’ll do when it’s light, go through the boxes in the garage, find something, anything, to cover the square.
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She goes back to bed and tries desperately to doze – Kyle and Jamie are still peacefully sleeping – but all she can think about is that voice, that sound. She tosses and turns, seeing the light on the mountain in her mind. It’s like it’s calling to her, begging her to investigate. When she can’t ignore it any longer, she grabs her running kit from the pile of clothes on the floor and goes out. As she runs along the track, she focuses on the view: the valley carved between the mountains, the sun rising on the horizon in a watercolour of purple and pink. It’s thrilling but she can’t quite believe it’s theirs. It’s all too surreal and she still feels unsettled. If only she could find the source of the light, at least that would be something.


She slows when she reaches the farm, but the collie bitch fails to appear. Instead, an older dog pads disinterestedly through a group of chickens. The farmhouse curtains are drawn but there’s no sign of anyone about, just a bucket abandoned in the middle of the yard.


She retraces their footsteps from the summer, taking the path that runs from the yard through the line of rowan trees all the way to the summit, slowing to a fast walk. She’d forgotten how deceptively steep it is, how the mountain seems to take over her entire body. Her thighs ache, her throat hurts with each lungful of breath, her ears throb with the morning cold. The path breaks into a series of muddy gullies between the rock and she tries her best to select the driest. Three-quarters of the way up, she stops and scans the countryside to her right, looking for signs of life, anything to explain the light. But the only thing of note is a sheep track running parallel to the tower’s own track. She follows it as it weaves between the rocks. Suddenly, she’s sliding, her trainers slipping through bog, unable to get a grip. She hits the ground with a thump, landing on rock, and lies dazed for a second, looking down, seeing the cascade of smaller rocks beneath her. A few feet more and she would have gone tumbling over.


She pulls herself up, shaking the mud from her trainers, scanning the way ahead. The path, which had been clear to begin with, is a suggestion rather than a definite line, pitted with darker patches of bog. At the end of it, directly above the tower, there’s a shadowy lump, which looks like another farm building.


But after the fall, she’s no longer in the mood for exploring. She has a sudden impulse to get back to the tower. She imagines Jamie waking up, calling out for her, his little cries echoing through the baby monitor into the lounge, through the archway to the kitchen, bouncing off the window. She’s only recently given up breastfeeding and the physical bond is still there, still strong.


‘You smell of fresh air,’ Kyle beams at her when she steps into the cocoon of coffee and toast smells. The kitchen has transformed in the time she’s been out. Kyle has laid Jamie’s playmat on the floor, padding it with a blanket beneath, and Jamie’s smiling up at her. ‘Where did you go?’


‘The mountain,’ she says. ‘Or rather, further up the mountain. I found a footpath beneath the summit. If I’d carried on, I would have seen down our chimneys.’ She feels awake, clear-headed, no longer the neurotic woman who woke at four-thirty to clean, who imagined – it hardly seems plausible now – a disembodied voice.


Kyle hands her a mug of coffee and surveys her sodden trainers and mud-splattered leggings. ‘Talking of chimneys, I found rods in the cellar.’ He nods at the sheet of plastic and various poles and brushes through the archway. ‘You see,’ he says, just as Jamie begins to bawl. He picks him up and hands him over so that she’s juggling both her son and her coffee. ‘I’m on a mission to make this place work.’


Two hours later, they walk to the farm, Jamie in the baby backpack for the first time, seeming too small, too vulnerable within the bulky frame. Lydia keeps checking him, fiddling with the straps over Kyle’s shoulders, ensuring he’s comfortable. Jamie gurgles back at her, blowing spit-bubbles. Satisfied, she looks down at Gaer Fach, the path of the river snaking behind the church, the main road and the four parallel streets shooting off from it that, from here, look like tines of a fork. She counts the number of identical workers’ cottages.


‘Forty,’ she says. ‘Give or take a couple.’


Kyle lifts his head from the track. She knows his mind is on other things, all his plans for the tower, his schemes to make them self-sufficient. Over breakfast, he’d taken a pen and paper, drawn out his ideas and made calculations about the generator. ‘What did you say?’


‘The cottages. There are forty cottages.’


‘What?’


‘In the village. There are forty cottages in the village. Though it looks too small for that. Too cramped. Little Fort, that’s what the name means. I looked it up. Gaer Fach means Little Fort.’ She smiles to herself. She’s determined to learn Welsh, one way or another. But, as they near the farm, the one-eyed collie runs into the yard, tail twitching, growling into the frigid air, sullying her mood. She thinks of Jamie, how fragile he is, and wonders if they’re about to make a massive mistake.


‘Blodwen!’ A man appears from the farmhouse. A big-boned man in his mid-fifties, wearing a boiler suit and dirty black boots. He drags the dog by its collar, shooing it inside, then scowls at the visitors. ‘Beth da chi eisiau?’


Lydia shakes her head. ‘I’m sorry. We’re English.’


The man grunts and, momentarily, she wonders if he only speaks Welsh. Then he clear his throat, ‘I said, what do you want?’


‘We’ve come to look at the puppies. I’m Lydia. I believe you’ve already met Kyle?’


Kyle shakes his head. ‘It was another man I met. But, pleased to meet you.’


The man nods his acknowledgement, then steps into the yard. ‘Follow me.’ He strides towards a barn on the other side, pulls wide a metal door and herds them through. ‘There were six in the litter, but we’ve only four left. You can take your pick.’


The puppies are penned in the far corner of the barn. They paw over each other to get their attention, licking Lydia’s hand as she leans in, sniffing her sleeves. Their little bodies are fat and ungainly, all paws and stomach, and already she feels herself melting.


Kyle crouches next to her, looking as smitten as she is. ‘This is your call. Go on. Pick whichever one you like.’


She looks across at Jamie fallen asleep in the backpack. ‘You’re sure this is a good idea?’


‘Country living and all that. It will be good for us. Good for J-J. Trust me.’


‘That one!’ The smallest at the back, tail wagging, desperate but unable to get over the others. ‘It looks intelligent.’


Kyle laughs and she wishes the man wasn’t there, standing over them. ‘Is it a boy or a girl?’


The man fishes a packet of cigarettes from his pocket. ‘That one’s no good.’


‘No good?’


‘It’s the runt.’


She thinks of Jamie. He’s never been around animals, not close up anyway, but the puppy looks harmless. ‘We’ll take it,’ she says.


‘I said, it’s no good.’ The man almost shouts the words, before lighting a cigarette.


Kyle lays a hand on Lydia’s arm. ‘I think my wife would prefer something small.’


The man says nothing, just draws on his cigarette. She thinks he’s going to resist, going to say something more, but eventually he leans over and lifts the puppy by the scruff of its neck. ‘It’s a bitch,’ he says dismissively. ‘Forty quid.’


Soft paws fight the air to get close to Lydia, landing with a flurry of tail and tongue and pink puppy tummy on her shoulder. ‘I’m afraid we haven’t anything,’ she says. ‘A basket or lead or food or whatever else a puppy might need. We should come back later.’


The man pulls the puppy away and dumps it back in the pen. ‘There’s stuff in the house you can have. Follow me.’


They traipse back across the yard to the farmhouse. It looks dirtier from this angle with its mud-streaked walls and grey slate roof, an eyesore framed against the valley on the other side. The man leads them into a cramped kitchen and rummages beneath the sink.


Lydia clears her throat. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your name?’


‘Emlyn.’ The man flings items onto the table, already piled high with newspapers and packets of food. In the middle of it all, balancing on the boxes of cereal, is a shotgun. ‘Dad – Mr Jones – is the farmer.’


He hands them a cardboard box with a few items: lead, food, bowl. ‘Must be the runt’s lucky day,’ he says. ‘I was going to drown it this afternoon.’


The mood from the kitchen follows them as they walk back up the track, carrying the puppy in the cardboard box. The puppy seems unsettled, pawing the cardboard, chewing one of the flaps.


‘We should put it on the lead,’ Kyle says, kicking stones with his boots.


‘Not it. Her.’


‘Okay, her.’ He smiles, softening. ‘You’ve changed your tune, I thought you weren’t keen.’


‘I wasn’t. But, well, just look at her. She’s almost as cute as Jamie.’


He laughs. ‘Now I know you’re kidding. So, what are we going to call her?’


She looks at the puppy’s white paws. ‘What about Snowy?’


Kyle pulls a face. ‘I was thinking of Irene.’


‘You can’t call a puppy Irene.’


‘Why not? I had a cat called Irene when I was little. She was cute.’


She sets the box down on the track and attaches the lead given them by Emlyn, a heavy-duty choke chain that seems completely unsuitable for the task. The puppy pulls on the end of it, oblivious to the choke mechanism, seeming eager to get to the tower, to find shelter from the wind.


At Sunny Hill, they lay Jamie down in his cot, then set the puppy loose in the kitchen and allow her to roam, exploring with her nose. Lydia puts a bowl of water on the floor and dishes out a handful of biscuits.


‘I think she likes it here,’ she says.


Kyle smiles back at her, then bends down and ruffles the puppy’s fur. ‘Welcome to the family.’


They make sandwiches and sit on the sofa together, the one that had looked good in their London flat, but here seems too small, squashed between the two formal armchairs. Already, she’s decided which one was Edward Jeffreys’. Which one he liked to sit in to read the newspaper, to drink his tea. The one with the sagging cushions and faded armrests. She wants to ask Kyle to move it to the garage, but it doesn’t seem right, clearing someone out so entirely.


The puppy sniffs at their feet, then pisses on the floorboards.


Kyle jumps up. ‘Martha! No! Bad dog!’


Lydia dumps her sandwich on the plate. ‘What did you say?’


‘I said, bad dog. She pissed on the floor. Didn’t you see it?’ There’s anger in his eyes and she realises she’s never really observed him around animals.


‘It was you!’


‘What?’


‘Earlier. It was you saying that word. I thought it was me. I thought I was going crazy.’


‘What word?’


‘Martha.’


Kyle starts manically mopping the floor with one of Jamie’s muslin cloths. ‘I only just thought of it. It just sort of came to me. Like it was … ’ he crumples his brow, ‘like it was meant to be.’


‘It freaked me out. I thought someone else was in the house.’


‘Seriously. I’ve never known any Marthas before in my life. It’s just that she looks like a Martha. Or … I don’t know. Hey! Martha?’ The puppy runs towards him and rolls over. He tickles her tummy, apparently no longer mad at her. ‘You see?’


Lydia rubs her temples. Kyle’s right, Martha seems to suit her, and weirdly she seems to respond to the name. But she doesn’t like it. Doesn’t like the fact they both thought it or dreamed it. ‘It must have been you,’ she says at last. ‘There’s no other explanation. You must have shouted it in your sleep.’
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Kyle sits by himself in the cellar. He likes it down here, though it’s freezing cold. Down here, he can begin to untangle his thoughts. Things out here are … well … what’s the word? Weird. All this space. All this emptiness. This bloody strange tower. If anything, it’s worse now Liddy and J-J have arrived, since this morning when they bought the puppy. The puppy’s cute, he’ll give her that, but there’s something about her that’s deeply unsettling. That name: Martha.


He swears he doesn’t know a Martha. He wasn’t even thinking about the name when he said it. It just sort of sprung to his lips. That’s what’s so confusing. Why would he think up a name he’s never thought about before, just like that? It’s almost as if it wasn’t him that said it, but someone else, someone nearby, whispering the name in his ear.


He rubs his hands together, relieving the chill from the tips of his fingers. It’s early days. Things can only get better. This settling-in period was bound to be strange. He thinks of his plans for the stream – he’s been making notes, ordered wood for the generator shed, watched countless YouTube videos on hydroelectric systems, Pelton wheels and penstocks and forebays, whenever he’s managed to get a decent signal – then picks up a cardboard box from the floor and pretends to sort through it. It’s stuff he’s brought down from the room on the top floor where his grandfather used to paint: bills and receipts, a couple of damp notebooks. He doesn’t really look at it, but it gives him purpose, something for his fingers to do as he thinks about Liddy.


Sometimes she gets freaked – panic attacks, she calls them. All started at university, though he didn’t know her back then. It’s the main reason she agreed to move out here, to escape the crowds, the claustrophobia of the city. But now that they’re here, the responsibility of looking after her weighs on his mind. He’s seen her frowning when she thinks he’s not watching; the way she anxiously glances at the summit through the kitchen window. In London, it was easy to provide her with reassurance. Whenever she was having a bad day, whenever the thought of the crowds made her sick with anxiety, he’d accompany her on the tube to her studio, then meet her after work and escort her home again. But out here, he’s not sure what it means to protect her.


There’s nothing here to protect her from.


They’d met at a mutual friend’s birthday party, got talking while the others were in the kitchen sorting food. She’d seemed shy at first, but she’d soon opened up, and before he knew it, she was sharing his cab. ‘I don’t usually do this,’ she’d said when they’d landed back at his place. If it was any other girl, he wouldn’t have believed her, but Liddy seemed different. There was a genuineness about her that was refreshing. She’d put her coffee cup down on the table and leaned into him drunkenly. She was wearing an all-in-one, sexy without seeming to realise it, but that’s Liddy all over. ‘I haven’t done this for a long time,’ she’d giggled. ‘And I don’t usually say that to boys either.’ They’d kissed. He remembers reaching for her top button and feeling her pull away. ‘We don’t have to do this,’ he’d reassured her, though he’d desperately wanted to. ‘We don’t have to do anything. We can just hug if you like? Or drink coffee?’


‘I’m nervous,’ she’d said. ‘That’s all.’ She’d lifted his hand back to the button and it had seemed symbolic, an act of faith.


He picks up a notebook and flicks through the pages. A few weeks into their relationship, Liddy had ditched her antidepressants, ditched her yoga and relaxation CDs. Things had seemed to get better although she still had the panic attacks, still had the dizzy spells. She’d needed him, at times, to remind her to breathe.


But what if I can’t protect her any more?


He thinks about how he said that name earlier, Martha. He’s been out here just over a week and it’s not the first time he’s questioned himself. He’s had blank spots. Whole periods of time when he can’t remember what’s happened: cooking dinner, taking showers, painting walls. Like time is moving in strange leaps. His chest feels tight just thinking about it. Yesterday, he put J-J down on the sofa to make himself a cup of tea, then couldn’t remember where he’d left him. Couldn’t remember where he’d left his own son! He’d looked everywhere apart from the obvious; even marched upstairs to his cot, but then J-J had rolled over and fallen on the floor. He’d bolted down those stairs again, grabbed his screaming son, soothed his bruised skin, slapped arnica on his forehead, feeling guilty and ashamed and bloody grateful all at once that Liddy was out walking.


But he’s just distracted. His mind’s working overtime, that’s why he’s forgetting stuff. He’s so intent on making this work, this crazy move to a tower on a mountain, he’s not thinking straight. He pictures Liddy upstairs, fussing over the new puppy, hair piled on top of her head, legs sculpted in their skinny jeans. Liddy doesn’t like her body much, she thinks her torso’s too short and her legs are too gangly, and her belly isn’t flat enough after the baby. She doesn’t listen to him when he tells her she’s beautiful, but she’s always had a twisted relationship with her body. Before J-J, she’d kept a notebook, not unlike the one in his hand, tucked beneath her pillow, charting her cycle. She’d known exactly when she’d ovulate, when was the best time in the month to have sex. It had been exhausting and, if he’s honest, a real turn-off. Each month when it didn’t happen, she’d pulled on her running shoes and pounded the pavements like a punishment. And then, when it did, after she’d jubilantly waved the positive pregnancy test at him, she’d been irrationally petrified of doing something wrong.


He looks down at the notebook in his hand, page after page of jobs to be done.




Clear the gutters. Buy bread and milk. Doctor’s appointment at 10.00 a.m.





God, his grandfather’s life had been mundane. He turns another page. There’s nothing else of note, just a shopping list covering the next two pages and a final page with the word




Jeffreys





written over and over. Why had the old man been practising his signature?


He closes the book and buries it between the faded bills. Through the floorboards and joists, he can hear Liddy playing with the puppy, sounding happy as far as he can tell. He thinks of the space upstairs, the cold rooms, the blocked fireplace, the walls he still hasn’t painted, and stands up, scratching the patch of dried skin through his jumper sleeve.
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