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Susan


A dark moon is rising.


A perfect black circle, barely visible in the night sky, the dark moon casts its void over the wind-scorched moor, over the soaring mass of a great limestone hill and over the town that cowers in its shadow. The dark moon is the absence of moon before the slender silver crescent of the new moon appears again and people can breathe a little easier.


The month is March and the night is clear and cold, black as pitch. The full moon in March is known as the Worm Moon, welcome despite its ominous name, marking as it does the end of winter and the emergence of earthworms from the thawing ground. Dark moons have never been named, although they are sometimes called the dead moons. The dark moons reign over nights when people stoke up their fires, draw their curtains tighter and try to think happy thoughts. In the town of Sabden at the foot of Pendle Hill in Lancashire, they usually fail.


In Sabden’s soot-blackened terraced houses, the sleepers’ dreams darken when the moon leaves the sky. Infants wake up cold, mothers tremble with elusive fears for their children, and old folks slip a little closer to death. Even the town’s witches are afraid, casting salt circles round their homes for protection and burning sage leaves to ward off evil spirits. Only the Craftsman welcomes the dark moon.


When the town is at its most still, when the only creature astir is the dog that stalks the railway-arch tramps in the refusal to believe he is an unloved stray, the Craftsman roams, ever watchful. He walks the silent streets, keeping always to the shadows. He avoids soft ground where he might leave footprints, but a window without drawn curtains is irresistible to him. He does not linger, but his footsteps might slow a little as he passes down the length of Springfield Street, because it is here, at number 17, that Susan lives.


Monday, 17 March 1969


Susan Duxbury was unique among her class of fourteen- and fifteen-year-olds because she liked Mondays. Loved them, in fact. Susan got up early on Mondays to get to the bathroom before the rest of the family and, in cold water, because it was never hot first thing in the morning, washed her fringe and the front two inches of her long dark brown hair. Susan had greasy hair that needed washing every day, but bath times were once a week in the Duxbury household and Susan’s night was Friday. She didn’t have time to wash her entire head of hair, but the couple of inches closest to her face made a difference. When that front strip of hair was clean, she washed her face, underarms, feet and between her legs, and squeezed a fresh spot that had appeared on her chin overnight. Satisfied at last, she crept back along the thin upstairs carpet to the room she shared with her older and younger sisters.


Apart from a pale light creeping in from the streetlamps outside, the room was in darkness, but Susan could see Stella wriggling and stretching beneath her blankets as she dressed in bed. Most mornings in winter, Susan did that too, but not on Mondays. Mondays were too important. Bracing herself against the cold, she pulled off her nightdress and tugged on her school uniform. She definitely had lost weight since . . . well, since it had happened – her skirt was inches looser than it had been. When she heard her mother go downstairs to light the kitchen fire, she ran along the corridor to her parents’ room. Dad was never an alert presence in the house at breakfast time – if he wasn’t at work or asleep, it meant he was in prison – and so Susan was free to dab foundation on the worst of her spots and perfume on her wrists. Make-up wasn’t allowed at school, but foundation didn’t count. Foundation was invisible.


By the time the family of six were gathered round the kitchen table, the eight-o’clock news on the radio was predicting severe storms around the Orkney Islands in Scotland, with several vessels already believed to be in danger. As the newsreader moved on to a story about the Kray twins beginning their life sentences for murder, Susan was polishing off her cornflakes and blowing on her tea to cool it. Susan was always first to leave the house. On Mondays.


As she ran through St Giles’s Churchyard – a shortcut, though a bit spooky on these dark mornings – she was surprised to see the town sexton hard at work, but the long winter had killed off a lot of the old folk. Susan giggled at the thought of a queue of corpses lining up for their funerals, because she was young, and death was something that happened to other people. She took a detour when she was in sight of the school building, so that she could skirt round the car park. Sometimes they arrived at the same time and she got to say, ‘Morning, sir,’ before anyone else in the whole school. It was her punctuality that had made him notice her, he’d told her – that and her long, sweet-smelling dark hair. And her gorgeous, gorgeous bum. No one had ever said nice things to Susan before. Not her family, and certainly not the boys at school, who called her ‘lardy arse’ and ‘dozy cow’. What did they know?


She slowed her pace, slipping with practised ease into her film-star walk, taking small, deliberate steps and letting her hips swing.


Too late. The red Hillman Hunter, the nicest car in the teachers’ car park, was there already, parked next to the empty milk-bottle crates. One day, he’d promised her, she’d get to ride in that car. The pang of disappointment at not seeing him left her soon. It was Monday, after all. Last period was geography. Her favourite.


David Milner, who taught geography at Sabden Secondary Modern, got home shortly after four o’clock and made himself a sandwich of Mother’s Pride bread and seedless raspberry jam. As he stuffed the food into his mouth, he wondered if he’d made the bed that morning and decided he didn’t care. He should probably draw the curtains, though, if only so he didn’t have to look at her face. With a bit of luck, she wouldn’t want to kiss him again, because just the thought of that acne-ridden mush reeking bad breath was enough to make him gag. He reminded himself that he chose the ugly ones for a reason. The ugly ones were grateful. The ugly ones believed you were in love, that there was a future and that the secrecy would only be for a short time. The ugly ones were less likely to be believed if they ever decided to tell. Duxbury might be the ugliest he’d had in years, but her father had been in prison more times than anyone could remember, and her mother was barely articulate. As long as he didn’t get her pregnant, he could keep this going for months. And with the curtains drawn, taken from behind, at least he wouldn’t have to worry about her face. His erection was rubbing against his trousers. ‘Down, boy,’ he muttered, giving it an encouraging rub as he glanced at the clock on the mantelpiece. The bitch was actually late.

OEBPS/images/Frontcover.jpg
A short story-set in-the-world of

THE CRAFTSMAN

From Sunday Times bestselling author

SHARUN BOLTON

,m;g«





OEBPS/images/logo.gif





