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One


The fog swallowed everything: moorland, colour, sound. Even Ben was silent in the passenger seat. The road was little more than a narrow track winding across what Cass thought of as God’s own country, which she knew to be wide and rolling and open where it lay hidden behind the fog.


Cass caught a glimpse of heather and bracken, everything sapped and rendered colourless. Ahead, the road dipped into a shallow bowl before winding upwards once more. She took her foot from the accelerator and allowed the car to slow.


‘What’s up?’ Ben stirred, and she realised he had been asleep. ‘Where are we?’


‘Saddleworth Moor.’ Cass braked to a halt and gestured down into the dip. ‘Isn’t it weird? You’d think the fog would gather here, but it’s clear.’ She turned to him. His face was closed, uninterested. ‘You should take a look. You won’t see much of the moor in this fog.’


He shrugged. Don’t care.


Cass gripped the wheel once more and took her foot from the brake. As the car began to move, she slammed it down again.


Ben jerked forward and scowled. ‘What’s that for?’


Cass continued to stare down into the bowl.


Ben followed her gaze. ‘There’s nothing there.’


Her son was right, but Cass tightened her grip on the wheel anyway. ‘Didn’t you feel it?’ She took her foot off the brake and the car rolled. ‘It’s going the wrong way.’


This time Ben saw. He straightened, looking back the way they had come.


Cass eased off the brake and the car rolled further, back. Up the slope. ‘Damn,’ she said, under her breath. She felt dizzy. ‘It’s a hill.’


‘What are you on about?’


‘I’ve heard about this. It’s – I don’t know, Ben – some kind of optical illusion. It looks like a dip but it’s really a hill. We’re on an upward slope, not downward.’


Ben’s face lit and Cass felt a surge of something. Hope? Joy? She wasn’t sure.


‘Wow,’ he said.


She reached out and rubbed his knee. ‘Feel. I’ll let it roll.’


‘Go on, Mum.’


Cass grinned, easing off again. The car started to roll back, slowly at first, then picking up speed. A sound blared into the silence, cutting through the air and dopplering away as a dark shape shot past them. Headlights made everything brilliant; then it was gone. Cass stamped on the brake once more.


‘Mu-um,’ Ben complained. His face was closed again, the way it had been when they started this journey. The way he had been since Cass had told him his father wasn’t coming back.


‘Sorry.’ Cass checked the mirror, seeing only a solid grey wall. She eased down on the accelerator, going forward this time. Despite this, the car slowed again. Cass accelerated harder but the car stopped anyway and she let out her breath.


‘Mum, stop messing about.’


The car rocked on its wheels and rolled back. Cass braked heavily, leaning forward, gripping the wheel and staring out at the road. It felt as though something was pushing them, but there was nothing: only that dip, a round, natural bowl as though a giant football had landed in soft earth.


She accelerated until the engine roared and suddenly the car was free and shot forward.


Ben made an exasperated sound and crossed his arms, turning to stare out of the window.


‘Sorry,’ Cass said. ‘I don’t know what that was.’


‘You’re doing it.’


‘No – it must have been the wind or something.’ Cass’ heart raced. Her hands felt slippery on the wheel. It hadn’t felt like the wind.


Her son remained silent.


The car navigated the dip – the rise, Cass reminded herself – and the fog closed in once more, swallowing sound, swallowing the road save for a grey strip in front of the car and the tufts of grass that marked the edge.


*


Cass tried to decide whether they were going uphill or down, but it took all her concentration to follow the curves of the road. The white wall of fog drew back as the car approached, permitting them a narrow space into which they could see, and closed again behind them. It deadened everything. Cass listened for the steady hum of the car, but it only seemed to be there when she tried to hear it. The fog was a visible silence.


She hadn’t seen another car in a long time.


Ben wriggled in his seat. ‘Are we still on the moor? I don’t like it.’


‘Yes,’ Cass replied, and wondered how she knew that was true. ‘It can’t be much longer.’


She kept her eyes on the road. It was like floating. It reminded her of one of Ben’s video games: she was driving a racing car and the road was nothing but two short lines in front of the stub of a bonnet. It had been impossible to stay between them.


‘What’s that?’ asked Ben. He wriggled in his seat and turned to the window. Cass glanced over to see his breath spreading on the pane, fog coming out of his body and into the car.


‘Don’t,’ she said, and then thought, Why not?


Ben raised a hand and spread it on the glass. Each finger left a dark smudge in the mist. He pressed his face to the window.


‘What is it? Ben?’


‘I thought . . . Nothing,’ he said, slumping back into the seat. ‘It’s nothing.’


Cass turned back to the road. The fog retreated as the car went onwards, headlights shining on its white wall, making it look solid. She was still shuffling in her seat as it seemed to dissolve, showing its true nature after all – nothing but droplets of water suspended in the air, a shifting translucent thing. The centre of it curled in on itself, revealing something dark in its heart.


Cass saw a figure standing in the road, its arms held out. There were no features, only shadow.


In that instant Cass remembered the murders that had happened thirty, forty years before. There were murdered children buried on these moors. Had they all been found? She couldn’t remember. She also had no time to think. Even while the idea of lost children formed in her mind she slammed on the brakes and hauled on the wheel. The car slewed and rocked, and then the wheels gripped and she jolted to a stop. Ben jerked forward, was caught by his seatbelt and thrown back into his seat. He didn’t complain this time.


Cass and Ben stared at each other. His face was white. Cass imagined her own was too.


She glanced in the rear-view mirror. The fog was lurid in her brake lights, pressing in close. If another car came along . . . She looked out to the side. It was impossible to tell how far across the road she’d finished up.


A rattle made her catch her breath. Ben cried out and Cass turned to see a face peering in at his window. Ben leaned away from it, his small arm pressing against Cass’ body. She reached out and drew him in.


A tap on the glass. There was a flash of a hand curled up: not a fist, but the casual shape someone might make when knocking on a door, the knuckle of the index finger protruding. Tap tap tap. There was a large ring on the middle finger, something with leaves and flowers in brightly coloured stones.


Tap tap tap.


‘Ben,’ said Cass, ‘wind the window down.’ He pressed up against her and she remembered she could control the passenger window from her side. She put one arm more firmly around her son and felt for the button with the other. There was a loud whirr and tendrils of fog snaked in, bringing cold, damp air.


‘Thank goodness,’ a voice said. ‘Thank you so much for stopping.’ The figure bent and the face resolved into a woman’s, her dark curls frizzed by the moist air. ‘I’m Sally,’ she said. ‘Are you going to Darnshaw?’


*


‘We’d better get moving,’ Sally said. ‘You don’t want somebody running into the back of you. It’s a bad place to stop.’


Cass prevented herself from shooting a hard glance at the woman. Sally was in the passenger seat. Cass had kissed the top of Ben’s head and got him to jump into the back, where he was crammed in amid a pile of luggage. Now the woman’s dark oilskin coat filled the space. When she’d climbed in, Cass saw she was wearing boots with fur around the top. One of them looked soaked, as though she had stepped into a bog. There was a smell too, which pervaded the car. Her hair was wet, and her face and voluminous coat were damp and shining.


‘Sorry if I gave you a scare,’ said Sally. ‘I’ve broken down further back along the road.’


‘Oh,’ said Cass. ‘I didn’t see a car.’


‘It’s pulled into a lay-by.’


Cass hadn’t seen a lay-by either, but she didn’t say so. She could have passed within inches of the woman’s car and not seen it. The lay-by could merely have been a break in the tufts of grass edging the road, maybe not even that.


‘There’s no mobile phone signal up here – I’m lucky you came along. It’s a long walk home.’ Sally laughed. ‘Sharp left bend coming up.’ She went on in this way, punctuating her conversation with directions, and Cass picked up speed. Was it so obvious she didn’t know the road?


‘You’re into the S-bends soon,’ Sally said. ‘We’ll be dropping down towards the village.’ She twisted around. ‘I’ve a son about your age,’ she said to Ben.


He didn’t reply. After a moment Cass said, ‘Does he go to the Grange School?’


Sally smiled. ‘You’re the lady who’s taken a place in Foxdene Mill, aren’t you?’


‘That’s right.’ Small world. Word had spread already.


‘Yes, Damon goes to the Grange. All the kids in Darnshaw go there. It gets good results.’


‘I heard. It’s one of the reasons I came back.’


‘Back?’


‘I lived here for a while, when I was a child.’


‘How lovely.’


‘What’s Mrs Cambrey like?’


‘Sorry?’


‘Mrs Cambrey. The head. She sounded really nice on the phone.’


‘She is – yes, she is lovely.’ There was something in Sally’s voice.


Cass glanced at her. ‘I have a meeting with her on Monday.’


‘Of course.’ Sally’s voice brightened. ‘Well, I’m sure she’ll be delighted to see you both. I am. It’s very quiet in Darnshaw. It’s time we had some new blood.’


They fell silent as Cass negotiated the bends. The road had indeed begun to snake down, edged by a steep bank on one side and a high stone wall on the other. Anything else was lost in the fog – but then the car popped out of it and the view spread around them. It was like emerging from a doorway. Cass glanced in the rear-view mirror and saw the fog as a solid line across the road. Ben twisted in his seat to look at it.


‘That’s strange,’ said Cass. ‘It’s stopped, just like that.’


Sally didn’t look around. ‘It happens like that sometimes. It gathers on the tops. When you drop down a bit it’s as clear as day. Look!’ She pointed. A pheasant stood on the wall. Beyond it was orange bracken, darkened by recent rain, and a few pines growing at a sharp angle. From the corner of her eye Cass thought she saw pale light flashing on water, but it was too late; it had already gone.


Cass remembered something. ‘Sally,’ she said, ‘you know the road further back – it looks like it dips down, like a big bowl.’


Her passenger was silent.


‘We stopped there. It looked like we were going downhill, only we weren’t. We were going uphill all the time. Do you know the place?’


Sally frowned. ‘Can’t say I do. I never heard of anything like that around here. It must have been the fog. It makes everything look different sometimes.’


‘But it really looked like a dip – only, we rolled—’


‘It’s just the fog,’ said Sally. ‘I’d know if there was something like that. I know this road pretty well.’


It was Cass’ turn to fall silent.


‘Here we are,’ said Sally. ‘Welcome to Darnshaw.’


The first houses came into view, a row of terraces built of stone, blackened by passing traffic or smoke. Cass rounded the corner and found herself on a lane that followed the line of the valley. There were turn-offs to each side, where more houses nestled. She saw a general store, a small post office, a butcher, a greengrocer and a florist. To each side, steep hills rose to an opaque grey sky.


‘You’ve gone past,’ said Sally. ‘That was your lane. Still, if you don’t mind carrying on a bit, you could drop me at home.’


Cass nodded. She tried to glance down side roads as Sally pointed out a small park and the school. She told them where various walks began, mostly following the river. Then she indicated the road where she lived: Willowbank Crescent. It was ordinary-looking, the houses built from brick rather than the local stone. Sally gestured towards a small semi and Cass realised the woman was shivering.


‘I suppose you won’t want to come in,’ Sally said, reaching for the door handle. ‘You’ll want to settle in and all that? Well, thanks again.’ She smiled, got out and pushed the door shut behind her.


Cass turned round in a driveway and headed back down the road. As she passed the house, she saw that Sally was still watching. Cass waved and turned onto the main road, only then realising she hadn’t given Ben a chance to jump back into the front seat.


‘We’ll be there soon,’ she said over her shoulder.


There was no answer. Cass slowed and turned, saw her son frowning.


‘I don’t like it,’ he said. ‘The lady smelled.’


‘Ben, that’s rude.’


‘She smelled bad and I hate it here.’


‘You need to give it a chance. I loved it when I was your age.’ Even as she said the words, Cass found herself wondering if that was true. And yet when she had heard the name Darnshaw again, she had pictured Ben here, running about the hills and laughing. Enjoying an idyllic childhood, everything she wanted to give him.


‘She smelled like a butcher’s shop.’


‘Oh, Ben.’ She didn’t know what to say. And there had been a smell, hadn’t there? A musky smell, a little like wet wool. Something else, underneath the earthy moorland – a richer tang, more animal.


Like a butcher’s shop.


Cass grinned at her over-active imagination. ‘Let’s go and see the new place, shall we?’


*


The mill glowed amid wintry skeletal woodland. From the top of the lane Cass could see a grey slate roof amid the reaching fingers of mature oaks. It would be beautiful in summer. Even now, early in the new year, the stone, sandblasted clean, was mellow and warm-looking. The photographs hadn’t done it justice. She grinned. ‘What do you think?’


Ben shrugged.


The lane led steeply down to a wide gravelled area that crunched under the car’s tyres. It stretched away to either side of the mill, but their eyes were drawn to the front. A central doorway was painted in deep crimson, an etched glass panel proclaiming ‘Foxdene Mill’.


Ben stirred at last. ‘Will there be other kids?’ He slipped his seatbelt off and leaned over to get a better look. The building was four storeys high.


‘Of course there will,’ said Cass. According to the brochure, the mill had been converted into twenty-one apartments: six on each of the lower floors, with views towards either the valley or the millpond, and three penthouses on the top. ‘There are bound to be lots of kids. You’ll have a great time.’


Their apartment was at the back of the building on the left side, so they would have views over both the millpond and the river. Cass had snapped it up as soon as she saw the brochure, though she had opted to rent, not buy. She needed to build a home for Ben quickly, get him settled into something new. Renting meant everything would be provided – beds, wardrobes, tables and chairs. She needed all of those things. They had been hers only while she stayed in Army accommodation, and she couldn’t do that for ever, not without Pete.


When the brochure landed at her door and she saw that the mill lay in Darnshaw, it had felt like fate. She hadn’t even waited for a viewing.


Cass parked by the door. As soon as she stepped out she heard the river, rushing and burbling down the valley. The air smelled green and fresh: woodland after rain. She stared up at the building, spotted the clock tower she had seen in the pictures. The clock had a white face, as she remembered, but no hands. Time was standing still in the valley – that was appropriate. She remembered herself as a little girl, leaning over the garden gate and listening to the river rushing by.


Ben got out and stood by her side. She ruffled his hair and he squirmed, but she didn’t care. ‘Do you smell that?’ she asked.


He wrinkled his nose.


‘Come on. Let’s have a look at the place before we unload.’


‘Where is everybody?’


Cass tapped the entry code into the panel by the door. It beeped and she grabbed the brass handle. ‘I could get used to this,’ she said. The door was double-width and panelled. Probably not original, but it looked grand enough.


The hall was wide and a little cold. To their left a stairway led up, carpeted in red. Mailboxes, each bearing a brass number, were set into the right-hand wall and ahead was a door which must lead towards the ground-floor apartments. The lobby was flagged, the rough-surfaced stones showing the wear of many years.


Cass felt like she already knew the way: up the stairs, through the fire-doors and into the hall. Ben hung back as they went, stomping his feet behind her.


The upstairs hall was as grand as the entrance had been, red-carpeted, wide and lined with white-painted doors. Cass went down without looking to left or right until she stopped in front of one of them. It looked like all the others they had passed but somehow she knew it was theirs. Sure enough, the brass number set into it was a 12.


A delightful apartment with stunning views to the millpond and down the valley, the picture of peace and solitude . . .


Cass pulled the key from her pocket. It had a cardboard tag with the number 12 scrawled on it in biro, along with a dirty fingerprint, a builder’s fingerprint. The mill had been freshly converted. Everything would be new; they were to be the first occupants. Cass felt a shiver of excitement as she pushed open the door. When she turned to smile at Ben, though, there was no expression on his face at all. Cass beckoned him inside.


The apartment’s hall was also lined with white doors, all of them closed except the one directly ahead. Cass went through and found herself in a wide lounge with windows set into two of its walls. She went to the nearest, realising as she approached how large it was. She would be able to sit on the sill quite comfortably, reading a book maybe, or simply taking in the view. She looked out.


The millpond was a line of acid-green between the trees. Between the mill and the water were piles of gravel and sand, with a yellow digger standing desolate among them.


‘Where is everybody?’ said Ben, and Cass realised it wasn’t the first time he’d asked.


‘It’s a Saturday,’ she said. ‘They won’t be working on a Saturday. They must still be fitting out some of the apartments.’


‘So where are all the people?’


Cass frowned and went to the other window. This one looked over a wide gravel parking area with an outhouse at one end. What looked like bags of cement were piled against its wall and beyond it, a stile led into a field and a path wound towards the river. Behind everything, the hills rose steeply away.


‘Look,’ said Cass, ‘we can walk along the riverbank. Won’t that be nice?’


‘But where are all the kids?’ Ben scowled, his eyes narrowed. There was a gleam in them Cass didn’t like. She turned back to the window and noticed an odd thing. The parking area was completely empty.


‘I want Dad,’ Ben said.


‘Ben, please.’


‘I want him back – how’s he going to find us now? He won’t know where to look.’ His face crumpled.


Cass bent and put her arms around her son. Ben’s whole body was hot to the touch and she felt his forehead. He didn’t push her hand away. ‘I want him,’ he repeated.


‘I know. I’m sorry, Ben. But you have to understand, he’s not coming back.’


Ben struggled in her arms and she drew him in closer. Holding him. ‘I want him too,’ she whispered. ‘Ben, I want him too. I do. But we’ll be okay.’ She drew back. ‘It’s you and me now,’ she said, ‘and everything will be all right.’










Two


Cass opened her eyes. Everything was in shades of grey, and that wasn’t right. There was no sound, and that was wrong too; she’d heard something. It had woken her.


For a second everything turned sepia, the colour of the desert. She rubbed her eyes. It had been Pete; she’d been dreaming of him.


She heard a sound. Scritch, scritch.


Pete had been holding her close. He held her while the building shook and crumbling plaster rained down on her head, settling in her hair like snowflakes.


Scritch, scritch.


Cass turned, put out a hand and touched the wall at her back. It was rough under her fingertips. The scratching stopped. She heard a different sound, like the pattering of little feet running away. She grimaced.


Cass turned back to face the empty room, and that was when she saw Pete standing in front of her.


She blinked, but he was still there, his blond hair palegrey in the dark. He held out his arms and his lips moved. She couldn’t hear what he was saying. As she watched he opened his fists to reveal handfuls of blue stones. They were bright, the only colour in the room. The stones fell, one by one, to the ground, and the ground swallowed them. Everything was soundless, everything colourless, except the things he held.


Cass heard a noise and she jumped from her bed. When she turned back to face Pete, he had gone. She found herself looking for the blue stones on the carpet, but of course there was nothing.


She swallowed and took a deep breath. She had to keep it together. Of course she had just been dreaming of her husband. This thing she thought she’d seen – it was an after-image, nothing more, a clinging remnant of sleep.


There came a new sound. A dry scrape, as of heavy boots treading through sand.


She shook her head. The sound went on, but it resolved itself into something she could understand and Cass began to breathe once more. Scritch, scritch.


There were mice behind the walls. Scritch, scritch. It didn’t sound like sand any more; it was more like the scratching of tiny claws. Of course an old building like this was bound to have mice. She should have thought of it. She’d have to get traps or poison. Cass had a sudden image of Ben coming across a trap, holding up a grey-furred body by its tail, and pulled a face.


Cass squinted and let her eyes adjust to the dark: ahead and to the right, where there was a darker patch, that’s where the door was. She went towards it, felt her way into the hall without switching on the light. Ben’s door was outlined by the pale glow that crept beneath it. She felt for the handle and went in.


Ben’s nightlight glowed, a small plastic blue moon. It was one of the first things she’d unpacked. Her son didn’t like to sleep without a light, not since Pete had left them for the last time.


He had the covers heaped up over his body, a snug bundle. Cass leaned over and looked into his face – then started back. His eyes were wide open, staring up at her. She took a deep breath, then waved her hands in front of his eyes, but he didn’t move. His cheeks looked wan and sickly in the nightlight’s steady glow.


He was sleeping with his eyes open.


Cass eased the covers away from his face, loosening them, careful not to wake him. Part of her wanted to see the expression restored to his eyes, but it must be better not to interfere. Better to let him sleep. She tucked the bundle of covers in around him. She felt the need to do these things but then remained standing there, looking at his face. She knew there was something else she needed to do for him, but couldn’t think what it was.


Then she knew, and put out a hand before she could catch herself.


She pulled away at the last moment. The thing she’d wanted to do was reach out and put her hand to his eyes, smooth his eyelids down, like closing them on a corpse. Cass shuddered.


Quietly, she backed out of the room.










Three


Ben stood in the lounge, looking out of the window. Cass stretched as she went to join him, still trying to shake off sleep, and put a hand on his shoulder.


‘We’re still here,’ her son said in a small voice.


She bent and hugged him, feeling frail bones through his pyjamas. ‘Why don’t we set the telly up?’ she said. ‘And your video games.’


His eyes widened. ‘Can we? I’d like that, Mummy.’


Mummy. It was as though he was a toddler again. Cass grinned, lifted him onto the windowsill, propped a cushion behind his back. ‘Watch the world go by,’ she said. ‘Tell me if anything happens.’ She glanced out of the window. There were no cars, no movement. It was overcast, the colours muted, not even a breeze stirring the branches. Nothing happening at all. Good, she thought. Nothing was good.


Soon Ben was glued to the TV and Cass set up her computer in the corner. The Web connection worked fine, just as the estate agent had promised. Still, it was a relief. She’d known mobile phone reception would be poor here, but the Internet was her lifeline. She had a website to develop for her client – her only client so far – and she had to make this work. With Pete gone, she had to take care of Ben: build something for him, a new life for them both.


‘I want to play a game, Mum,’ Ben called out.


She set it up for him, and then returned to the computer screen: there was an email from her client, listing some changes needed for the website. She responded: ‘Will upload site changes for checking ASAP.’ Her client wouldn’t even know she’d moved.


That done, she closed it down; it was Sunday, and work could wait. That was something her father had always insisted on, and she found the habit had stuck.


She looked at Ben, who was sitting on the floor, the controller loose in his lap, staring at the television, his mouth hanging open.


‘Ben, what is it?’ She went to him and saw that his favourite game was on the screen. It was a war game and the ground was littered with rubble and barbed wire. Everything was sepia, the colour of sand.


‘Ben?’


The game had been a gift from his father. At the time Cass had thought it a little old for Ben, but Pete had liked it, and he’d played it with him: for a while the two of them had been soldiers together.


She reached out and smoothed her son’s hair, then took the control pad from Ben’s lap. His lip started to jut out, and she knelt down and hugged him, holding his head tight to her body.


‘Come on, sweetie,’ she said, ‘it’s a beautiful day. Let’s go out and see it, shall we?’


*


Cass looked back at the mill as they walked up the lane towards the village. The mellow stone suited the dour weather, blending with the surrounding greens and browns. It was good to be outside, breathing in cold, clean air. On their way out of the building it had struck Cass that she didn’t like the walk through the silent mill. She had strained her ears, but still she had heard no sound from any of the other apartments. The crimson carpets swallowed the sound of their footsteps too, so that it felt like no one was there at all.


All of the shops in the village were closed save one, the general store. Cass bought some sweets for Ben. The grey-haired woman at the till was stony-faced; she took Cass’ money in silence and gave the change in silence, only nodding when Cass said goodbye. Outside, Cass exchanged a glance with Ben; they both burst out laughing and she felt a stab of gratitude for the unfriendly woman. Ben offered her a sweet and she took one.


They headed towards the park, which sloped down towards the river. The grass was short-cropped and scabbed with patches of bare earth and at the bottom there was a little playground with some swings, a roundabout and a slide. Empty crisp packets and sweetie wrappings had accumulated under the shrubbery hiding the chattering water, looking as though they were sheltering from rain.


Cass and Ben raced for the swings, and sat there side by side.


‘How do.’ A man’s voice came from behind them.


Cass turned to see an old man emerging from the riverside path. A grizzled black dog followed him through a gap in the bushes. The man had patches of grey hair clinging to his scalp, as though just holding on. He was hunched over against the cold, hands shoved deep into his pockets. His cheeks were red and veined.


Ben jumped from the swing and ran to his side, bending to pet the dog. As Cass made a mental note to talk to him about strangers she was smiling at the same time.


‘You’ll be from t’ mill,’ the man said.


News spread fast. Did the whole village know about them?


‘Bert Tanner,’ he said, ‘from t’ flats.’ He said this as though she should know where the flats were.


‘I’m Cass,’ she said, holding out her hand to shake his. ‘This is Ben.’ They turned and watched Ben stroking the dog, whispering something in its ear. The dog was a squat, stolid thing, greying around the chops. It huffed in Ben’s face and he wrinkled his nose as he smelled its breath.


‘’e’s an owd un,’ the man said, ‘like me. Been ’ere man and boy, I have.’


Cass didn’t know what to say. ‘That’s nice.’


Ben jumped up and ran to the bushes. He thrust a hand underneath, among the litter.


‘Ben, don’t – that’s dirty,’ she started as he turned and held up a faded green tennis ball. It looked well chewed. He held it under the dog’s nose.


‘Captain dun’t chase balls no more, lad.’


Ben threw it anyway and it flew up the slope and rolled part of the way back. The dog looked up, sniffed, turned its head to Ben and then waddled, tail moving in a slow wag, up the slope. It picked up the ball and then turned as if to say, Aren’t you coming?


‘Well, I’ll be,’ said Bert. ‘You’ve got the touch, lad.’


He turned to Cass and pointed towards the river. ‘It’s a nice walk, that,’ he said. ‘A long way, mind. It keeps me going. Not that I go out of Darnshaw much.’ He started to tell her where the school was, and the shops, and Cass let him talk. No need to let on that Sally had already pointed them out. They walked together back towards the village. ‘Up there’s the post office. I’m above, if you ever need owt. Just say.’


She smiled, touched. ‘That’s really kind. Thank you, Bert.’


‘And up there’s t’ church.’


He pronounced it ‘chuch’, without the r. Cass followed his gesture and froze.


The church stood almost at the top of the hill, its tower rising against the pale sky. From here it seemed to loom over them, a forbidding presence. But that wasn’t what made her shudder.


‘Tha’s not a churchgoer, then,’ Bert said.


She looked at him. He had very pale eyes, rheumy under their drooping lids.


‘It’s not that,’ she said. ‘We always went when I was a kid. It’s just that it’s the only part of Darnshaw that looks really familiar. Memories, I suppose.’


‘Goose walked over your grave.’


‘Something like that, yes.’


‘Well, anytime you want to go, you’re right welcome. Priest comes ower from Moorfoot every other Sunday. Next week’s his turn.’


Cass started to tell him she didn’t attend any longer, not now, but something in his gaze stopped her and she merely nodded. Ben came chasing up, the green ball in his hand, a sparkle in his eyes.


Bert nodded. ‘We’ll be off. Remember what I said. You ever need owt, come see me. Ower the post office.’


They watched him go, Ben still panting. Her son had been running about more than the dog. Cass glanced back across the quiet park. When they were gone, it would be empty. That was sad. She’d promised Ben children to play with, lots of children, and all they’d found was one old man and a dog.


Still, her son smiled at her, flashing his teeth. ‘Can I keep it, Mum?’ he asked, holding out the grubby spittle-covered tennis ball.


‘Of course you can.’ Cass smiled back at him. She looked up into the sky. It looked completely flat. As she watched, pinprick flakes floated out of it, drifting like tiny fragments of ash.


Ben held out his hand. ‘It’s snowing,’ he said.


Cass craned her head back and let the snowflakes fall on her face. They were so fine she barely felt them land, just felt the chill spread slowly across her skin.










Four


The valley was clothed in swathes of mist, a half-erased picture. The snow hadn’t settled, but Cass got Ben’s warmest coat ready anyway. When she woke him he screwed up his face, a nasty-medicine expression, but he didn’t say anything. Monday morning, and he was going to school.


The main road through the village was busier than Cass had yet seen it. Every car had a child in the passenger seat and she barely needed to think about the school’s location, just followed the line. The car park was already full but she managed to fit into an end slot narrowed by an overhanging Land Rover.


‘Sorry.’ A young woman with sleek dark hair waved from the other side of the vehicle. ‘In too much of a rush this morning. I’m Lucy.’


‘I’m Cass. And it’s no problem.’ Cass spotted a young girl peering round the Land Rover’s bonnet and smiled at her while encouraging Ben from the car. She introduced her son.


‘This is Jessica,’ said Lucy. ‘You two will be good friends, I think. Jess, you could watch out for Ben, since he’s new. Why don’t you show him inside?’


‘We have a meeting with Mrs Cambrey first,’ said Cass. ‘But you could play later, couldn’t you?’


The little girl nodded. She was a couple of inches shorter than Ben, and a girl – he didn’t often make friends with girls. Cass saw her son’s lower lip jutting. Well, they’d tried, and who knew? The children might hit it off anyway.


‘Mrs Cambrey’s really nice,’ Lucy said. ‘Well, I’d better get off.’ She watched Jessica walk towards the double doors, then waved before climbing into the Land Rover.


‘Right,’ said Cass, forcing a positive note into her voice. ‘The head sounds great, doesn’t she, Ben? Let’s go.’


The hall was gloomy, even after the greyness of the morning. While Cass was getting her bearings she saw the walls were lined with pictures, bright splashes of colour emerging from the dim light, and she caught the faint smell of poster paint.


They walked past classrooms where children were chatting and removing their coats. The building was single-storey and Cass could see offices at the far end of the hall. One was marked ‘Staff Room’, another ‘Head Teacher’, and beneath that, ‘Mrs Cambrey’.


Cass knocked, and knocked again when there was no response. She leaned closer to the door, trying to hear if there was someone inside.


‘My apologies,’ called out a voice behind her, a man’s voice, smooth and cultured. ‘I’m sorry to keep you. There’s such a lot to organise.’


Cass turned to see a tall man with dark tousled hair and artfully shaved stubble which outlined his slightly hollowed face. He met Cass’ eye, took her hand and squeezed it in his. ‘It’s a little chaotic this morning,’ he said. ‘Do come in.’


He led the way into the office and they sat on either side of a large wooden desk strewn with papers. Cass stared at a desktop sign that said MRS CAMBREY.


The man followed her gaze, picked up the sign and dropped it into a drawer. ‘Unfortunately Mrs Cambrey has been called away,’ he said. ‘A family emergency. I’m Mr Remick – Theodore Remick – stepping into the breach.’ He turned. ‘And you must be Ben.’ He stretched out his hand for Ben to shake. Ben stared at it, glanced at Cass, then shook hands and smiled up at Mr Remick.


They ran over a few details – Ben’s progress in his last school, class times, after-school clubs – and Cass thought the teacher quick and efficient. Then he stood and she followed suit. As they left the room Mr Remick turned to Ben once more. ‘You’re going to be in my class,’ he said. ‘I’m sure we’ll get along famously.’


A voice rang out along the hall. ‘Cassandra. Yoo-hoo, Cassandra, come and meet everybody!’


Cass turned to see Sally heading towards her, pulling along a boy of about Ben’s age. She was trailed by a group of women.


‘This is my lady knight in shining armour from the other day,’ Sally said as they drew near. ‘She quite rescued me from the moor.’ Then the woman noticed Mr Remick and something in her face changed. She took Cass’ arm and pulled her away, her curly hair brushing Cass’ shoulders. ‘Ooh, you lucky thing,’ she said. ‘He’s a fox, isn’t he?’


Cass smothered a smile. She was sure Mr Remick must have heard.


‘Come and meet the girls. This is Helen. Dot. Myra. Girls, this is Cassandra.’


‘It’s lovely to meet you. Actually, my name’s just Cass – it’s short for Cassidy.’


‘Cassidy? Well, I never heard the like,’ said Sally.


‘It comes from—’


‘Like David – David Cassidy.’ Sally’s laugh rang out.


‘You’ve met the new teacher,’ Myra said. She made it sound like an accusation. She was a stocky woman in a flowery dress, with long auburn hair.


‘He’s a dish, isn’t he?’ Sally laughed.


The corner of Myra’s mouth twitched. ‘He’s a blessing.’


‘Quite right,’ said Sally. ‘We’ve been praying for someone like him.’


Helen grinned at her. ‘I’ll bet you have. Lucky cow,’ she said, and they all laughed.


Cass glanced from one to the other.


Sally laughed louder and longer than the others. ‘You’re right, I am. Don’t I know it.’ She grinned at Cass. ‘Teaching assistant,’ she said. ‘And I used to help Mrs Cambrey, so . . . ’


‘So,’ the others echoed.


‘Of course, this one swooped on him first.’ Sally nodded at Cass.


‘I just had a meeting about Ben. It’s his first day.’ Cass looked around for her son, but he had already been swallowed up by one of the classrooms. She wasn’t sure which one.


‘He’ll be in Damon’s class,’ said Sally. ‘Damien, more like.’ She spluttered laughter and the others joined in. ‘Well, I must be off – new acquaintances to make and all that. As long as he hasn’t lost his heart to another.’ She looked back at Cass as she went into one of the classrooms. ‘Don’t forget to call in on us some time.’ Then she was gone and the hall fell silent. When Cass turned back to the other women, they were already moving away.


She looked back towards the classroom doors, closed now, and considered peering through the glass panels. But Ben might see her, and Sally might make something of it, maybe embarrass her son on his first day.


After a pause Cass turned, alone, and headed back towards the exit.


*


The shining door of the mill opened onto silence. Cass started up the stairway, then remembered her empty floor, all the closed doors, and she changed her mind and headed instead through the door that led from the lobby into the ground-floor hall. This hall looked just like the one on her floor, with its red carpet and rows of white doors. The apartments were numbered 1 to 6. Cass walked past each one, listening for any sound from inside, but she heard nothing.


She retraced her steps, and this time as she passed each door she knocked softly. Still nothing. When she reached the apartment below hers, she rested on the handle while listening and it moved under her hand.


She took hold and pressed. There was a click.


Cass peered back down the hall, but she was still alone. She stared at the brass 6, then pushed the door open with one hand while knocking with the other. Her lips formed a hello, but somehow she didn’t make the sound; the mill’s silence had swallowed her voice.


Cass saw at once she needn’t have bothered knocking: the apartment was not just empty, but unfinished. The floor was nothing but bare wooden panels and she saw why it was so cold. There was no glass in the windows, nothing to stop the biting air flooding in, nor were the walls any hindrance; wooden studwork sketched out where the rooms would be, but no plasterboard covered them. Cass could see the bundled wires inside, and sockets hanging loose on the floor.


She crossed to the window, her feet echoing on the boards, and looked out. The digger was still parked outside. Its cab was empty. She glanced at her watch: almost ten o’clock on a Monday morning and the builders had not come.


She looked down and saw something on the floor: half-buried in a heap of dust and wood shavings was a child’s doll. She picked it up and dusted it off. Two pieces of cloth had been cut into a roughly human shape and stitched together, but it was a sorry-looking thing, the fabric stained and mildewed. It reminded Cass of a gingerbread man. Its hair was a few strands of wool and its face was drawn on. Scrawled lines suggested a top and a skirt. Cass held it closer to her face; it had a peculiar smell. It could be years old, some mill-worker’s doll, maybe, but it didn’t quite look like that. The face appeared to have been drawn on using a felt-tip pen.


She looked down again, and saw another shape, smaller than the other. It looked a bit like a boy. It wore a T-shirt and shorts.


Cass grimaced and dropped the doll. Her fingertips felt tainted by the dust.


*


There was no sound from the apartments on the second floor, or from any of the penthouses. Cass tried the handles too, growing bolder and pushing at the doors, longing to see the views from the top floor of the mill, but she didn’t find any that would open.


When she returned to her own floor Cass found a newspaper had been pushed partway under the door of Number 10. She stopped and looked at it. Odd that someone had come up here to deliver it when there were mailboxes on the ground floor. She went to the door and knocked.


She waited. No one came. Cass listened at that door too, and heard nothing; they must be out.


There was no answer from any of the other apartments on her floor either.


She thought back to the conversation she’d had with the estate agent. ‘Number 12 is free,’ he’d said as though this was a sudden discovery and she should snap it up before anyone else found out. As though the mill was full to bursting.


She remembered the scratching noise she’d heard in the night and shivered, pushed the thought away, opened her own door and went to fire up the computer, ignoring the sense of emptiness at her back.


There was another email from her client – more work Cass hadn’t expected, but that was good; she could charge extra. She started on the website changes, moving pictures and changing set-ups, mentally ticking off the items as she sank into the work. Finally she uploaded the files and sent an email: ‘All done. Hope you like it. Let me know if there’s anything else I can do.’


She sat back and rubbed her eyes, then stood, banishing the stiffness from her joints, and turned.


The world outside the window was white.


Cass exclaimed and went for a closer look.


The car park was covered over, maybe an inch deep in snow. The hillsides were white, and so was the sky; the flakes that filled the air were fat and white and drifted lazily down, settling on everything. Snow had caught in the treetops, swelling each branch. Only a flash of yellow remained where the digger stood. The world had turned monochrome.


She thought of Ben and cursed under her breath. At least he had his thickest coat with him, the red one.


But the road. Cass traced the journey to school in her mind: the main road headed straight through the valley, running more or less flat through the village. The road down to the mill, though, that could be treacherous. She took a deep breath. She had never thought of it before, hadn’t checked what access would be like. Still, it didn’t matter, not really – she could work anywhere. And she could walk Ben to school if the roads got too difficult.


Cass looked out of the window. Whatever problems it brought, the snow was beautiful. A memory came to her, startling in its vividness. Cass and her mum and dad, walking together in the snow, back when such a thing was possible. Cass wore a frothy white dress under her coat and she twirled, laughing, partly because snow was dancing around her hair and partly because she knew the other children would be jealous. She opened her mouth and tasted snowflakes on her tongue.


Then she looked up and saw the church. Her father turned and—


Cass frowned. She didn’t want to remember what followed, when things became stern and severe and joyless; only the fun of them being together, all of them laughing, still a family, before Cass went into the church.


Of course, she hadn’t been called Cass back then.










Five


Fresh snow spread away from the mill’s crimson door. It was pristine, innocent of footprints. No one could have been in or out of the mill in the last few hours, and Cass wondered once again about her mysterious neighbour in Apartment 10.


Her car was the only vehicle parked by the door. Cass brushed snow from its headlights, then the mirrors and windows. The snow darkened her sleeves and turned her hands red and tingling with cold. Her face too was stinging by the time she slipped behind the wheel and turned the key.


The engine made a rough sound, the geriatric cough of a lifelong smoker.


Cass swore, pumped the accelerator and tried again. More empty spluttering, then the engine fired. Cass ran the heater for a while, holding her fingers in front of the vents. She promised herself she’d wear gloves next time.


She put it in reverse. The car juddered, and the wheels spun. Cass eased off on the accelerator and it started to move, rocking over the snow, then it slid sideways. In the rear-view mirror Cass could see the lane heading steeply up the hill to the main road. Too steeply. She sighed, took the car out of reverse and eased forward, back into what she’d already come to think of as her space. Her watch read 3.15 p.m.


Cass jumped out of the car, slammed the door and hurried up the hill.


Her calf muscles ached by the time she reached the school, and her feet were soaked. A few kids were still in the yard, throwing snowballs and giggling. They were decked out in scarves and hats and boots. Cass’ heart sank. Ben’s boots were still packed away in a box somewhere.


Then Cass saw the stand-in headmaster, Mr Remick, by the door. Judging by the white patches on his coat, he’d been entering fully into the spirit of things. Either that or some of the children were bolder than she might have expected to find in a quiet part of the world like this. He waved at her.


‘Sorry I’m—’


‘No need, no need. We’ve been having a wonderful time. It’s not altogether how I imagined my first day, of course.’


‘I don’t suppose Ben expected this either.’ They smiled at each other and Cass saw that Mr Remick’s eyes were blue, the colour strong and clear. ‘Where is he?’


‘He’s waiting with Mrs Spencer.’


Cass raised her eyebrows.


‘You met her earlier today, I believe. Sally Spencer.’ He grinned. ‘You can’t miss her.’


‘Oh. Of course.’ Cass laughed in spite of herself.


‘Sally’s keeping him occupied with some drawing. I hope you don’t mind, Mrs—’


‘Cass.’


‘I hope you don’t mind, Cass, but I took the liberty of asking Mrs Spencer if she wouldn’t mind running you both home. Just in case you had any difficulty. I imagine the lane to the old mill can be treacherous.’


‘It is,’ said Cass reluctantly. She didn’t want to ask Sally for help, but the thought of Ben walking home without any boots . . . She should have been more prepared. And they had helped Sally get back from the moors, after all.


Then she thought of something. ‘I think Sally’s having car trouble.’


‘Oh? She didn’t mention it – it must be all fixed, I think. She said it was no problem.’


‘I’ll drop you off.’


They turned to see Lucy, the woman with the Land Rover, standing behind them. ‘It’s on my way.’


‘It’s fine, thank you,’ said Mr Remick. ‘We have everything under control.’


‘But Sally lives in the other direction.’ Lucy turned to Cass. ‘You can jump in the Landy. Jess is all ready – I just popped back for her scarf.’


‘That’s really kind of you,’ Cass said. As she spoke Ben appeared at the doorway, his face pale. He came to his mother’s side and stood without speaking. Cass felt an urge to bend and hug him tight, but she resisted. Potential playmates might be watching; it was too easy for the new boy to become a victim. Instead she rested her hand on his shoulder and squeezed.


‘Great,’ said Mr Remick. ‘Thank you, Lucy.’ He leaned towards Cass and his expression became warm. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow,’ he said, and she almost thought she could feel his breath on her cheek.


*


The kids sat in the back of the Land Rover without speaking while Lucy and Cass chatted. Lucy was from the next village, she said, a few miles along the valley.


Cass told Lucy to drop them at the top of the lane, but she insisted on taking them to the door. The Land Rover managed the slope effortlessly, sliding into the spot on the opposite side of the entrance to Cass’ car.


‘Busy car park,’ Cass quipped. ‘Watch out for the traffic.’


‘Yes, it’s a pity about this place,’ said Lucy, peering up. ‘It’s an impressive building.’


‘But still only half-finished. I wondered why the builders didn’t show today – they must have known about the snow.’


Lucy gave her a sidelong glance. ‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘I thought you knew – I mean, it might be nothing—’


‘What is it?’


‘Well, the rumour going round is the builders have run out of money. They stopped work a few weeks ago. Still, they’ll probably find another investor. Did you . . . ?’ Her voice tailed away.


Cass shook her head, her system flooding with relief. ‘No,’ she said, ‘no, I didn’t buy, thank God. I might have bought outright if I’d been able to visit first, but as it is, we’re only renting.’


‘That’s good. You should be fine then. And the place might fill up a bit soon. They’re still trying to let the finished apartments, I think.’


Cass barely caught the words. She was thinking about all those doors, closed and silent, and Ben’s pinched face, watching from the window for playmates who might never arrive. And then she thought of the empty apartment with no windows, open to the elements. So that wouldn’t be fixed any time soon.


‘I’m sure you’ll be fine.’ Lucy looked concerned. ‘Look, any time you want a friend, or a chat, or need anything . . . Here, I’ll give you my phone number.’ She pulled a scrap of paper from the glove box and scrawled on it.


Cass said her thanks and waved them off, Ben standing quietly at her side. They stood together in the cold for a while. ‘Did you talk to Jessica?’ Cass said at last.


‘She’s a girl.’


Cass hid a smile. ‘So she is. Well, did you talk to her?’


Ben shook his head.


‘Is she in your class?’


No answer.


‘Who did you talk to?’


Her son looked up. ‘Damon.’


Damon – it would have to be: the son of the loudest woman in Darnshaw.


‘And you drew pictures with Mrs Spencer. Did you like that?’


Ben shot her a look and pulled a face. His lips pressed tight together.


Cass sighed. She should try to lighten his mood. They could do something fun together, build a snowman, maybe. But she looked around and realised that night was already drawing in. The sky was deep grey, like gunmetal, and as they stood there it began to snow again, white flecks filling the sky, coming down in a steady drift.


*


Cass sat bolt-upright, her hair in her face. Something had woken her – Ben. She jumped out of bed, rushed through the apartment and into his room. When she reached her son’s side, though, he had fallen silent. Cass knelt by him, finding him hot and tangled in the sheets. She put out a hand. His cheeks were damp, but not with sweat; he had been crying. He screwed up his face and pulled away, muttering. His eyes were vacant.


He said the words again. ‘He’s still my daddy.’


‘Shush, Ben. Of course he is.’


‘He is. He is my daddy.’


Cass held him, trying not to think about Pete. If Ben cried, Pete would swing him up in the air, making fun of his tears, but in such a way as not to make Ben feel bad about crying. He’d do it in a way that would make him laugh.


Ben wriggled in her arms and Cass pulled back. Her son was fully awake now, his eyes wide open. ‘If I got another daddy, he’d still be Dad, wouldn’t he?’


‘What?’


‘Daddy. If someone else wanted to be my dad, he’d still love me, wouldn’t he?’


‘Of course he would.’ Cass drew her son in tight, her thoughts floundering. Where could he have got that idea? She thought of Sally’s words in the hall, her loud foolish laughter. What had the woman said? You are lucky. Something like that. Ben must have heard.


Cass leaned back and met Ben’s eyes. She chose her words carefully. ‘Of course he’s still your dad,’ she said. ‘He always will be.’


‘So where is he?’


Cass’ heart curled in on itself.


‘Where is he?’


She took a deep breath. ‘Your daddy . . . Pete’ – she stumbled over his name – ‘he died, Ben. He was a soldier, and he was very brave, and I’m sorry, but he’s not coming back. Not ever. It doesn’t mean he stopped loving you.’ Us, she thought. He loved us. She felt her hands shake.


‘It’s not fair.’


‘I know, Ben. I know it’s not fair. Shh, shh.’ She rocked him, holding him tight, his damp hair pressed against her chin.


‘I don’t want another daddy,’ he whispered.


Cass silently cursed Sally Spencer. She opened her mouth to reassure her son and closed it again. What should she say? An image of Mr Remick came into her mind. The look in his eyes was vivid, as though he was in the room with her.


Cass couldn’t see her son’s face but she knew he was waiting for an answer.


‘I know,’ she said once more, holding him close. ‘I know.’ She sat in the dark, rocking him, but the tension in his body didn’t fade for a long time.










Six


Cass woke early, her mind dragged unwillingly from sleep. She was still tired, had not slept well after waking with Ben. She didn’t remember dreaming about anything at all, but she could see Pete’s face in her mind when she woke, and the thought of it stayed with her.


It was the idea of Ben going off to school without any boots that got her out of bed. This time she found his scarf, gloves and boots before she woke him. He rubbed his face and smiled at her as though nothing had happened. ‘Is it snowing?’ he asked.


‘Let’s go and see.’


Even before reaching the window, Cass could see that the sky was white. When Ben looked outside his mouth fell open and Cass tousled his hair. More snow had fallen overnight. It obscured the lane and coated the trees, lending them strange white foliage.


‘We’ll have to walk,’ said Cass. Her gaze drifted to the white hills that blended into the sky. It was as though they were at the bottom of a huge bowl, hemmed in on all sides.


When they were ready they went out into the cold, huffing out clouds of breath, obscuring the crispness of the air. The car was under maybe six inches of snow and Ben ran to it, sticking in one finger and then drawing a face on the bonnet with his whole hand. He bunched a loose snowball together and threw it at Cass. It disintegrated before it reached her and she grinned. ‘Later, soldier,’ she said, instantly regretting the choice of word, but Ben didn’t notice; he was running up the lane shuffling, leaving a single wide track.


‘What am I?’ he chanted. ‘What am I?’


‘A big dog,’ Cass guessed, and he turned, wide-eyed, and nodded.


‘I’m Captain,’ he said. ‘Woof! Woof!’


Despite the way their boots sank into the snow they reached the school in good time.


‘Greetings,’ called a familiar voice. ‘You made it. Good! We’re precious few this morning.’


Cass saw Mr Remick standing by the door, pressing his gloved hands together. His cheeks were pink, his eyes bright, and Cass found herself smiling. Ben reached up and caught her hand, tugging on it, but when she looked down he didn’t say anything and didn’t look at her.


‘A lot won’t make it in today,’ said Mr Remick. ‘Lucky I got here. I imagine some of the teachers will be snowed in too.’


Cass looked around. The car park was empty, and only a few pupils milled in the yard. ‘Should I take Ben home?’ she asked, and felt his grip tighten on her hand.


‘No, no need for that. I think we’ll only get enough for one class, though. For my special pupils.’ Mr Remick bent and winked at Ben. ‘It’s fine; I can take them.’


Behind them a loud shuffling and giggling told Cass more special pupils had arrived.


Mr Remick straightened and gestured, gathering everyone together. His voice carried over the chatter and the children fell silent. ‘Since you’ve done so well to get here this morning while everyone else has stayed at home, I think we’ll begin with an early break. Snowman competition, anyone?’


There was cheering all round. Ben’s eyes lit up and he smiled too, flashing small white teeth. He pulled his hand away from Cass’ as though he’d just become aware of it. Cass grinned at him. Mr Remick was watching them. ‘I hope that meets with your approval,’ he said. ‘We’ll have serious lessons too, of course.’


‘It’s perfect,’ said Cass. ‘A nice way for him to settle in.’ Maybe the snow was a blessing after all. She cast her gaze around the hillsides that surrounded them, their pristine white marked only by the occasional line of a stone wall or a scarecrow tree.


Mr Remick spoke more softly. His voice was smooth, almost without accent. ‘You could stay if you like.’


Cass looked at him and the sight of his clear eyes jarred through her. She caught her breath.


‘I mean you could join in with the snowman part. It might be fun. You can be our guest of honour.’ Mr Remick smiled.


Cass glanced down to see Ben staring at her. She looked back at Mr Remick. ‘That’s all right,’ she said. ‘I don’t want to cramp your style, eh, Ben?’


‘Mum’s rubbish at snowmen,’ Ben said.


Cass caught Mr Remick’s eye and they laughed.


‘Well, we can’t have that. Another time, maybe.’ The teacher reached out and lifted Ben’s rucksack from Cass’ shoulder. He did it lightly, his fingers gentle, not lingering, though his gaze rested on hers while he did it.


Cass broke eye contact. She bent to Ben, using the pretext of straightening his coat to cover her confusion. She forced a neutral expression onto her face as she stood up straight again.


When she reached the road Cass turned to look down over the school playing field. There were maybe twenty children of different ages running about and squealing. They bent to their task, rolling the snow, revealing streaks of patchy green beneath. Cass made out Ben’s red coat among the others. One of the boys beckoned and Ben went to help lift one snowball onto another to make a head.


A familiar voice rang out across the field. Even from here Cass could recognise Sally’s bright tones. The woman stomped around, encouraging the children to build faster, and then she turned towards the road and shielded her eyes. Cass found herself stepping to the side so that she was hidden behind a tall gatepost.


‘How do,’ said a voice.


Cass turned to see Bert, hunched into his coat, with Captain waddling after. The dog’s sides were heaving, red tongue lolling.


‘Hi, Bert. Be careful. Captain might get roped into the snowman-building.’


Bert looked down at the dog, which had ambled to a stop. ‘Aye,’ he said, and turned to watch the children. ‘All stocked up, then?’


‘Sorry?’


‘Aye. You got yersen stocked up?’


‘Stocked up?’


He nodded. The dog stood there and panted. ‘A snowflake falls in Darnshaw and the shops run out o’ bread.’ He rattled it off like a saying. ‘An’ milk. An’ owt else you might want.’ His shoulders shook in a silent laugh. He gestured towards the road. ‘I doubt they’re going to get stuff in for a bit. You’d best get to t’ shop, if you ‘ant got owt in.’


‘Oh,’ said Cass. ‘Thank you.’ Why hadn’t it occurred to her there might be a problem getting food? It had been easier to get about in her old home, but here—


‘They’ll plough the roads soon, won’t they, Bert? Or grit them, so they can supply the shops at least?’


He let out a long sigh. ‘You never know. O’ course, the council’s short o’ cash these days. They’ll do the towns, but a blind eye falls on Darnshaw some o’ these times.’ He paused. ‘Aye, you stock up, love.’


‘All right, I will. Thank you, Bert. I appreciate it.’


He nodded. ‘Post office,’ he said. ‘Flats. Don’t forget: you need owt, you come to old Bert, an’ he’ll see what he can do.’


‘You’re a hero.’


The old man turned and stared at his dog. His cheeks had begun to redden. ‘How do,’ he said suddenly. The words obviously passed for both greeting and farewell. He headed off towards the park, his back ramrod-straight. Captain shuffled along at his side.


Cass looked down the slope towards the children. A circle of snowmen was taking shape. It reminded her of some prehistoric site ringed by standing stones. Mr Remick stood in the centre, holding out his hands and laughing. The children pulled hats from their heads and scarves from their necks and used them to adorn their creations. Cass heard shouts, though she couldn’t make out the words. As she watched, Mr Remick took off his own scarf, wrapped it around the neck of Ben’s snowman and ruffled the boy’s hair.










Seven


As Cass approached she saw that the shop was crammed. She could see this because the window was almost empty of the display it had previously held. The shelves behind the glass bore only an odd assortment of items – a small pink teddy bear, a box of rubber balls, skeins of wool that hadn’t appealed to the local knitters.


Inside, bodies were pressed close together, fumbling past each other to pull free plastic shopping baskets. The till was by the window, and Cass could see the back of the dour woman who’d served her – was it only the day before yesterday? The woman’s arms moved steadily, passing items through the barcode reader in an endless stream.


Cass pushed open the door and the sound hit her: the scraping of tins, footsteps, rustling as packets were pulled off shelves and added to baskets. The constant beep – beep – beep of the barcode reader, the rattle of the cash drawer. What was missing was conversation. The shop was full of people, mostly elderly, grey-haired, clothes bulky against the cold, and none of them were saying a word to each other.


Cass reached for a basket. The greengrocery display behind them was empty save for a wrinkled plum or two, a few stray mushrooms. Two days ago they had been stacked high. Cass glanced down the aisle. Many shelves were empty, the former contents marked only by plastic tabs showing meaningless prices.


Cass grabbed the remaining fruit and edged past an old man who was sniffing dubiously at a packet of dried noodles.


There was no bread. Cass managed to find cereal, tins of vegetables, dried pasta. It took an age to reach the till. She put the load down on the floor, shuffling it along at her feet. She couldn’t carry more now, but she could get these things home and come back. She’d pick up some things for the freezer maybe, the soft drinks Ben loved – enough to keep them going for a few days, just in case.


She closed her eyes, picturing Bert. Thank you, she thought.


*


Arms aching, Cass set the bags down on the kitchen floor and threw a few items into the freezer, which was empty except for a tray of ice cubes. She went straight out again, heading back up the lane and into the village, walking with her head down, trying not to notice the burn in her calf muscles. She reached the shop, put out a hand and pushed the door, but it didn’t budge. She looked up, tried to see through the hazy glass, but there were notices stuck to the back of it, mostly yellow and peeling at the edges: a lost cat. Band practise. She moved to the window and looked inside and now she could see the shop was empty, the lights switched off, a green cover pulled over the till. There didn’t appear to be anything edible left on the shelves at all.


There was a small butcher’s shop, Winthrop’s, and not much available there either, but the butcher wrapped a few things for her and put them in a blue-and-white-striped carrier bag. Cass was hardly aware of what she’d bought.


The greengrocer was closed, as was the post office. The last shop, the florist’s, was no use, and anyway, it too was closed. It looked like it hadn’t been open in a long time. The plastic box trees in the window were coated in dust. Cass stared in for a while, then turned away. There was nothing to be done but go home to the apartment.


When Cass got back to the mill she reached for the keypad by the door and froze where she stood. She moved to the centre of the door and stared at it, put out her hands and touched the rough edges of the marks that had been scratched into the new paint.


A cross had been carved into the door, the lines scored over and over, deep into the wood. Fragments of paint and shards of wood marred the surface. Cass brushed her fingers against them, caught her skin on a splinter and put it to her mouth. The wood beneath the paint was black and damp.


A cross. Cass thought of her father. She wondered what he would have said.


She looked around. She hadn’t been gone long; it had been done recently. It must be kids, skipping school and playing stupid pranks. Anger flooded into her. If they were wandering around in the snow they surely could have walked to school.


But it didn’t feel like kids. Why should they have chosen a cross?


Cass tapped her code into the keypad and went in, making sure the lock engaged behind her. She looked through the glass. Nothing moved outside. She could see a mess of tracks in the snow; impossible to tell who had made them. She could only make out her own footprints and the wide trail Ben had left as he’d walked up the hill.


She thought of the apartment beneath hers, the empty framework of a room, its windows gaping onto the hillside.


As she went up the stairs and along the quiet hall she saw that another newspaper had been delivered to her neighbour’s door. Its pages were splayed where it had been pushed half under the first.


The bags were still lying in the kitchen where Cass had dumped them. She pulled out the butcher’s parcel, which felt unpleasantly pliant, and put it in the fridge. She couldn’t remember what was inside, and didn’t want to examine it. Instead she left the rest of the shopping and went into her room, drew a box from under the bed.


She had promised herself she wouldn’t do this, not now, not when she was alone in a new place. She was supposed to be starting again, building something new, and Ben was settling down, making friends. And yet, He’s still Daddy, her son had said.


Her fingers wrapped around the box and pulled it closer. Pete was still Ben’s Daddy, still her husband. Was her husband. Inside the box was a bundle of letters. Cass flicked through them, stopping when she came across a picture; saw the familiar face looking out, his sand-coloured hair blending with the uniform, the tent behind him and the ground upon which he stood. Everything was sepia. She ran a finger over the surface, half expecting to feel the grit of sand.


She shuffled through the thin papers, reading lines at random.


We’re doing up the mess with silly drawings. Funny how we make them look like kids’ drawings. I wish I could see him. I miss him so much.


Cass remembered when that letter came. She and Ben had drawn pictures of Pete and stuck them around the kitchen, doing up their own mess with silly drawings. But it hadn’t brought him home.


She put the letters back in the box and kicked it until it was out of sight, back in its dark place under the bed.










Eight


Cass fired up the computer, her mind still on other things. An email was waiting for her. Her client needed a new product range adding to the website ahead of a launch next week. He was all apologies for the short notice, but made it clear the job was urgent.


‘No problem,’ Cass replied. ‘It’ll be done for tomorrow morning.’ Then she sat and stared at the screen.


She couldn’t think about work. Instead she remembered that day in Darnshaw when it had snowed and her family had walked, all together, she wearing her new white dress, dancing up the lane to the church.


She had stood with the other girls and waited while her father walked down the line. He had given Cass the same sort of look he gave everyone else: considering, appraising, assessing whether she was good enough.


Cass had a sick feeling in her stomach that she never would be.


She shook her head to clear it, grabbed the mouse and closed the screen down.


Cass had never been good enough, even in her white dress. She’d known that she would do something stupid, drop the wafer, spill the wine onto the snowy cloth. And now she was back here in Darnshaw – what did she think she was doing? And why had she thought this place would be good for Ben? If he had an accident now she couldn’t get him to a hospital. Maybe soon she wouldn’t even be able to feed him.


Cass jumped as the telephone rang. She pushed herself back from the computer and looked round, half expecting to see someone standing there.


Ben. She had been thinking of something happening to him and now the telephone was ringing. No, it couldn’t be anything like that: it was probably just a wrong number, or someone from the Army base at Aldershot, calling to wish her well. Except it wasn’t. She knew it wasn’t. Those with husbands still living didn’t want to be connected with the dead, not in any way at all.


‘Hi. Sally,’ a bright voice said, and Cass almost said, No it’s not; you have the wrong number, when she recognised the voice.


‘I was just calling to see if Ben could come to ours for tea tonight. We’d love to have him. Oh, and excuse me for getting your number – I was in Mr Remick’s office, and I thought . . . Well, he wouldn’t mind. So naughty of me!’ The woman’s laugh rang out, making Cass hold the phone away from her ear.


‘Damon’s got this new game, Street Skirmish or something like that, and they’d like to play. They’re such friends already – isn’t that nice?’


Cass licked her lips. ‘It’s very kind of you,’ she started, ‘but—’


‘Wait a sec. I’ll put him on.’


Cass’ heart sank. A voice she almost didn’t recognise spoke in her ear. ‘Can I, Mum? We’re going to eat Jelly Babies, and go on the games, and Mrs Spencer said we could walk back all together later, in the snow. And . . . ’


Cass closed her eyes. There was something different about her son. He sounded happy, that was it. Carefree, as a child should, the way he used to sound. ‘Of course you can,’ she found herself saying. ‘Of course. You go and enjoy yourself, love.’


‘Super.’ It was Sally again. ‘We’ll take good care of him, I promise. That’s settled.’


‘All right.’


‘I’ll give you a ring when we’re setting off. No need for you to do a thing; we’ll bring him back. Damon’s looking forward to it.’


‘Thank you very much,’ Cass said automatically, and the line went dead. She stood there holding the phone to her chest. That sadness was back again, the feeling she’d woken with, that’d been hanging over her all day. He’s fine, she told herself, not hurt, not in need of hospital. And he’d made a new friend. He sounded so happy. Ben settling in, having a real home in which he could establish himself – hadn’t that been the idea all along?










Nine


Cass was engrossed in her work when she heard knocking, so involved that she wasn’t sure she’d heard anything at all. She raised her head, waiting; then the sound came again and Cass got up, wondering if she was about to meet her mysterious neighbour at last. She went to the door, remembered at the last moment that she was alone in a new place, and looked through the peephole to see a male figure in a dark coat. She only had time to register that his shoulders were flecked with snow when he knocked again, almost as if he knew she was standing there. She reached out automatically and pulled the door open.


It was Mr Remick. Cass blinked at him. Ben. ‘Is there a problem?’ she blurted. She must have got the days mixed up – Sally had meant she’d take Ben tomorrow, not today, and Cass should have collected him from school after all. But if that was the case, where was he? She peered around Mr Remick, half-expecting to see Ben standing behind him, lost and unhappy because his mother hadn’t come to fetch him.


Instead she saw that Mr Remick had something under his arm. ‘No problem,’ he said. ‘I just thought . . . Well, you only just moved in, and Sally mentioned Ben was going to their house after school, so . . . ’


Was he blushing? His words tailed away and he held out the thing he had been carrying. Cass blinked at it. It was a loaf of bread.


‘I thought you might be lonely. I also know what it’s like around here when the snow starts to fall – fresh bread’s the new currency.’ He grinned.


Cass took it. ‘That’s so thoughtful of you. Thank you.’ She led the way into the kitchen. ‘You must have been quick. I tried the shop this morning; I was beginning to think we’d be living on tins of Spam.’


‘It’s a survival situation, all right. Although, truth be told, I wasn’t that quick. Mrs Bentley at the shop has a soft spot for me, I think. She keeps things back for her special customers.’


‘Lucky you.’ Cass laughed. It made her feel lighter, just talking and laughing. It was almost like being back at Aldershot, surrounded by her friends, friends who weren’t yet afraid of being tainted by her loss.


‘I don’t know about that. I’m a bit worried about what she wants in return.’ He laughed too, his blue eyes flashing, and Cass had a sudden image of the surly Mrs Bentley pursing up her tight thin lips and closing her eyes.


She found himself suppressing a grin. ‘Coffee?’


‘If it’s not rationed.’


‘I think I can manage.’


‘I need one after today. Those kids . . . So much energy.’


‘I thought that was a nice touch this morning.’ Cass remembered the way he’d donated his scarf to Ben’s snowman. He wasn’t wearing it now and she wondered if it was still there, soaked through and freezing in the playing field.


‘Purely selfish.’ He sipped his coffee. ‘It’s a good way of getting to know the kids. And for the new ones to settle in, of course.’ His smile faded. ‘Actually, I wonder if I might ask you something.’


‘What is it?’


He sighed. ‘I’m a little concerned. It’s probably nothing, but . . . Well, you noticed we’ve been doing a lot of fun activities with the kids. It’s only fair when half their classmates are out sledging. We had an art session today.’ He took something from the inside pocket of his jacket, a piece of paper.


As he unfolded it Cass saw coloured scribbles, primary colours: sunshine yellow, blue, red. Something inside her froze. Was he saying Ben had a problem? The picture looked bright and colourful. She’d heard that unhappy kids, depressed kids, drew everything in black.


Mr Remick held the picture out. ‘It’s probably nothing,’ he started, but Cass wasn’t listening any more. The main colour was yellow. It was the desert, stretching on and on. In the foreground was a soldier with sandy hair and a sandy uniform. His face was scribbled out. Cass could see where the pencil had punched and ripped its way through the paper. A black pencil.


One of the figure’s limbs was bent backwards, a broken, puppet thing. Red spray spouted from his chest. The ground, though, was littered with specks of brilliant blue.


Cass closed her eyes and remembered the stones Pete had held out to her in her dream. The ones that fell to the ground and disappeared. She reached out and touched the edge of the paper, but she didn’t take it from Mr Remick’s hands. So angry, she thought. She’d never suspected her son was so angry.


‘Forgive me,’ he said. ‘I thought you’d have seen similar things before. Obviously not.’


Cass shook her head, sucked in a deep breath. ‘He lost his father.’ It was the first time she’d managed those words without her voice breaking. ‘He was in Afghanistan.’


‘I’m sorry.’


Cass’ lips formed the word No, but she didn’t speak.


Blue stones. A yellow sky, the same colour as the earth. And red, all that red.


‘Well, there’s no wonder in that case. Expressing his feelings in some way is probably good for him under the circumstances.’


Cass nodded, remembering the way Ben had sat in front of his game the last time he’d tried to play, letting the controller slide from his hands. It had once been his favourite game, but really that had been because of Pete.


He might simply have drawn something he’d seen on the screen.


Cass wondered what her son was doing now. He’d gone to play Damon’s games, hadn’t he? She bit her lip, and felt Mr Remick’s hand gently resting on her arm.


‘He’ll be fine. He’s a great kid, a credit to you. He’s finding his feet already.’


She turned, and found Mr Remick’s face inches from her own, his eyes full of concern. She drew back. She hadn’t sensed he was so close.


He straightened and Cass found herself wanting to apologise. She bit her lip instead. She didn’t trust herself to say anything. It was my loss too, she thought.


As if he could read her, Mr Remick said, ‘You’ll both be fine. It’ll be like you belong here in no time.’


Cass frowned.


‘Hoarding bread, building a bunker, burying tins . . . ’


She flashed him a startled look and they both burst into laughter. Cass’ lasted longer than Mr Remick’s. She felt that lightness again, something lifting from her shoulders.


‘I’d better go,’ he said.


‘You could stay for something to eat, if you like.’ Cass glanced at the clock. How had it got so late so quickly? ‘I could do . . . ’ She paused.


‘Toast?’ He smiled, glanced at the loaf of bread.


‘I think I can rustle up something better than that.’


‘Really, I’d better get back. I have essays to mark.’


When Cass saw him out and closed the door behind him, the apartment felt too quiet. She stared around at the hallway. There were still boxes waiting to be unpacked, pushed under the stairs. Her eyes fell on the telephone that was fixed to the wall.


It was an entryphone – visitors would ring her apartment from the main doorway, and she would press a button to let them in. She frowned. Mr Remick had come straight to her door – she hadn’t thought anything of it until now, but how had he done that?


She remembered the door down the hall with the papers pushed underneath. Maybe whoever lived there had let him in. Mr Remick was new in Darnshaw, wasn’t he? There was no way he could have the code – unless he’d been and looked around the mill himself, considered moving here before finding somewhere else. The code was 1234Z, which wasn’t difficult to remember.


Still, she wished she’d asked him if he knew who was living down the hall. And how long he’d been in Darnshaw, exactly, to be Mrs Bentley’s special customer, even to know her name. Cass found herself wishing she’d asked him lots of things.


It was a shame he’d had to go so soon. Time had passed more quickly when Mr Remick was there. Now she was alone, and with no Ben filling the place with noise it was too quiet in Foxdene Mill. Cass remembered the empty windows in the apartment below hers and shivered. It was a pity more people hadn’t moved in. Mr Remick might even have been a neighbour. She had a sudden picture of him climbing in through an empty window frame downstairs and smiled.


Cass went to her own window and saw the snow drifting silently down, smothering everything. The light was failing and the hilltops appeared paler than the sky. She felt anxious about Ben. He would have to walk back later, through the dark and the snow. Still, with a friend he’d enjoy it, kicking a new trail and throwing snowballs all the way.


She unpacked the last of their boxes, crushed them and sat looking at the pile of cardboard. It was good to have that finished – the place felt more like a home – but it also meant that she was staying. Before, she had been half-settled in, half-ready to walk out of the door again. She thought about the people she’d met: Mrs Bentley, with her surly glare, slamming Cass’ shopping down on the counter. Loud, brassy Sally – and Mr Remick. When she thought of him he was smiling, and his blue eyes looked directly into her own. He saw into people, she thought. She imagined reaching out a hand and touching the teacher’s slightly hollowed cheek, the stubble under her fingers. Him wrapping those arms, thin but sure, around her.


She pushed the thought away, remembered Pete. Her husband had been taller, stronger, nothing like Mr Remick, and yet she thought that she could find the teacher attractive. Mostly it was in the way he looked at her, those clear, appraising eyes.


Cass glanced at the clock. It was past six. Sally hadn’t said how long they’d be, and she hadn’t thought to ask. We’ll call when we’re setting off. Hadn’t she said that? At least Cass knew where she lived. It was lucky they’d picked her up on the moor. She wondered if Ben would come home complaining about her smell again, and tried not to smile.


He’d be enjoying himself; they all would, Sally and Damon and Ben.


Cass noticed that Mr Remick had left Ben’s drawing on the sofa. She picked it up, straightened it out and ran a finger over the paper where his pencil had punched through. She imagined his face while he was doing it, his head bent over the page, his eyes fixed in a glare while he scribbled, over and over, and then taking the most brilliant blue he could find and adding those stones, if that was what they were, across the yellow sand. She frowned, wondering what had made him think of it.


Cass looked at the clock again, wishing her son would come home. The night grew darker, the snow kept falling, and still Sally didn’t call. Cass sat back on the sofa and closed her eyes, letting the picture fall to her side.


*


When Cass stirred and looked out of the window it was no longer dark. Mist had swallowed the hills and the sky and now it was shining back the moonlight, making it bright as morning. When she checked the clock, though, she found it was late – after nine o’clock – and Sally still hadn’t called. She must have fallen asleep; now her head ached. She walked from window to telephone, wondering if it had rung after all and she had been too deeply asleep to hear it. She bunched her hands, fidgeted. How could Sally be so late? Why hadn’t she been in touch? Tears surprised her, stinging her eyes. She could try to recover the last caller’s number from her telephone and ring her. Failing that, she could walk to Sally’s house, but what if Sally took the riverside path, or some other route? She could miss them.


There were voices in the hall.


Cass rushed to the door and pulled it open and found herself staring into an empty space. She looked up and down the hall, wondering if this was some game they were playing.


She heard the sound again. This time it came from behind her.


It was the voice of a child – it sounded like a little girl.


She waited, reluctant to turn round, then she heard the deeper tones of a man. She felt her grasp on the door slip and it banged shut in front of her.


A new sound began, low at first, then gathering in volume, a ratcheting and banging of wood on wood, wood on metal. It grew louder, became deafening.


Cass slowly turned round, half expecting to see a space full of machinery, but there was only her own hall, all the doors closed except the one dead ahead.


Cass went to it, outwardly calm but her heart hammering. She looked into the lounge and saw only a familiar room, its darkened windows reflecting back the vaulted ceiling. It was silent. The sound had stopped.


—but it had ceased only for a moment; as though called back by her thoughts it started up again, the rhythmic pulse of running machinery, reverberations echoing from the walls. The floor beneath her was full of the sound, vibrating under her feet. The noise came from the room below her own, Apartment 6.


Cass couldn’t move. She couldn’t breathe. She saw again the abandoned dolls, the empty windows, cold air snaking inside.


Then she heard a bang on her front door and everything fell silent.


Cass looked around at the floor, her jaws clenched. The bang came again and she made a sound in the back of her throat.


Another bang. It was the sound of someone knocking.


Cass found she could breathe again, roused herself, hurried to answer. She yanked the door open, and saw Ben standing on the threshold, his arm outstretched in readiness to knock once more. He jumped back, his smile fading.


‘Goodness,’ said Sally, ‘is everything all right? You look awful.’


Cass didn’t turn away from Ben’s face. He had looked so happy when she’d pulled the door open; now there was a trace of sadness in his eyes. It was her; she had called it back again.


‘I’m sorry we’re late,’ said Sally chattily. ‘We lost track of time, didn’t we, boys? I tried to call, but the lines must be down. It always happens this weather. I should have known. And these two – you wouldn’t believe how long it took them to walk down here. The snowballs I’ve been fighting off, you wouldn’t believe—’


‘Did you hear something?’


‘What like? Has something happened?’


Cass looked at her. Sally’s face was full of confusion, and something else – annoyance perhaps. It occurred to Cass that she didn’t look sorry for being late at all. There was no sense of urgency about her. ‘It’s quite all right,’ she said stiffly. ‘He’s back now, aren’t you, Ben?’


Ben’s eyes were fixed on his mother. He shrugged, and somehow this made Cass angry, really deeply angry, but she swallowed it down. She couldn’t turn Sally straight back out onto the street after they’d walked all this way, and that look on Ben’s face – he had been enjoying himself, at least until he got home.


She noticed Damon standing behind his mother. The boy glared up at her through his black fringe.


‘Hi, Damon,’ she said pointedly. ‘Have you had a good night?’


It was as though she hadn’t spoken.


Sally answered for him. ‘We’ve had a lovely time. They played for hours on the computer. I swear my hands would be claws if I did that.’


‘It was Street Skirmish, Mum!’ Ben’s smile had returned. ‘I was the baddie, and then Damon was, and we had a tournament, and he won, but I got loads of rounds, didn’t I, Day?’


Damon swung his head round to look at Ben and he grinned, his eyes clear and smiling.


Cass shook her head. What was she thinking? ‘Thank you for having him, Sally,’ she said. ‘Will you have a drink before you go? Something to warm you up?’


They bustled in, and as they took off their wet coats, discarded gloves and scarves and boots, something Sally had said finally registered. ‘Sally,’ said Cass, ‘did you say the phone lines are down?’ Her voice was sharp and Sally looked up with surprise.


‘I did. It often happens with the snow. It’ll take a few days to fix, I shouldn’t wonder.’


But Cass was already striding into the lounge, snatching up the telephone. There was no buzzing on the line, nothing but a faint silvery noise like snowfall.


‘They’ll be back up before long. I’m sure people will realise. Was there someone you wanted to call?’


‘Not really.’ Cass slowly replaced the phone. ‘Just some files I should have sent off for work.’ It’ll be done for tomorrow morning, she’d said. Now she’d have no email, and she couldn’t even ring her client to tell them the job would be late. She couldn’t get a signal on her mobile either. Why hadn’t she done the work today? She could have finished it this afternoon, sent it off at once. But surely the telephones would be fixed tomorrow. Maybe everything would be: the road cleared, the car running smoothly, everything working the way it should. She glanced at the window. She could just make out the steep hillside, mocking in its beauty.


‘Oh dear,’ said Sally. ‘Well, they’ll understand, won’t they? It’s not as if it’s your fault, after all.’


We launch in a week.


Cass bit her lip. She had a week – no, not so long. They would want it all in place before that.


Sally’s right, they’ll fix the phones tomorrow, she told herself. It’ll be fine. Even Mr Remick had said so. That hand on her arm. Those eyes. It’ll all be fine.


*


Ben and Damon sat on the floor, drinking hot chocolate. Damon had asked for Coke, but Cass didn’t have any and Damon had looked his contempt at her. Ben didn’t seem to notice the older boy’s surliness. He showed Damon his games, chattering away about each one, and they both groaned when Sally declared it was time to go. She clapped her hands and Damon scowled as he dragged himself to his feet.


‘Say thank you.’


‘What for?’


‘Don’t be rude. Say thank you for the drink and hurry up.’


Damon turned those eyes on Cass. The irises were dark, almost as dark as his pupils, and they held a pale gleam. ‘Thank you for the chocolate,’ he said.


Cass chose to ignore the emphasis in his words. ‘You’re very welcome.’ She took the cup from his outstretched hand and saw an ugly mark crossing his palm. ‘Oh, what happened? Are you all right?’


She felt Sally’s gaze on her, but she bent and took Damon’s hand anyway, turning it so she could see the wound. It wasn’t fresh, nor was it as livid as she’d thought. He’d cut it some time in the past, and the skin was a deeper pink where it had healed. Damon left his hand in hers for a second, a cold, limp thing, then whipped it away.


Cass expected his mother to say something, tell him off again, maybe, but she did not. When Cass looked round she saw that Sally’s mouth was pressed into a thin line. They said their goodbyes and Cass closed the door on them, leaning her head on it in relief.


Then she thought of the entryphone. Sally hadn’t used it either; she’d come straight up the stairs to the apartment door. So either she knew the code too or the main entrance hadn’t been locked. Cass didn’t think that Ben had memorised the code yet – he hadn’t come in alone before, had never needed to.


She turned to Ben. ‘How did you get in? Did Mrs Spencer have the code?


He shrugged and turned back to his games, stacking them in a neat pile, lining up the edges.


‘Ben, I asked you a question.’


He looked up, shrugged again, stuck out his bottom lip.


Cass sighed. ‘I’m popping downstairs for a minute,’ she said. ‘Be ready to let me in, okay? I might ring the entry-phone. You know where it is, right?’


He nodded without looking up.


Cass slipped out of the door and down the stairs, wall lights flickering on in response to her movement. The newspapers outside Number 10 hadn’t moved. They looked forlorn, abandoned.


The mill grew cooler as she went down the empty staircase to the front door. She turned the inside handle a few times, listening to the clicks, trying to work out if it was locking. Then she pulled the door open and stepped outside.


She began shivering at once. There was a single light outside the mill, a wrought-iron lamp designed to look like an old-fashioned streetlight. Snow flurried around it as though attracted by its brightness. Everything else was dark. When Cass looked up, pale flakes danced out of the blackness and into her face.


She looked about and let the door shut behind her. When she turned back she found herself face to face with that nasty knife-work in the door. She had forgotten the cross. What must Mr Remick have thought? He’d not mentioned it. She put her hand to the cold brass handle and tried turning it, but it wouldn’t budge; the lock was obviously working.


Cass flicked snow from her hair, brushed more from the keypad. She began to tap in the entry code, then cancelled it and put in the apartment number instead. The entryphone was an internal system, so it shouldn’t be affected by the snow. She could hear it ringing: three, four, five. Come on, Ben.


The ringing stopped and Cass put her face to the grille. ‘Ben, it’s me.’


There was only the almost imperceptible sound of snow settling around her. She tapped in the apartment number again and waited. Maybe it was wired wrongly and wasn’t connecting with Number 12 at all. She imagined the phone ringing in an empty apartment – the one on the ground floor maybe. She had a sudden image of someone in there, a dark shape turning and hearing the sound. Rising to its feet and going to answer.


Cass cut it off. She punched in the entry code instead, the metal slick and cold against her fingers, and heard the buzz as the lock disengaged. She stepped inside and slammed the door behind her, hurried up the stairs and rapped at the apartment door for Ben.


She waited. After a while she knocked again.


No response. She couldn’t hear any sound from inside. ‘Ben, do you hear me?’ she called out. She knocked again, louder this time. Stared at the brass 12 screwed into the wood. ‘Ben!’


He didn’t answer. Cass waited, then banged louder, angling her fist to make it resonate on the wood. She felt the pain in her knuckles as a distant thing. ‘Ben!’ She tried again, knocking seven, eight, nine times. Then she opened her hand and slapped it against the door. At last she subsided, leaning against it.


She glanced down the silent hall, and for a second she imagined neighbours, lots of them, opening their doors and leaning out to stare. She squeezed her eyes shut and turned back to her own door. Her breath came heavily, as though she’d been running up the stairs and up and down the hallways, all over the mill, in search of her son. But he wasn’t lost; Ben was safe at home; it was she, Cass, who was stuck outside.


She knocked again, harder, so that her knuckles sang out, and when she put them to her lips she saw they were red. ‘Ben, please! Let me in.’


She tried to steady her breathing. What if he wasn’t inside at all? What if he’d already gone? Already? Why had she thought that? It wasn’t going to happen, would never happen. They would always be together; she would look after him—


That’s why you’re out here yelling yourself hoarse.


Cass slid down the door and rested her back against it. Then she turned, rising to her knees as though pleading with the door to open. She reached up and caught the handle, twisted it, rattling the door on its hinges. ‘Ben, it’s me. Let me in, now!’


She got to her feet and pressed her ear to the wood, but there was no sound, not even the burble of the TV or the flush of a toilet to explain why he hadn’t let her in.


‘Oh God,’ she whispered, ‘Ben, please.’ She banged again, then pushed at the door with her whole body, and she felt it give a fraction before it met the jamb.


‘Ben—’ She wailed, not a mother’s voice, a capable in-control voice, but a little-girl-lost voice, the same voice that had been threatening and pushing at her insides ever since Pete had left and they said he wasn’t coming back, not this time, not ever again. Her voice.


She knocked. This time, when she took her hand away, there was blood on the knuckles. She sank back onto the floor and closed her eyes. There was no sound from inside, and none from the rest of the mill. Cass thought again of that apartment downstairs, the one with the empty windows. They would be like black eyes now, the snow swirling in and covering the floor, the dust, those dolls.


If anyone got inside she would be trapped in the hallways with them. Cass’ throat went dry.


Ben might be ill – he could have collapsed in there, might need help.


Cass looked down the hall to Number 10. The newspapers were still there. She pushed herself up and went to the door. She hesitated before she tried it, but even so she knew there would be no answer. She had been banging so loudly, there was no way anyone inside wouldn’t have heard her.


The door of Number 12 opened and Ben stuck his head out. His hair was tousled, in need of a cut, and he had brushed it down over his eyes like Damon’s. He looked up and down and saw her. ‘Are you coming?’ he asked and closed the door.


Cass walked down the hall as though sleepwalking, her legs unsteady. She pushed on the door with its brass 12, half expecting it to have locked again behind her son, but he had put it on the latch. Why hadn’t she thought of that?


She went in, slowly, and locked the door behind her.


Ben was in the lounge, starting up his game. His back was turned to Cass. He sat quite still, only his hands moving on the controls, small and capable.


‘Where were you?’


There was no answer. Nor did he stop.


‘Ben, why didn’t you let me in? You must have heard me knocking.’ There was a plaintive note to Cass’ voice she couldn’t banish. Little girl lost. She looked down at her hand, spreading the bloody knuckles.


There was a pause before Ben answered, as though he wasn’t really listening: ‘I did,’ he said.


Cass stormed over and pulled him to his feet, turned him to face her. ‘You didn’t,’ she said, ‘not for ages. Look.’ She held her hand out to him, showing him the blood.


His face was blank and he looked at her with half-closed eyes. ‘I didn’t hear anything,’ he said. ‘Only the rats.’


Then his eyes came into focus and he looked at her hand. It was shaking. Ben took hold of it in both of his and leaned forward. Cass expected him to kiss it better, but he did not; he stuck out his smooth pink tongue and licked her bloody knuckle.


Cass snatched it away. ‘What are you doing?’


When he met her gaze there was a light in his eyes she didn’t like: an appraising look, a knowing look. ‘Ben?’


The expression in his eyes vanished as though it had never been there. He grinned, showing his white teeth. ‘Are you going to play with me, Mum?’


Cass straightened.


‘We can have a competition. We did that at Damon’s. He’s my best friend.’ His expression was genuine, the transparent smile of a child, but Cass still heard the words with dismay. He’s my best friend. She remembered Damon’s surly glare, the way Ben had looked at her just a moment ago. Is that where he’d learned it?


‘He’s got Street Skirmish. Did I say? It was a present – for Christmas. No, not Christmas. Something else.’


‘Something else?’


‘Yeah. And it was really, really good. Can I get it, Mum?’


‘We’ll have to wait and see.’ The words came automatically, but while she was speaking Cass noticed something. She bent and took hold of Ben’s top, twisting it. A dark stain was splashed onto the fabric. It had crusted over, a deep rust-brown. ‘What’s that?’


Ben pulled away. ‘Ribena,’ he said. ‘Have we got any Ribena, Mum? Damon’s mum has. She’s got everything.’


‘Has she?’ Cass muttered, but Ben didn’t hear, he had already dropped to the floor, the controls ready in his hand, and started up a new game.


*


Ben slept peacefully that night. Cass knew this because she kept waking in the dark, wondering where she was, feeling uncomfortable and unsettled. She imagined Ben the same way, hot and feverish, but when she went in she found him lying on his back, resting his head on one hand, his face tilted to one side. The nightlight illuminated the pale curve of his cheek. He breathed steadily, as a sleeping child should.


Cass stood over him for a while, not wanting to go back to bed. She knew she had been dreaming, and though she couldn’t recall any of the details, the feeling of it stayed with her.


Eventually Ben sighed and turned over, and Cass tiptoed from the room. She lay awake a long time, and then, as though on cue, as she began to close her eyes the scratching in the walls began.


When the dream came, Cass sensed someone leaning over her. She couldn’t see a face, but she knew the tall, broad figure, the black folds that fell from it. She could feel the way he looked at her.


Her father leaned in closer, hair gleaming as candle-light shone through it. He held something out, a small white disc.


Cass opened her mouth, and he placed it on her tongue. It was dry and papery and tasted of nothing. ‘This is love,’ he said, and Cass woke again, cold to the bone, sitting up and staring into the dark.










Ten


The world was hidden by a mist that drifted in sheets across the hillside, masking everything, turning the trees into veiled figures with their arms outstretched. Cass stood at the window, drinking coffee that failed to clear her head.


Ben munched on Weetabix from his football bowl, stuffing in great mouthfuls and swallowing as quickly as he could. He poured more milk with one hand, still scooping up spoonfuls with the other. He saw her watching. ‘We’re playing football in the gym today,’ he said. ‘Damon’s going to show me how to do keepie-uppie on my neck.’


Cass stirred. Her neck was stiff, her limbs sluggish. When she’d looked in the mirror there were dark circles under her eyes. She’d spent half the night thinking about Ben, and now she was awake it was her client she was worried about, pacing up and down his office, waiting for his missing files.


‘Come on, Mum.’ Ben’s spoon clattered into the bowl, scattering droplets of milk. ‘Have you got my kit?’


Cass checked the clock, swore under her breath and gathered it together, grabbed his bag and lunch and the keys. They pulled on their coats as they went down the stairs. Last night’s lockout already felt unreal, like something she’d dreamed.


They waded through the snow, which squeaked under their boots. The lane was solid white, the top layer hardened like pastry crust. Ben picked some up, karate-chopping it into pieces.


‘Hurry up, Ben,’ she called.


He jumped up and ran ahead, waving his arms, and Cass saw Bert standing at the top of the hill, a now-familiar figure. Captain was, as usual, at his master’s side, chest heaving between squat wide-set legs, breath puffing out rhythmic plumes.


Cass waved and hurried on, but she wasn’t as quick as Ben, who ran straight for the dog, arm outstretched to stroke Captain’s black muzzle.


Cass was still yards away when she heard Captain’s jaws snap together. She blinked. Everything was still, so that she thought she must have imagined it: the lunge forward, the heavy chest straining, the neck stretching forward as grizzled lips drew back over old yellowed teeth.


Then everything started to move: Ben pulling his arm away, cradling it in the other, shrieking; Bert holding Captain back; Cass calling her son’s name.


She reached Ben’s side and took his arm. His eyes narrowed and he fought, hitting out with his other hand. His splayed fingers caught in her hair and Cass felt strands of it rip from her skull, but she didn’t care; she was too busy running her fingers over his arm, checking for blood, for the holes Captain’s teeth must have made.


There was nothing, only a string of drool that had dribbled across his coat, darkening the red cloth so that it looked like blood.


Ben twisted, dragging his arm away. ‘Get off me. Get off.’


‘I’m sorry,’ Bert said, over and over, a monotone background to everything. ‘I’m sorry. I never— I never—’


‘Ben, are you all right?’


‘I don’t think ’e got ’im; ’e just tried it on, that’s all. He were ’appen messin’ about, weren’t you, Captain?’


Ben stepped back, glaring at the dog. That gleam in his eyes, the cold look of the evening before, was back.


Something inside Cass clenched and she turned to Bert in a fury. ‘Get that dog away from my son! He’s dangerous. He ought to have a muzzle.’


Even as she saw Bert’s shocked face she pictured them together, Ben and the dog, playing with the old green ball in the park, the dog waddling after the ball, slow but game, tail wagging furiously.


‘Sorry,’ Bert said again. The old man stared down at his dog, his face pale, lost in disbelief. ‘Captain,’ he said. ‘Captain.’


Cass felt for Ben’s hand. He pulled away but she caught and held it. She skirted Bert and the dog, keeping her son behind her.


‘Miss,’ said Bert.


She turned and saw that his eyes were pale and more watery than ever. Brim full. ‘I’m so sorry—’


‘I’m sure . . . ’ she began, but she didn’t know how to continue, and anyway, how could she tell him it was all right? It could have been far from all right. Cass closed her mouth and walked away, leading Ben towards the road.


When she had put some distance between them, she stopped and squatted down in front of Ben. ‘Are you all right, love?’


Ben nodded. His lips were pressed together, almost vanished into his face.


‘We can go home again if you want. Did the dog hurt you?’


He shook his head.


‘Just your feelings?’


Ben’s eyes narrowed, and that light was back in them. He screwed up his face and shook his head. There was hatred in his look.


‘I’m sure he didn’t mean it. He’s an old dog, he must have been startled. We’ll have to be careful, won’t we, if we see him again.’


Ben blew out his breath with a tch. Cass felt the warmth of it on her face.


‘All right,’ she whispered. ‘You’re the boss.’


This would normally draw a smile, but Ben didn’t even look at her. He stared into the distance until Cass straightened and they began walking towards the school once more.


*


As they approached the gates, Ben pulled away and bounded off towards a group of children. He tapped on someone’s back and they put their heads together, gossiping with their hands cupped around their words. The other boy looked up, and Cass saw without surprise that it was Damon. She smiled at him, but he just stared at her.


Ben waved, ran with Damon to the entrance and was gone. Cass stopped. She could not see anyone she knew except one of the mothers Sally had introduced her to. Moira? Myra? She had long hair that hung loose, very straight down her back. Cass caught her eye and smiled. The other woman’s eyes slid away and she bent to kiss her child on the cheek. Cass pursed her lips. She was sure Myra had seen her.


Mr Remick appeared in the doorway and walked towards her, his arms spread in a welcoming gesture. ‘Nice to see you,’ he called out.


‘You too,’ said Cass, and found she meant it. She looked up at him. It struck her that his face shouldn’t be attractive: the hollowed cheeks, the nose with its slight hook. His skin was dry, a little uneven, almost pockmarked, but his eyes – they were beautiful.


Cass shook her head and tried to look as though she hadn’t been staring. She couldn’t think of anything to say.


‘You look well, Cass. Darnshaw agrees with you,’ Mr Remick said in a low, confidential voice. ‘It’s a beautiful day.’


She followed his gaze to see the sun shining on the hillside. It picked out the brilliant snow against the sharp-blue sky.


‘Really,’ he said, ‘you’ll love it here.’ He touched her arm, so lightly she wasn’t sure she’d felt it, and walked off, already calling out to another parent.


Cass turned to see Myra watching her, and this time the woman was openly glaring. So that’s how it was: she was jealous; all of the mothers besotted with the new teacher, and Sally no doubt starting rumours with her silly jokes. Well, Cass wouldn’t let it bother her. She gave Myra a friendly smile, turned to go and saw Lucy’s Land Rover pulling into the car park. She waved and Lucy grinned as she jumped down and helped Jessica from her seat. Lucy noticed Mr Remick too and waved, but her eyes were distant. It looked like she at least was immune to his charms.


‘Funny about Mrs Cambrey,’ she called out as Cass approached.


Cass had almost forgotten about the teacher she’d spoken to before Ben joined the school. ‘She had a family problem, didn’t she? I wonder how she’s doing.’ It occurred to her that Mr Remick’s tenure at the school might be short-lived.


‘I haven’t heard anything. I suppose it might be a while before we do, with the phones being down in Darnshaw. She might be ready to come back, but with this snow she’ll be stuck on the other side of the hills.’


Cass nodded, but her thoughts were on the files, the work that was waiting to be sent to her client. It had been at the back of her mind all morning.


‘Is everything okay?’


‘Oh yes, I’m fine.’


‘Sorry. It’s just you look a bit tired.’


Cass knew that Lucy was right, despite Mr Remick’s earlier compliment. ‘I didn’t sleep so well. I suppose I’m still getting used to the place. It’s nothing really. It’s nice of you to ask.’


‘Well, come on,’ said Lucy, and took Cass’ arm. ‘I’ll give you a lift home. No, I insist. You’re on the way anyway. You can thank me with a cup of tea, and show me Foxdene Mill. I’d love to see it. I’m something of a history buff, but I’ve never been inside – silly really, when I drive past it all the time.’


‘I can even manage biscuits – despite the rationing.’


‘Oh heavens, has the shop closed already? Ridiculous. You’d think we were in the Arctic, not Saddleworth. Honestly, a bit of snow in this country and everything comes to a grinding halt.’


Cass climbed into the Land Rover. ‘Some people are better equipped than others. I wish I had one of these.’


The car climbed easily up the slope and onto the road. ‘They haven’t even gritted down here yet,’ Lucy observed, ‘or sent the plough. It gets worse every year. Too expensive, I suppose.’


‘I can’t even get my car up the hill.’


‘Have you got plenty of food in?’


‘Yes.’ They might have to skimp for a while, but it would do.


‘Our nearest shop’s the size of a postage stamp, but we go straight to the farms in times like this. If you need anything, let me know. I keep the shelves well-stocked.’


‘I don’t suppose . . . ?’


‘What is it? Anything I can do.’


‘Well, it’s just—You said before that the phone lines are down in Darnshaw. I don’t suppose they’re still working where you live? I really need to send some files to someone and if you had email . . . ’


‘No problem at all. Our phones were still on last night. Stick them on a disk for me.’


Cass’ face lit up. ‘Are you serious?’


‘Of course.’ Lucy turned to her and laughed. ‘It’s no problem, honestly. Happy to help out an almost-neighbour. Most people will, around here. We’re not all in the Mothers’ Club. I saw that Myra woman glaring at you. That’ll teach you to chat up the new bloke.’


Cass turned, her mouth falling open, and they burst into laughter.


Lucy turned the car onto the lane and braked at the top of it. The mill was golden against its black and white backdrop. The sun had gained a little height and its rays struck the stone, turning it the colour of the desert. It was silent and still and peaceful. There was barely another house to be seen looking down the valley. Lucy caught her breath. ‘It really is beautiful. You lucky thing.’


Cass found herself smiling. ‘I suppose I am,’ she said. How many people lived in a building like this, in countryside like this? Not many.


Then she remembered the silent halls, the sense of emptiness pressing in. ‘It’s very quiet,’ she said. ‘I think there’s only us living there – except that someone’s been getting the papers delivered. I don’t suppose you know who else might have taken an apartment?’


‘I’m afraid I don’t. You’re the first I’ve heard of. I dare say a few more will be snapped up once the roads clear. Then the builders will finish it, I suppose.’


‘I hope so. That might clear the mice.’ Rats, Ben had said.


‘Mice? Oh no! Well, I suppose it is a big empty building.’


‘As long as they don’t nick the bread.’ They were laughing again as they jumped out of the car and ploughed their way to the front door. Cass’ own car was buried in the snow, only a band of metal visible along the side. Everything was colourless except the stone of the mill and the scarred red door.


‘Look at that,’ Lucy exclaimed as they drew near. She went to the door and put out her hand towards the thing scratched into the wood, but drew back without touching it.


‘I know,’ said Cass, ‘it’s such a mess. I don’t suppose it’ll be painted over in a hurry either.’


Lucy bit her lip. ‘Vandals, I suppose.’ She was leaning in, staring at the mark.


‘What is it?’


Finally Lucy did touch it, slipping her glove from her hand and running her fingertips along the length of the cross. ‘It’s strange,’ she said. ‘Who would use a cross in graffiti? If it was a cross of confusion, or inverted . . . but a normal cross? It doesn’t exactly spell rebellion.’


Cass nodded. ‘I thought it must be random, or . . . I don’t know, part of a band logo or something.’ She paused. ‘What’s a cross of confusion?’


‘It’s a cross that curves – here – into a question mark. A sign of rebellion against authority – any authority, earthly or heavenly, or so it’s believed.’ She grinned at Cass. ‘I really do like history. Well, the cross of confusion was used as a symbol in Darnshaw to gather witches together – under its banner, so to speak. Darnshaw was something of a centre for it.’


‘Witchcraft?’ Cass was incredulous. She had heard no such stories when she’d lived here as a child – but perhaps they weren’t the kind of stories to tell children.


‘I’m afraid so. They say the mill-workers were among the most dedicated followers. It’s a bit nasty, actually: not just black candles and dancing-round-the-campfire sort of stuff, but blood rituals and sacrifice – even children.’


‘They sacrificed children?’


Lucy looked away. ‘I did hear of one case . . . But it was more a matter of the children doing the sacrificing.’ She paused. ‘It was adults who planned it all, of course. They believed that the loss of innocence, by a child committing some terrible act – well, they thought it gave them power. Nasty stuff. Of course it was years ago.’ She turned back to the cross. ‘I’m sure this is just kids messing about.’


‘It was here? In the mill?’


‘God, no – I’m sorry, Cass, I didn’t mean to scare you. There was nothing in the mill itself, at least, not that I know of.’ She frowned. ‘It was all down by the river, I think, or out on the moor. And in the church.’


‘The church?’ Cass’ eyes widened.


‘Apparently so. Christianity took over all sorts of old signs and symbols. You can still see pagan symbols in the building if you look. But it was used for worse things too, unfortunately.’


All Cass could see was her father, bending towards her in his black robes, pressing dry bread onto her tongue. This is love. The commitment he’d shown, the zeal of a convert – had he known about the church’s history here?


‘It’ll be kids,’ Lucy said, ‘messing about. Like you said, it’s probably random.’


‘Just kids,’ Cass repeated under her breath. Children, doing the sacrificing. She shivered, and looked up at the mill once more. It would be easy to let her imagination run wild, being out here alone. Too easy.


‘Teenagers with nothing to do.’ Lucy tossed her hair back. ‘They’re too cool for sledging these days, aren’t they?’


Cass tapped the entry code into the keypad, showed Lucy inside and made coffee, trying not to think about witches hiding around every corner.


While they chatted Cass fired up her computer, already composing the message to her client in her mind. She transferred the files onto a disk and explained to Lucy what she’d done.


‘I’ll let you know later if he answers,’ Lucy said. She sat back, taking in the high vaulted ceiling, the tall windows. ‘This is a great building. However did you find it? Where did you say you were from?’


‘All over, really.’ Cass paused. ‘My husband was in the Army. We moved around a lot – it was hard on Ben.’


‘That’s rough.’


‘This was meant to be a permanent base, somewhere nice for him to grow up.’


‘It is a lovely place.’


‘That’s what I thought. A good school too.’


‘You said it was meant to be a permanent base. Aren’t you sure any more?’


Cass hadn’t been aware she’d said it. ‘I don’t know. It’s not like I remembered.’


‘You’re from Darnshaw then?’ Lucy sounded surprised.


‘Not originally. I lived here for a while when I was young.’


‘Well, you’ve not had the best welcome, with the snow and all. But it is a good place to raise a family. It’s lovely, really.’


Cass looked out of the window again and saw that yes, it was. The hillside blazed with light, glowing against the crisp blue sky, which deepened in colour at its zenith. She had a sudden image of Pete. In his hands he held the blue stones. They were the colour of sky, and his lips were moving, but she couldn’t hear the words.


‘Cass, are you okay?’


‘I’m sorry. I was woolgathering.’ Cass brushed it off, but felt tears pricking at her eyes anyway. ‘You’re right: Darnshaw’s exactly what we need – what Ben needs. It’s just . . . I miss Pete so much. We both do.’ She paused. ‘He was lost in Afghanistan.’


‘God, Cass, I’m so sorry.’


‘No, no, it’s not your fault. I shouldn’t have said anything. We both need to move on. I shouldn’t even keep saying he’s lost. They said he’s never coming back. Lost, I keep saying, and then I expect Ben to understand that he’s not coming home.’


Lucy was silent.


‘I’m sorry, going on like that. I didn’t know that was coming.’


They sat for a while, not saying anything. Then Lucy straightened up and rose, and Cass thought she would probably never come back, but at the bottom of the stairs she turned and looked at Cass. ‘Listen,’ she said, ‘if you ever want to talk, it’s fine. It’s nice to meet someone who doesn’t want to go on about the best recipe for strawberry jam, or play the “my-kid’s-better-than-yours” game.’


Cass thought, You’d rather talk about dead husbands? But she smiled.


‘Any time,’ Lucy said. ‘I’ll see you later. I’ll let you know how I get on with the email.’


She means it, thought Cass. She’s not just trying to get away. ‘I’ll look forward to it. And no tears, I promise.’ They laughed once more, and Cass waved her off. The Land Rover went steadily up the hill, leaving Cass alone at the scarred red door.


She started to go inside, then stopped and ran her fingers over the splintered wood. When she turned and looked towards the village, she could see the church spire rising blackly over the valley. Pagan signs, Lucy had said. Had her father ever mentioned such things? Cass couldn’t remember.


*


A short while later she walked up the hill towards the church. This was where her father had spent so many days when she was a child, almost as though the church had been his home and Cass and her mother the distractions. He had been drawn to it, circling it first, then drawing closer and closer, until he became that black creature, the one who put a dry wafer into her mouth and called it love. She closed her eyes. Dad, she thought.


And then, Ben. Oh God, Ben.


How had she not seen it before? Ben, crying for his dad, and Cass trying to show her son how to move on, trying to convince him that Pete wasn’t coming back, to give up his father. And all the time in some way she’d been searching for her own father; following his traces to Darnshaw, the last place her own family had been complete, back when she was a child.


She shook her head, forcing herself to remember the good school, the healthy rural life, the way Ben was already fitting in. He would be happy here; she had done the right thing.


The church seemed to grow taller as she approached, and its stone looked blacker than ever as it rose against the sky. The promise of more snow was in the bitter air. Cass put her hand to the door and was surprised to find it wasn’t locked. It swung in until it caught on the flags beneath and when she looked down she could see the stone bore deep scratches, etched by years of scraping. She tried to remember if it had been that way when she was a child and found she could not. She stepped inside, and it was as though she could smell the past, the tang of ancient stone and cold earth. It was tasteless. This is love.


At first everything inside the church was colourless. There were dark pews and a dark altar, and grey passages of light fell between them, thick with dust. Then Cass looked up and saw the splendour of the windows, almost dazzling: red, yellow, brilliant blue.


Cass walked across the stone floor. As she trailed a hand across the back of the pews she remembered the feel of them digging into her spine, the way she had kicked her feet, watching them bob in front of her, up, down, in buckled leather sandals. White socks. The foamy froth of her dress. She had looked up at her father, standing in front of everyone, so important. She hadn’t known this place would take him away from them, that this was his family now, this dark church with its dry old smell. That he belonged to God.


She hadn’t understood why God would want to take him from them – he didn’t have to leave them behind; surely he could have kept them with him? She remembered her mother screaming that at him while Cass listened from her hiding place on the stairs. But her father was adamant once he had decided something, and in the end it was her mother and Cass who’d been the ones to leave.


Her mother had said It was never a battle I could win. At the time Cass hadn’t understood what her mother had meant, but here, now, she almost thought she did.


Cass had been jealous, and the feeling flooded back into her mouth like bile. She was jealous of the God who had taken her father from them. And isn’t that what they called him? A jealous God. She had imagined them, Cass and God on opposite sides of the room, being jealous of each other over this man.


He was mine first, she thought, closing her eyes. When she opened them, the colours mocked her.


All this time she had seen Darnshaw as a place for family, somewhere to build a home, and she had forgotten it was in Darnshaw that she had lost her own family – lost her father.


Cass sank into a pew, looking up through the layers of light. The high vaulted ceiling was studded with wooden bosses. A face peered down at her through a spray of leaves: a green man. A pagan emblem, just as Lucy had said. This one had its tongue sticking out in mockery.


The next boss looked like a mermaid, its long tail twisted around a young man she had saved or stolen, it wasn’t clear which; then there was a reptile with its tongue lolling from its mouth. Cass leaned back. Next was a hairless man with a snake writhing about his head and caught between his teeth. Then a stag with human arms, and a sheep biting into the head of a wolf.


There are signs. Even in the church.


It wasn’t so unusual; Lucy was right: lots of churches had been built on the holy sites of older religions and subsumed or fed upon them, taking their signs and symbols and making them into something new. Some even had ancient dolmen set into the walls or turned into gravestones, stone altars torn from their original places of worship.


Cass stood and walked to the front of the church, not liking the way the colours from the windows fell over her feet, her clothes; she could almost feel them on her skin.


The altar was heavy, a single stone slab, irregular and worn.


Cass reached out and put her hand on it, wondering what she had expected to find. The surface was partly covered by a narrow white cloth running down the centre. A silver crucifix stood upon that. A tiny Jesus stared back at Cass, his face twisted in agony.


Cass ran her hand over the cold stone. It was uneven, possibly still bearing the marks of ancient tools. As she ran her palms across the surface, her fingers found a neat groove nestled into it. She stroked the smooth runnel. Then she looked down and saw that the groove ran the length of the altar. For drainage, she thought, and pulled her hand away.


Rituals. Blood rituals, right from ancient times.


It didn’t mean anything. The church had taken these old things long ago, made them part of the new religion. And this stone had been the right size and shape for its altar, that was all.


It was interesting, but it didn’t mean anything.










Eleven


Cass walked back through the village. Everything was quiet. She saw a woman in the distance, brushing snow from her step with a dustpan and brush, but she straightened and went inside before Cass got close enough to say hello. The school was silent, although Cass thought she saw a figure pacing back and forth behind one of the windows. The next road down the hill ended in the park, and Cass turned that way. By the motionless swings was the gap in the bushes that led to the riverside path, where she’d first seen Bert and his dog.


Cass peered through, seeing no one, and stepped onto the narrow path, which was choked with snow-covered brambles.


The river chortled down the valley, splashing over black rocks. Snow overhung the banks, the edges fringed with transparent ice. Trees lined the river, their glossy black roots reaching into the water. Above them everything was white. Fields, moorland, sky. The air was potent with snow.


A rook stirred in a tree, stretching out a wing and one curled claw together. The branch he sat upon was edged with lace icing. Each small thing was beautiful.


There was a row of cottages that backed onto the river in a place where the path broadened out. Cass glanced at them curiously and had almost gone past when she stopped and turned.


The gate should be green, she thought, not white. She could see it in her mind: a small child hanging over it, swinging back and forth, listening to the river, dreaming of white dresses, perhaps, or buckled sandals, or simply of having her father come home.


Cass walked back and looked at the row of cottages, trying to decide if she really did remember it. Her mind felt emptied. She looked up and saw that the windows were blank, reflecting back the featureless white sky.


Her gaze fell to the riverbank and she saw grey down flecking the snow: a bird had died there. There was no blood, but there were bones, each one of them picked clean. Cass saw the socket where two bones had once joined. She frowned. The bones looked arranged. She leaned over and saw that they formed an almost perfect circle. She looked up once more at the cottages with their blank windows.


Rituals, Lucy had said – but in the past, before the mill became apartments and Cass came back to Darnshaw, probably long before even her father came here.


But stories like that: it was something that bored kids might seize on. They might have heard of Darnshaw’s history, been excited by the thought of witchcraft and bones. They could have found the dead bird and amused themselves by arranging the bones that way.


Cass turned her back on them and followed the path, putting the bones out of her mind. Before long she could see the school playing fields. The snowmen were still there. She saw they had been built in a ring, and they now had faces. Stones had been thrust into them for noses or mouths – stones that were inexpressive, that couldn’t smile, and yet each one looked startled, or sombre, or horrified.


Cass tore her gaze from them and saw that Bert was heading towards her on the path. His eyes were fixed on the ground so intently she was sure he was avoiding looking at her. She glanced about for a different track leading back up to the village that she might take, but there was none.


As he came closer Bert raised his watery eyes and tipped an imaginary hat. ‘’ow do, love. I’m right sorry about before. Glad to see yer, like.’


Cass cast a wary eye towards the dog, which stumbled to a halt behind Bert, his sides heaving. He looked docile, little inclined to move, let alone bite anyone.


‘Hi, Bert,’ she said. ‘I’m sorry it happened too, but if he can’t be trusted around children, maybe you should have him on a lead.’


Bert’s face twitched. ‘’e’s never been no trouble.’


‘I know, but—’


‘All right, love. I’ll put ’im on a lead, if it makes yer feel better. It’s no trouble. No trouble. I’d hate it if owt ’appened.’


‘Me too. Thank you, Bert. I do appreciate it.’


‘’ow is ’e?’


‘Ben? He’s fine. He’d forgotten all about it by the time he got to school, so no harm done.’


‘Good, good. Nice little feller—I mean . . . ’ Bert paused. ‘You should watch ’im.’


‘What?’


‘You should watch ’im, in case he does owt. Make sure—’


‘Ben’s fine. He hasn’t done anything wrong.’ Even as she spoke, Cass remembered the look in her son’s eyes, the way he had locked her out. I thought it was just the rats.


‘I know, but—’


‘Bert, he didn’t do anything to Captain. You should watch your dog, never mind my son.’


‘I din’t mean that—’


Cass stared at Bert, and he stared down at the ground. After a long moment he gave the dog a nudge with his leg, edging him onto the verge so that Cass could get past.


‘Thanks,’ she said, walking away.


Bert turned. ‘I meant it,’ he said. ‘If you ever need owt, you come and see me.’


Cass stopped and looked back at him. ‘I know,’ she said. ‘It’s very kind. Bye, Bert.’ She said this last more firmly than she intended to, and instantly regretted it. Whatever the old man’s words, he meant well. Though what did he mean – she should watch her son? He had a nerve.


Cass headed for home, pausing when she saw the back of the mill. Ice was spreading its fingers across the green surface of the millpond. Snow began to fall, feather-light flakes she couldn’t feel as they settled in her hair. She didn’t look at the cross carved into the door as she let herself in.


She checked her mailbox on the way, putting her hand inside, but she could already see there was nothing.










Twelve


Cass stood outside the school waiting for Ben. She was early. Snow swirled around her, landing on her coat and gloves, the flakes remaining there, cool and perfect, before sinking into the fabric. Now that she’d stopped walking it was bitterly cold.


At last the doors flew open and the children poured out. Some whooped and grabbed handfuls of snow, shoving it in each other’s faces, and others walked off, bored with it already. There weren’t many children; more roads must be impassable now.


Ben was towards the back, his pale head bowed close to another boy’s dark mop. Cass knew it was Damon, even without seeing his face. Then the boy looked up, his skin winter-pale, and smirked. He nudged Ben, whispered to him. They laughed together, and when Ben looked at her Cass barely knew him; there was an expression in his eyes she hadn’t seen before.


Sally came out of the doorway with files under her arm, wearing a bulky purple coat. Right behind her was Mr Remick, looking taller and thinner than ever by contrast. Then Lucy was at Cass’ shoulder, her face pinched, holding something out. ‘You got a reply,’ she said, thrusting a sheet of paper into Cass’ hand. ‘I’ve got to run, Jess is waiting. Sorry.’ And she was gone.


Cass stared after her. What had possessed her to tell Lucy about Pete this morning? The first friend she had made in Darnshaw, and Cass had obviously driven her away.


The paper crackled in her hand as she curled her fingers. Cass smoothed it out. It took her a moment to make out the words, though the message was short: ‘What the hell? I’ve overwritten the files as instructed. Is this some sort of joke? Whole site now pulled. Need a fix ASAP.’


Cass stared at the printout. The ink shifted before her eyes but resolved into the same message.


Lucy. What had she done? She couldn’t have sent the files properly. Or perhaps something else had been sent along with them, some virus perhaps. No wonder she had left so quickly. Cass turned, but the Land Rover was already pulling onto the road. It was too late to catch her.


She turned back to the note.


‘Cass?’


She blinked. Mr Remick was standing at her shoulder, his eyes full of concern. ‘I said, how are you doing? Everything all right, I hope.’


She looked at him. Ben was in front of her, his face blank.


‘I – I don’t understand.’ Cass’ voice wouldn’t seem to come.


‘Step inside a minute,’ said Mr Remick. ‘You look a bit faint.’


Sally’s voice cut in. ‘I’d run her back, but I didn’t want to try the car down the lane this morning. It’s too icy.’


‘It’s fine, Sally. You head off. I’ll see she’s okay.’


Cass breathed in deeply, the cold air shocking her lungs and bringing her back. ‘I’m fine.’ She managed a smile. She crumpled the note in her hand and stuffed it into her pocket; for some reason she didn’t want Mr Remick to see it. ‘Really, I just felt a bit dizzy. I’m okay. We’d best be off, hadn’t we, Ben?’


Ben shrugged. He looked up at the teacher.


‘I insist. Anyway, I owe you a coffee.’ That dimple in his cheek, the slightly uneven skin made Cass want to reach out and touch his face. Mr Remick’s voice was warm, comforting, and she allowed him to lead them both towards the school, down the corridor and into his office. He settled her into a seat and came back with coffee and biscuits on a tray. Ben grabbed one of the biscuits and started munching.


Everything on the desk was ruler-straight. A sign in the middle said MR T. REMICK.


‘How’s Mrs Cambrey?’ asked Cass. It came out sounding blunt, and he just looked at her. She hesitated. ‘I wondered how her family was doing.’


‘I’m afraid I haven’t heard – although I must admit I haven’t enquired yet either. There’s been so much to sort out, and classes to run since the other teachers haven’t made it in. The road to Gillaholme is blocked altogether now.’


‘It is?’


‘There’s a tree across the road – I dare say the snow brought it down.’ He gave a sudden smile, flashing white teeth. ‘Heaven knows when they’ll clear it.’


Cass sipped her coffee.


‘Of course some of the children live out that way too. We’re running reduced classes – mixed-age groups, but it can’t be helped. Ben seems to be enjoying it though – you are, aren’t you?’


Ben grinned, swinging his legs under his chair.


‘He’s settling in really well.’ It sounded almost like he was waiting for a response.


‘Good. Good.’ Cass looked up. ‘And you – you seem to have settled in really well too.’


‘Oh goodness, it’s just like old times. A pea in a pod – it’s like I’ve never been away.’


‘You’ve been here before?’


‘I’m a local.’ Mr Remick grinned, picking up his own drink. ‘My family’s been here for generations – I own the old rectory. I’d already decided to come back so when Mrs Cambrey left shortly afterwards, I offered to fill in for a while.’


‘That was lucky for the school. I wondered how you ended up here.’


‘Oh, I always find my way back to Darnshaw. It’s like you never quite get away.’ He winked.


Cass shot a glance at Ben, but he hadn’t seen. ‘I wondered how you’d wangled the bread. Mrs Bentley didn’t appear to be the friendly type.’


‘She’s a lamb – they all are, really. You’ll find out.’


Cass tried to imagine having a friendly discussion with Mrs Bentley, and couldn’t. ‘We’d better get going,’ she said.


Ben jumped up at once, though he still didn’t look at her. He was staring at the door. ‘Can’t we go in the car?’ he asked. His voice wasn’t whiny, wasn’t soft; it was hard, demanding. Cass stared at him.


‘Don’t be rude, Ben.’


Mr Remick gave a wry grin. ‘I’d offer you a lift, but I don’t often drive,’ he said. ‘No need, on the whole.’


‘We wouldn’t dream of putting you out. Come on, Ben. It’ll do us good.’


They walked out into the snow and the darkening evening. Cass turned and waved, but Mr Remick had already gone inside. Ben hurried on ahead, ignoring her when Cass told him to wait.


‘Ben, what’s got into you?’


He stopped dead and stood with his back to her.


She hurried and caught his hand in hers. It was cold, limp in her fingers. ‘Where are your gloves? Aren’t you cold?’


Ben didn’t even show he’d heard, just looked straight ahead into the snow, his face hidden under his hood.


‘Ben? Did you hear me?’


Nothing.


‘Ben.’


‘You’re crap at your job.’ His voice was expressionless.


‘What?’


Ben whipped his hand from hers and stomped away, his arms flapping noisily at his sides.


Cass watched him go. She put a hand to the pocket where she’d stuffed Lucy’s printout and a sour taste flooded her mouth. Ben was already fading into the distance, swinging those loose arms at his side. She couldn’t shake the thought that it was nothing but empty clothes walking away from her, heading into the greyness, inhabited by no one she could recognise.


*


Ben threw down his rucksack, went straight to the television and slumped down in front of it. When Cass finished taking off her coat he was sitting close to the screen with his back to her, a game already running.


Cass looked over his shoulder. The stub of a machinegun jutted from the bottom of the screen, scanning left and right across a landscape of sand dunes. A helmet appeared over a rise and Ben fired, the helmet disintegrating in a spray of red.


‘I thought you didn’t like that game any more?’


Ben didn’t answer. His character strode up the rise, scanning once more. This was the game he had played with his father. Pete had liked to give instructions, tell his son things he knew about, the kind of things he should watch for: covering the angles. Ben would listen, rapt, and then pretend he was defending his dad, getting the bad guys before the bad guys could get him.


Too late.


Ben threw a grenade into a wooden shed and it exploded in a whoosh of yellow flame.


‘Are you winning?’


Another soldier, this one with a scarf covering his face, exploded into red fragments. A hand landed on the ground, twitching, bleeding red pixels.


Cass opened her mouth and formed her son’s name, but no sound came out.


She walked around the television and looked at his face. It was small and pale, his eyes gleaming. He didn’t blink. His fingers were the only things that moved, dancing across the buttons, delivering death. He didn’t whoop in triumph as he used to; instead, his face was cold. There was no excitement and no pain, no connection with his father in his eyes at all, or with anything else.


Cass turned from him and went to switch on her computer with fingers that felt numb. She touched her hand to her pocket and felt the crumpled paper.


She needed to check her files, then she could meet Lucy in the morning and ask her to re-send them. Or maybe Lucy would know someone whose computer would be clean who could do it for her.


You’re crap at your job. Had her son really said that?


Cass stared at the screen, her frustration rising. Not long ago she had been able to send files herself at the press of a key. Now everything around her was breaking down: the telephones, the roads – if just one of those things functioned, even her mobile phone, it wouldn’t be so bad. She could drive to her client, hand-deliver the files, explain – if she could – or at least speak to him. But this—? It was as though everything had stopped.


All the files were there, listed neatly in the client folder. Cass clicked it open and the page unfurled. The client’s logo was still there at the top of the screen, and the header was the same, but the rest—


For a long moment, Cass didn’t draw breath.


The headline product had been replaced by a swastika, and underneath it said FUCK YOU in large red letters. Incongruously, some of the product images had survived, sharing space with more signs of hate. The product copy had been replaced everywhere: ‘He lives’, it said, and ‘He rules. He will triumph. He is coming’. At the bottom was a cross turned on its side and ending in a curve. It looked a little like a sickle, a little like a rotated question mark. Below that: ‘He is your father’.


Cass stared at it: a cross of confusion, just as Lucy had described.


She turned to check on Ben. He was staring at the television screen, light playing across his face. There was cold water in the pit of her stomach. She turned back, opened some other files. Some had been changed, some had not. She took the note from her pocket. ‘What the hell? I’ve overwritten the files as instructed. Is this some sort of joke? Whole site now pulled. Need a fix ASAP.’


‘Christ,’ Cass said, and covered her eyes with her hands.


‘No,’ said a voice at her shoulder. ‘No, not him. I don’t think so. He’s coming, Mummy.’


Cass turned to see Ben was staring straight up at the ceiling, his eyes rolled back in his head. They gleamed in the light from the computer screen.
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