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			Oakenshaw Parsonage, 22nd July 1936

			

			Jonathan

			

			I plan to include a few words about the Harpers’ deaths in the service this Sunday (the funeral itself is to be in Hertfordshire as you may have read in the papers). Not the easiest eulogy I have wrestled with and I am still uncertain. Your thoughts as always are most welcome.

			“Our parish has “We have suffered a dreadful tragedy. Through the word of God the Father we will find comfort.

			We all carry burdens. The passing of Charles and Edie Harper reminds us that at times those burdens can seem impossible to bear. Remember that Jesus himself once told his disciples that his soul was overwhelmed with sorrow even to the point of death. We pray for the strength to be steadfast through days of tumult.

			That I, in the company of Miss Harper’s young son Jasper, found them, too late, that evening, and bore witness to the tragic path they had chosen, has touched me personally, but I stand before you now as your minister and as theirs.

			The Harpers were our brethren family. They were our brother and our sister. Mother and uncle to a boy, now left bereft and alone. They knew this and still God does not judge any of us on our final act, whether good or bad, but on the totality of our life and heart. None here shall judge them. We can only pray for their souls.”

			[Here I struggle. To preach forgiveness and acceptance, when I saw with my own eyes what they did. I do judge them. They abandoned that boy. No word of comfort in the note they left. Just indulgent doggerel.]

			“There is sadness here today, and questions too. How could this happen? Could any of us have done more? I offered them an open door, a listening ear. I wish I could have given them more: the hope, the faith, they needed to carry on. Should I have But today is not about guilt or recriminations. Our thoughts must be with those whom they left behind, in particular young Jasper who, on the brink of becoming a man, will have to take his next steps without the guiding hands of those who loved him most.”

			As we stood there together, the only living souls in that bleak house, the boy shed no tears. His eyes reflected neither sorrow nor anger, not even fear. They were filled only with a darkness that I could not read. All I could do, then and now, is hold on to the promise of God’s grace, and to pray.

			

			Anthony

			

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			Chapter 1

			Billy: 1932

			I grew up in a palace. God’s own truth. And the best thing were, it were mine. The crowds they came and went, but at the end of every day when they traipsed back to the ordinary lives they’d escaped from, I were the one still there, looking down from the top window, waving them goodbye.

			So all right, technically it belonged to Mr Nathaniel. But he didn’t live there. He had the Big House up the hill. He came and went in his motor car. Never slept at the Palace, never ate a full meal, did a day’s work or took a shit there. No more owned it than the day trippers did.

			It were no fairy-tale palace. There weren’t no turrets or towers, chandeliers or fancy staircases. But we had the biggest swingboats this side of the Pennines, and you can’t swing a lass till she screams off a chandelier, well, not without a bloomin’ big ladder. The charabancs that rollicked up in the yard might have been shabby but they were full to busting with smiley-faced, pockets-bulging trippers. All up for a day of ‘First Class Entertainment – Guaranteed!’

			‘Potter’s Pleasure Palace’ – that’s what Old Mr Potter had my da paint on the wooden sign nailed to the mill wall. Except it weren’t a mill no more. Ackerdean Mill, like dozens of others, closed before the Great War. Cheap cotton fabric were being made all over the world and there were less of a call for the English stuff. But old Jeremiah Potter saw the way things were going. When he died, instead of a worn-out mill, his son Mr Nathaniel inherited a palace.

			Folk came from miles. From over the border and as far as Burnley and Leeds. They’d pile out the train in Sowley and pour up the road like slow treacle. I went to watch ’em one Whit Monday with David, the Palace handyman. We stood on the wall at the end of the track looking down the road to town.

			‘Like wood ants swarming up an anthill,’ David said, and he grabbed hold of my pullover sleeve as they passed as if to stop me being carried off, like ants carry off leaves and crumbs.

			Some came by bus and walked down from the top road through the woods in their weekend best. The lasses carrying their dancing slippers and their roller skates as they trogged down in their boots and their clogs. The nobs arrived in motor cars, honking their horns through the crowds.

			I spent my days dodging round the legs of the suited and booted, the stockings and frocks. Watching ’em when they didn’t know they were being watched. Catching their change when it spilled from their pockets, taking the pastries they left on their plates. Made sure they saw me when I needed them to. They tipped me well when I ran an errand, fetched a drink, took a lass a message or held a horse. I’d even fasten up their skates if they asked.

			Ma were in charge of the tea rooms and always wore a clean pinny and her hair up smart. My sisters Maud and Peggy helped serve up. I learnt my numbers when I were a little’un, counting out spoons and plates, and chanting the ‘one-two-three-four, one-two-three-four’ of the foxtrot stepped out on the dance floor, above my head. All the decent songs I knew were ones I’d heard the skaters bellowing above the roar of their wheels as they circled the roller rink. The indecent ones were those carolled by the lads as they left the dances of an evening, arms around the lasses, faces tilted to the sky.

			The Palace were only open weekends and holidays. Ma said if it had been seven days a week she’d be dead on her feet in six months and my sisters worn to nubbins. I didn’t have any fixed jobs but there were always errands to do and generally keeping an eye on the place for Mr Nathaniel. Getting ready to be his assistant when I left school. I had a load of ideas for how we could match the likes of Blackpool and Morecambe that were starting to draw people away. Racing and games with prizes on the field, and reopening the miniature railway with me as the train guard. Mr Nathaniel had said they were ‘splendid notions’ and promised to ‘give them some serious cogitation’. He hadn’t finished cogitating yet, but it were only a matter of time.

			

			It were February, cold and wet and the trippers scarce. Mr Nathaniel turned up on Saturday morning, as usual, for one of Ma’s scones fresh from the oven. But instead of taking his plate over to the table by the window where he could spy down onto the yard below, he stood by the counter, resting his elbow on the ‘Today’s Hot Specials’ chalkboard. If he weren’t careful he’d have ‘PIES’ written back-to-front on his best tweed. Crumbs speckled his moustache, which like his hair were the colour of well-baked pastry. His cheeks were flushed a ruddy red and the fingers of his left hand were dancing, playing an invisible piano by his side. A sure sign that he’d got some new scheme in mind.

			He said there’d been a ‘turn up for the books’, ‘an opportunity not to be missed’. Words that usually meant he’d got a new plan for bringing more trippers in – two skaters for the price of one, private dancing lessons, discounted meals. I prayed it would be the miniature railway this time, though I carried on slicing the ham for the sandwiches as if there were no other thought in my head. The ham had to be extra thin or we wouldn’t get enough out of it. I didn’t want to face the wrath of Maud if I didn’t get it right.

			‘How old are you these days, Billy Shaw?’ Mr Nathaniel asked. Which were a daft question seeing as how he’d been there the day I were born. Ma nearly popping me out in the mill yard and Da shouting what in hell were happening.

			Mr Nathaniel looked out for Ma and us after Da came back from the war. Da had been a piecer at the mill before it closed and general handyman when it became the Palace. Then there were the war, and Ma said he came back only half himself. Gave me nightmares that did, imagining the Huns had blown half his body away, till she put me right, that it were summat inside his head that were missing. He died of the pneumonia in ’24 when I were a tiddler and I could scarce remember him, only his whistling of the birds’ songs and the autumn smell of him that he had all year round.

			Mr Nathaniel let us stay on in the cottage in the mill yard. Said my ma were the star attraction in the tea rooms and my sisters were a pair of sunbeams, by which I reckoned he’d never looked at them proper, cos I’ve never seen anything less like a warm shaft of sunlight than our Maud’s face of a morning. He never said what bit of the sky I were.

			‘I’m eleven, sir,’ I said. ‘Almost twelve.’ My birthday being but two months off.

			‘Perfect, perfect.’ He supped his tea, then dabbed at a spot of leftover jam on his plate with his finger. ‘Y’know the Harpers, up at High Hob, Mary?’ Ma stopped her buttering and wiped her brow with her arm.

			‘The brother and sister writers?’ she said.

			‘Aye. That’s them. Charles and Edie Harper. Big in the world of litera-choor they are.’ He nodded to us all. ‘Did you know that? World famous authors living on our very doorstep.’

			Of course we knew. Everyone knew about the Harpers. But no one hardly saw them. Must be all that writing keeping them busy, that and the wind up on the tops stopping them from going out the door.

			Peggy who’s the middle one ’twixt me and Maud piped up, ‘Mrs Trimmer up at Thurcross Farm has seen Miss Harper wandering out on Oakenshaw Moor in her nightgown. She reckons she’s trying to catch summat romantic to die of.’

			Ma said, ‘Hush now,’ and Maud groaned and muttered under her breath. She’d read one of Mr Harper’s adventure books. Maybe she fancied herself as one of his heroines – Maud of the Jungle. It made me chuckle and the knife slipped and cut a chunk off the ham.

			‘Billy!’ Maud wrested the knife from my hand and rolled up her sleeves. ‘I’ll do it myself.’

			‘Never you mind, Billy,’ said Mr Nathaniel. ‘Come here. We need to have a serious talk, you, me and your mother.’

			Ma hated being interrupted when she were working. But she always said it made life easier for everyone if we just did as Mr Nathaniel asked. She put down her knife, though she started faffing with the curls of pale hair that had escaped from her cap. It were her way of saying, ‘Well, get on with it then, some of us have got work to do.’

			‘So, Billy-almost-twelve,’ Mr Nathaniel’s moustache twitched and his fingers danced out a string of notes in the air, ‘how do you fancy going up to that big fine house?’

			‘What big fine house?’

			‘High Hob,’ he said. ‘Come on, lad, keep up. Where the Harpers live.’

			I thought mebbes, ‘Why the blazes would I do that?’ weren’t the answer he were after.

			‘Is it a job?’ asked Ma. She’d stopped playing with her hair.

			‘Not quite.’ He pulled out a scrap of newsprint from his jacket pocket. ‘Saw this in the Echo. I was up there faster than you can sing Jack Robinson.’

			He passed me the paper.

			I were good at reading. Miss Offat at the school said if I kept at it I could have the makings of summat. Though she never said what that summat were.

			It were an advertisement. I read it out for the sake of the others:

			Child companion wanted, age 11–12, for boy, 11.

			Chas. Harper Esq,

			High Hob House,

			Oakenshaw, Yorkshire

			

			‘I’ve heard tell of that child,’ said Ma with a frown. ‘Some trouble in the graveyard at St John’s. A lad left tied to the railings at night.’

			Mr Nathaniel waved his hand. ‘Boisterous high spirits. Boys will be boys, you know how it is.’

			‘He howls at the moon,’ Peggy burst out. Which got all our eyes on her. ‘Martha Marsden’s sister told her and she works up there so it must be true. The Harpers found him in the heather one stormy night. A wild bairn all wrapped in rabbit fur and they fetched him home to bring up as their own. It’s true, Martha Marsden …’ She caught Ma’s eye and her voice trailed to a whisper. ‘She told me so.’

			Ma weren’t one for raising her hand to us, but I swear right then she were ready to give our Peggy a slap.

			‘Young lady,’ said Mr Nathaniel in the voice he used for giving orders to David or the lads who serviced the turbine: reminding them who he were, ‘you must learn not to heed such ridiculous gossip. You’ll be telling me next that you believe in the giant wildcat that the gamekeepers and shepherds bleat on about. The boy is Edie Harper’s son. He was born in Paris and I believe his father died over there. Though it really is none of our business.’ He peered down at Peggy like Miss Offat does over her spectacles when she’s asked a right hard question that she thinks you should know the answer to. Peggy said ‘yes sir, no sir’ and sat down.

			‘It must be mad lonely for him up there,’ said Ma.

			‘Exactly!’ said Mr Nathaniel. ‘Hencewith and for why the advertisement.’ He shook his head. ‘I told Mr Harper yesterday, he was lucky I spotted it. He could have ended up with some noddy from who knows where. Told him Billy was just the boy for them.’

			I knew the stories about the wild beast that attacked newborn lambs and such on the moor, but this were the first I’d heard of there being a half-wild lad up there too. And now Mr Nathaniel’s telling me I were to go and be his companion. Never mind him saying, ‘Don’t worry, he was born in Paris’, which I knew were the capital of France. That didn’t make him any less strange. How would I understand what he were saying if all he spoke were foreign?

			‘How often would they want him?’ asked Ma. She were looking from him to me as if weighing it all up, like pounds of flour and sugar for her cakes.

			‘He’d be there full-time. Live in.’

			‘Live there?’ I said. ‘Leave the Palace?’ Next they’d be telling me I had to ride up there on an elephant, then I’d know this were all a horrible dream. My throat felt so thick and dry I could hardly swallow. I hoped I’d wake up soon and have a glass of water and everything would be all right.

			‘That’s the gist of it,’ said Mr Nathaniel. He clapped his hand on my shoulder that hard, I knew I weren’t dreaming. He drew his face close to mine till I could smell the fresh strawberry jam on his breath. ‘There’s no silver spoons going begging in this valley, lad. The Potters started off as farmers and spinners. It’s taken two hundred years of hard graft to get my family where we are today. You put your back into this and who knows where you’ll end up. It’s your big chance. To step up. To get out into the world.’

			‘Or at least to the top of the hill,’ said Ma with an odd not-quite smile. She folded her arms. ‘What’s his work to be? And what about school?’

			Trust Ma to worry about that. Never mind the French lad who howled at the moon.

			‘There’ll be no work as such,’ Mr Nathaniel said. ‘They’re just wanting company for the lad. And Billy’s schooling,’ he added, ‘is part of the deal. Their lad’s between tutors at the moment, but they’re on the lookout for a new one. You’ll be educated like a proper young gentleman, Billy. It’s not to be sniffed at.’

			The thought of leaving the Palace for High Hob House made me feel sick in my stomach, like being at the top point of the boat swing just before the rope goes slack and you fall. But Mr Nathaniel’s words struck at something I’d been worriting at. I wanted a Palace of my own one day. For all his talk of hard graft, Mr Nathaniel had been handed his Palace like a present from his da. I were going to have to work for every stone and roof slate of mine. Getting to know London folk like the Harpers and being educated by a tutor could give me a hoick up. Would it be worth it though, having to live with a mad lonely boy who had to advertise for a friend?

			

			It were all sorted. Mr Nathaniel would drive me up to High Hob on Saturday morning. He had a fine and dandy motor car, and a driver with a cap to go with it. But most times he drove it himself, honking the horn as he came down the main track whether there were anyone in the way or not.

			I waited in the yard with Da’s old knapsack, that Ma made me promise I’d look after, kicking my clogs in the dust by the ’Prentice House storeroom, half an hour before he were due.

			I’d made Ma a lot of promises over the last week: not to be late, not to be rude, not to make a fuss. ‘It’s a big opportunity,’ she said as she snipped at a length of cotton with her scissors. She’d been sewing up a rip in my second best pair of trousers, sat upstairs on her bed by the back window where she said the light were best. ‘Half the mills in the valley have gone and those that are left are struggling. When the last of them go, what will there be for you? A shop job in Sowley, if you’re lucky. Make the most of this and who knows where you might end up.’

			She paused to shake out the trouser legs and check the hems. ‘But life up there. It’ll be … different to what you’re used to.’ She seemed to struggle for the words, which weren’t like Ma at all. ‘I’ve been talking to Elsie Trimmer,’ she continued. ‘She says the lad has some funny ways. He treats that stretch of moor as if it’s his alone, with no regard for fences and walls, or even doors. She’s caught him in her barn more than once. I don’t want you getting into trouble. Remember the rights and wrongs you’ve been brought up by.’ Her face twisted and I half thought she might cry. So I quickly promised I’d be good, and I wouldn’t let her and Mr Nathaniel down. Which made her smile.

			‘It’s but eight weeks till your birthday. We’ll have a good catch-up then.’

			‘So long as they don’t send you packing before,’ Maud added as she came in with my jersey and vests slung over one arm fresh from drying by the fire. ‘When you’ve driven them all mad with your wittering about trains and birds.’

			‘Don’t take any notice, Billy,’ Ma said, with a nod at Maud. ‘She’ll be missing you before the week is out. We all will.’

			

			I kept checking the mill clock, which were daft cos it hadn’t told right since the war. David said it stopped dead the night Old Mr Potter died, the day before the Armistice, and it would be bad luck to right it. Maybe Mr Nathaniel believed that too, cos he did nowt to fix it.

			So the clock said twenty past four when I set the knapsack down by my feet and it were still saying twenty past four when Lizzie Potter came running over the bridge, her dark bobbed hair bouncing. She stopped when she reached me and took a breath.

			‘Father’s had to go to Halifax on important business,’ she said. ‘He won’t be back before supper. He said you’d be all right walking up, you being a healthy young lad with your head screwed on right.’ She were staring at me as if checking for herself whether my head were on right or wrong.

			I stared back. She were long-limbed and skinny. Nearly taller than me, though we were of an age. I stood up straighter now like I always did when she were near. I wanted to tell her that her eyes were like the flash of blue under a mallard’s wing, and her hair all soft and dark ’minded me of the moss at Wicken Falls. But instead I just said, ‘Bugger!’ And her eyes flew wide and she put her hand to her mouth to hide her grin.

			My sisters said she were full of herself since her ma took her out of our school at Draper’s Cross and sent her to a fancy place over Ripponden way. But I knew she hadn’t changed. I’d seen her watching the swingboats when they were full of squealing lasses and I wanted to ask her to hang back till the trippers had gone home and have a swing with me. But my words jumbled when she looked at me, so it had never happened. Mebbes now it never would.

			Ma came out into the yard, brushing the flour from her hands. She’d brought out some butties and a slice of pie wrapped in paper, to ‘keep me going’. When she heard about Mr Nathaniel not coming she said it were probably for the best and the walk were only a little way compared to the long drive round on the road.

			‘Shouldn’t take you longer than an hour. Go straight up the track to Haworth Lane, then up on to the moor for another mile or so. You can’t miss the house. It’s on its own at the top of the hill, above Oakenshaw.’ She paused and I knew she wanted to say something and I hoped it weren’t going to be a whole new long list of promises. But she just licked her thumb and rubbed at summat on my chin. ‘We’ll see you on your birthday.’

			Then she gave me a quick kiss on my cheek and started shooing Lizzie into the Palace to get a bite to eat before her walk home. Lizzie dragged her feet and I didn’t blame her, having to face my sisters in their lair. I smiled at her for encouragement, and she gave me a smile right back, a full-on cheek-to-cheek one.

			I shouldered my knapsack, like I imagined Da did when he went off to war. I waved to Ma but I didn’t say goodbye to the Palace. I weren’t going off to France or nothing, only to the top of the hill to be a companion for a bit. My birthday were two whole months off. I couldn’t stay away that long. I’d bring the Harper lad down with me if I had to, and the tutor. What’s the point of algebra and geography if you haven’t heard a dance floor clatter with a quickstep, seen skaters race around a rink chanting ‘Bluebells cockle shells’, or got seven skims from a single stone on the dam? It would be an opportunity for them to learn something too. 

			It were a fair haul up the hill, must have been half an hour before I reached the top. I stopped once I got to the highest point and looked back across the valley, which were nowt now but a dark cleft of green. On the other side, straight up from the Palace, the Big House stood out proud as a boil, its gardens sketched out with trees and the long drive like a yellow tongue licking up to the top road.

			I waved, though no one could see me that far, and unless she’d belted back up Lizzie wouldn’t even be there yet. I’d half a mind to sit down and eat my butties but I weren’t sure how far I had still to go and what if I missed the house and spent the day and mebbes the night wandering on the moor. I’d never been much of a one for the tops, except for watching the birds, the curlews and the plovers and if you were lucky a peregrine, waiting to see it dive. All that sky and the endless heather, rolling out in every direction until they met so far away you couldn’t see the join. Made me long for the valley sides and a rushing river and the cover of trees. Two fat grey clouds formed above my head and I got to thinking they were following me. Every few minutes I stopped to look over my shoulder to check if they were still there. They just hung in the pale blue, giving nowt away.

			I knew High Hob well enough once it came into view. It were one of them places that I’ve always known were there but never thought much about. It had its back to the Ackerdean valley, like it had no interest in us either.

			It were a heck of a big house for three people. Sharp-edged, with its gables and chimneys prodding the sky. Stubby trees and a low stone wall looped round the side and front to make a sort of garden. Though what could they grow up there? All that grew natural that high were heather and sheep, and them clouds.

			There were a gate in the wall at the front, ’twixt two of the trees, and then I were walking up a path with grit and scabby grass on either side and lumps of stones scattered about like bodies. I got to thinking of bodies cos I’d have sworn there were someone watching me.

			The windows of the house were blinded by the sun on them, and there were no twitching curtains. It were more like I were being watched from the garden. But the stones weren’t blinking and nor were the trees. I kept going, cos so what? I had a right to be there. Then the door opened and a lady were standing there, all in grey, her short waves of hair pinned back from her face. I say lady, but my first thought were of a bird. She ’minded me of the heron who hung around the top dam, still and watchful.

			‘Come in,’ she said.

			I stepped into the house and felt like I was being swallowed up, especially when the door closed behind me. The room was dimly lit, with dark wood and crimson paper on the walls. I started to follow the lady, who surely must be Miss Harper, across the black and white chequerboard floor. A screech stopped me mid-step, a cold shiver jagging from my neck to my fingertips. The noise came from behind a door to our left. It were followed by a deep belch and another burst of screeching. Miss Harper just kept walking like nothing had happened, past a fancy staircase with knobs on the banister rail. I hurried past the closed door and the stairs and followed her into a long room. There were books and sheets of paper everywhere, covering tables and chairs and even the rugs on the floor. It were as if a cow had done a rampage. Like Maud when she couldn’t find her favourite hair ribbon and turned the bed linen out. The lady’s face didn’t twitch at it, so I reckoned she must have seen it like this before.

			‘I’m Edie.’ She put out her hand and I took it and said, ‘Billy Shaw, ma’am’ as I’d been taught. I were still shook up by the sounds in the hall and now I were flummoxed by her being ‘Edie’. It were too chummy for someone so solemn. Then she smiled, and it made her younger and softer and more Edie-like after all.

			‘Sit down.’ She pointed to a fat velvety chair. It had a stack of books on it, but she leaned over and lifted them off, dropping them on the rug. ‘Would you like some tea?’

			I nodded. I were fair starved after that hike. I hadn’t had even a nibble of my butties.

			She went to the open door and shouted, ‘Livvy! Tea for two,’ and came back scratching the back of her head.

			‘Charles wants a bell but he’ll have to fix one up himself because neither I nor Livvy will be doing it.’ She sat on the edge of the chair opposite. Looking at me, though more like looking through me, as I gaped back not knowing what else to do. I always beat Maud at staring contests, though I’ve never out-stared Peggy because she starts tickling me when she’s had enough. For a moment I almost missed my sisters and my throat felt dry and so did my eyes. I couldn’t blink even though I wanted to. I were thinking I might never blink again and I’d have to join a circus as the amazing non-blinking boy when Miss Harper, Edie, looked away. I blinked and blinked until my eyes felt properly wet again.

			A grey-haired woman came into the room. Her face were so still it seemed frozen and her mouth such a thin line I’d swear she had no lips. She put a tray down on the little table between us, ignoring the sheets of paper that were already there. The tray had a teapot and milk jug on it and two cups. But nothing to eat, not even a biscuit.

			‘Thank you, Livvy, that will be all.’ She filled the two cups and passed me one. ‘Jasper will be here shortly,’ she said. ‘I told him you were expected.’

			I gulped at my tea. It were milky and barely warmer than my breath. Who the heck were Jasper? Mr Harper? No, he were Charles. Were Jasper the lad I were to be a companion to? I wished I’d asked more questions when I were at home. What did a companion do anyway?

			Behind Miss Harper there were a big window, lattice-paned, like the ones at the Palace and in our cottage, with long dark curtains either side. I counted four by four squares of glass. There were two more windows alongside, the same except the middle one were arched at the top. Something blurred quick and dark at the bottom of the middle window. A bird, I thought, daft buggers are always flying into glass. But then it popped up again and it were a head of black curls, as long as a lass’s, but them weren’t a lass’s eyes beneath. I drank more milky tea.

			Miss Harper sighed. ‘Where is that boy?’ She tweaked her face into a little smile. ‘Potter says you’re bright. I’m sure you and Jasper will get on famously. Like Don Quixote and Sancho Panza, Achilles and Patroclus.’

			‘Do they live here too?’ My first proper words since I’d got there. I wanted to show the glaring lad outside that I weren’t scared. Look at me having a natter and a cup of tea. When I glanced back at the window he’d gone.

			Miss Harper gave a sharp laugh. ‘Bright but lots to learn. You’ll be good for each other.’ Somewhere a door slammed. She cocked her head to one side. I’ve seen the heron do that too, just before it takes flight. Then her face cracked into a full smile.

			‘There you are!’ She was looking past me as she put down her still full cup of tea and rose to her feet. ‘Jasper, this is … I’m so sorry, I’ve forgotten your name.’

			She frowned and I wanted to tell her there’d been a mistake. I weren’t the boy she were expecting. I’d just been out for a wander on the moor and had popped in for a drink. I’d be off now, on my way.

			‘Billy,’ I said instead, feeling the black-haired lad’s eyes on my back. I straightened my shoulders.

			Her forehead was still scrunched up. ‘Billy,’ she repeated. ‘Would that be William then?’

			I shook my head. My da were William. I were Billy, always had been.

			‘Well, I’m sure we’ll settle on something. Jasper, you’ll show William around and get him settled in.’ She turned to the big desk by the window and picked up a sheet of paper with one hand and scratched at the back of her head with the other.

			I knew I should turn and face Jasper but it were like a dare and I weren’t giving in first. Then summat sharp stung the back of my head and I spun round. He had his hands behind his back.

			‘All right?’ He were shorter than me, stockier too. His eyes were a challenge.

			‘All right,’ I said, accepting it.

			He jerked his head and went out into the hall. Miss Harper were hunched over her desk scribbling. I picked up my bag and left.

			He were leaning against the post at the bottom of the stairs, stretching the rubber of a catapult to its full and letting it ping back. A crimson smear marked the back of his hand.

			‘She’s got nits. Don’t get too close or you’ll catch them.’

			A rapid ratcheting noise broke out from behind the closed door to the left. I jumped at the sound and Jasper smirked.

			‘That’s just Charles. You’ll get used to it.’ He stuffed the catty in his pocket and kicked at my bag. ‘Got any food in there?’

			‘Butties,’ I said. ‘And a slice of tatie pie.’

			‘Any meat in the butties?’

			‘Ham.’

			He grunted. ‘That might do it. Come on.’

			He headed for the front door.

			‘Where are we going?’ I asked.

			‘The moor,’ he said. ‘And bring the ham. We’re going to set a trap for the Beast.’

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			Chapter 2

			Anna: October

			Anna locks the door of the cottage and steps out onto the cobbled yard. The mill looms over her, its rough gritstone dark against the pale sky, its many-paned windows blank and steely grey. The double doors to one side are wedged open with a couple of large rocks. One of the doors bears the sign ‘Ackerdean Heritage Centre’ and below it hangs a smaller one saying ‘Open’. A dog tied to a post next to a metal water bowl barks when Anna looks its way.

			She shifts the empty rucksack on her shoulder. Filled with wood it should provide enough for a decent fire tonight. The cottage, her new home, sits at a right angle to the mill. Cosy-looking from the outside, with its flower-sprigged curtains and newly painted door. Inside, it is dark and damp, with chalky plaster walls and bare flagstones on the floor. The sparsely furnished rooms stacked with unpacked boxes and bags.

			A sharp breeze whips at her hair. She hugs her puffa jacket to her body and stamps her feet in their rainbow-striped wellies. The boots were part of her leaving present from her workmates at the Tyneside People’s History Museum, along with a book of Yorkshire dialect poems, inscribed with the words ‘To help you blend in’.

			A chill across her back. More than just the Yorkshire air. No challenge to someone born and bred in the north-east. It’s the same chill she’d felt this morning after she waved the removal men goodbye and stepped into the cottage for the first time on her own. Excitement, she hopes, not fear. She shoves her hands into her coat pockets. A fresh start. On her terms, her choice. The threat of redundancy had made it easier. ‘Better to jump than be pushed,’ as her dad had said more than once since she told her parents about her decision. Her mum had been more cautious, concerned about her apparent lack of a ‘career plan’. But this is her life and she doesn’t intend to have any regrets. Not any more.

			The clock above the entrance to the mill says twenty past four, although Anna knows it’s only half past one. Already the yard is in shadow. When night falls it will be in total silent darkness. No street lights. No city glow in the sky. No whoosh of passing cars, no sirens or alarms. But there will be stars, she reminds herself. She will learn the names of constellations she hasn’t seen before.

			Four women with gaiters over their boots and a walking pole in each hand stride over the bridge. They nod their ‘Afternoons’. Anna smiles and nods in return as they head to the café in the long low building opposite her cottage.

			As she passes the open doors of the mill she peeks inside at the reception desk, with its display of souvenir pens and postcards, but there is no one there. A man’s voice carries from further inside. It sounds like Trevor, the Friends of Ackerdean volunteer who had given her a tour of the centre on the day of her interview. Now, as then, he isn’t pausing for breath or for questions.

			On the other side of the reception area a door leads into the single-storey weaving shed that had served as a roller rink during the mill’s time as an entertainment centre. A plaque on the wall welcomes visitors to ‘The Harper Room. A unique exhibition devoted to the lives and works of Charles and Edie Harper. Donated by Lawrence Harper-Low, 1948’. When she had been shown round the room after her interview, Anna had lingered over a newspaper article from 1936, blown up to poster size: a photograph of the two writers under the headline ‘Tragic Deaths Shock Literary World’. The same small smile on both their faces, as if they were remembering a joke that only they would understand.

			

			Between the café and the mill a cobbled humpback bridge spans the river. Anna pauses at the top to watch the foam-specked water rushing below. Its orange-red tint and metallic smell make her think at first of blood. Iron, she tells herself, leached from the peat of the moors above. She carries on over to the other side and takes the path to the right, following the rim of the millpond.

			The water is glass smooth and the mill, its windows, its blackened stone, its redundant chimney, are perfectly mirrored. There would have been rowing boats at the beginning of the last century. Men in hats at the oars, women trailing their hands over the side. Now there are only fallen leaves at the edges and nothing to ruffle its stillness.

			She follows the track up through the trees, inhaling the spice of rotting leaves and the mustiness of hidden fungi as she gathers sticks of fallen wood. The valley side climbs to her left, threaded with steep paths, outcrops of rock and slender waterfalls. She reaches a fork in the path, one track zigzagging up the hill and the other disappearing into an overgrown arch of holly.

			Her rucksack is half full and she’s left some sizeable pieces along the way, to collect on her way home. Enough for a fire tonight with some spare to start the wood store she’ll need over winter. Head back or carry on? A bird swoops past, too fast for her to identify, and flies through the holly arch. Just a bit further. She carries on.

			Dan would have loved this. Foraging for fuel. Storing up for winter. The thought of having someone to hunker down with in the cottage brings an ache to her chest. She clears her throat. Get a grip, woman.

			She follows the track under the holly, emerging after a short while from cold shadow into cold light. The path flattens out and widens as it meets an unmade road that leads down from the hillside to a metal gate, half open onto a rutted track.

			The farmhouse on the other side of the gate is a surprise. She thought her nearest neighbours were higher up the hillside. She approaches, feeling like a trespasser even though there is no obvious sign of occupation.

			The windows of the house are blind with dirt, the yard filled with discarded racks of metal, the remnants of disused farming equipment, and an old Land Rover, with one door hanging open.

			She has just decided the place must be abandoned when a border collie lopes from behind an outhouse. It throws its head back and barks.

			She starts to step backwards.

			‘Don’t move or she’ll have your hand off!’

			He is tall, wiry like his dog. The sleeves of his red-checked shirt are rolled up over veined and freckled forearms. Grey hair plasters his forehead above blue eyes like broken china.

			‘Get in your bed,’ he growls, and the collie slinks back towards the house. He watches it go then turns and winks. ‘Only kidding. She’s soft as muck.’ He looks Anna up and down. ‘Lost, are you?’

			‘No, I’ve been gathering wood. I’ve just moved in at the mill. I’m going to be the custodian of the heritage centre.’

			‘Oh aye, I’d heard they’d taken a professional on at last. Never told me it were a lass. How’re you finding it down there?’

			‘Cold,’ she says. Her first impression of the rough walls and stone floors that shape her new home.

			‘Aye, I’ll bet. Tight-fisted so-and-sos haven’t spent owt on that cottage in years. There were talk of doing it up as a holiday let years back, but it never ’appened.’ He extends a knotty hand. ‘Frank Chambers. You need a cup of tea. I’ve got the fire going. Get yourself in here for a warm.’

			It’s more of a command than an invitation, but the prospect of a hot cup of tea is appealing. Anna shakes his hand, leaves her rucksack by the back door and follows him into a small kitchen, past yellowed walls and stone shelves, and a dark wooden table set with a half-eaten plate of baked beans and an empty glass. He motions her through a low doorway.

			‘Make yourself at home. I won’t be a minute.’

			The room is warmer than anywhere she’s been since she left Jesmond that morning. A sofa and a chair both covered in blankets face a three-bar electric fire set in front of an empty grate. A bookcase filled with novels covers most of one wall. A name repeated on several of the spines catches her eye. Sam Klein. The best-selling crime writer who rents the Harpers’ old house up on the moor. She pulls one of the books out. On the cover, under the title Seven Down, the figure of a man stands alone by a railway track. The Sunday Times has described it as ‘electrifying’. She places it back on the shelf.

			‘Aye, you have a good nosey.’ Frank enters the room. ‘Curiosity might have killed the cat but it’s a good trait in a young’un.’ He hands her a tumbler of whisky, the glass smudged with his fingerprints.

			‘No milk,’ he says, by way of explanation, as he lowers himself onto the chair and takes a drink from his own glass. ‘Sit yourself down. I can’t be done with folk hovering about.’

			The whisky smells of cleaning fluid and the first sip sears her throat. She perches on the sofa cradling the glass in her hands.

			‘Tight as a duck’s you know what,’ Frank says, returning to the subject of the Ackerdean board of trustees. ‘Potter left them enough to see them right, with the land and whatnot that they were allowed to sell off. You’d think they were down to their last farthing, the state of the place.’ He screws up his eyes. ‘Have you fought your way up the stairs in the mill yet, past that mess of tape and “Enter ye at your peril” signs?’

			‘The upper floors?’ Anna says. ‘I haven’t had a chance yet. When I was shown round at my interview, Trevor, the volunteer, just said they were out of bounds to the public.’

			‘Humph. Bet he fed you the whole health and safety spiel. Handy that, for when you want to keep people out.’

			‘He did mention that the stairs were very worn,’ Anna says. At the end of her interview she had asked the panel of trustees if there were plans to expand upstairs in the future. She had been given a sharp ‘No’ from Erica Walker, the chair of the board. ‘That’s a shame,’ Anna had said. ‘All that space going spare. It could be used for interactive displays and changing exhibitions. Give our visitors a reason to keep coming back.’ But Erica had started discussing potential start dates and the subject was dropped.

			‘You make sure you have a good poke around,’ Frank says. ‘See if you can figure out why they’re so keen to keep folk out. There’s some say the place is haunted. But I don’t have any truck with such notions and I can’t see Erica paying it any heed neither. She’s got her reasons but whatever they are she’s keeping them under that tidy grey bun of hers.’ He leans forward. ‘Bloody waste, if you’ll pardon my French. That floor at the top. Properly sprung, it is. Used to be one of the finest dance floors in the county.’ He drains his glass and gives a low whistle. The collie trots into the room and settles across his feet.

			‘It must have been a fantastic place to go dancing.’

			‘Before my time.’ Frank sniffs. ‘But the tea room were legendary. May, who runs the café in the old Apprentice House, she can knock out a decent bit of cake and a hot cuppa, but it doesn’t compare with Nana Shaw’s empire.’

			‘Nana Shaw?’

			‘My mam’s mother. Ran the first-floor tea room for years. Would have won awards if they’d bothered with that sort of thing then. Part of the fabric, she were, and my granddad when he were alive. Bless her, that cottage of yours were her home right till she died.’ He examines his empty glass. ‘Wouldn’t know it from the board’s version of history. You’d think it were the turbine and the machines alone that kept the place going.’

			‘I agree,’ Anna says.

			He raises an eyebrow.

			‘People’s experiences and stories. It’s what draws visitors into museums. That and dinosaurs or tanks but we don’t have either of those.’ She smiles. ‘Though I won’t know that for certain until I’ve got stuck into the contents of the storeroom.’

			‘Well, good luck with convincing the board,’ Frank says, returning to the contemplation of his empty glass. ‘And I’ll be keen to see what you turn up on them writers. Another one of Erica Walker’s protected areas.’

			‘The Harpers?’ Anna asks. ‘What do you mean?’

			‘Well. There’s the official story of what happened to them, their supposed suicide, and then there’s the what-do-you-callits, the alternatives. But the board won’t hear any talk about third parties or cover-ups.’

			‘You don’t believe it was suicide?’ There had always been speculation about the Harpers, the nature of the siblings’ relationship and their hermitic existence in Yorkshire. This was the first time she’d heard doubt cast over the cause of their deaths.

			‘Not just me,’ Frank says. ‘There’s plenty round here would say the same, but them in charge don’t want to hear it. The Harpers were well connected. Maybe not blue blood, but old money anyroad. Suicide’s a pretty neat verdict.’

			‘Not for the family,’ she says, but she feels a tingle of excitement, an awakening of the curiosity that had steered her into a career sifting through remnants of the past. Two young gifted writers taking their own lives was tragic, but was there an even darker side to the Harpers’ story?

			‘Depends on the alternatives, don’t it.’ Frank wipes his mouth with the back of his hand. ‘And whether or not you wants the police poking around in your business. The truth ain’t always what you stick on your mantelpiece.’

			‘But they left a note. The farewell poem signed by them both.’

			‘Aye, there is that.’ Frank is gazing into the fire now as if trying to see images in the glowing bars. Anna wonders how much whisky he’s already had.

			She has read the Harpers’ official biography, Siblings in Arms, written by their friend Bunty Baxendale. It makes only a brief reference to their deaths, but it has the two verses that comprised their suicide note as its frontispiece. The simple words and rhythm of the first verse have stuck in her mind:

			

			If I should say ‘farewell’

			It would be too short.

			A single word, a tolling bell.

			A gunner’s last retort.

			

			It’s almost jaunty, Anna thinks now, not something you’d want to read aloud in case you seemed to be mocking the sentiment. She has a sudden memory of Dan’s best friend Nat at the funeral, the nervous giggle as he read out the lyrics from a song Dan had loved. His mortified face, reddening cheeks, tears welling in his eyes. She feels the familiar tightness in her throat.

			‘Married?’ Frank asks.

			The question jolts her. Had she spoken Dan’s name out loud?

			‘He died,’ she says.

			‘That’s a bad do at your age. At any age. I lost mine too.’ Frank puts his hand in his pocket, draws out a stained leather wallet. ‘Go on,’ he says, throwing it to her. ‘Have a gander.’

			Inside the wallet two photographs lie behind dulled plastic. The first a faded shot of a middle-aged woman in a jumper and work trousers kneeling by a newborn lamb, squinting up at the camera. The other shows a man and two boys grinning on a beach.

			‘Oz.’ Frank points to the second photograph. ‘Our John buggered off there to teach soon as he qualified. Married a local. Them’s his boys. My younger one Michael lives down south, but might as well be the other side of the world for all I see or hear from him.’

			He gnaws at his lower lip. ‘They’ve forgotten this place. The valley, the moors, the bleedin’ mill. Forgotten what it means.’ He shakes his head as if to clear it. ‘My dad’s family have had this farm for over two hundred years. Mam did well to marry in. There’s been Chambers’ sheep in them fields since before Victoria were born. Only got rid of mine back end of last year. Betsy weren’t up to it no more, were you, you useless hound?’

			The collie’s ears twitch. She shifts her position on his feet but doesn’t open her eyes.

			‘It must have been hard for you. Farming here by yourself.’

			‘Not as hard as it will be to leave it.’

			‘You’re leaving?’

			‘Our John is after me selling up and moving into the old biddies’ place in Sowley. Halcyon Haven, it’s called. Sheltered housing. Doesn’t trust me here on my own. “What if you have a fall?” he says. I told him I haven’t been in the habit of falling over in seventy-odd years and I don’t intend to start now. Then it’s “What if you couldn’t get to the phone? No one would even know.”’ He shakes his head. ‘Jim and the lads would soon kick up a fuss if I weren’t there to get my round in at the Red Lion of a Thursday night, and the woman at the paper shop knows to expect me every weekend. But John won’t give up. Gets his stubbornness from my mam. She were never a one for turning. The Iron Lady had nowt on her.’ He gives a wheezy laugh and raises his empty glass, then frowns at it. ‘I’ll fetch us a top-up.’

			Anna gets to her feet. ‘Thanks, but I have to be getting back.’

			‘Fair enough. Got to get yourself settled in, I s’pose. Don’t want to be wasting your time nattering to an old man. But don’t forget what I’ve said about stuff being covered up. There’s summat to it. I might be old but I’m not daft.’

			

			The path through the woods is in near darkness on the way back. She stumbles a couple of times over tree roots and as she nears the millpond an overhanging branch catches on her rucksack and tugs her backwards. She is relieved when the old bridge comes into sight.

			Later, in the narrow kitchen at the back of the cottage, as she fills the kettle at the white Belfast sink, she challenges her reflection in the window. Are you up to this? Bringing order to chaos. Untangling the truth from speculation and red tape. The sash window is closed but a draught stirs the pulled-back curtains and the wooden frame rattles.

			Frank was quick to dismiss talk of ghosts, yet he seems convinced that the board’s refusal to open the mill’s upper floors is an attempt to hide something. Is it linked to his suggestion that the Harpers didn’t kill themselves? They were both at the height of their careers when they died. Charles’s books were bestsellers. Edie had written two critically acclaimed novels and was believed to have completed a long-awaited, though now lost, third. What could have happened to tip their world?

			A pale blur flickers across the image of Anna-in-the-glass, pulling her out of her thoughts. It is followed by the hoot of an owl.

			She tugs the thin curtains closed. ‘Shut the buggers out.’ Something Dan used to say at night. She is surprised at the quick memory of his voice. As if he is letting her know that unlike her old job and the flat and her Geordie friends, he isn’t going to be that easy to leave behind.

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			Chapter 3

			Billy: 1932

			We didn’t catch the Beast that day. Jasper reckoned the ham were off.

			‘The Beast only wants fresh meat. The bloodier the better.’ Then he ate a long strip of it, straight off the rock we’d left it on. Gobbled it down like I once saw a hen eat a mouse, the tail disappearing last. Wiped his mouth on the sleeve of his jacket when he were done.

			He’d been hunting the Beast ever since he came up to High Hob from London three years ago. That first night he’d heard something snuffling at the front door. He knew straight away it were a wild creature that had crept over at the first scent of humans. Human meat were the Beast’s favourite and it only ate lambs and birds for convenience.

			He’d asked around among the farmers and the folk in Oakenshaw. Some said it were a great cat descended from a tiger that escaped from a circus fifty years ago, others reckoned on it being an ancient breed of beast, neither cat nor wolf nor bear, that had prowled the hills since prehistoric times. A shepherd called Abe Bartlett had met the creature and lived to tell the tale. ‘We’ll visit him in the summer, when he’s up with his sheep,’ Jasper said. ‘There’s still fear in his eyes when he talks about it.’

			I asked him about the noise we’d heard in the house earlier, and the one when I first arrived that had sounded like a wild creature in pain.

			‘Was it like this?’ He let out a fair imitation of the screeching.

			I nodded.

			‘Could be a llama,’ he said. ‘Or maybe a desert fox.’

			‘In the house?’

			‘Nah. They’re recordings. Charles plays them on his gramophone when he’s writing about Africa or wherever.’ He started fidgeting with his catty again. ‘Let’s see your scars,’ he said.

			‘Which ones?’

			‘How many have you got?’

			Without waiting for a reply, he sat down on the heather and pulled down his left sock. A long pale welt ran from the side of his knee almost to his ankle.

			‘Sheet of glass,’ he said. ‘Left in the outhouse from when they fixed the kitchen window two summers ago. It was white inside, like a gutted fish. You could see the bone and everything.’

			He took off his jacket and lifted up his pullover and shirt. A dark scar crossed his ribs on one side.

			‘Came off Scaling Crags. I got back on and reached the top though.’ He pulled up his sleeve, twisting his arm to show the back of it. A criss-cross of jagged lines. ‘Slid down the wall of the reservoir they’re building out at Walthorpe. Had a corker of a bruise on my head. But bruises are no good. They don’t last.’ He tugged his sleeve back down. ‘Go on then. Show me yours.’

			I were lost for a minute. I’d done my fair share of climbing and tumbling but I hadn’t got anything like a proper scar for the proof of it.

			‘Bin lucky, I suppose,’ I said. His blank face showed what he thought of that. Then I had it. ‘I were dead once, mind. For ten whole minutes.’

			Jasper tilted his head back, eyes narrowed.

			‘I got knocked on the head by a swingboat. They couldn’t find my heartbeat. A lady held a mirror to my mouth but there were no breath to mist it. David, the Palace handyman, were all for measuring me up for my coffin and my ma were crying and saying her prayers.’ My throat tightened at the tragic scene I’d painted. ‘Then I just sat straight up and asked for the football I’d been chasing. David said it were a bleedin’ miracle. I got free sweets from the kiosk for a month.’

			Jasper passed me his catty. ‘First to hit that rock five times gets a head start home,’ he said. I’d passed the test. For now, at least.

			

			He beat me to the front door, but only just, cos I ran like hell with the thought of the Beast close on my heels. ‘Dinner will be uneatable,’ he said, once he’d caught his breath. ‘It always is.’

			We had dinner, which turned out to be their name for tea, in Miss Harper’s room at an oval table that had been hidden behind a fancy screen. It were set with silver candlesticks and red napkins that were grubby at the edges. The food weren’t as bad as Jasper made out, though the meat took a fair bit of sawing through. Mr Harper sat at the head of the table wearing a fancy dressing gown, all red and green swirls, and gold-coloured slippers tied to his feet with an embroidered thong between his toes.

			I’d said ‘Thank you, Mr Harper, thank you, Miss Harper’ for about the millionth time, trying to remember what I’d promised Ma about my Ps and Qs, when Mr Harper put up his hand, the wide sleeve of his gown just missing his gravy.

			‘My name is Charles,’ he said, with a twitch of his thin black moustache. ‘And my sister is Edie. Let’s not have any of this Mr and Miss, it makes me feel like an old man, or worse, a schoolteacher.’

			So Charles and Edie it were and I got so used to it I were flummoxed if I heard them called owt else.

			After that first night Jasper and me ate our meals on our own in the kitchen. Livvy putting the food on the table and letting us help ourselves while she or Sally, the lass who came up to help most days, took a covered plate to ‘the missus’. Edie preferred to eat alone, though she sometimes let Charles join her. Mostly he ended up ‘eating out’, which according to Jasper meant a pie and a couple of drinks down at the Drovers’ Rest in Oakenshaw.

			Livvy and Sally called us Master Jasper and Master Billy. Though Sally said ‘Master William’ to try to please Edie. It were cracking either way. I’d never been called Master before.

			My room sat at the top of the house, across from Livvy’s. It had a bed with a flower-sprigged eiderdown that smelled of camphor, a wardrobe and a set of drawers with a bevel-edged mirror and an oil lamp of my own. The rug on the floor ’minded me of the ones Ma made from knotted strips of rags. Next to the bed an uncurtained window stuck out over the roof. If you knelt on the deep wooden ledge you could see out to the open moor and the pale line of the road down to Oakenshaw village.

			On that first night I sat cross-legged on the rug avoiding the bed and the gaping darkness of the window. I tried not to think about home as I listened out for Jasper’s feet on the stairs, fearing he might burst in any minute to try to catch me blubbing. The house creaked as if it were shifting itself comfy. There were clankings and gurglings that I kept telling myself were just the pipes from the bathroom on the first floor. What if Charles played one of his animal recordings in the night? How would I know if it were an African elephant or the Beast baying at my door? What if even just a part of Peggy’s story were true – did Jasper really howl at the moon? Summat humped and shuffled on the landing and I huddled my body tighter and smaller until a cough told me it were Livvy making her way to bed. Only after her door clicked shut did I dare to scuttle to my bed. My feet frozen solid and pins-and-needles in my legs, still I fell asleep before I’d a chance to say my prayers.

			

			There were more than one Edie Harper. That’s one thing I learned quick. There were the one who met me on the day I arrived. Voice all gentle and her eyes hazy as if you were a distraction, but one she didn’t really mind. She had that face a lot. Then there were the bright and brittle Edie. Sharp-edged and ready to crack like thin ice on the dam. Her mouth a tight beak, eyes glittering and a lash to her tongue even when her words were gay. She were like that mostly around Charles, who scarce seemed to notice her moods and rarely showed any more surprise at the things she said than a twitching of his moustache. And there were sad Edie too, who locked herself away all day, coming out moth-like when the lamps were lit and flitting through the house without lifting her eyes as she passed.

			When she were being gentle Edie she said everything in a tired voice, as if it were all she could do to speak, and to do any more would finish her off. ‘Fetch Jasper, will you, sweetie.’ ‘Go and find Jasper, there’s a dear.’ I felt like a dog rounding up the sheep. Except all I were herding were Jasper. Him and whatever beast he were after catching that day.

			Cos the Beast kept changing too. Jasper could never settle on its shape and form. Most times it were a cat, with an ancient bloodline that made it bigger and fiercer and more cunning than any lion or tiger. But then he’d announce it had wings, which explained how it could move so fast, and he wouldn’t be surprised if they were tipped with gold cos he’d once caught a glint of it high in the sky. Another time, imitating its call, he howled like a dog abandoned by its master, and it made me wonder again at Peggy’s tale of the wild bairn found on the moor. I told him I reckoned the Beast were something like the Jabberwock that we’d read about at school. But Jasper said that were a kid’s story and nothing like the real thing at all.

			

			Jasper were keen enough to take me with him hunting and trap-setting. Showing me the rocks and clefts and abandoned buildings that made up the landscape of my new home. It made each day an adventure and I’d even taught him a thing or two about the birds and their songs. But every game of his had an edge to it. If he did something you had to do it too, or he’d call you a cissy or a baby and make a show of pretending to cry. So I balanced on rocks and climbed the broken walls of old barns and held my face under the thick water of a bog while he counted to twenty. Dreading the day when he’d do something I couldn’t or wouldn’t copy. Not knowing what the limits were to what he would try next.

			I were that busy exploring my new world and watching out for Jasper that I didn’t hanker much after my old life, sitting with my classmates at Draper’s Cross, or running errands for Mr Nathaniel or Ma. But at night on my own in bed, I missed it all – Ma’s singing while she worked and her quick cuddles, even my sisters’ silly chatter and their endless teasing – with a hard ache in my chest. I missed my old bed and the rough stone of the Palace walls, the clatter of clogs on the cobbles and the rush rush rush of the river. I’d tell myself that the very next day I would go home. But in the morning there’d be Jasper and the Beast traps and a new route to follow across the heather. I would remember my promise to Ma and I’d swear to stick with being a companion. I’d show her and Mr Nathaniel that I could do it. I weren’t going to let anyone down.

			

			‘If we catch the Beast,’ I said one day when we were whittling wooden spikes to line a trap, ‘we could show it at the Palace. People’d come from miles to see the Beast of Oakenshaw Moor.’

			I could picture the whole spectacle. There’d be a fancy cage, painted gold. I’d sell tickets from a booth and I’d wear a cap and bellow into a megaphone, ‘Roll up! Roll up!’ They’d be able to hear me in Wakefield. It would be the biggest attraction in the whole of Yorkshire and Lancashire. Mebbes in England.

			‘It’s not “if” we catch it. It’s when,’ Jasper said, the tip of his tongue showing as he worked his knife. ‘And who says there’d be anything to show in a cage?’ He held up the stick and examined its point. ‘We might just kill it and skin it.’ He rolled the sharpened wood between his fingers. ‘What did you do down at this palace then? Did you polish the throne? Or were you the king’s jester? Can you do juggling and somersaults?’

			Before then he’d showed little interest in the Palace. He’d yawned and looked bored when I started telling him about the rink and the rowing boats and hadn’t even blinked when I described the chops and ale and Ma’s famous pies.

			‘It’s not a king’s palace,’ I said. ‘You know that. It’s Mr Nathaniel Potter’s and I were his assistant.’ It were almost true. I hurried on, ‘You’ve never seen anything like it. There’s the dragon swingboats that fly higher than any rope swing, and there’s the boating and skating and dancing.’

			‘Dancing’s for nancies.’ He’d done dancing at his last school and he’d had to bite one of the other boys who held him too tight in a waltz. I didn’t tell him about how I used to sit on the landing and watch the dancers on the top floor and wish it were me twirling a lass round the room. I bet Lizzie Potter would know all the steps and could show me what to do.
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