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JOE



When they arrived at the river, Ian’s eyes were still open. A circle of people had gathered a few feet from where the snow had finally staunched the blood. Slightly apart, half-turned, stood Patrick – the axe hanging from his gloved hand.


The ice that clung to Patrick’s eyelashes was flushed claret. This garishness – rimming his unseeing eyes, fixed on the ice below – made Joe think of the wooden heads that hung in the rafters of St Mary’s: the painted faces of dead aldermen who funded the church’s restoration, now watching over their descendants. He thought of the way their rictus and rouged cheeks mocked the solemnity of the place.


Joe had wanted to ask the obvious question. It was on his lips. But for some reason, when he opened his mouth it produced another.


‘What have you done?’


Already, instead of causes, his mind was turning to consequences.


Patrick turned his back, raising his hand to shield his eyes from the late sun. The fabric of his hood had crimped and hardened into gentle waves, its stitchwork was coming loose.


Joe heard Ian’s mother before he saw her, silhouetted against blue double doors of the Nottage, calling her son’s name above the thump of the generator. It gave shape to their days: a din you didn’t notice until it stopped.


When he turned back, Patrick was already moving away across the snow. Fleeing the sound of Ian’s name.


Joe stood and watched with everyone else as Sandra crossed from the old bank to where they now stood – still – in the middle of the frozen river. He watched as she stumbled. When she finally arrived, she let out a wail with which life resumed. She fell to her knees and all of the women moved towards her, bearing her up.


There was a lull then, as the men loitered watchfully – waiting for someone to do something, to take charge – a stand-off which was broken when Ian’s father arrived. Red with drink and cold, Alan took one look at his son and threw up. He grabbed Joe, swore oaths and cursed Patrick’s name, but Patrick was already gone.


Joe watched his mother cradle Sandra and tried to remember when he had last seen her out of the house. He tried to remember the last time the whole village had been together like this, gathered in one place. He realised how much their numbers had dwindled. For just a moment, he felt weirdly elated, just to be near to so many people.


Once Sandra and Alan had been half dragged, half carried away, the villagers left in their ones and twos, until only Joe and Alfie remained. They fetched a sled from the Nottage and dragged Ian’s body to the quayside. Alfie dug out a tarp. Without any discussion they wrapped the body, Joe’s fingers cramping in his mittens, and slid it under the hull of an upturned, abandoned dinghy, weighted by stones to keep the foxes off.


They slumped against the hull of the boat; the light was fading and the generator fell silent. Then, they trudged home and, for the first time in months, Joe sat with Alfie at the kitchen table and drank until the cold left his bones.


*


For the moment, as the blood beats in his tongue, Joe forgets where he is.


His heart slows and it’s the distant thump of the generator that recalls the events of the previous day; a sequence of unreal images unfolding against his eyelids. He levers himself out of bed, pulling thermals on with fast, practised movements, before drawing back the curtains.


He winces at the glare. Never thought he would miss the mud: the gleaming slickness of it. The slap and suck at the turning of the tide; its rich, bird-shit stink after a hot day and a couple of pints at the Rose as the sun tickled the clouds pink. The green-blue-yellow hues that marked the changes in the light as the days and seasons marched over the village and the river. And now, just snow. Endless snow.


There was a seal once, before. He had spotted them in the river in the past, but this one was parked up on the mud, right in front of the pub. People were throwing it chips which carved short furrows in the sludge. The seal left them where they lay. Arched its back, nose in the air: not interested. After a couple of minutes, it slipped down the bank back into the river and was gone.


‘Joe?’


He lets fall the curtain and the gloom resettles: warmth of the bed, smell of Rachel’s breath.


‘Go back to sleep. Sun is only half up.’


As he pulls on one of his boots, his strength drains. He sees it leave him in the moisture of his breath, which whitens the air. Rachel sighs as she turns in her sleep.


Before yesterday, he had been coming around to the idea that the snow was a good thing. It had thrown them on their own resources. When those who had left, gone off to the city years before for work or university, came back down the train track, arriving with the rest of the sorry lot – down-from-Londons dressed in their fancy down jackets, hungry and cold – he’d felt vindicated.


Maybe Patrick had always had it in him: a latent violence.


He slips his hand under the covers, to find the warm curve of Rachel’s backside before coming to rest on her hip. For a second, he considers taking his clothes off again and getting back in with her. But he knows he would regret it later, missing the moments of crisp silence out in the solitude and the biting cold. A well to draw on, when the rest of the day comes, with its demands.


So, he pulls on his other boot and trudges down the stairs. In the kitchen he opens and closes cupboards. Though he knows what he will find, he has a notion that a fresh orange might have materialised, miraculously, in the night. An orange plump with sunshine that would leave its sharp scent on his fingers as he goes about his day.


The halftracks will be arriving this afternoon. Hunched over the counter, he luxuriates in a moment of self-pity.


He presses a couple of oatcakes into his pocket and gasps as he lets himself out into the cold.










HELEN



When Helen hears the front door close, she gives up on the pretence of sleep.


The idea of packing while her son was still in the house, banging around in the empty cupboards downstairs, had felt like too much of a betrayal.


Now that Joe has gone and she is free to get up, she feels entirely spent. She swings her legs over the side of the bed and rocks back and forth onto her heels. Helen has learned not to trust her body these past months, like the ground beneath her feet has developed a tendency to lurch and roil.


Last night, Bill had told her that he was leaving with Patrick, boldly: bracing for a fight. There was no question of whether Patrick could stay, and Bill couldn’t let him go alone. Patrick wouldn’t make it onto the boat unless he could pretend to be a carer for his dad. Still no evacuation order for the able-bodied. Bill couldn’t conceal his surprise when she said she was coming along too. She looks over at him now – his lips slightly pouted in sleep – and wonders whether he was disappointed. Whether, in his calculation of the future, he had already accounted for losing her. If there is one thing she knows about him, it’s that he doesn’t like a change of plan. He can be spontaneous, but only under controlled conditions.


She thinks, for some reason, of the first time she met Bill: watching as he pursued a naked, five-year-old Ian around her back garden. Ian had stripped off all his clothes and started chasing the other little boys and girls. Joe’s seventh birthday party, on the day that Princess Diana died. Patrick must have been there too, but she can’t picture him; his newly divorced dad made a greater impression. It was a sweltering day that ended in a thunderstorm. She remembers making sandwiches with Sandra, packet ham and egg mayonnaise. And that she had cried. It almost makes her laugh to think of it. The absurd anxiety that it had caused, that Diana might have died on Joe’s birthday.


That was not so long after her mum died. It was a time in her life when she would seek out mirrors whenever she cried, finding comfort in being a witness to her own grief. A time from which every memory has a strange timeless lucidity.


She cries all the time now and couldn’t care less. Things that happened just a couple of days ago are hard to bring to mind, but the further back she goes the clearer things are. She feels like she can pluck days from those years like buttons from a jar, turning them over in her fingers. A different person. A person who was touched by the events occurring around her. Someone who experienced them with such a strength of feeling that she almost blushes to recall.


All of this – she wouldn’t mind so much, if not for the pain that follows her around like a wild animal, tensed to pounce.


When she thinks of Ian, lying in the snow, his head split like a windfall apple, she feels nothing. This is why she has to leave. She wants all of her memories of this place to stay colourfast, untouched by what is happening to her body.


Joe’s memory of her too. She wants it unblemished.


Bill stirs and she pats him on the thigh.


‘Best be getting up, old man.’


He opens his eyes, a smile forming at the corners of his mouth. Then the previous day’s events return to him and the smile evaporates. She wishes for a moment that she had held the axe, to spare him from this.


She pats him on the thigh once more and gets to her feet.










JOE



He pauses at their rotten front gate, a moment of indecision.


Ordinarily, he would turn right and walk along the quay to check that no one had been at the supplies at the Nottage, then cut across the frozen river course to trudge along the opposite bank, before doubling back when he reached the tidal barrier. It still has the air of novelty even after a year: this erosion of boundaries. The way the snow flattens out the landscape.


Today he turns left. He doesn’t want to pass the pyre that he and Alfie built last night, after drinking away the cold at the kitchen table, in preparation for today’s funeral.


He walks until he reaches the new houses and stops at the base of the big red shed. It stands at the edge of a slight depression in the snow, marking out the location of the small harbour where a few local fishermen used to moor their trawlers. Of all the new housing developments in the village, he finds the conversion of the old shipyard the least offensive. From a distance the apartment building passes for the corrugated-iron-clad shipwright’s shed that it replaced. It’s the same colour and shape at least. Even if the ramshackle charm of the old place doesn’t hold up when the new building – with its plastic cladding and Juliet balconies – is subjected to closer inspection, he feels grateful that some attempt was made to preserve the spirit of what was lost. Now, the ravages of the weather are returning it to that spirit day by day.


Almost everyone who lived in the building, before the snow, has left. The sole occupants are those who set out from the city after it began falling, carried with that great tide of people to the coast, only to wash up here.


Those eligible for evacuation from the village didn’t leave all at once. Pregnant women and their partners went first, and then the young families, taking along grandparents where they could. But among the elderly there were some hold-outs: the knackered old sots who had propped up the bar at the pub before it started snowing, gnashing their false teeth and practically foaming at the mouth as they yammered on about fishing quotas and blue passports. The thought that they would have to turn to the object of their barstool sermons for help was too much to countenance. Until it wasn’t. And then they were gone too, all aside from Reg.


He feels a sudden and powerful urge to climb. When he thinks of those bitter old cunts he always needs to use his body – to reassure himself with the readiness of his limbs. The exigencies of this new world make it difficult to sustain the adversarial affection he once felt for them.


The wrought iron balconies provide good footing. He can feel himself start to sweat as he pulls himself up from one to the next. After three storeys, he heaves himself over the lip of the slanting roof and lies on his back for a moment to catch his breath, before he shimmies upwards on his belly, enjoying the protective feeling of his snowsuit against the fresh snow crunching underneath him.


He straddles the apex and turns towards the sea. Casting his eyes along the course of the river towards the estuary, the bleached landscape bleeds into the sky; he raises his gaze, momentarily catching a hold of towering clouds the colour of a young gull’s wings, before dropping his eyes down in search of an interruption. The horizon eludes him again. Without a sense of depth or distance he feels dizzy and presses his eyes closed. More and more often lately, he has felt that it is time to pack up and leave. But every time he comes back to this spot, he knows he can’t. There’s still the chance that the snow could stop falling, that it could melt and give him back his home.


They had been talking about having a baby, he and Rachel. He had never felt the urge until the snow. It offers some sense of future: a handhold to shift this suspended time. Just need to get through today, to be ready for when the shipment arrives. Then there will be some time to think.


He hears someone approaching – the lisping sound of boots on the freshly fallen snow. He scoots down to the edge of the roof and sees Alfie, a spade under his arm.


‘Alright, mate,’ he calls up. ‘Thought I might find you here.’


Joe clambers down the side of the building. He can hear Alfie humming ‘Winter Wonderland’. Daft cunt is always humming that tune, no matter what time of year. In moments of absentmindedness, or when he’s concentrating. Or when there is something unsaid, in the air between them. In moments when humming a tune is a way of saying it while leaving it unsaid.


They walk together to the tidal barrier, clambering over the top few feet of gate that remain, forlorn and futile, above the snowline. It’s not until they’re sat atop the barrier that he feels safe to open his mouth.


‘What was your excuse? For slipping out.’


‘I told Mum I was off down the Nottage. Dig the entryway out. Turn the snow over. Get rid of the blood before it freezes hard under the new snowfall. Get a headstart. There’s hardly going to be a spare fucking minute today, after all.’


‘After all.’


Alfie holds up his spade and makes the sign of the cross in the air.


‘Remember when we found Ian in the drum of that concrete mixer, over by the pits?’


Joe sighs. Alfie doesn’t hear him, or pretends not to.


‘You know. In the junkyard. Over by the old pits, the ones that got filled in?’


‘Yes, mate. I remember.’ Joe speaks just to shut him up, but regrets the edge in his voice. One summer, when they were around ten or so, they would steal tyres from that scrapyard by the pits and roll them down the hill into the lake. They both loved to watch as the tyres cut a drunken path through the rushes before sinking below the surface of the water with an almighty splash. It was even better when there were a couple of rusty old bastards snoozing by their fishing rods who would jump up, spluttering and cursing, while Joe and Alfie remained hidden out of sight, cackling and punching one another in the arm, trying to make the other cry out.


‘He was just sitting in there, on his own,’ Alfie says.


‘Yeh. In the dark.’


‘Throwing stones against the inside of the mixer.’


‘And do you remember—’


‘When that bloke came along? I remember.’


Ian had given them the fright of their lives, when he poked his head out of the mouth of that ruined concrete mixer. He climbed down, dirt all over his tracksuit bottoms, and they asked him what he was doing. He held out a handful of pebbles, as though that were an explanation.


As they were leaving the scrapheap a man appeared, walking the road from the diggers back to the Portakabins where they kept their lunches. A worker from the pits. They all ducked down to hide, Ian lagging slightly behind. As the man passed them on the road Ian, for whatever reason, threw a pebble at the barrel that Joe and Alfie were hiding behind. The worker paused and then turned to investigate the sound. Just as he was about to reach Joe and Alfie’s hiding place Ian jumped up and started yelling.


‘What was it he called the bloke?’ Joe says.


‘A paedo.’


‘A fat, dirty paedo.’


‘That was it.’


Alfie starts up with ‘Winter Wonderland’ again.


‘He always was a bit of an arsehole,’ Alfie says, ‘wasn’t he?’


‘Yeh. He was. Whatever that tells us.’


‘You’re right. There were worse.’


They stand for a moment in silence; the gentle din of the generator is brought to them on the breeze.


‘Time to put that spade to some use?’ Joe says.


Alfie raises it in the air like a sword and as he does, he says, ‘To the Nottage!’










HELEN



She looks up and Bill is there in front of her. She can tell by the look on his face – something finely balanced between concern and frustration – that this isn’t the first time that he has called her name.


‘Helen. Do you need anything else?’


She looks over at the bags he has packed, waiting by their bedroom door.


‘Do you need to bring anything else?’


She smiles and watches him soften. This, she can still achieve. He gets up, his knees cracking, and sits down beside her.


‘Did you hear her last night?’ he says.


‘Who?’


‘Sandra. She was banging on the windows. Screaming and yelling. Throwing things. Shouting for Patrick to come out.’


Patrick wasn’t in the house; Helen knew that much. When Bill heard what happened he packed a few things in a bag, and sent him off to Bowyer’s farm down the creek with Naomi, to spend the night out of harm’s way. She has no memory of hearing Sandra. To think of her screaming only summons the image of her eighteenth birthday, sprinting together across the playing fields down toward the pub in the pissing rain. Can that really have been over thirty years ago? To think of her tearing at her hair, as she had been on the river yesterday, is somehow absurd.


‘Did you go out to her?’ she says.


‘No. Eventually she left. It was heavy last night. It will make things tough-going today. Where is Joe?’


‘I heard him go out earlier on. He’ll be back soon.’


‘What will you tell him?’


‘Nothing.’


Bill turns his head towards her and begins to try to find words. She takes her hand away and cuts him off before he has the chance.


‘You’ll say nothing to him either. It’s better this way.’


He opens his mouth again but she pulls him towards her, touching his forehead to hers. She’s always loved this bluster, the am-dram patter of their relationship. It’s a comfort now. He’ll always question her, but only to draw an affirmation that she is doing what she wants. Like a whetstone. Does she want this? Yes. Does she really want to leave her son? Yes. She sees herself, for a moment, sitting on the bed next to Bill, reciting Catechism, not that she has ever for a moment been a Catholic but she has read a few Edna O’Brien novels. She could be an Irish heroine, long-suffering and harbouring a terrible secret. She certainly suffers. She feels she needs to tell herself over and over, in her head: I’m leaving. To prevent herself from blurting it out in the kitchen, when Joe gets home. I’m leaving. I’m leaving. It’s an incantation and – just as whenever she is touched by a feeling that borders on the religious – she repeats it with a sense of shame. As she repeats it to herself she simulates the moment that she and Joe will meet downstairs, in just a minute, in all of its many iterations because despite the shame – inside of it – there is a feeling of safety; this impossible loop in which she is leaving but also meeting Joe again and again, for the last time, and never leaving.


‘Helen?’


Bill’s look tells her, again, that it’s not the first time he has said her name.


‘Did Patrick say anything to you, about what he was going to do?’


The question takes her by surprise.


‘No, he didn’t. You?’


‘No. He was angry. Furious. But he didn’t say he was going to go off and do something like this.’


They sit together, for a moment. Helen knows what Bill needs to hear. The shame, and the safety inside of it.


‘He didn’t say anything, but I suppose that I knew. Knew that he might.’


‘Yes. I suppose I did too.’


He squeezes her hand and holds it for a few moments too long for it to be a gesture of reassurance, until it spills over into quiet desperation.


‘My stupid boy. What am I going to do with him.’


Helen squeezes back.


‘We’ll be alright.’


As she says these words she feels the circumscribed truth of them. With it, a flood of relief. It’s enough.


Bill opens his mouth to say something else but as he does Helen hears the front door open and thud close and his words wash over her.










JOE



When they arrive at the Nottage the snow has already been shovelled; the fresh, white powder heaped on top of the old to create a ravine leading up to the ramp. There are two pairs of snowshoes hanging on the hooks by the double doors.


Joe casts a look at Alfie. He feels a sudden nervousness as to who they might find inside. So close to the generator, conversation is impossible. They take off their snowshoes, hang them with the others and head through the double doors.


He is relieved to find that it’s just the vicar and Reg. He smiles to himself as he thinks it’s the first time he’s been relieved to see that old git’s face.


‘Why aye, man,’ Reg says, turning from his position by the oil radiator. ‘Surprised to see you showing your face this morning.’


‘Don’t start, Reg. Not today,’ the vicar says, as he struggles to right the hull of an upturned, half-finished clinker dinghy. Joe rushes to help him but arrives a moment too late and the boat crashes to the floor, making a shockingly loud sound in the enclosed space.
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