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			Chapter One

			Nick Reid stepped out of the newspaper building into the deserted Manchester street and wondered what the silence reminded him of. He took a cool breath of early morning air and stretched, wincing at the bruises he’d brought back with his report from the picketing. An unanswered phone rang in an office on Deansgate; a single car cruised past the department stores on Piccadilly, sending pigeons up from the roadway to wheel above the gable windows. Nick ran his fingers through his crinkly hair and tried to let the silence be itself. It couldn’t be important to remember; he just wanted to wake up so as to drive home and sleep. He glanced up as sunlight snatched at the steep roofs through a gap in the clouds that were rushing a storm towards the Peaks. Memory seized him then, it felt as though by the scruff of his aching neck. “Diana,” he gasped, and then he realised what else was wrong.

			He limped into the building, across the lobby that turned his footsteps high-pitched, up the stairs to the library. The blank grey screens of microfilm readers gleamed dully under the tubular lighting of the small white room. He ought to call Diana – he couldn’t even remember how long it had been – but surely there was no need to wake her up. He began to leaf through the file of the last few weeks’ issues, looking for the article about the Peaks.

			He found it in last Monday’s issue, one of Charlie Nesbit’s pleas to the readers not to take their holidays abroad when Britain had so much to offer. It read as Charlie sounded in the pub at lunchtime, poking the stem of his pipe at his listeners or puffing at it whenever he made a point he regarded as unanswerable: the Peak District is our oldest landscape, God’s gift to walkers but still unspoiled by tourism…Nick scanned the paragraphs that listed places to visit, then reread the article slowly, hoping he was wrong. But he hadn’t missed anything. There was no mention of Moonwell.

			He made himself remember his first sight of the small town, the empty streets, the singing on the moors above. He was tired, that was why he was having trouble remembering, but had Charlie been tired too? Unless he came in unusually early, Nick wouldn’t know for hours. He had to know. He limped back to the office next to the library, through the maze of glass cubicles, to wait at his desk.

			An office boy dropped the morning edition on the desk and woke Nick from dozing. His report had been edited, even though he hadn’t said that the police had seemed to resent his presence as much as the pickets had. Some of the feature writers were at their desks now, but there was still no sign of Charlie Nesbit. He was probably at breakfast, Nick thought, and grabbed the phone.

			Charlie’s wife answered. “Just a minute,” she said curtly, and stifled the receiver with her hand. Beyond it Nick heard her complaining “That’s the sort of thing I mean,” and then the receiver fell on wood. There was a muffled argument before Charlie demanded “Well, what’s so important that it can’t wait until I’ve finished eating?”

			“Charlie, it’s Nick Reid. Sorry for interrupting.”

			“Glad you did, to tell you the truth. What can I do for you?”

			For a moment Nick didn’t know, and remembering felt like starting awake. “This may seem an odd question, but was the article you wrote about the Peaks subbed at all?”

			“Not anywhere it mattered, no.” He sounded amused. “Why, have they been toning you down again?”

			“No more than usual. No, I was asking because you didn’t mention Moonwell.”

			“Where?”

			“Moonwell. You know, the place where I ran into all that religious hysteria. Even you thought they were going a bit far when I told you about it.”

			“Good God, son, are you still riding that hobby-horse? Can’t you leave people’s beliefs alone? There’s few enough beliefs around these days, it isn’t up to us to shatter them.” He snorted and went on “Anyway, we’ve got a bad line here. It sounds as if you keep saying Moonwell.”

			“That’s right. It used to be the old Roman lead mine. Where they decorate the cave every year, or they did until this year. Come on, Charlie, you must remember that.”

			“I’ll tell you what, sonny, I’ve been at the paper a good few years longer than you, and it’s been a bloody long time since anyone’s accused me of not doing it properly or had reason to. Now I don’t know what bee you’ve got in your bonnet this time, but you’ve caught me in the middle of an argument and I’m not about to get into another. Just take it from me, there’s never been a place called Moonwell in the Peaks.”

			There is, I’ve been there, Nick wanted to shout, but Charlie had cut him off. Nick replaced the receiver, trying to stay calm, and reached in his jacket for his address book. Had he called Charlie in order to postpone calling Diana? What was he afraid to hear? Perhaps only the sound that greeted him when he dialled her number – the dull high-pitched tone that meant it was unobtainable.

			The exchange could be busy, he told himself, and called the operator. “Moonwell,” he said, and when she came back to check: “Moonwell in Derbyshire.” Finally he spelled the name for her. “I’m sorry, sir,” she said, “there’s nowhere of that name.”

			Nick stared at the Moonwell number written in Diana’s handwriting, saw the notebook tremble as his arm propped on its elbow wavered. “All right,” he said, feeling oddly calm, as if now that his unstated fears were realised he would know what to do. It wasn’t until he reached the stairs that he began to run.

			Rain speckled the pavements and showered his face lightly as he ran to the car park. When he climbed into the Citroen he felt as if he’d gone past needing sleep, though his glimpse of himself as he adjusted the driving mirror didn’t look entirely convinced, his large dark humorous eyes gazing out of his round face with its prominent cheekbones, broad nose and mouth, squarish chin that never seemed to have been shaved quite closely enough. He started the car and drove towards the edge of Manchester.

			The Stockport road was full of lorries heading for the Peaks. Once a Boy Scout band held up the traffic for five minutes, and Nick lost count of the number of traffic lights that turned red just as he was approaching. Outside Stockport and the Manchester boundary the small towns began, narrow winding streets, terraces crammed with houses. Here and there one side of the street was occupied by a factory to let, the long blank limestone wall yellow as clay in the rain. Old folk in dusty cars pottered along the middle of the road, slowing for pedestrian crossings even when nobody was near, and Nick felt as if he would never reach the peaks that rose above the slate roofs. Then the road straightened and widened for a few yards at the edge of a town, and he trod hard on the pedal. Overtaking four slow cars, he raced towards the moors.

			The gentle slopes glowed half a dozen shades of patchy green beneath the glum sky. Heather flared purple, limestone edges tore through the green; spiky dry-stone walls divided the rounded slopes like old diagrams of the human cranium. As the narrowing road wound higher, shrinking to a car’s width wherever it crossed a river, the walls beside the verges fell away. A car had crashed through an arrowed barrier at a sharp bend and was rusting fifty feet below the road. Soon the barriers gave out, and only ditches separated the road from the steepening uplands, where sheep ripped up the tussocky grass and stared yellow-eyed at Nick’s car. He hadn’t seen a house or a signpost for miles when he realised that he no longer knew where he was going.

			He stopped the car on a level stretch of road and switched off the engine. The side windows were printed with dots and dashes of rain, which smudged the peaks ahead. The windscreen wipers thumped and squeaked repetitively as he reached for the AA book and turned to the Peak District road map.

			Eventually he closed the book on his forefinger and turned frowning to the index. Mooncoin, Moone, Moonzie, he read, and searched up and down the column in case the name was out of order. It was there, he told himself fiercely, opening the book again at the map. He could locate himself roughly on the page, where the main roads were fewest and farthest apart; the green blotch beside the Sheffield road must be the forested slopes ahead. He swivelled the book and moved his head as if he could rid himself of the blind spot that way. A sense that the name was there on the page if only he could see it made him want to cry out, lash out, anything to break the spell. He closed his eyes in case relaxing was the answer. Suddenly he didn’t even know what he’d been looking for.

			He lashed out blindly and punched the horn, which blared thinly at the deserted road. “Diana,” he shouted, his voice flat and trapped in the car, “Diana from Moonwell,” and remembered her long black hair whipping in the wind across the moors, her pale tapering face, wide greenish eyes. The memory broadened for an instant, and he recalled the day he’d met her – remembered driving away from Moonwell through the old forest beyond the pines.

			“Yes,” he breathed. He started the car and drove into the rain that pelted the roof and blotted out the peaks. He had to trust his feeling that the forest ahead was the one he remembered, had to trust that his instincts had guided him right so far. The pines rose above him until the slope to which they clung in their thousands was almost vertical, and he thought of a green army, giant arrows in the quiver of the limestone, green missiles. He almost drove past the road that plunged into the forest through a stony gap, its steep mossy walls streaming.

			The trees closed overhead and cut off the sound of rain, as if he’d driven into a tunnel. He switched off the wipers and was alone with the hum of the engine. Now and then a gobbet of rain slipped through the branches overhead and spattered the windscreen, though he couldn’t see the sky. Relaxation and the green dimness must be lulling him, for he didn’t notice when the pines gave way to oak and ash. The road, having sloped down into the woods, was rising as the trees crowded closer. Either clouds or branches were massing overhead; the road had grown so dim that he switched on his headlights. The ranks of trees beyond the beams made him think of cave walls, their trunks stone ridges, dripping. He kept his gaze ahead, watching for the sky; he’d be out of the forest any moment now, if it was the right forest – surely it was. Exhaustion must be stretching time for him. He trod harder on the accelerator, gripped the wheel, eyes burning as he kept his gaze from straying to the moist dark walls, trees really. Suddenly they fell away, and he was out beneath the tattered racing sky.

			The unfenced road led up towards a skyline strewn with rocks, a backbone spiky as a dinosaur’s. Beyond it, he remembered now, the land fell steeply on the left towards overgrown chunks of rock large as cars. Once he reached the crest he would be able to see Moonwell above the dry valley, the single road beyond the town leading up to the moor. Yet he lifted his foot from the accelerator as the car surged forward, for he had an unsettling impression that the rushing clouds had come to a standstill overhead.

			He ought to get to Moonwell before his exhaustion played any more tricks, if that was what was happening. Above all he wanted to see Diana, make sure she was safe. Fast but not too fast, he told himself, and pressed the pedal gently. There was no sound of traffic ahead. He’d switched off the headlights and was pressing the pedal more confidently at the moment when both car and landscape vanished into the blind dark.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Earlier That Year

			As soon as Diana’s class was together on the moor, they began to clamour to go to the cave. Now that they were out of sight of the school they obviously felt freer to be themselves, red-haired Thomas telling feeble jokes to make his cronies giggle, Sally pushing her taped spectacles higher on her nose and blinking like a grandmother, advising her friend Jane to keep hold of her hand. Ronnie even slipped a catapult out of the pocket of the baggy trousers he’d inherited from his brother until Diana gave him a warning glance. “We’ll have to see if we’ve time for the cave,” she told the forty-three of them. “Now remember, we want to see lots of work in your workbooks.”

			“So Mr and Mrs Scragg will know we’ve been working,” Jane said.

			“So they can see what a good class you are.” Maybe they were as streetwise in their way as the kids she’d taught in New York – they’d need to be when they went up to Mrs Scragg’s class, quite a few of them after the summer vacation. Kids were tough, she told herself, but when she thought of putting any child into Mrs Scragg’s hands for three years, sometimes she wanted to weep.

			The sky was clearing. The burst of May sunlight seemed to rearrange the landscape, opened out the moors and underlined the dry-stone walls with shadow, tinged clouds on the horizon green to show that they were peaks threaded with glinting streams. The sounds of the town had already fallen behind, and the two main Manchester-Sheffield roads between which Moonwell was the only town for miles were out of sight as well as hearing. Diana stood for a moment, her hands in the pockets of her zippered cardigan, the sun on her face. The silent brightening of the landscape felt like her first sight of Moonwell, her sense of having come home.

			When clouds hid the sun her hands wanted to pull the overcast apart, but she held them out to the children instead. “Who remembers what I told you about sunshine?”

			Dozens of hands went up with cries of “Miss me miss.” She was hoping Andrew Bevan might respond, but he was hiding behind Sally’s and Jane’s mothers, who were helping supervise the outing. “Is that hand up or down, Sally?” Diana said.

			“Up, miss,” Sally protested, sounding hurt, and had to grab her precarious spectacles. “Miss, you said there’s less sunshine here than anywhere else in England.”

			“Right, because of the clouds and the mists. And that’s why you must never – come on, now, you all know this.”

			“Go on the moors without a grown-up,” they said in a ragged chorus.

			“You said it. Remember, people have got lost on the moors for days. Now let’s find somewhere you can sit and work and we’ll see how the afternoon goes.”

			She led them up the grassy path to a bank where they could sit in groups in the midst of the heather. She chatted to the mothers and unobtrusively watched the children work. The landscape kept drawing her gaze, the miles of heather and bunched grass, the unearthly sameness broken only by an infrequent dry-stone wall or a dried-up stream bed the colour and cracked texture of burnt cork, the lonely whisper of grass, the flight of a single bird. The path would lead you downwards so imperceptibly that you mightn’t notice when the peaks sank out of sight, leaving you only the horizon of the moor. The slopes brightened again, and Diana felt as if she’d made that happen by watching. Perhaps she felt so much at home because her family had originally come from the Peak District, though now she had no family at all.

			Soon all the children had filled a page or more with writing and drawing. Andrew’s picture of a bunch of heather was out of proportion but colourful. “That’s good, Andrew,” she said to stop him from scribbling it out, and praised the others wherever she could. She smiled then at all their eager faces. “Okay, now I want you all to stay behind me and hold your partner’s hand.”

			As she led them to where the path forked, slopes raised themselves ahead like giants awakening. One branch of the path led up over the moors, the other followed the edge above Moonwell, past the cave that apparently had given the town its name. For hundreds of yards around the bowl of barren land that sloped down to the cave, the moors were threadbare, grass and heather giving way to bare gritstone. She went up to the edge of the bowl and held up one hand to stay the children. “This is as far as we go.”

			Two hundred yards away, at the centre of the stony bowl, the cave gaped. Presumably someone had once thought it looked wide or deep enough to lose the moon in. It was really a pothole, fifty feet wide at the mouth and surrounded by a dry-stone wall. The first time she’d come here she had stepped over the wall, only to discover that even at high noon in summer you couldn’t see bottom; walls that looked smooth and slippery as tallow plunged straight into darkness whose chill seemed to reach out of the bowl to where she stood now. Though she understood that eventually the shaft bent, as far as her emotions were concerned it might as well go straight down for ever. Even though the children were safe beyond the edge of the bowl, she couldn’t help wishing she hadn’t brought them there. “Never go any farther than this, okay?” she said and waited until they all promised.

			They started shouting then, trying to make the cave echo. Some voices made a noise down there, not all – Diana assumed it had to do with pitch. She watched Ronnie wondering if he could get away with a shot from his catapult, and she was about to wag a finger at him when Sally’s mother cried “Andrew.”

			Diana swung round, fearing the worst. But Andrew had only strayed back towards the path, and was stooping over something that had crawled away from the bowl. Children crowded round him. “Yuck, it’s a lizard,” Sally squeaked.

			Jane stepped back with a cry of disgust. “It hasn’t got any eyes.”

			As Diana hurried after the rest of her class to see, Andrew stepped forward and trod heavily on the creature, ground his heel into it and looked around as if he hoped the other children would be impressed, but they shuddered away from him. “It must have come out of the cave,” Diana said, glancing at the mess of white skin and innards. “A pity you trod on it, Andrew. It’s very unusual for anything like that to come into the open. Never mind,” she said quickly, for the boy’s mouth was trembling. “While we’re here you can tell us how you help to dress the cave.”

			His small thin pale face with its hint of eyebrows looked resentful. “I make a bit of a picture with flowers,” he muttered as if he hoped nobody would hear.

			“You use petals, don’t you? And then your piece and all the others fit together like a jigsaw.” Throughout the Peaks, towns decorated wells with pictures made of flowers and vegetation, a tradition that combined paganism and Christianity in thanksgiving for the water that had stayed fresh during the Plague and the Black Death. Watching the townsfolk carrying floral panels big as doors up from Moonwell to fit together at the cave last Midsummer Eve, Diana had felt as if she’d stepped back in time, into a calm that the world was losing. But Thomas was whispering “Petals,” nudging his friends and sniggering, and Diana found that she didn’t feel calm so close to the gaping cave. “I think it’s time we headed back,” she said.

			“Tents all round,” Andrew muttered and pretended he hadn’t spoken. He was right, Diana saw: the tents on the slopes above and below Moonwell made a ring around the cave and the town. Campers and walkers kept Moonwell going now that the lead mines were exhausted, concrete lids covering the abandoned shafts on the moor.

			The path led back to the edge of the moor, and suddenly there was the town between a chapel and a church, tiers of limestone terraces like one side of an amphitheatre, the murmur of small-town traffic. Diana led her class down the nearest zigzag path and along the High Street, past townsfolk gossiping on street corners, greeting her and the children. Her class fell silent as they reached the stony schoolyard with a few minutes to spare before the final bell.

			Mr Scragg was in his office, caning a boy taller than he was. Some of Diana’s class tittered nervously at the sight of the headmaster standing on a chair. Sally’s and Jane’s mothers stayed outside the gates and looked away. Diana herded the children to her classroom just as the bell rang. “Hush now until you’re out of the building,” she told them, and headed for the staffroom.

			The air in the small dingy room was laden with stale smoke from Mrs Scragg’s cigarettes. Mrs Scragg was sitting in her armchair, which looked too small for her large bones. She thrust her broad red face, whose upper lip was even redder from plucking a moustache, at Diana in her pugilistic way that often reduced children to tears. “Found your way back safe, did you, Miss Kramer? Here’s someone you ought to remember.”

			“I hope Miss Kramer’s pupils aren’t getting used to having everything their own way,” said the woman in the other armchair, tipping a bottle into a baby’s mouth, “now I’m not here to deal with them. “I’m sure Miss Kramer knows what we expect by now, Mrs Halliwell.”

			“You can bet on that,” Diana said sweetly, and went to her locker. Childbirth hadn’t improved Mrs Halliwell’s view of children, it seemed. Best to leave before she had to bite her tongue, Diana thought, and was closing her locker when Mr Scragg came in.

			His face looked flushed from the caning. He kicked the door shut with his heel and brandished a magazine at the women, glaring at it from beneath his bristling grey eyebrows. “Look at this muck I found in Cox’s desk. He won’t be holding anything before he goes to bed tonight, I promise you.”

			“From that bookshop, I suppose,” Mrs Scragg said without looking. “What else can you expect from people who’d sell books in a church? A pity the town didn’t listen to me while they could. There’s a good few regret letting them move in there now that it’s too late.”

			“Too many strangers moving in, if you ask me,” Mrs Halliwell complained, and Diana felt her glare on the back of her neck. “No wonder there’s so much vandalism and theft all of a sudden. And those hippies squatting in the holiday cottages, filthy creatures. God forgive me, but I wouldn’t have minded if they’d poisoned themselves to death with their drugs.”

			I wouldn’t have taken you for a native with that Irish accent of yours, Diana thought of saying to Mrs Scragg. “Modern times get in everywhere,” she said, meaning to joke.

			“Not in this town they don’t. They’re far enough away that we can see them coming. Here, I’ll show you what we think of them.” Mrs Scragg took the magazine from her husband as if she were holding a soiled diaper. It was a Wonder Woman, Diana saw, just like the comics she’d read in her childhood, metal bra and all. Mrs Scragg ground her cigarette into the face of the woman on the cover, dragged the red-hot tip over the glossy paper until the scantily clad figure was crossed out. “Clear enough? You can tell your friends at the bookshop that’s what we think of anyone who sells muck to innocents.”

			“I don’t think the Booths even sell comics,” Diana said, but she might as well not have spoken. “Excuse me now, would you?” She hurried out of the stale room, along the shiny bilious corridor past her empty classroom. All she could do was as much as she could, she told herself: not just educate the children but strengthen their resilience, prepare them for years alone with the Scraggs, except how could she prepare children like Andrew? She stepped out of the school and lifted her face to the sun. More and more since she’d come to Moonwell she felt there was something else she could do, if she could only think what it was.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Business was slack at Booths’ Books, despite all the unfamiliar faces the summer had brought to the town, and so Geraldine strolled along to the Bevans’ shop. June Bevan was vacuuming the display of rucksacks and Primus stoves and climbing gear, her long brownish hair with its hints of grey swinging lankly beside her face. She straightened up, round-shouldered still. “Gerry, tell me you’ve just come for a chat. You mustn’t let Andrew take advantage of you.”

			“I’m going past the school anyway,” Geraldine lied. “It’s no trouble.”

			“Well, it’s very kind of you to say so. We do appreciate you and your husband taking so much interest in him. I hope he says so if he ever speaks up for himself.”

			“He’s quite chatty when you get to know him.”

			“Really? I mustn’t know him very well, then.” June’s small crowded face with its prominent cheekbones went blank. “Anyway, I better hadn’t keep you or we’ll have him hanging round outside the school making people think nobody wants him.”

			Somebody does, Geraldine thought, and you should – but she shouldn’t be so quick to judge. The Bevans had befriended her and Jeremy when Mrs Scragg at the school was trying to turn people against them, circulating a petition against letting the deconsecrated chapel be used as a bookshop. Some of those who hadn’t signed seemed to feel guilty now even if they didn’t go to church, especially those who had children in Mrs Scragg’s class. Geraldine was tempted to have a showdown with the woman, but not now, not in front of Andrew. She made her way to the school along the High Street, past shops displaying clothes and wool and local artists’ paintings and fossils gathered on the peaks.

			Andrew was lurking behind the stone gatepost, chewing his nails to clean them. He stuffed his hands into the pockets of his long grey flannel shorts and looked away from Geraldine in order to smile at her. “You look good and grubby,” she said.

			He glanced down at his grimy legs and fallen socks, and seemed to shrink into himself. “Don’t worry, you’ll wash,” she said, taking his hand. Any eight-year-old should be dirty and untidy and tired by the end of the day: Jonathan would have been – but it was wrong to think about him while she was with Andrew. “Aren’t you talking to me today?” she said.

			“Yes,” he said with a shaky laugh, but that was all until they came in sight of his parents’ shop. His thin pale face kept glancing at her when he thought she wasn’t looking, and he didn’t notice the horse’s turd at the edge of the pavement until he trod in it. “Fuck and bother,” he muttered and flinched automatically.

			Geraldine managed to keep her face straight and look as if she’d heard nothing special. She held his elbow while he scraped his sole on the kerb. As she let go he blurted “I like being in Miss Kramer’s class. I wish I could be for ever.”

			“I’m sure she’d like you to be, Andrew,” Geraldine said, and couldn’t think what else to say. She opened the door of Bevans’ for him, to June’s cry of “Just look at you, where on earth have you been?” She gave June a placatory look and went on to the bookshop.

			The seventeenth-century Nonconformist chapel had fallen out of use twenty years ago, but had only recently been deconsecrated. It had seemed a perfect setting for the bookshop she and Jeremy had had to move from Sheffield when the mounting rates had forced them out, especially since living quarters were already built onto the chapel. But as if the undercurrent of righteousness among the townsfolk hadn’t been enough, Geraldine thought wryly, she and Jeremy had had to employ Benedict Eddings to help them convert the chapel.

			Jeremy was failing to reach Benedict by phone as Geraldine went in. “You might tell him the alarm went off again at three o’clock this morning,” he said, tugging at the black beard that covered his face from his cheekbones down. “I really would be grateful if he’d give us a call as soon as he gets in.” He put down the receiver and beamed at Geraldine, crinkles spreading from his large blue eyes across his square face under his high balding forehead. “No need for me to give his wife a hard time on his behalf.”

			He gave her a tame bear hug and said almost too gently and casually “How was Andrew?”

			“Better than sometimes. I should have brought him to choose another book.” She disengaged herself eventually, feeling somewhat overwhelmed by Jeremy’s hidden concern for her: if she were going to break she would have done so years ago. Jonathan was somewhere, that was all that mattered – perhaps only in her imagination or somewhere like an endless dream. “Come on, let’s fix that shelf,” she said.

			When they’d secured the bookcase that had begun to sag away from the wall the day after Eddings had built it, she replaced the books while Jeremy made dinner. Halfway through dinner in the small white dining-room with its view of the heathery slopes, they heard the Bevans come home. June was still scolding Andrew. “Just you get upstairs and make sure the water’s hot. What must Geraldine have thought of you looking like a little tramp? Have some thought for me if you’ve none for yourself.”

			“I won’t be used like that,” Geraldine said with an edge to her voice, but telling June so might make it worse for Andrew. She put on a tape of Sibelius instead, music bleak as bare mountains, to blot out June’s continued scolding. The tape hadn’t been playing ten minutes when June rang the doorbell. “Could you turn the music down a little? Not that we don’t appreciate good music, but the boy’s just gone to bed. The sooner he’s asleep the sooner we’ll have some peace, God willing.”

			Presumably he’d been sent to bed with no dinner. “Send him over here if it’s peace you want,” Geraldine suggested, but June was already marching away to her house. Geraldine turned down the volume and finished her meal, though her stomach felt tight. She was helping Jeremy clear up when the bell rang again. It was June’s husband Brian.

			“Is he in? Not interrupting anything, am I?” he said and stepped over the threshold without waiting for Geraldine to invite him in. He had a soft round face with a jutting jaw that she thought he thrust forward deliberately, sallow skin tinged bluish under his eyes, curly sideburns that trailed down to the hinges of his jaw. He went into the kitchen and found Jeremy washing the dishes. “Got you doing her jobs, has she? Listen, I hope mine didn’t offend you before.”

			“Your…? Oh, you mean June. It was Geraldine she spoke to, actually.”

			“You know how she gets when she’s on edge. Andrew was being stupid, contradicting her. Hadn’t even the sense to keep his mouth shut. Anyway, listen, I wanted to ask if you were going out tonight.”

			“We weren’t planning to. Why,” Geraldine said, “would you like us to keep an eye on Andrew?”

			“I should think you’d had enough of him for one day. No, if you’re not going out, come round for a drink.”

			“We’re hoping to have the alarm fixed,” Jeremy said.

			“You’ll hear Eddings from our house if he ever turns up. Say you’ll come or she’ll think she offended you. Besides,” Brian said as if this left them no option, “we want to talk to you about Andrew.”

			When he’d gone Jeremy called Eddings, only to learn that he was still out patching up his handiwork. “Let’s brave the hospitality,” Jeremy said with a grimace. A vacuum cleaner was bumbling about the Bevans’ entrance hall. “You’d think he could have wiped his feet after coming round to see you,” June said by way of explanation, and ushered them into the front room.

			Porcelain was everywhere: shepherdesses on the mantelpiece above the grey brick hearth that surrounded the simulated coals of the gas fire, Chinese figures on shelves around the walls, a china tea set on the Welsh dresser. Geraldine couldn’t see where there was room for Andrew to play, what with all that and the television and video recorder and the pine bar at which Brian was waiting to serve. “What’ll it be? Anything so long as it’s Scotch, gin or martini.”

			June handed out paper mats and slipped one beneath her tumbler of martini before she sat down, sighing. “Maybe now I can relax after worrying about Andrew all day.”

			“What’s been the matter?” Geraldine said.

			June stared as if Geraldine were being facetious. “Don’t you know where that American woman took them? Not just up on the moors but right by the cave. If you even set foot on the moors you should take a map and compass and food in case you get lost.”

			“I think that’s only on a long walk,” Jeremy said.

			“My father said if you even set foot on the moors. Still, I suppose you feel you’ve got to defend his teacher, seeing that she’s a friend of yours.”

			“We got to know her from taking Andrew to school,” Geraldine pointed out.

			“She’s all right as teachers go, except she thinks she knows all about kids,” Brian said. “What she needs is a man to teach her a few things, if you take my meaning.”

			Geraldine looked away from his wink. “You were saying you wanted to talk about Andrew.”

			“We wanted your opinion, as long as you see so much of him.” Brian took a swallow of his Scotch and looked hard at each of them in turn. “Maybe you know more about these things than we would. What I want to know is do you think he’s queer?”

			“Odd, you mean?” Jeremy suggested.

			“Not just odd, queer. I suppose you’d call it gay, though I’m buggered if I know what they’ve got to be gay about.” Brian’s face was reddening. “Do you think he’s…not a man?”

			“He isn’t yet, is he?” Geraldine said. “He’s only a little boy. Most of us aren’t sure what sex we are until we’re at least in our teens.”

			“People round here are, let me tell you, and he better had be if he knows what’s good for him.”

			“I’m sure he’s as normal as any of us,” Geraldine said, wishing he were, hoping he would be.

			“That’s my feeling too. I didn’t see how he could be queer. It isn’t as if anyone could have got their hands on him.” He turned grinning to Jeremy. “I’ll tell you something now. I used to think you might be one of them, what with all the time you spend in the kitchen and that name of yours.”

			June broke the awkward silence. “If Andrew’s normal that way, then what is wrong with him?”

			“In what way?” Geraldine said.

			“In just about every way you can think of, God help us. He’s near the bottom of his year at school, though your teacher friend has brought him up a bit this year, I suppose we must give her that. And out of school he’s even worse, under my feet from dawn to dusk and won’t go out because nobody will play with him. Not that you can blame them when he never acts his age. Talks like a baby half the time.”

			“Perhaps if you encouraged him to talk a bit more…”

			“Talk more! Dear Lord, when I’ve had a weekend of him sometimes I think my head will never stop aching. I dread the summer holidays, I don’t mind telling you. If you had a day of him I don’t think you’d be so anxious to encourage him.”

			“I wouldn’t mind.”

			“Well, let’s not let him spoil the evening,” Brian said as June pursed her lips. “Who wants to watch a video? You two haven’t got a machine, have you? I’ve something here you might like.”

			He reached behind the bar and produced an unmarked plastic box. His sudden eager good humour made Geraldine uneasy even before he said “It isn’t what you’d call hard core. More of a comedy.”

			“I don’t mind pornography,” June said with what looked like a brave smile, “as long as it doesn’t involve children.”

			Geraldine sighed inwardly and took Jeremy’s hand as the film’s few credits faded. Brian began to chortle as the target for a game of marbles proved to be an anonymous vagina. Geraldine refused to look at him, though she was sure he was gazing at her to see how she reacted, making her conscious of her long legs and large breasts, of the heat spreading up her heart-shaped face to her close-cropped silvery hair, to the tips of her slightly pointed ears. She hoped furiously that she wasn’t blushing.

			“That’s what I call a game of marbles,” Brian spluttered as the winner took the woman as a preamble to an orgy. At the first spurt of semen in the film Jeremy cleared his throat. “I really think we should make sure we don’t miss Eddings.”

			“You’ve never got to go yet,” Brian protested and jumped up. “Come with me first anyway, I’ve got something else to show you.”

			Jeremy glanced back helplessly at Geraldine as he followed Brian upstairs. She would have suggested switching off the tape, but June was staring at the screen with a tight-lipped smile that didn’t invite any kind of approach. Overhead Geraldine heard a buzzing that surely couldn’t be what it sounded like. The tangle of flesh on the television screen looked almost abstract to her by the time the men came downstairs.

			“Any time you want a rest from Andrew, bring him round to us,” Jeremy said in a casual tone that was meant to deny the rest of the evening. He was clearly as anxious to leave as she was. She took his hand, and they hurried out into the velvety evening. As soon as they were beyond the Bevans’ gate he muttered “You’ll never guess what he wanted to show me.”

			Geraldine’s suppressed mirth threw her words about. “Not a vibrator.”

			“Damn right, and how big their bed is. He was dropping hints about a game we could all play when I managed to edge my way out. I’ve a good idea who he had in mind for prizes.”

			“Just shows you what goes on behind net curtains.”

			“I could have done without knowing. Do you fancy a walk? Eddings won’t be coming this late, or if he does he can be inconvenienced for a change. And then I’ve something to read to you.”

			They often read to each other in the evenings. She didn’t realise how tense the Bevans had made her until she stepped onto the moor above the town. A cold wind snatched at her out of the dark as the higher slopes began to take shape against the black sky – take shape because something else was rising into view, an unstable white forehead above the edge beyond which the cave lay. She calmed herself down, even though the white rim was swelling too large, its outline trembling. Of course it was only the moon, magnified by mist. She held Jeremy’s hand and stood where she was until the moon was clear in the sky. It showed how much the Bevans had worked on her nerves that the sight of the incomplete moon above the cave made her so inexplicably nervous.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			“Just one more call,” Hazel said to her parents, searching the phone directory that was open on her lap for a name that she hadn’t yet marked. She dialled and put on her official voice. “Mr Fletcher? My name is Hazel Eddings and I’m calling you on behalf of Peak Security. I wonder if you’re confident that no burglar could ever break into your house…”

			“Here’s Benedict now,” her mother Vera said sharply, too late to stop the call, as Hazel’s husband poked his sharp-chinned face into the room. “Whenever you’re ready,” he called, jerking his arms to adjust his cuffs while he tried to fix his bow tie.

			“You’ll never manage that,” Vera rebuked him. “Here, let me.” She followed him into the hall, and so it was only Craig who saw Hazel duck her head away from the phone, looking hurt. “No need for that kind of language,” she murmured and dropped the receiver into its cradle as if she didn’t want to hold it any more.

			“What did he say, sweetheart?” Craig demanded. She looked so vulnerable that his heart seemed to twist, as it had fifteen years ago at the sight of her in her first evening dress. But she blinked her eyes bright and smiled at him as if nothing had happened. “I’m fine, daddy,” she said and strode into the hall.

			Dressed like that, she looked even more like her mother, black hair piled above her long white neck, emphasizing her dark eyes and delicate bones like Vera’s. Craig took Vera’s arm and sensed that she’d heard Hazel’s last words to the phone but thought better of commenting now. Benedict opened the front door and waited for the others to precede him so that he could set the alarm. “I may have to dash off after dinner,” he said. “If you like, Craig, you could come along.”

			The Eddingses lived on the moorland road just outside Moonwell, in a cottage with blue shutters and whitewashed walls. The first few hundred yards towards the town were unlit, and Craig held Vera’s arm. Once he slipped on a leaf that rain had plastered to the road and felt himself skidding into the dark.

			The lights began at the church, the outermost building. Lamps stretched the shadows of willows across the lumpy graveyard full of headstones, postering the church wall with the shadow of an oak. The small peaked porch was lit, Craig saw. “I’ll just get the newsletter,” Benedict said. “Come in if you like.”

			Small blurred gargoyles poked their heads out of the thick walls beneath the high sloping roof. Light streamed onto the sparkling grass through the tall thin arched windows, each of which contained three figures in stained glass, crowded so closely that they looked almost like a single figure – indeed, as a child Craig had thought some of them were. The memory made him feel unexpectedly childlike as he followed Vera through the porch into the church.

			Beneath the pointed arches of the vaulting the nave was calm and welcoming. Unbelievers welcome too, he thought as Vera leafed through the visitors’ book. “A pity more people don’t come in, it’s a pretty church. Figures are up this year, anyway,” she said, and then “Oh dear.”

			Hazel glanced over her mother’s shoulder and gave a cry of disgust. Someone had scrawled Piss off across a page full of signatures. All the signatures were dated earlier that month. Before Craig could comment, Hazel cried “That’s what happens when people stop believing. They’ve no respect for anything, even God.”

			“I think God will forgive them, Mrs Eddings,” the priest said, emerging from behind the high oak pulpit. He was a squat beer-bellied man with a cheerful red face and straggling grey hair. “I’m more worried that folk like yourself may be offended. I think that’s a sin.”

			Hazel stared open-mouthed at him. “You don’t think insulting God is a sin?”

			“I’m not sure that whoever wrote that rather silly comment had God in mind at all. I rather think they hoped to shock whoever read it. After all, this church has been here for close to eight hundred years, and the foundations for much longer – you can feel that, can’t you? Yet that isn’t a split second in the eye of God. Think how much less important this bit of childishness must be.”

			“Are you sure you ought to speak for God like that?” Benedict said.

			“Well, it rather comes with the job, you know. I do believe God forgives, and I think you can feel that here too.” He turned to Craig and Vera. “You’re Mrs Eddings’ parents, aren’t you? Do I hear you’re thinking of joining my parish?”

			“Sorry,” Hazel intervened. “Father O’Connell, Craig and Vera Wilde.”

			Craig shook the priest’s hand, which was strong and warm. “If we retire we might come to Moonwell – we might even carry on doing legal work. But I ought to tell you,” he said, taken aback by his own embarrassment, “we aren’t what you’d call churchgoers.”

			“If you’re pubgoers you’ll find me there too. You’re from Moonwell originally, aren’t you? Did you ever help dress the cave? We still make up the panels in here, you know. My personal opinion is that it strengthens the church.”

			“I’d be happy if you got to know Father O’Connell.” Hazel lowered her voice as if she didn’t want Craig to hear. “You aren’t getting any younger.”

			In the street Craig said “I quite like your priest. At least he doesn’t believe in the hard sell.”

			“Maybe he ought to,” Benedict said. “Nothing wrong with being aggressive for God. He lost quite a lot of his congregation when he preached against the missile bases, as if he didn’t realise the fear of them is bringing people back to God. They want strong leadership now that there’s a base so close to Moonwell, they don’t go to church to hear that kind of thing. I really believe he had the chance to turn our whole town back to God if only he hadn’t been so soft. That’s why we’ve so much crime here now, because people won’t stand up for what’s right, and no wonder when even their priest seems afraid to.”

			“Still, you’re helping prevent crime, aren’t you?” Craig said rather than suggest that Benedict had something to thank crime for. “How’s business since you changed the company name?”

			“It wouldn’t be half what it is without Hazel,” Benedict said, patting her head. “Changing the name is standard business practice, of course.”

			So tell us the reason, Craig thought. There would be time enough to pursue it. Just now he was regaining his sense of the town, the way no terrace was quite in line with its neighbours, the stretches of the High Street that had no pavements, only grass verges from which the bellies of barrel-shaped drains protruded. Streets led down from the square through the terraces towards the dry valley, and the sight of the crooked skeins of lamps descending into a gathering mist made him feel nostalgic and peaceful. He mustn’t feel too settled, he reminded himself as they crossed the square to the Moonwell Hotel.

			The hotel was four storeys tall, the smallest rooms up under the steep roof. The restaurant had space enough to cope if all the rooms were occupied, but since they never were, Craig hadn’t booked a table. Perhaps he should have, for every table in the high panelled room with its polished dance floor was taken.

			“Well I never,” Benedict said, strong words for him. Presumably the people, mostly middle-aged, were a coach party, since they all seemed to know each other. The Wildes and the Eddingses found seats at adjacent tables, but they had hardly sat down when the couples at the tables rose. A minute later the restaurant had emptied, leaving the four of them with echoes, crumpled napkins, used cups and plates.

			“It’s a good thing we’ll be having wine,” Craig said to the waiter who came to clear the table of their predecessors’ leavings, “or you’d have sold none this evening.” By the time a matronly waitress brought their meals, he and Vera had drunk most of the wine and were calling for another bottle, despite a surprised look from Benedict that stopped just short of reproof. As Craig cut into his chicken Kiev, he thought again of Hazel in her first evening dress. “Remember the first time we dined at Sheffield Town Hall? You had chicken Kiev then. You couldn’t work out how they put the garlic butter in. You said it was like a ship in a bottle.”

			“Did I really?” Hazel said with a smile.

			“Hazel remembers quite a lot about her childhood,” Benedict said.

			“I’m glad,” Vera said and blinked at him, though his pale voice had been neutral. “Or shouldn’t I be?”

			“Well now,” Benedict said, and Hazel interrupted “It’s only that I happened to mention to Benedict how you and daddy used to dress at home.”

			“How we didn’t, you mean,” Craig said, picking cork off his tongue.

			“I know you were trying to be modern, ahead of your time really, but – you don’t mind if I say this now, do you? – I never liked it when you went around like that. I’m glad it’s going out of fashion. Mind you, just the other day Benedict had to knock on someone’s door and ask them to put some clothes on their little boy while he was playing out in his garden.”

			“They didn’t sound very Christian to me,” Benedict added.

			Vera put down the glass that she’d stopped short of her lips. “So what else didn’t you like about your childhood, Hazel? Let’s hear the rest of it.”

			“Mummy, I didn’t mean to hurt you. I wouldn’t have said anything if I’d known you would take it that way.”

			“No, please,” Vera said and withdrew her hand as Hazel reached for it. “I’d rather know.”

			“Just little things. I know you didn’t keep me away from religious activities at school, but I always felt as if daddy wanted to. And I wish you’d let me go to Sunday school but I thought if I asked you might feel I was trying to say you weren’t enough for me. I wouldn’t have been, I hope you know.”

			“You wouldn’t have said it, just thought it, you mean.”

			“Oh, mummy,” Hazel cried, lowering her voice as the sound echoed through the empty restaurant and brought a waiter’s face to the kitchen doors, “say you aren’t offended. I was always afraid we’d end up talking like this.”

			“You’re a surprise to me, that’s all,” Vera said, blinking back tears, and Benedict cleared his throat. “I’d better be getting back to work,” he told Craig through a last mouthful of his main course.

			“I’ll come with you. Perhaps you could pick me up when you’ve been home for the van.”

			“Just as you like,” Benedict said in a tone that implied they should leave the women to themselves. His footsteps faded, sounding thin and prim, and then Craig tried to intervene. “I know you didn’t mean to hurt your mother, Hazel. We both realise you’ve got to be yourself, we’ve no right to try and keep you the way we’d have liked you to be, but at least you might leave us our illusions about ourselves.”

			Hazel grabbed his hand and Vera’s. “You’re the two people I most care about in the world. I only say these things because I worry about you.”

			“No need to,” Craig said. “If there’s a God he can hardly blame us for not being equipped to believe in him.” Both women looked reproachfully at him, and he resented feeling glad when Benedict came back.

			As soon as he was in the van, which was piled with tools and new timber, Craig said “So what did you want to talk to me about?”

			Benedict turned the key again as the engine sputtered. “I thought you might like to see how I look after my customers. I hope you’ll agree we deserve to succeed.”

			“Meaning,” Craig said as the van lurched forward, “you’re not doing as well as you think you deserve to.”

			“We could be doing better. We would be if I hadn’t been landed with those alarms in lieu of payment when the firm was going bankrupt. I just need to liven business up, get myself a new van, smarten up our advertising, maybe employ someone part-time to deal with the work I’m not perfect at. I’ve worked out the initial costs. They wouldn’t be outrageous.”

			“I hope your bank manager agrees with you.”

			“To be honest, he wasn’t very encouraging. We owe the bank some money, unfortunately.”

			He halted the van at the end of the village. “Then what do you propose to do?” Craig said.

			“I was rather wondering if you and Vera might be able to help.”

			“Able, possibly. What had you in mind?”

			“Three thousand would be ample to put the business back on its feet, and twice that would pay off the bank as well. We’re talking about a short-term loan, you understand. I’m sure we’d be able to pay most if not all of it back by the end of the year.”

			“I can’t comment until I’ve talked to Vera. I shouldn’t raise your hopes too high if I were you,” Craig said as they climbed down from the van.

			The booksellers looked as if they’d been ready for bed. “This is my father-in-law,” Benedict said, which didn’t seem to please them much. They led the way into the bookshop, and Benedict snapped open the microcomputer that controlled the alarm system. “Just as I thought, this is what you did wrong,” he said and demonstrated with exaggerated patience. On the way out he stopped in front of a bookcase. “Oh, have you fixed it? I would have done that for you,” he said peevishly.

			“Business is business,” he said as he restarted the van, “but I do wish I could afford not to work for such people. Did you see what they’d put where the altar should be? A table full of books about superstition. Perhaps you don’t think there’s any difference.”

			Craig gave a noncommittal murmur as Benedict drove back to the hotel. The women had already left. “Do remember I’m not asking for the money purely for myself,” Benedict said on the way to the cottage, mist drifting across the deserted main street into the headlights.

			Vera had gone to bed and was asleep. Craig found that he’d wanted to talk, and felt lonely. He lay beside her, feeling the aches start in his bones, trying to fall asleep before their nagging prevented him. A stab of pain in his left calf brought him lurching awake, gasping. The plunge into sleep had felt like his fall into the disused mineshaft, his boyhood fall that was always waiting in his dreams when he was nervous. He peered at the room as moonbeams probed the curtains. He closed his eyes and drifted until an impression startled him. In the hotel restaurant he’d thought fleetingly that the diners didn’t just all know one another. The feeling lingered that they all knew something he didn’t know, and were waiting.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			“What’s that we just backed into, Mr Gloom?”

			“Some silly fool standing on the pavement, Mr Despondency.”

			“Must have missed him, he’s still standing. Great balls of fire, what’s he doing now?”

			“Banging on the car boot as if we hadn’t noticed him. Hey up, he’s banged it open.”

			“Here, here, what’s the game? Get your hands off my car or I’ll have the law on you.”

			Too late Eustace realised that he shouldn’t have started improvising, because now he couldn’t think of a punch line. “That really happened to me here today in Sheffield, but don’t tell anyone, will you?” he said, reverting to his normal voice. It didn’t sound much like his in the headphones they’d given him; it was high-pitched and over-eager and more regionally accented than he’d thought possible. He could see his face reflected in the studio window beside the patient face of the producer, his hair sticking up above his perspiring forehead, his mouth only a little wider than his broad nose. He made his mouth into an O, his features turning into an exclamation mark, and for the first time the producer laughed. But this wasn’t television; Eustace was auditioning for radio. Above all, he had to keep talking.

			He shouldn’t have brought Gloom & Despondency on so soon. He should have told the incident with the car as it had happened – him slapping the boot and the driver accusing him of trying to steal from the car – because then he could have led into what had happened at the bank. The teller hadn’t been convinced that the signature on the cheque he’d made out to cash was his, and when he’d signed it again for her it had looked even less like the signature on his cheque card. As for the photograph on his union membership card, she’d stared at it as if he must have bought it in a joke shop. So far it had been a pretty average day, but he’d missed his chance to use it now. All he could do was go into another routine, the one he’d meant to save until the end. “How do I love thee? Let me count the ways,” he said solemnly, and couldn’t bear the sound of his amputated voice any longer; he pulled off the headphones and let them dangle from the table. “One… Two… Two and a bit on Sundays… Four if you count the times when I have a touch of the old trouble… Five when you do…”

			He could still hear his other voice, squeaking mouselike beside his thigh. He felt parched for a laugh, even a smile from the producer. “Don’t tell anyone, will you?” Eustace said, hoping that this time the man would realise it was his catch-phrase, and wondered why the producer was holding up one finger, drawing circles in the air. When the producer sawed it across his throat, Eustace said “Thank you” and stumbled to his feet, knocking the headphones to the floor, tripped over a cable and wrenched at the door until he realised he was trying to open it the wrong way. He struggled past it in time to hear the producer say “You’ll agree that wasn’t worth the tape, let alone my time.”

			“He needs a proper audience, Anthony,” said his colleague, who’d invited Eustace.

			“What do you want me to do, Steve, drag them in off the street?”

			“No, I’d like you to see him on his own ground. You were the one who said we ought to be giving more local talent a chance.” He turned to Eustace, who stopped mopping his forehead. “When are you next on at that pub I saw you in?”

			“The One-Armed Soldier? Thursday week.”

			“We’ve got to go to Manchester that week anyway, Anthony. Come on, trust me. We’ll stop off to watch Eustace on the way back, and if you still don’t see what I saw in him I’ll treat you to dinner.”

			“I’ll let you know. By the time these auditions are over I may well be ready to punch the next clown I see on the nose.”

			“Hear that, Eustace? He made a joke, there’s still hope for him.” Steve guided Eustace out by one elbow. “I know you won’t let me down,” Steve said.

			He wouldn’t, Eustace vowed as the bus climbed out of Sheffield. Yellowish gouges of mines scarred the grassy slopes; a reservoir, a fallen slab of the cloudy sky, stretched to the horizon, sinking as the bus laboured upwards. Thursday week might change his life. No longer just the Moonwell postman and a treat for the customers at the pub, he’d be the man who was hiding inside him waiting to be noticed. He’d be worthy of Phoebe Wainwright’s notice.

			The bus let him off at the edge of the pine woods. He walked through the green calm, breaking into routines when he felt like it. “Tea in the pot, Mr Gloom.” “Best bloody place for it, Mr Despondency.” They summed up Northern dourness at its worst; their behaviour wasn’t even that much of a parody, to judge by the way his audiences at the pub recognised them.

			A sharp wind met him as he emerged from the old forest. Above him the ridge overlooking the town looked charred against the lumpy piebald sky. “Don’t miss Eustace Gift at the One-Armed Soldier,” he announced, blowing himself a fanfare as he gained the ridge, “but don’t tell anyone, will you?” He swallowed his last word, for he’d been overheard. A man was resting on the ferny bank beside the road.

			The man placed his long hands on his knees and stood up as Eustace faltered. He wore a denim suit, shoes with thick soles, a rucksack. His face was angular, cheekbones thrusting forward; his hair was clipped close to his head. His eyes were unnervingly blue. Shyness made Eustace speak before he was ready. “Heading for Moonwell?”

			“Sure am.”

			Californian, Eustace thought, having been educated by television. He made to hurry past, but the man fell into step with him. “I hope you weren’t thinking I was crazy,” Eustace said eventually, awkwardly, “because I was talking to myself.”

			“Not at all. I knew who you were talking to up here.”

			Eustace didn’t like to ask who. “What brings you to Moonwell?”

			“Good news.”

			“Oh, good. That’s good news,” Eustace babbled, unwilling to risk anything else.

			“And the greatest challenge of my life.”

			“Really? That must be—” Eustace blundered, and gave up. Thank heaven they were entering Moonwell. Noticing how dusty the man’s shoes and trousers were, he wondered how far he could have walked. He made to stride ahead, but the man took hold of his arm. “How do I get above the town?”

			“Along here,” Eustace said reluctantly, and led him off the High Street. At the end of the unpaved side road, a stepped path led up to the moors. “You’d be doing me a favour if you’d help me to the top,” the man said.

			Eustace took pity on him, since he seemed exhausted. Yet as soon as they reached the moor, wind hissing down the grassy slopes to set the heather scratching, the man revived. “I know my way now,” he said, and when Eustace made to retreat, “Come with me. It isn’t far. You won’t want to miss this.” He waited until Eustace stumbled after him along the path, wondering what he’d been talked into. The man’s face pressed forward into the wind until the skin turned pale with stretching, and Eustace began to feel he’d rather hear at second hand about whatever was coming. But he hadn’t thought of an excuse for turning back when the crowd of people appeared above them on the slopes, cried out and started singing.

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			Nick drove away from the missile base and wondered how best to contradict himself. There were fewer protesters at the base today than there had been last week. Most of them came from Sheffield or farther away, very few from the Peak District, and none at all from Moonwell. It looked as if the Defence Minister had been proved right after all.

			The site of the base had been moved away from Sheffield into a dale at the edge of the Peaks. There had been protests that it was too close to the reservoirs, and a few that it was too close to Moonwell. When the couple who ran a bookshop in Moonwell had written to the Defence Minister, they’d received a letter that all but said Moonwell was small enough to be expendable. That had brought protesters out of the Peaks, but not for long. Today’s demonstration had been entirely peaceful – too much so, Nick thought, for its own good. Whatever report he wrote, he could imagine its carrying some such headline as PEAKS ACCEPT MISSILE BASE. Looks like another job for the masked man of the airwaves, he thought, his wry grin fading as he wondered how hard a time Julia would give him.

			He’d been broadcasting anonymously on her pirate waveband in Manchester for almost a year. They’d met at a fund-raiser for Amnesty International, not long after she’d started broadcasting. When she’d learned he was a reporter she’d begun to probe his feelings, his frustration at seeing his reports toned down or distorted, how he’d resigned himself to being satisfied when the newspaper let a token left-wing observation of his slip through into print – the best you could expect when the newspapers were owned by fewer and fewer proprietors and were becoming mouthpieces for bigger and bigger mouths. But there was an alternative, she’d told him, her eyes sparkling. He wouldn’t be the only reporter who was using her radio station to say what his paper refused to let him say.

			He turned off the Manchester road and drove across the moors. There ought to be a town on the moorland road, if he wasn’t mistaken, or at least a pub for a late lunch. He’d grown fond of Julia; over the months during which he’d visited her sagging Victorian house in Salford, with the radio equipment in the cellar, they’d made love several times. But recently her attitude towards him had changed: people must know who he was on the air, she kept saying. He ought to name himself and see what his editor did then – Nick’s name would make the authorities think twice about closing her down. Nick doubted that his name carried much weight, and touched though he was by her promise that she would always have a job for him, he didn’t think he would achieve anything by putting his career at risk. Lately, to placate Julia, he’d taken to attacking himself by name on the air.

			He switched on the car radio in case he could hear her, but her waveband was swamped by an American evangelical station, a rock group singing “Have a nice day, Jesus, have a nice day.” He turned the radio off and planned how to scathe Nick Reid. He thought of Julia’s soft lips, long cool arms, long legs wrapped around his. The car sped across the moors, miles from the main road now, and he wondered if he’d been mistaken about the pub. He’d stopped the car so as to consult the road map when he heard the singing.

			He rolled the window down. Moors divided by infrequent dry-stone walls glowed sullenly under the packed sky. A bird caught by the wind plummeted and swooped, water trickled in the ditch beside the road. A shift of wind brought him another snatch of song from somewhere ahead. It sounded like a choir.

			He put away the AA book without consulting it. There must be a town ahead that was conducting an outdoor service of thanksgiving, as the townsfolk often did in the Peaks. He drove up the next slope and saw the town, past a couple of farmhouses and a blue and white cottage. It looked typical, terraces built of limestone and gritstone, small gardens brimming with flowers, a narrow main street that cut off his view of the rest of the town as soon as he drove in. The shops were locked, the streets deserted.

			He parked the car in the town square and got out, stretching. A telephone rang somewhere, a dog barked. The pub was locked too, he saw. It didn’t seem worth driving in search of another so close to closing time. The choir was still singing, out of sight above the town. He locked the car and went up.

			A path at the end of a terrace of cottages led him onto the moor. As he stepped over the edge, the singing surged towards him. There was a moment when it seemed to come from everywhere on the empty slopes, then from the churning sky. He went along the trampled grassy path through the heather towards a stretch of bare rock from beyond which he thought the sound was welling. He wasn’t prepared for what he saw as he reached the top.

			The barren land sloped down to a large pothole surrounded by a dry-stone wall. The stony bowl outside the wall was full of hundreds of people and the sound of a hymn. Opposite Nick, by the wall where the lip of the pothole was highest, a man was kneeling by himself.

			Dozens of people had turned to stare at Nick. He stepped down into the crowd so as to be less conspicuous. Not everyone was singing; some people looked bewildered, even suspicious. Nick had almost reached the front of the crowd when, with a shout that echoed from the slopes and startled birds out of the heather, the singing ended.

			Nick halted between a plump woman with a cheerful delicate face and a couple with a restless child. The kneeling man had closed his eyes and raised his face to the sky, lips moving silently. He gazed at the crowd then, his keen blue eyes searching out face after face. “I am Godwin Mann,” he said in a light yet penetrating voice, “and that’s why I’m here.”

			The plump woman snorted, whether derisively or not Nick couldn’t tell. “He means he’s here to win people for God, Andrew,” the woman on his other side murmured to her son.

			“Please don’t kneel unless you want to,” Godwin Mann said, “but I’d like you to be seated until I ask you to stand up for God.” When people stared at him or at the bare rock they were being asked to sit on, he added “If anyone would like a chair or a cushion, just raise your hand.”

			Many hands went up, rather tentatively. In response to that, a large wedge of the crowd behind Mann headed for a nearby line of tents and came back with armfuls of cushions or folding chairs. Some of the crowd spread coats to sit on, though they still looked dubious. Nick suspected that some of them were sitting down because they resented having to stand, perhaps resented having been brought here at all. He was beginning to wonder what precisely he’d stumbled onto, all the more so when the Californian said “I guess some of you may think I was discourteous because I didn’t tell you I was coming, but I didn’t know how long it would take me to walk.”

			“From America?” a man wearing a butcher’s apron muttered.

			Mann gazed at him. “No, from Heathrow Airport. I wanted to be sure I was worthy to speak for God.”

			Nick sensed how those who’d grumbled about sitting on the ground felt ashamed of having complained. Score one for the evangelist, Nick thought as Mann went on. “Don’t think I’m saying I’m better than any one of you. Listen and I’ll tell you how I was until I asked God into my life.”

			He took a deep breath and glanced at the sunless sky. “I was brought up in Hollywood. My father was a British movie actor, Gavin Mann.” When a murmur of recognition went through the crowd he said a shade more loudly “I’m not here to speak ill of my father, but I was brought up in the worst ways of Hollywood. At five years old I was drinking alcohol, at ten I was smoking marijuana, at twelve I was snorting cocaine. Fifteen years old and I visited a prostitute. And one year later a man came into my bedroom who used to swim naked with my father. I’m afraid after he divorced my mother my father only remarried because his fans would have expected him to. Well, I found out that night what my father did with his men friends, and the next morning I cut my wrists, as you can see.”

			He held up his arms, displaying the pinkish scars like stigmata, to the audible dismay of the crowd. “My father got me to the hospital, but I wouldn’t tell anyone why I’d done that to myself. All I wanted was to be left alone to get well so I could go someplace by myself and finish myself off.”

			The woman beside Nick was dabbing at her eyes and jerking her son’s hand when he asked her what was wrong. Nick felt uncomfortable and suspicious of Mann’s weepy technique, especially when Mann said “The morning of the day before I would have left the hospital to kill myself, God saved me.”

			He gave a wide self-deprecating smile. “Maybe that sounds presumptuous, thinking God would take the trouble for someone like I was, but let me tell you He’d do the same for anyone just so long as they ask. See, every day a counsellor from Mission America came to the hospital, and I’d turn my back on her not knowing I was turning my back on God. Only that last day I heard God telling me not to turn away, and I told that counsellor everything and accepted God into my life.”

			The wedge of the crowd behind him whooped and waved their hands. They were the main choir, Nick realised. “Some of you may be thanking God you aren’t like I was,” Mann said to the townsfolk in front of him. “But are you really without sin? As God looks down on this unspoiled landscape, do you think He takes pride in everything He sees, or does He grieve for his greatest creation, you and me? Can anyone here stand up and say that sin has passed your town of Moonwell by?”

			He let the silence answer him. “You see how much you know but don’t like to talk about. These days it isn’t fashionable to talk about sin or even about God. Rock musicians turn hymns into sex songs, sacred music gets used in television commercials, churches are turned into markets as if man no longer needs God. But people still need to believe, and that’s why they’re turning to magic and drugs and worse stuff to fill the gaps in their lives, but all that does is widen the gaps to let in sin. How could they face God if the bomb dropped now? What sort of eternal life do you think they can expect? I’m not here to argue the rights and wrongs of nuclear war, but if that missile base on the other side of these moors were to be nuked right now, I know that I shall go to heaven, because Paul’s gospel tells me so.”

			Some of the townsfolk nodded at that. “Maybe some of you are saying to yourselves that it’s okay for me, because I have faith. But so have you. You had faith when you got up this morning that your house hadn’t been burgled. You had faith when you went out into the street that you wouldn’t be run down by a stolen car or a driver high on drugs. You have faith now that we won’t see the nuclear cloud over these moors and there won’t be an earthquake that will spill us all down this evil hole.”

			He stared down into the cave with what seemed to Nick unnecessary vehemence. “Let me put it another way,” Mann said, raising his blue eyes again. “How many of you can say you have no faith at all? Are you really prepared to die alone in the dark, rejecting God? Christ died on the cross for you, He made that act of faith to show you how much God loves you and wants you to accept Him, and if you reject that, you’re condemning Him to die alone without you, condemning Christ to die alone in the dark, crying out ‘Why have you forsaken Me?’ You may call yourself a Christian, you may believe you lead a good Christian life, but hear this: you can’t take what you need from Christ and leave the rest, you can’t say ‘Thank you, Jesus, I’ve got all I want from you now, just give the rest of that stuff to someone who needs it.’ You can’t think your way to God. Unless you let God into your life to show you how to live, unless you accept Him whole like a child does, you’re turning your back on Him and your name is Judas.”

			He was hitting his stride now, Nick thought, not sure whether some of the crowd were restless with resentment or guilt. “But God wants you to know this,” Mann said. “He wants you to understand that He sees your doubts, He sees if you’re afraid to confess your sins, He sees if you aren’t sure of your faith, and He wants you to know you needn’t doubt any longer. One act of faith will bring God into your life. Remember, the thief on the cross had only to turn to Christ and all his sins were forgiven, he was that day with Christ in Paradise.”

			His voice was rising, echoing in the cave. “Can’t you feel God looking at you now? He’s looking at you and loving you as if you’re the only person in the world, knowing all your problems and doubts and temptations and sins and wanting to help you if you’ll only let Him, only turn to Him for help. He knows if you think you can’t live up to Him, can’t live by His Commandments. That’s why the Commandments ask so much of you, to make you turn to God, because unless you let Him into your life you can’t live up to them. Can you feel Him loving you now, praying that you’ll turn to Him? That’s right, God is praying for you. All He wants is a sign that you’ll let Him into your life, and I’m going to ask you to give Him that sign now. I’m going to ask you to stand up for God.”

			He put his hands on his thighs and shoved himself painfully to his feet. As he stood up, his legs wavered, and he stumbled against the dry-stone wall, dislodging a fragment of stone. It skittered down the barren slope and over the edge of the cave.

			It struck rock twice on the way down. Nick sensed that the crowd was holding its breath as Mann appeared to be. They heard a faint chink far below, and a fainter sound that might have been the stone slithering farther into the dark. Mann gripped the wall, staring down.

			Someone coughed, and Mann looked up. “I’m asking you to stand up as a sign that you’re ready to confess. Don’t be afraid that your sins are too terrible to be confessed. There is no sin so vile that God will not forgive, and no sin so trivial that it did not help nail Christ to the cross. Will you stand up now as a sign that you are ready to confess if called upon, or am I the only sinner here?”

			The choir stood up at once. For a few moments none of the townsfolk did; then people began to struggle to their feet, and suddenly there were hundreds. Nick wondered how many of them might be standing up so as not to be noticed. He remained squatting, and found he was unreasonably grateful that at least the plump woman was still sitting next to him.

			“I was brought up in a Christian family,” a woman in the choir said loudly, “but we never obeyed God’s word without question. When my parents died I wanted to die too because they hadn’t left me enough to believe in. I turned to heroin until God’s word saved me…” As soon as she fell silent an ex-alcoholic spoke up, and then a man who used to beat up his wife and five children.

			Mann’s eyes brightened as the parade of confessions went on, as if he were drawing energy from the public display of faith. He seemed almost to glow, a small intensely clear figure under the dull sky.

			Suddenly a young woman standing close to Nick swung round, almost losing her balance. “Mrs Bevan, I stole money from the till when I were helping in your shop.”

			“Oh, Katy, never mind,” said the mother beside Nick, flapping a nervous hand at her. But Mann had noticed. “Don’t be ashamed, whatever it is,” he called. “No sooner confessed than forgiven.”

			Katy faced him and the crowd. “I betrayed someone’s trust. She give me a job to help me make ends meet and I stole from her,” she cried and burst into tears.

			“You mustn’t make so much of it, Katy, it’s nothing compared to some of the things I do,” the shopkeeper protested and winced out of her husband’s reach as he tried to quiet her. “I give in to lust,” she told Mann, her voice growing louder. “I do things you shouldn’t do even when you’re married. Me and my husband look at pornography to give us more ideas, as if the way God made wasn’t enough.”

			“You never said you felt like that,” her husband mumbled, reddening. “I never knew I was making you do things you didn’t want to do. It should be me who’s confessing.”

			“Your marriage will be whole once you ask God into it,” Mann declared. The clouds were breaking overhead, and the urge to confess seemed to spread through the townsfolk as the sunlight spread. All at once people were confessing to pride, vindictiveness, lapses of faith, envy, drunkenness, selfishness… “Can you feel God loving you?” Mann cried. “Can you feel Him smiling?” Nick felt he was taking advantage of the sunlight, but around him people were nodding in agreement with Mann, smiling uncertainly, even beaming.

			“Let us give thanks now,” Mann said eventually. “We thank You, God, for giving us Your word to show us how to live our lives, to make everything clear to us…” The choir joined in, the townsfolk following raggedly. As the prayer came to an end, Mann glanced at the sun. “Soon it will be the longest day of the year,” he said, “and I really think by then your town may be God’s, a truly Christian community. But I believe God would ask one more thing first. A truly Christian community can’t keep a pagan tradition alive.”

			The plump woman beside Nick peered sharply at Mann. “I know you may think it’s just a charming old custom,” the evangelist said, “but that’s where Christianity went wrong, trying to swallow paganism instead of stamping it out once and for all. I want to ask you a favour on God’s behalf. Will you think about leaving this cave as it is this year, not decorating it for once? No need to answer now, but can anyone here say that the picture you make out of flowers is worth offending God for?”

			“I’ll speak up if nobody else will.” The plump woman supported herself on Nick’s shoulder and heaved herself to her feet. “I’m Phoebe Wainwright and I organise the cave-dressing. I think you’re making things too black and white. The tradition’s part of what we are, and I’m sure I’m not the only person here who thinks so. Why, even some of the children I’ve delivered help me dress the cave.”

			Somewhere in the crowd Nick heard a murmur: “She doesn’t even go to church on Sundays.” Otherwise the townsfolk seemed embarrassed, resentful that she’d spoken up.

			“I don’t ask you to decide now,” Mann said to them. “Next time we meet here you can let God know what you’ve decided. I only ask you to remember that paganism was always Christ’s enemy. But a town where God has been invited into every home is a great defence against evil, and so I’ll ask you one more thing: next time we meet, I’d like those of you who stood up here for God to bring anyone who hasn’t asked God into their lives.”

			Some of the choir had slipped away to their tents for handfuls of silver balloons. They let the balloons, which were printed with the words GOD LOVES YOU, flock into the sky, blotting out the sunlight for a few moments. The meeting was breaking up. Nick limped towards the front of the crowd, taking out his pocket tape recorder; there were several questions he wanted to ask Mann. But he wasn’t out of the crowd, quite a few of whom were converging on the evangelist, when someone grabbed his arm.
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