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Note, these reviews refer to the 2008 Pendragon Press edition
“...this one grabs your heart-strings and twists them like a knife.” — Matthew Fryer’s Hellforge
“His crisp, economic style reels you straight in, and the horror hits you hard and quickly and refuses to lay off.” — Award-winning author and scriptwriter, Paul Finch
In the Rain with the Dead: “...the story manages to take an old theme (teenage seance) and lift it to new levels.” — The Black Abyss
In the Rain with the Dead: “...will grab you from page one and keep you in its clutches until the very last page! Mark West does what he does best - he scares the living daylights out of his readers!” — author T. M. Gray
In the Rain with the Dead: “You hear people say that they were ‘sitting on the edge of their seats’... That describes what it's like reading this book.” — Future Fire
Conjure: “... is a great story with well-developed characters, and a great sense of place.” — Xomba
Strange Tales: “The bottom line is that if the stories in this collection do not scare you, they will disturb you. And if they do not disturb you, they will make you want to vomit.” — Rambles
The trees around him were bare and there was a strong chill in the air that raked his throat as he breathed. A crow cawed loudly, as if he was getting too close to its nest.
He was in a clearing that felt familiar though he couldn’t place it. Ahead of him was a fence, splintered wooden posts set at six-foot intervals, draped with barbed wire and just beyond that a rough-looking hedge. Spindly trees were dotted around, the tips of their apparently hollow trunks knocking against one another in the breeze and sounding like damped bamboo wind chimes. To his left were more trees, thicker with dense foliage and a narrow path led between them into depths that seemed to pulse with darkness. To his right, a mound of earth rose sharply to the height of a double-decker bus and he climbed up it, so that he could get his bearings at the summit. The top of the mound was sunken, littered with the detritus of winter.
From this vantage point, he could see that he was surrounded by fields and a couple of stands of evergreen trees. Ahead, the sun was setting behind another copse, but this one was different, bigger, the branches of the trees spreading out as if they were sheltering something.
He saw movement at the copse and shielded his eyes, squinting into the dying light. There was someone there, a woman with long red hair, wearing a pale dress.
He had to reach her, to find out where he was and he started down the mound, slipping and sliding. At the base, he stumbled and felt a sharp pain in his ankle but ignored it, got to his feet and ran, as best he could, to the gap in the hedge.
“No, don’t.”
The voice seemed to come from all around him and he stopped, looking around. “Nic?”
“Don’t go, Michael.”
At that, as always, Michael Anderson started awake. Quickly, he looked at Nicola’s side of the bed but, as usual, it was empty.
“Bugger,” he said and closed his eyes.
It was a cold evening in early October and the rain, which had been threatening all day, was now falling as a drizzle.
Michael Anderson pulled into the small car park at the end of Duke Street. Broken glass glittered in his headlight beams, like a carpet of diamonds.
There were four other cars parked, the occupants barely visible behind the misted windows but he didn’t glance at them as he got out, locked the car and walked to the pavement where the lights from the Duke Street Community Centre splashed across the paving slabs. He couldn’t see or hear anything but knew that Drew would be inside, bustling about and setting the room up, waiting for the bereft and lonely to turn up, to try and take comfort from others, sharing a camaraderie they desperately wanted but couldn’t quite give.
*
Michael wasn’t blessed with a photographic memory but now, sometimes, he wished he was. There was one thing he remembered vividly though, from the summer before last, which had been long and hot, the temperatures breaking all previous records.
They were on the patio. His wife, Nicola, was in the sun topping up her tan whilst he was sheltering under the umbrella. He watched a bead of sweat slide from her neck into her cleavage, which glistened with sun lotion.
“Isn’t this great?” she asked, turning her head to look at him, shielding her eyes. “We’re happy and healthy and it’s a lovely day. Could life get any better?”
“No,” he said and leaned over, to kiss her, “I don’t think it could.”
*
A narrow corridor led to the Community Centre’s main hall, where the Tots & Toddlers group met. Small tables and chairs were stacked neatly along one wall, coat hooks above them as high as Michael’s waist and the far wall was covered with impressionistic images that only the artist could identify. The floor, marked out for games of football, tennis or basketball, always looked clean but felt gritty to him, as if the kids had brought sand in from somewhere and it had shaken out of the grips of their shoes during the day. The room had a peculiar smell, at once sweet and sour and he now associated it - must and warm bodies and budget cleaning fluids - with the thought of death.
The Bereaved Partners’ Group met in a small anteroom and through the open door Michael could see several people, their backs to him, making drinks. Drew was perched on the edge of a table, flicking through some papers and, as if he could feel Michael watching him, turned and smiled.
“Good evening,” he said, “how are you?”
“Not brilliant,” said Michael, as he went in and shook Drew’s outstretched hand.
“Oh.” Drew was somewhere in his early fifties, a short podgy man with thinning hair who dressed in very rich colours. Michael didn’t know what had happened to Drew’s partner, except that he’d been in a hospice for a long time and had died last year. “I know you don’t want to hear this, but it does get easier. Never better, absolutely not, but it does get easier.”
Michael felt his eyes warm with tears, as they often did at these meetings. He didn’t want life to be easier to live without Nicola; that didn’t seem at all right and listening to his fellow Group members, half of them felt the same way. Drew seemed to notice his discomfort and nodded, so Michael hung up his coat - the pegs set at an adult height in this room - then went over to the refreshment table to make himself a cup of tea.
*
“I don’t know how much more I can take, I’m not sleeping, I feel awful, nothing seems important anymore.”
As he grieved, Michael suffered with insomnia. Between Nicola’s passing and the funeral, he’d survived on little more than cat naps but everyone told him that was natural and he felt so bad anyway, the tiredness didn’t register with him.
Doctor Colbert looked at Michael through steepled fingers. “Michael, you have to accept you’ve suffered a massive trauma, a massive loss, at a relatively early age. You need to deal with it yourself and, I’ll be frank, I’m reluctant to prescribe you too much.”
His condition slowly improved after the funeral, as he moved into a new routine. He’d potter around the house, eat, go out for long walks and veg out in front of the TV. As the clock rolled past midnight, he’d go to bed and lie in the darkness, willing sleep to come. It often took a while and he’d lay and watch the lights from cars outside dance across the ceiling or listen to people as they walked by. He’d hear human life, outside the four walls of his house, going about its business whilst inside, with him, there was only silence.
“I am dealing with it, every day when I open my eyes and the other side of the bed hasn’t been slept in.”
“Michael, I’ve been your doctor for a long time, Nicola’s for even longer and what happened to her was just…” Colbert paused for a moment, as if trying to decide how best to express himself. “Well, it was very aggressive and you need time to deal with that, to process your thoughts and reactions.” Colbert reached for his prescription tablet and began writing. “I can give you something to deal with the insomnia and some of the feelings, a course of Mirtazapine. It’ll help but not necessarily for the long term, for that I think you’ll need to speak to people.”
“I don’t want to go to a psychiatrist.”
“I was thinking more of a local group, for people who’ve lost partners.”
“A group?”
“Just give it a chance, okay? You’ll meet people in the same position, who’ll know how you’re feeling and might have suggestions on how to deal with your emotions. You can talk, work through issues, realise that you’re not alone. The guy who runs it lost his partner and he believes it was the group that helped to pull him through the worst of it all.”
Michael stared at the wall behind the doctor, where three fingerpaint drawings were tacked below his medical certificates. Below them was a framed photograph of an attractive blonde woman holding a curly haired blonde toddler.
“Okay,” he said finally, “if you think it’ll help, I’ll go.”
*
Michael did find the group useful, though he rarely spoke in discussions and didn’t feel that he’d particularly opened up. But that didn’t matter, listening to others had been helpful. Part of it was the strength these people displayed - the matter of fact way they discussed how their spouses were taken from them, some suddenly but most having succumbed to an illness that, more often than not, left them a shadow of their former selves. Not all of the attendees spoke and some of them didn’t seem particularly friendly but Michael could see that by the end of each evening, their spirits were raised - however slightly - as were his, until he drove home to the empty house.
Drew did a good job, keeping the group as informal and light as he could and now, he was shooing people to their seats, checking his watch theatrically.
“Come on folks, we don’t have all night.”
A couple of people laughed and joked with him, calling him a control freak. For some reason, the idea of that - and looking at Drew’s pretend-outraged face - made Michael smile.
“Well that’s nice,” said a woman beside him.
Michael turned. “Hello, Saskia,” he said. “What’s nice?”
“You smiling.” She looked at her hands, as if suddenly embarrassed. “It’s nice to see you smile, I mean.”
He nodded and sat next to her. “Thank you.”
“You’re welcome.”
He’d spoken to Saskia a couple of times and they often sat next to one another. A tall, slim redhead, she was the only person in the group younger than he was. He didn’t know the story behind her loss, since neither of them had asked the other, their conversation skirting the topic like an expert skater.
They looked at one another, not needing to ask silly questions about how the other felt. She offered him a lazy smile, as if in compensation.
“It’s good to see you,” he said.
“And you.”
Drew finally got as close to his silence as he was likely to and sat on the edge of the desk. He ran through some news items, local events that might interest the group, but nobody took him up on any of them so he put his papers back into a folder.
“Tonight,” he said, “I thought we’d discuss ‘The Grief Cycle’. I know I’ve touched on this before, but we have some new members now,” he gestured towards Michael and Saskia, “and it might be good for them to know about it.”
Someone said “I found it very useful” and Michael nodded, wishing that he hadn’t been singled out.
“This isn’t a new concept,” said Drew, “but I think it works and I like it. In essence, it states that there are sequential stages to grief, hence the idea of a cycle and, generally speaking, most of us will be affected by at least some of these stages.”
*
Michael loved pretty much everything about Nicola and he loved looking at her. If she noticed him, she always told him to stop, said it made her self-conscious, but he couldn’t help it.
Now, he could pinpoint the exact time that his world, as he loved and understood it, began to crumble around him.
It was a normal Wednesday morning and he’d just had a shower. Nicola was standing at her dresser, doing up her bra strap and he stood in the doorway, watching her. The early morning sun, diffused by the net curtains, gave her a glow, glints of light colouring her bare back and legs. Her hair was loosely pulled up, stray strands brushing the back of her neck.
“Mrs Anderson, you look beautiful.”
Nicola turned to face him and fluttered her eyelids. “Flatterer.”
“Will it get me anywhere?”
She smiled and raised her left eyebrow. “Often.”
He laughed and walked up behind her and pulled her tight to him. She wiggled her behind against his groin and giggled. “You like that, eh?”
“Of course,” he murmured, kissing her neck gently and slid his hands up her belly. Her bra wasn’t clipped together and his hands ran under the cups, gently squeezing her breasts. He heard her sigh and then he felt it.
“What’s that?”
“What?”
“There’s something under your left boob.”
“What? Where?” She pulled her breast up, feeling underneath with her fingers delicately. He guided her hand until she found the bump and looked at him. “What is it?”
He crouched down. “I don’t know, sweetheart, I can’t really see anything.”
“It’s probably nothing,” Nicola said and smiled a fragile smile.
*
“The first stage is denial,” said Drew. “When I lost Simon, it took me a long, long time to believe it and I was convinced, for ages, that he’d walk through the door at any moment, smiling his big, silly grin and asking me why I looked so sad.”
Drew stopped for a moment, as if to gather himself. Someone across the table from Michael coughed, but otherwise there was silence before Drew carried on.
“Anger next, aimed at either the departed, or yourself, or whichever God you happen to believe in. Or at a third party, of course, if you’ll forgive me mentioning it, Bridget.”
Michael glanced over at Bridget, who was staring at the table, dabbing her eyes with a tissue. What was her story, what rage did she feel?
“Then there’s bargaining, which - with hindsight - is frankly silly but I did it, I begged God many times to spare Simon and take me instead. That’s when I hit rock bottom, I think and that led me straight to the next stage, of depression.”
“Amen,” said somebody quietly.
“We all know about this and all of us will have a different reaction. There can be tears or no tears, rage or no rage, any number of feelings, but it doesn’t matter if what you feel isn’t what the books tell you to feel. The way I reacted, I know, isn’t what happened with others.”
“That’s right,” said a man across from Michael. “I internalised everything and made myself very poorly for a long time.”
“Thank you, Bill”, said Drew. “From here, we move to the last stage, of acceptance, where we’re ready to accept what’s happened and move forward.”
“Are you there, Drew?” asked Bill.
Michael watched as Drew swallowed, looked nervously around the room and touched his Adam’s apple gently. “Some days I am,” he said finally, “but other days I’m not.”
Michael was at work when Nicola called. She’d made an appointment but insisted on going alone and he sat at his desk, waiting for her call, trying to concentrate on his computer monitor but failing miserably. He knew it was probably nothing, perhaps even something as silly as heat-rash, but he also knew that Nicola’s aunt had had a mastectomy three years ago.
“They don’t know what it is,” she said. “I’m being set up with an appointment at the hospital.”
There were a lot more appointments and phone calls and then, three months shy of her thirty-third birthday, Nicola Anderson was diagnosed with ductal carcinoma.
Michael knew that the doctor, who didn’t look old enough to have done all of his necessary training, wasn’t trying to be brusque but it sounded like it - to him, it was business as usual, to the Andersons it was earth-shattering news.
“What kind?” asked Nicola.
“IDC,” said the doctor, “it’s quite a common type.” He searched his cluttered desk for an X-Ray wallet, took out the negative and slapped it onto a lightboard.
“That’s the culprit, the blob with the spines coming out of it.”
“What happens now?” asked Nicola. Michael noticed that her arms were crossed over her chest.
“Well judging by the size, we’ve hopefully caught it early enough to treat it, though people obviously react differently.”
“Could you be wrong about any of this?” Michael asked.
The doctor pursed his lips and shook his head. “It’s highly unlikely, the biopsy just confirms what we can see with the X-Ray.”
“So what happens now?” asked Nicola again, her voice sounding a million miles away.
“We treat it, Mrs Anderson, to try to get rid of it.”
But, even though Nicola was treated promptly and thoroughly, they couldn’t. Within a couple of months they were sitting in a consultant’s office, which had a nice view of the grounds and plenty of spare desk space. Michael didn’t think he’d ever felt so nervous in his life and the fact that Nicola was gripping his hand as if she was hanging off a cliff didn’t help.
“Mrs Anderson,” said the consultant, leaning forward, his hands pressed hard on the desk. “I’m afraid that I have bad news.”
“Tell me,” she said, her voice tight.
The consultant cleared his throat. “Have you ever heard the word metastasis?”
Michael had and felt his world give way, as a wave of nausea washed over him. Nicola had researched her condition on the Net and metastasis was just one of the fun new words they’d discovered.
“Yes,” said Nicola. Michael squeezed her hand and swallowed back bile.
“I’m afraid, Mrs Anderson, that as we suspected, you have a very aggressive cancer and, unfortunately, the metastasis is widespread.”
“Lung?” asked Nicola quietly.
The consultant nodded. “It’s also showing in your bones and pancreas. I’m very sorry.”
Michael looked at his wife, the tears gleaming on her cheeks and the consultant, who looked between them gravely. He couldn’t take any of this in, didn’t want to hear it, just wanted to be back in the bedroom, holding his wife tight.
*
The cancer attacked Nicola without mercy. Sometimes, Michael would go to work and, on his return home, be able to see a difference in her, even if in some indefinable way.
Too soon, she was admitted to hospital and then to the Church View hospice, where she would eventually see out her life. Michael grew to hate the place. It looked imposing as you drove towards it, with bright red bricks and brown windows and white fascia, but close-up it was like any other building where profit wins over compassion. The bricks were starting to crack, some of the double-glazing was fogged and the plastic fascia was peeling at the corners.
Nicola’s room, which looked out onto the brick wall of a haulage company’s yard, was small and functional, never entirely clean but not exactly dirty either. Michael called in on his way to work, spoke with the staff to find out how her night had been and then called in on his way home from work to sit by his wife’s bed until they kicked him out. Then he’d pick up some food and go home, wishing his life could go back to how it was before, with Nicola by his side.
As her condition worsened, the mental toll on him worsened. Sometimes, he didn’t think she was his wife, the gorgeous vivacious woman he’d married, who reached for his hand whenever they were out walking and giggled like a schoolgirl if he told her the most stupid of jokes. No, this poor wreck of a woman, who didn’t move and slept a lot and smelled vaguely of antiseptic, was someone else - an impostor, imperfectly made because Nicola had never looked this frail. He couldn’t hear her breathing as she slept, however close he sat and contented himself with the shush of the morphine slide, hidden under the bed covers. It wasn’t the same, but it was something.
The night before she died, as he prepared to leave, he leaned down to kiss her. She moved her head slightly and their lips touched.
“Goodnight,” she managed to whisper.
He smiled. “G’night, beautiful, I’ll see you tomorrow.” He kissed her again and went home.
Nicola passed away just after ten, on an overcast Wednesday morning. Michael stood next to her mum, who dabbed her eyes with a handkerchief. Her dad was on the other side of the bed, biting his lip and trying to remain stoical.
The attending nurse confirmed that she was gone, then opened the window. Nicola’s mum burst into loud, wracking sobs, and Michael and Nicola’s dad looked at one another, unsure of what to do.
He drove his in-laws home, sat in the lounge with them, made strong, sweet tea and poured a large slug of whiskey into his father-in-law’s glass. He went through old photo-albums with them, which ran from the early seventies, with bright, almost Technicolor photographs of a toddler Nicola running around on the beach right up to the mid-nineties, when they’d been married. Beyond that, there were only sporadic images of her, at family gatherings and various functions and Michael had a sudden, awful thought, that by marrying her he’d taken her away from her parents, something this lack of photographic history seemed to prove. But they didn’t say anything and seemed grateful that he sat with them into the early hours.
He didn’t cry the next day, when he went to the registry office and dealt with all of the paperwork. Or the day after that, meeting with the vicar and undertaker with his father-in-law. Or even when he was asked for Nicola’s favourite song, which would play her coffin into church.
Nicola was buried the following Tuesday, in the little churchyard on the hill outside of Gaffney and Michael didn’t cry at the graveside.
It took another three days for him to crack. He was making a cup of tea when he realised he couldn’t see the kettle properly. In the moment it took to register the tears, they were cascading down his cheeks. He felt a sudden pressure in his chest, took a deep breath and sobbed it out. The tears came heavily then and he slid to the floor, his back to the fridge, sobbing for his wife and everything that had been taken away. He stayed like that for a long time and it never happened again.
Afterwards, he tried, as best he could, to get on with his life. He went back to work, endured conversations with people who told him they knew ‘just how he felt’ and was amazed he didn’t throttle any of them. He let the post build up at home, not wanting to open any more sympathy cards, hating each of them for their perfectly realised pictures of doves and hearts and scrolls, alluding to a state that is serene and peaceful when, in reality, it’s anything but.
And he suffered with his insomnia.
But when he did, finally, sleep, he mainly dreamt of the wood and Nicola.
“Please remember, folks, that if you need to have a chat about anything, you can call me at any time.”
People got up, wishing their immediate neighbour all the best and went to get their coats. Michael went to wash up his cup and then got his jacket. Saskia was at the doorway, talking to Drew, and Michael watched as he touched her forearm gently. Saskia looked at it, briefly, then bit her lip and wiped away a tear. Drew said something and Saskia nodded, as she pulled her coat on.
“Goodnight,” said Michael as he walked by, “thank you for the talk, Drew.”
“You’re welcome, Michael.” He touched Michael’s arm to stop him, then pulled out his wallet and took a card from it. “I’m serious about ringing. This has my home and mobile numbers and my email, just in case.”
Michael took the card. “Thank you.”
“You can get through this, trust me.” He looked around, as if to make sure that nobody was standing close. “How long has it been now, about six weeks?”
“Yes.”
Drew nodded. “If you have dark thoughts, dark dreams, ignore them.”
The words became a blur that Michael couldn’t understand. “What does that mean?”
“Exactly what I said.” Drew smiled, but it didn’t touch his eyes. “Dreams are just what they are, Michael, your mind unwinding at the end of the day.”
“You’ve lost me.”
Drew smiled again and this time, his face lit up. “Ah, I’m just being silly. But ring me if you need to.”
“I will,” Michael said, nodding but confused, “thank you.”
Saskia was holding the door to the corridor for him, so Michael rushed over to her. “Thanks.”
Slowly, they walked to the exit, Saskia picking at her nails.
“Drew said a weird thing back there,” said Michael.
“What about?”
“That I should ignore dark dreams.”
Saskia looked as if she was going to laugh, then seemed to check herself. She put her fingertips to her lips and strode for the door.
“What?” Michael called, rushing to catch her up. “Do you know what he means? Is he talking about suicide or something?”
She stopped at the doorway, the yellow wash of the streetlight making her look sick and otherworldly. “I’m not sure, he said the same thing to me, after my first few meetings here. I think he believes that you’ll see a place in your dreams, with your loved one guiding you there, but if you follow them, you won’t come back.”
Michael looked at her, trying to see if this was some kind of weird, sick joke. “Really?”
“Yes.”
“What about you, do you believe it?”
“I don’t know.”
Something about the way she said it struck him. “Have you ever had dreams like that, with your husband?”
“No,” she said and Michael knew immediately that she was lying. “People kill themselves for all manner of reasons, not just because they dreamed of a place.”
“No, of course not.”
“I’ll see you in a fortnight,” she said, turned and was gone into the darkness, her shoulders hunched against the drizzle, her right hand keeping the neck of her coat together.
Michael watched until she was safely into her car, then ran for his. He sat inside quietly, listening to the hum of rain on the roof, looking out of the soaked windscreen at the distorted world beyond.
Could the dreams that Drew meant be the ones that he’d been having, or was it all some weird coincidence?
Shaking his head, he started the engine and drove back towards the town centre.
*
Traffic was light and those pedestrians that had braved the weather were either hunched over or sheltering under umbrellas, rushing to get where they needed to go.
Bright lights from fast food outlets splashed primary colours across the pavement and into the gutters, making the street lights seem almost dull. The windscreen wipers, which he’d set on intermittent, struggled with the drizzle as the car picked up speed.
Michael glanced out of the window, saw the traffic lights turning amber at the pedestrian crossing and then it was too late, he was past them and a woman standing at the kerb glared at him.
He slammed on his brakes and the car shuddered to a stop on the wet tarmac. He turned in his seat and called “Sorry”, though he knew the woman couldn’t hear him. She was glaring at him from the kerb, her clothes soaked, her hair stuck to her head.
He hadn’t seen her, his mind elsewhere.
The amber lights flashed and she hurried across the road. He unclipped his seatbelt and opened the door, then stopped. What was he going to do, chase after her to apologise? No, that would just make a bad situation worse.
As he put his seatbelt back on, he thought he saw Nicola. She was across the road, sheltering under the Pizza Plus restaurant awning and the ache of longing and nostalgia was so strong he felt it in his chest. That had been their restaurant and once, on a very rainy night, he’d been held up by traffic and arrived late, to find Nicola standing under the awning, pissed off with him.
He pulled into the kerb and got out. Glancing quickly from left to right for traffic, he ran across the road.
By the time he reached the other side, no-one was standing outside the deserted restaurant that had once been Pizza Plus. The awning was ripped and the chipboard covering the windows was plastered with bills for local bands and various graffiti.
He leaned against the wall, tears mixing with rainwater on his cheeks. He knew that he couldn’t have just seen her, however much he wished he had but he missed her so much. The way she talked, the way she laughed and the way she’d say things with a totally straight face that would reduce him to fits of laughter. He missed that it took her so long to get ready, that sometimes her procrastination skills would have shamed a sloth; he even missed the bunched up tissues with lipstick smears that always seemed to find their way onto his chest of drawers. He just wanted her back and wondered if that meant he was still at stage one of Drew’s cycle.
He was standing on top of the mound, the naked trees making their strange knocking sound.
He looked towards the other copse and saw the woman with red hair again and tried desperately to remember where this place was. He’d been here before, he was sure of it, he and Nicola had…
He started down the mound, slipping and sliding, trying to get a grip to slow himself down but only succeeding in skinning his palms. He stumbled at the base, his ankle shrieking with pain.
“Please, Michael.” The voice seemed to come from every direction. “Don’t go.”
He looked around but he was on his own. “Nic? Where are you?”
“I’m here, like I always said I would be.”
Nicola stepped out from behind a tree and tears stung his eyes, his vision swimming. The sun seemed to be shining directly on her, combining with his tears to create a shimmering nimbus around her. Her face was shadowed but he could clearly see her eyes, glimmering with life and vitality.
“Oh, baby…” he said, before his voice cracked and he swallowed back a sob.
She put her finger to his lips and he knew it was there, even though he couldn’t feel it. “Ssh, keep quiet, don’t wake them.”
He wiped the tears from his cheek. “Who?”
“The coughers,” she said.
He paused, confused. “What’s going on?” he whispered.
“I want you to see that I’m okay, that I’m safe, that you can move on.”
“How can you expect me to do that?”
“Mike, you must. The more you dwell on things, the more you’ll be drawn back here and I don’t want that for you.”
“What do you mean? Where am I?”
“Think back, Mike. The wood, the track, the ruins in the trees.”
He tried but his mind felt sluggish and unresponsive. Finally, memories began to emerge, of walking with Nicola, cutting through to Compass Wood from…
“Coffers Wood? That’s where I am, isn’t it? And that place further down is The Mill?”
“Yes.”
A sound rang out, like someone hacking their lungs up, echoing around them. Nicola looked towards the source of the noise and seemed frightened.
“What is it?”
“Them,” said Nicola, quietly. “Can you not feel it? The ghosts are around us all the time.”
“I don’t understand.”
“Quickly,” she said, suddenly standing on his right, startling him. More hacking sounds carried to them. “Get up, you have to move.”
“But I don’t want to leave you, Nicola.”
“Then don’t come here again, you must promise me.”
“I promise.”
When he woke up, long before the alarm which was set to go off at seven, he checked to see if Nicola was lying beside him. Then he checked his palms. To his dismay, they were perfectly fine.
He sat up, silent tears running down his cheeks. Another dream. But at least now he knew where he’d been seeing her.
A dirty brown Cavalier, its exhaust rumbling and harsh dance music blaring through opened windows, came down the road and Michael watched until it disappeared around the corner, the teenaged driver completely oblivious to him, chatting on a mobile phone.
As the noise subsided, Michael turned to look down Mill Lane. This led to the folly, where he’d played as a kid.
Four large bungalows, set back from the lane on sizeable plots of land, looked out over the fields towards Haverton. Beyond them were allotments, two fields the size of football pitches, each featuring a motley array of sheds and dowel tripods for training runner beans.
The lane rose after the allotments. At the crest of this rise was an old farmhouse that Michael remembered being terrified of as a kid - it was out of the way, had a lot of outbuildings that looked cracked and decayed and a huge Alsatian in the yard.
After this, the tarmac stopped and the lane was just hard-packed earth, with occasional slabs and patches of hardcore and a grass strip grew out of the median, like a scruffy Mohican. After the lane turned a corner, Coffers Wood spread out to the left, a “Keep Out” sign from British Steel posted at a gap in the wooden fence.
The gap was smaller than he remembered, clogged now by adventurous branches from the hedge. He stood as close as he could and peered in, the canopy of branches dappling the leaf-strewn ground, and saw the mound. For the briefest of moments, he felt a sharp chill in his chest and then it was gone. Of course the mound was there; he’d seen it as a kid.
The lane wound on, growing ever more narrow, until it reached the heart of the folly, the remains of Mill House. Or The Mill, as it was known.
He didn’t know what it had been - he and his friends came to the conclusion that it might have been a mill - just that it was in ruins when he first discovered it and, talking to his parents, was in ruins for as long as they knew too.
During long, hot summer holidays, Michael and his friends had come here to play war, to cut through to Haverton (through the folly, down the huge field where, if you weren’t careful, you’d get chased by the farmer and across the brook on a drainage pipe) or simply to explore. All of those things got less interesting as he hit his teens and he probably hadn’t visited the folly for the best part of twenty years.
The lane ended at a small turning area, with fields ahead and to the right, heading down towards the brook. The Mill was to the left, surrounded by trees, occupying perhaps half an acre, two stone gateposts guarding the way, cracked with age now and almost hidden behind years of growth from the hedge.
Michael stood between them and looked around in the gathering dusk. He was alone down here, protected from the noise of the main road by the fields and trees, the brook too calm to make a sound that would carry up to him. High in the trees, crows cawed and took flight.
He’d expected to feel something when he stood here, that would help to explain what his dreams meant but he didn’t and the realisation choked a small laugh out of him. The sound took something in the hedge to his left by surprise and it darted away noisily.
What was he expecting to find? It was a ruin, a playground, what answers could it possibly contain for his dreams? It was just a place and, sometimes, things are exactly what they appear to be, however desperately you might want their existence to signify something. Looking at it now, as red streaks began to form in the sky above the trees, the more he thought that The Mill just was - it didn’t signify or prove anything. It just existed.
He could see that there were still rough paths through the undergrowth, cut down and maintained by generations of Gaffney and Haverton kids playing there, all of which led to the centre and he stepped onto the one in front of him.
It was more overgrown that he remembered and he wondered, for a moment, if kids actually came down here to play anymore. Certainly, someone had, their existence obvious by the bleached fast food cartons, cigarette packets and drink cans that littered the undergrowth bordering the path.
It didn’t take long to reach the centre of the site and it was like he’d never been away. The ruined foundations of The Mill dominated the space, the brickwork cut off at ground level. The cellars were still there, three large, rectangular rooms with stone steps leading down into them, the dark-blue brick covered by fading whitewash. A small, shallow ditch ran around the building and, as he had when he was a kid, he thought it looked like a moat. Off to the right, accessible through bracken that snatched at clothes, was a well.
He still didn’t feel anything, apart from a warm flash of nostalgia that the place hadn’t changed since he was a kid.
“What is it about this place, Nicola?”
Everything was still, even the crows. Michael walked to the edge of the foundations and stepped onto the low ledge, formed from the top of the old wall. It was three-bricks thick here, most of them still as solid as the day they were laid.
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