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CHAPTER 1

The Lychgate

Mark Reid stops at the lychgate and doesn’t go through.

The stone is wet. January wet. The kind that gets into the pointing and stays there. He’s been back in Colden Jude eleven days and he still can’t answer the question. What next? What now? His phone is in his coat pocket. He checks it. Nothing. He checks it again. Same nothing.

The churchyard spreads uphill from the gate. Roofless medieval church on the left. Grey stone and empty windows. Victorian church further up, newer but still old, still cold. Gravestones tilting in the grass. A bothy near the wall. A toolshed with a corrugated roof. He knows the shape of the place from before. From when he was sixteen and his mother still brought him to services. Before Oxford. Before the byline. Before he got caught.

He pushes the gate. The hinge whines.

A man looks up from beside the medieval wall. Tall. Work coat. Hands dark with soil even though it’s January and nothing’s growing. He’s holding a trowel. He doesn’t wave.

Mark walks over. His shoes are wrong for this. City shoes. He can feel the wet already.

‘You’re the volunteer,’ the man says.

‘Mark Reid.’

‘Elias Kline.’

No handshake. Elias’s hands are full of mud anyway. He looks at Mark’s shoes. Doesn’t say anything. Doesn’t need to.

‘I emailed the Parochial Church Council,’ Mark says. ‘They said Saturday mornings. Tidy-up. General maintenance.’

‘They told me.’

Elias turns back to the wall. He’s resetting a stone that’s come loose. The mortar’s failed. He works the trowel into the gap. Scrapes out the old stuff. His movements are small. Exact. He doesn’t rush.

Mark stands there. The wind comes over the hill. He puts his hands in his pockets. His phone presses against his knuckles.

‘What do you need me to do?’

Elias points at a pile of dead bracken near the bothy. ‘That needs bagging. Sacks are in the toolshed. Tie them and stack them by the gate. Council collects Monday.’

‘Right.’

Mark goes to the toolshed. The door sticks. He has to put his shoulder into it. Inside it smells of damp sacking and creosote. He finds the sacks. Hessian. Stiff with age. He takes five.

The bracken is wet. It’s been lying there since autumn. The stems snap when he bends them. His hands go cold in about ninety seconds. He works methodically. Grab. Bend. Stuff. Tie. Stack. His back starts to ache. He hasn’t done physical work in six months. Hasn’t done much of anything. He thinks about the last newsroom. The carpet. The coffee machine that always broke. The editor calling him in. The door closing.

He ties another sack.

Elias works along the wall. He doesn’t look over. Doesn’t check on Mark. Just keeps scraping and filling and tapping stones into place. The tapping is rhythmic. Almost like a clock.

Mark fills three sacks. His fingers are numb. He stops to blow on them.

‘Gloves,’ Elias says without turning around. ‘Toolshed. Shelf above the rake.’

Mark goes back to the toolshed. Finds the gloves. Canvas with rubber grips. Too big. He pulls them on anyway.

When he comes out Elias is standing by the medieval church doorway. No door. Just an opening. He’s looking at something on the ground. Mark walks over.

It’s a grave. Small. A child’s. The headstone is worn but he can make out the dates. 1871 to 1874. Three years old. At the base of the stone someone has left a smooth grey pebble and a pressed flower. Something blue. Cornflower maybe. The flower is dry. It’s been there a while.

‘Someone’s been leaving things,’ Elias says. ‘Small gifts. On the children’s graves.’

Mark crouches. The pebble is the size of a thumbnail. Perfectly oval. ‘How many graves?’

‘Seven so far.’

‘Do you know who?’

Elias doesn’t answer. Mark looks up. Elias is watching the headstone. His face gives nothing. But the pause stretches. Mark feels the question hang there. Unanswered. He doesn’t ask again.

‘They’re private,’ Elias says finally. ‘Acts of care. Not an invitation.’

‘To what?’

‘Publicity.’

The word lands. Mark straightens up. His knee clicks. He’s thirty-four and his knee clicks. ‘I’m not here for publicity.’

Elias looks at him. The look is level. Not hostile. Just waiting.

‘I’m putting together a pamphlet,’ Mark says. The words come out polished. Too polished. He can hear himself doing it. The pitch voice. ‘Local history. For the Hebden Bridge society. Nothing sensational. Just the churchyard’s story. The medieval structure. The Victorian addition. The graves.’

‘The graves?’

‘In general. Not specifically. Not the gifts.’

Elias nods. It’s a small nod. He bends and picks up the pebble. Turns it over in his fingers. Puts it back exactly where it was. Same orientation. Same spot. ‘The churchyard has its own routines. People here. They look after things quietly. I try to keep it that way.’

‘I understand.’

‘Do you?’

Mark doesn’t answer. Not straight away. He’s thinking about the editor’s office. The quotes he tidied. The working-class Yorkshire voters who never said those things. Not exactly. Not the way he wrote them. He made them sound better. More articulate. More like the story needed them to sound. And then someone checked. And then he was out.

He’s been out six months. No byline. No job. No answer to what next. The pamphlet is real. He’ll write it. He’ll do the research. But he also hopes. Hopes it leads somewhere. Hopes someone reads it and remembers his name. Hopes he can find his way back.

‘I’m trying to,’ he says.

Elias picks up his trowel. Wipes the blade on his coat. ‘There’s more bracken behind the bothy. If you want to finish.’

Mark wants to finish. He goes back to the bracken. Fills two more sacks. His back hurts properly now. His hands are warm inside the too-big gloves. Elias goes back to the wall. The tapping resumes.

The morning moves slowly. Cloud cover thickens. The light goes flat. Mark works and Elias works and they don’t talk. But the silence isn’t uncomfortable. It’s just. Silence. Mark finds himself listening to the sounds of the place. The wind in the yew trees. The rooks arguing in the medieval tower. The scrape of Elias’s trowel. His own breathing.

He watches Elias reset another stone. The man’s hands are careful. He tests each stone after he sets it. Presses with his thumb. Waits. Moves on. He treats the wall like something alive. Something that needs attention. Not fixing. Attending to.

Mark catches himself watching too long. Looks away.

At noon Elias stops. He puts the trowel in a bucket. Rinses his hands under the outdoor tap. The water runs brown. ‘I finish at twelve on Saturdays.’

‘Right.’ Mark ties the last sack. Six total. He stacks them by the gate. His arms ache. He can’t remember the last time his arms ached from work. Real work. Not deadline work.

Elias walks over. He looks at the sacks. Nods. ‘That’s fine.’

‘Fine’ sounds like high praise. Mark isn’t sure why. He wants to hear it again.

‘Next Saturday?’ he asks.

‘If you want.’

‘I want.’

The words come out too fast. Mark hears them. Elias hears them too. Something shifts in Elias’ face. Not a smile. Not quite. But something. A recognition maybe. That Mark means it.

‘Eight o’clock,’ Elias says. ‘The tidy Saturday. We clear the winter debris. Leaves. Dead growth. The paths need re-gravelling in places.’

‘I’ll be here.’

Elias turns to go. Stops. Looks back. ‘The pamphlet. You’ll show me? Before you publish.’

‘Yes.’

‘Good.’

He walks up towards the Victorian church. Doesn’t look back again. Mark stands by the gate. His hands are cold. His back hurts. His phone is still in his pocket. He hasn’t checked it in three hours. He doesn’t check it now.

He thinks about Elias’ hands on the stone. The way he put the pebble back. Same orientation. Same spot. The pause before he answered. The word publicity landing between them. The boundary drawn. Clear. Unmistakeable.

Mark walks down the hill towards Colden Jude. His mother’s terrace is a twenty-minute walk. The road is wet. The light is grey. He replays the morning in his head. The tapping of the trowel. The rooks. The way Elias said ‘Do you?’

He thinks about next Saturday. Eight o’clock. The tidy Saturday. He’ll bring better shoes. He’ll bring his own gloves. He’ll write the pamphlet. He’ll do the research properly. He’ll keep the gifts out of it.

He doesn’t quite believe the last part. But he wants to. That’s new. Wanting to believe something about himself.

He turns up his collar against the wind. His phone buzzes. He doesn’t reach for it. Not yet. He lets it buzz. He keeps walking. The hill is steep. His legs burn. The village spreads below him. Smoke from chimneys. Wet slate roofs. The valley folding away into cloud.

He thinks about Elias’ silence. The weight of it. How it didn’t ask to be filled. How Mark filled it anyway. And then stopped filling it. And then listened.

He walks on. The phone stops buzzing. He doesn’t check it until he reaches his mother’s front door.
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​CHAPTER 2

A Lede Line
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The White Lion sits halfway down the hill, between the churchyard and his mother’s terrace. Mark pushes the door open at quarter past four. The pub is warm and smells of damp wool and bleach. Three men at the bar turn to look at him. He knows one of them. Not by name. By face. A friend of his mother’s, grey-haired, thick-fingered, a man who used to help her carry shopping bags up the steps when Mark was still in London and not thinking about Colden Jude at all.

The man lifts his pint. ‘Mark Reid. Back from the dead.’

‘Something like that.’

Mark buys a pint of bitter and sits at the table by the window. The glass is cold. His hands are still cold. The too-big canvas gloves are stuffed in his coat pocket. He’d meant to return them. Forgot. Two days since the churchyard and he’s still carrying Elias’ silence around with him, the weight of it, the way it didn’t ask to be filled.

The family friend brings his drink over and sits down without asking. His name is Frank. Mark remembers now. Frank who fixed the boiler the winter his mother’s heating packed up. Frank who always asks about London even when there’s nothing to say about it.

‘Heard you were up at the churchyard,’ Frank says. ‘Saturday morning. Bagging bracken.’

‘Dead bracken. And dead brambles. And whatever else Elias Kline pointed at.’

‘Elias.’ Frank nods slowly. ‘Good
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