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PART ONE


Chapter One

If Julia had had any idea of the horrors she was running toward, she might not have left at all. She packed a few necessities into a small suitcase and fled Bristol the same day she caught her reflection in a full-length mirror and saw someone she didn’t recognise. Before leaving the house she’d lived in for four years with her husband, Ian, she took off the pantsuit she’d been wearing, rummaged in the back of her wardrobe for jeans, t-shirt, and a plaid shirt and put those on. Even as she did this, she could hear Ian’s voice in the back of her mind.

Why do you always dress like such a slob? Why don’t you dress more like a lady?

She wrote him a note, scribbled on an unopened bank statement, and left it on the kitchen counter: Something’s wrong. I’m going to stay with Dad for a while. I’ll call you. Love J.

Then she left the house, climbed into her old green Volkswagen, (the clunker Ian called it) and drove. She looked for the quickest route out of the city. At the end of the motorway slip-road she found herself paralysed by a mix of fear and apprehension. What was she doing? Throwing her life away? Throwing her marriage away? Her home? Her job? For what?

Frozen in her seat, she watched cars blasting by until a chorus of horns struck up from the line of traffic backed-up behind her. Jolting to her senses, she pressed down on the accelerator and joined the rushing motorway traffic, surprise and dread and exhilaration suddenly at war within her. At a sign for the M5 heading north, she burst into tears and had to pull over onto the hard shoulder.

What am I doing? What the hell am I doing?

She laid her head into her folded arms and sobbed. When the tears ran dry, she wiped her face with her sleeve and checked the time. Nine forty-five. It would have been noticed by now that she wasn’t at the bank. That she wasn’t just late. People would be asking questions. She looked at her phone. Three missed calls. She didn’t care. She’d never liked the job anyway. But what about Ian? It occurred to her then that she’d never much liked him either. She supposed she did love him, but did she like him?

A voice in her head was telling her to go back. What did she think she was doing? People didn’t just wake up one day and decide to bail out of the life they’d made for themselves. They stuck at it. Made it work.

That voice, once again, was Ian’s.

She drove to the next service station, where she sat in the café, drinking coffee and picking at a blueberry muffin. Her phone rang and rang but she ignored it. She needed time to think. She gazed out of the window and watched people coming and going from the car park. A couple who looked to be in their thirties sat down at the table next to hers. They were blank-eyed and unsmiling. For forty minutes they bickered in high, strained voices—not exchanging a single pleasant word in all that time—before getting up and leaving together in silence.

Julia, watching them go, thought: My God. I don’t want to end up like that.

Her phone rang again. She switched it off.

She checked the time, shocked to see that it was almost noon.

She returned to her car with a new resolve, an overriding feeling that she was doing the right thing. She drove north, blasting up the M5, then onto the M6, bypassing Birmingham and Manchester without stopping, and ending up on a road that climbed steadily higher through the open moors. The higher she ascended into those hills, the lighter she felt. Lowering the driver’s side window, she gulped at the rush of air like someone taking their very first breath, then laughed, really laughed, for the first time in she-didn’t-know-how-long.

A sign by the side of the road read: DOBCROFT, 5 miles.

Dobcroft. She’d lived there for three years, from age eleven until the age of fourteen, when her mother’s work necessitated the move south, to Bristol. But she could remember nothing of the place. It was where her father’s family hailed from, where he’d grown up, and the place he’d returned to after his wife, Julia’s mother, died from cancer.

DOBCROFT, 2 miles.

She found herself driving on a long road that crossed the moor. The sun, sinking behind the distant slopes, was brighter than it had been all day, a fierce white glow that turned columns of rock and the odd monument into eerie silhouettes. She touched her foot down on the accelerator, not wanting to be on that road after dark. There were patches of snow on the moor, but thankfully the road was clear.

She took a wrong turn, and had to rely on her car’s GPS to find Dobcroft. It was a relief to arrive at the village. When her father had first talked about moving back there, Julia had looked the village up on Google maps and saw that it stood on the edge of Saddleworth Moor. Remembering this as she drove through the village centre, she expected some kind of haven for hill walkers. Tea shops and stores selling outdoor clothing. There didn’t seem to be much to Dobcroft, though, as far as she could tell. A few stone cottages huddled around a war memorial. A few sloping streets of back-to-back houses. A post-office. A small supermarket. A church on the slope of a hill. A canal. A pub. There was a gloomy, funeral atmosphere to the place, heightened by the overcast sky, blustery wind blowing off the moor, and crowding hills. The dark stone buildings seemed to loom. It was an atmosphere Julia found both oppressive and oddly comforting. Though she wondered how she’d managed to spent three years of her life living in such a place without remembering a single thing about it, her overriding sensation was of home.

Her father’s new house, flung far out on the periphery of the village, stood alone at the end of a narrow road that cut across a stretch of open moor. Directly behind it, a small area of woodland covered a steep black slope. The house looked as if it was holding back the trees.

“Christ,” Julia said when she first set eyes on the house. For the first time since leaving the service station that morning, she wondered if she’d made the right decision in fleeing Bristol.

But it was too late. She couldn’t turn back now. Fatigue, from the many hours she’d spent at the wheel, had set in. All that remained of the day was a line of light along the moor’s flat horizon, with the glowing yellow tip of the setting sun visible. Julia had never seen a sunset like it. Night had fallen by the time she’d parked up. The house was in darkness. Shivering as she climbed out of the car, Julia glanced at her watch. Almost six-thirty. Too early for her father to be in bed. Was he out? If so, he must have gone walking as his Toyota Yaris was parked in the gravel driveway.

Where could he have gone to on foot? Around here?

Her teeth began to chatter.

“God,” she muttered to herself, “it’s freezing.”

Returning to the car, she grabbed her jacket from the back seat, put it on, and zipped it up to her chin. She realised she should have called ahead and let her father know she was coming. She remembered that she’d turned off her phone hours ago, and at no point had she felt like switching it back on. She could only imagine how many times Ian had called. She’d not thought about her husband once since leaving the motorway service station, but now she did. Thought of him arriving home from work to find the note she’d left. What would he be thinking? And the bank? No doubt they’d got in touch with Ian on finding they couldn’t get through to her. He was likely furious. She heard his voice in her mind again: Julia, what the hell are you playing at?

What the hell was she playing at?

Still stiff from all the hours she’d spent at the wheel, and not wanting to get back into the car, she began pacing in front of the house. She must have spent fifteen minutes doing this, and the night had turned to pitch, when she heard footsteps on the road.

She stopped pacing and peered into the darkness.

“Dad?”

There was no answer. And no longer any footsteps.

“Dad? Dad? It’s me, Julia. Dad?”

Still receiving no answer, but sensing a nearby presence there, Julia hurried to her car, climbed into the driver’s seat, and locked all the doors. She sat shivering, staring into the surrounding black, expecting a face to pop out at her at any moment. When, after ten minutes or so, someone knocked on the driver’s side window, it scared her so much she screamed.

A light was directed in through the glass. She heard a man’s voice.

“Julia? Is that you?”

Her father’s voice. It was her father.

“Dad.”

She climbed out of the car, waving away the torch beam her father directed into her face, dazzling her. When he turned it downward, she saw him in the light reflecting off the ground. A tall man, always a bit stooped as if shy of his height. And broad-shouldered. He still looked strong, despite his age. She hugged him.

“Julia,” he said. “What on earth’s happened?”

“Nothing’s happened,” she said, drawing back. “What do you mean?”

“What’re you doing here?”

“What do you think I’m doing here? I came to visit you.”

“Out of the blue?”

“Why not?”

He examined her face. She could tell he knew something else was going on, but she also knew he wouldn’t ask. He’d wait until she was ready to tell. But what could she say? That she’d lost herself during the four years she’d been married to Ian? That she didn’t know who she was anymore? That her marriage to Ian made her feel as if she was always acting? Pretending? Playing a role? Trying to be the person Ian wanted her to be?

He passed his torch beam over her car. “What are you doing still driving this old thing?”

“This car,” she said, “happens to be my pride and joy. Anyway, how long have you been standing there?”

“I just got back. Why?”

“I thought I heard someone else walking by. Earlier.”

He glanced over each of his shoulders, a useless gesture in that darkness. “Let’s go inside.”

He ushered her toward the house. At the front door, he paused to look back at her.

“I’m afraid I’ve got some bad news before we go inside.”

“Oh God. What?”

“It’s about Milo. I’m afraid he’s…well…he’s dead.”

Julia gasped. “Aw no. Seriously? Not Milo. I loved that cat.”

“He went out in the road and got himself run over. He was twelve years old, Julia. That’s elderly for a cat.”

“You should have been more careful with him.”

“It’s not my fault.”

“Poor Milo. I was really looking forward to giving him a great big cuddle.”

“Don’t get upset about it. He had a good life.”

After unlocking the door, he led the way, turning on lights as he did. Passing along the hall, Julia noticed that he’d kept some of the furniture from the family home in Bristol. It seemed strange to see it in those unfamiliar rooms. It was stranger still to see some of her mother’s antiques among the house’s furnishings: a mahogany writing desk, an Edwardian drinks cabinet, a blue monk’s bench decorated with flowers. Her father had complained many times about the money her mother spent on her antique collection, always saying he liked things that were functional, things he could knock up against or set a mug of tea down on without being told off.

I really have no idea, Julia could remember him saying to her mother, why you have such a fondness for old worn-out things. To which her mother would quip: Why do you think I married you, darling?

“I thought you said you were going to get rid of all Mum’s things,” she said, gesturing at the monk’s bench.

“Didn’t have the heart in the end,” her father said, without looking at the bench. “Decided to keep a little bit of her with me.”

“Just a little bit?” Julia said, laughing. “These are all her things.”

Her father turned, half-smiling. “Having this stuff around makes me feel like she’s still with us. I expect I’ll see sense soon and scrap it all.”

“No,” Julia said. “I think it’s sweet that you’ve kept it.”

The living room had a log burner and was pleasantly warm. Two framed pictures of her mother stood on the wide windowsill, for some reason half-turned toward the glass, as if her father wanted them viewable from outside.

Her father fed more logs into the burner. She noticed that his hair, still thick and full and the envy of Ian, who at thirty-five was already balding, had turned completely white. His face, though, looked less careworn than it had the last time she’d seen him.

“You look well.”

“It’s all this fresh air, dear.”

Julia shrugged off her jacket. “Where did you go?”

“Go?”

“Just now.”

“Oh. For a walk.”

“In the dark?”

“It wasn’t dark when I left the house, dear.”

“Where did you walk to?”

“Only into the woods behind the house.”

“The woods? What for?”

Standing, he turned to her, laughing under his breath. “That’s why you came all this way is it? To interrogate me?”

“No. I was curious, that’s all.”

“I just went for a walk, Julia. To get some fresh air. I wasn’t expecting company.” Before she could respond, he said, “Hungry?”

“Starving. I haven’t eaten all day.”

Her father gave her a concerned look. “How’s Ian?”

“He’s okay.” She shifted her gaze toward the window, avoiding his eyes. “So, this place seems pretty gloomy and dull. I mean, no offense, but it does. I can’t believe we used to live here. Thank god Mum made us move.”

“It’s not as dull as all that,” her father said. “Remember that old boyfriend of yours? Aaron Carter? His family lived up on the moor?”

“Aaron Carter?” Saying the name, she saw the boy’s face in her mind. “God, I haven’t thought about him in years. And he wasn’t my boyfriend. I used to help him with his schoolwork. That was all.”

“He was besotted with you. Don’t you remember? He walked all the way into the village once just to see you. It must be five miles from where he lives. I always thought he was a bit strange.”

“I don’t remember that. Anyway, what about him?”

“His mother shot his father with a shotgun.”

Julia clapped a hand to her mouth. “Good God. Are you serious?”

“Quite serious. It was in the local paper. It all happened in that house they live in up on the moor. I expect they all went mad, living up there alone. His father was shot dead and they carted the mother off to prison.”

“That’s terrible. Why would she shoot her own husband?”

“It seems he’d been gone for a while. A couple of years I think it was. Goes out for a drink one night and never comes home. Just vanishes. No word. Nothing. Wife thinks he’s run off with another woman or had an accident while stumbling home. Then he just reappears at the front door, years later, like nothing happened. So, the wife gets a shotgun and shoots him dead.”

Julia huffed. “Some might say it serves him right.”

He gave a wry smile. “So, you see, dear, Dobcroft isn’t the sleepy little village you imagined it was. Lately, it’s been giving Beirut a run for its money.” He laughed, then seeing her shivering by the fire, his expression changed to one of concern. “Sit down. Get yourself warm. I’ll see what food I can rustle up.”

Crossing to the window, Julia picked up one of the framed pictures of her mother and examined it. Her mother stood on a beach somewhere, smiling into the camera, wind making a flag of her long grey hair. She’d been a beautiful woman, even in her sixties.

How Dad must miss her.

She wished her mother was still alive so she could tell her why she’d left Bristol. She was sure that her mother, of all people, would understand.

Raising her eyes, she noticed something flutter past the window. Leaning closer to the glass, she saw that it had begun to snow. A movement on the driveway caught her eye. Something had walked into the rectangle of lamplight cast from the window. Seeing it, Julia’s mouth fell open. Her face almost touching the window glass, she narrowed her eyes.

“Milo?”

It was a black cat. Except something about it was wrong. Very wrong. It was walking backwards in an odd, erratic, staccato way as if it were not used to walking on four legs. And not only that, she saw then, but it had its head turned a full one-eighty so that it looked along its own spine at its own tail. As Julia watched, stunned, it continued walking in this jerky, horrifying manner. When its head suddenly snapped around to face forward, she gave a little scream, reared away from the window, and cried out, “Dad!”

“There’s chicken,” her father said. He stood in the doorway. “Something wrong, dear?”

“Out there!” Julia said, pointing. “Oh my God! There was…!”

Throwing her a bemused look, he crossed to the window and looked out. “What?”

Julia looked but saw that the cat had vanished. “There was a cat. It looked just like Milo. Except…it….”

“There’s nothing there now,” her father said, peering out.

“It was…. There was…the head …it….”

“I can’t see anything. You must have imagined it, dear.”

“What? No, it….”

She looked out again and saw nothing but the falling snow. Was it possible she’d imagined seeing that cat? It had looked so real. So real and so strange. She shook her head. “May…maybe you’re right. It was a long drive. I am tired. Exhausted actually.”

Her father clapped his hands together.

“What do you say about the chicken? Yes or no? Or I could make you some beans on toast.”

“I don’t mind,” Julia said, still peering out of the window, her eyes searching the darkness. “Whatever’s easier.”

She turned to face him. He dropped his gaze to the framed photograph she still held. The sternness of his expression made her set it back on the windowsill. Her father came forward and moved it into its former position, half-facing the window.

“You must miss her terribly,” Julia said. “I know I do.”

He was looking out through the glass. All he said was, “Snowing.”
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“You can’t just go AWOL from your job, Julia,” Ian said, when she finally plucked up the courage to call him. “How’s that going to make me look?”

It was these words, out of the entire long painful conversation she had with Ian, that stayed with her.

How’s that going to make me look?

Not, as she might have hoped, you just need some time to think things through. Or you need to work out what will make you happy. Or even you’ve made yourself look unreliable. No. Just How’s that going to make me look? Me.

Ian had of course helped her get the job at the bank. When they were first married, she had vague ideas about studying nursing, but Ian had scoffed at those. “I’ll get you a job working with me at the bank,” he’d said. “Much better than nursing. You don’t want to be up to your armpits in other people’s blood and shit all day.”

It was seeing the care her mother had received after her cancer diagnosis right through to her death that had got Julia thinking about nursing as a career. Watching those diligent nurses doing their jobs day-in day-out had given Julia a desire to give that same care to other people’s mothers. Or fathers. Or whoever. But how to explain that to Ian? “If you’re working at the bank too, we’ll both benefit,” he’d said. “A double discount on the mortgage for a start.”

“So,” Ian said at the end of their phone conversation. “When are you coming home?”

“Not now. Not yet. I need to figure a few things out first.”

“Like what?”

Like whether or not I still want to be married to you, she thought but didn’t say. “I just need some time, Ian, to get my head straight.”

“Well don’t take forever. I miss you, Jules.”

He fell silent, waiting—Julia imagined—for her to say that she missed him too. But she couldn’t lie. She didn’t miss him. She felt free. Now that she was away from him, she felt as if she could breathe. It was a long time since she’d felt that way. But she couldn’t tell him that either. Couldn’t be so cruel.

“I’ll call you,” she said, and hung up before he could say anything more.

Guilt came. She found herself wondering: had he really been such a terrible husband? She knew he loved her. And he’d given her a home. Got her a job. Looked after her. Yet she couldn’t deny it; she was happy to be free of him.


Chapter Two

“You’ve been here a week now,” Julia’s father said. “Isn’t it time you started making some kind of a plan?”

She had woken up early and spent most of the morning sitting at the kitchen table drinking coffee and watching snowflakes drift past the window while her father bustled around her, busy with various tasks. She watched him out of the corner of her eye, noticing that the jumper he wore had worn holes in both elbows, and that his hair had grown long over his ears.

“You need a haircut, Dad.”

“Too busy right now.”

“Busy?”

“I’ve got a lot going on.”

“I could do it for you.”

He laughed. “No, thank you. I remember the things you used to do to your own hair. All those crazy styles. And a different colour every week. Your poor mother used to despair, wondering what you were going to do to it next. I can only imagine what you’d do to me, given half a chance.”

“I was suggesting a trim, that’s all. I wasn’t planning on giving you a purple Mohawk. Anyway, I haven’t dyed my hair in a long time. Ian liked me to keep in natural.”

“Very sensible.”

“I could dye it again now though.”

He had left the kitchen and called to her from the hall. “You’re too old for that kind of thing now, Julia.”

“Too old? I’m only twenty-seven.”

He reappeared with his jacket on. “Like I said. Too old for that kind of thing. Anyway, I’m off into Dobcroft to get my car serviced.”

“Can I come with you?” Julia half-stood. “We could get some lunch in The Royal Oak. Then I could take you clothes shopping.”

“Clothes shopping? That’s the last thing I’ve got time for.”

“That jumper you’re wearing is full of holes. We could drive to Leeds. Fit you out with a whole new wardrobe.”

He waved her back into her seat, shaking his head.

“Not today, dear. I have to get back.”

“What for? Your walk? Dad, I’ve been here a week now. We haven’t had a proper catch up since I arrived. You can skip your stroll around the woods for one day, can’t you?”

Again, he shook his head. “I like my routine. It’s what we live for at my age.” He drew a deep breath. “You seem to be at a loose end, Julia. If you’ve no intention of returning to Bristol, you’re going to have to start thinking about doing something with yourself. Maybe find a job. Something to tide you over. You can’t hang around here all day every day.” He continued before she could respond. “Anyway, I’ll see you in a couple of hours.”

The front door banged shut.

Julia sighed and got up to make herself another coffee.

Though she didn’t miss Ian, what she did miss was the city. Bristol. Not her life there, but the city itself. The noise and the bustle, the shops and parks and theatres. In Bristol, there had always been so much going on. So much distraction. In Dobcroft, all she had were the thoughts going around and around in her head. In comparison to Bristol, it felt like the loneliest place on earth. Especially since her father seemed always preoccupied and took a long walk every day after lunch and didn’t return until dark. Left alone in the house, Julia combated boredom with chores like cleaning or doing laundry although she began to feel as if the walls were closing in on her. Was this, she wondered, why her father went walking every day? Once, when she’d asked if she might accompany him, he’d replied without missing a beat: “No. I like to be alone on my walks. It gives me time to think.”

Time to think was all either of them had, Julia thought, walk or no walk.

Around eleven her mobile phone rang. She saw that it was her friend, Nat, from Bristol, and leaped to answer it.

“Julia,” Nat said, “I just heard the news. You’ve left Ian.”

“I haven’t left him,” Julia said. “I’m still making my mind up about it.”

“He’s going around telling everyone you’ve left him. Where are you anyway?”

“Dobcroft.”

“Dob…what?”

“Dobcroft. I’m staying with my dad for a bit.”

“Where the heck is Dobcroft?”

“Up north. Slap bang in the middle of nowhere. You know those windy moors Kate Bush sang about?”

“Oh. Lovely. So, how’s your dad?”

Julia switched Nat to speaker phone and, sighing, began washing the dishes piled up by the sink. Her father always left them until they couldn’t be ignored any longer.

“He’s fine. Could do with having a woman around. Or maybe getting himself a cleaner.”

“Letting things slide, is he?”

“He’s preoccupied.”

“Is he there now?”

“No. He’s gone to get his car serviced. He’s generally out most of the day.”

Julia washed the flask her father always filled with tea and took with him on his afternoon walk. She had noticed that he always took an extra cup but had thought nothing of it. Now it made her wonder.

“What about Ian?” Nat said. “Have you guys talked?”

“Not for a few days. He’s left a lot of messages on my phone though.”

“What does he say?”

“He says he loves me and he wants me to go back to Bristol.”

“Do you think you will?”

Julia paused to make it appear that she was thinking it over, but she already knew the answer. “Maybe, but not for Ian. He doesn’t want me. Not the real me. He wants me to be someone I’m not. That job in the bank—it wasn’t me, Nat. And all Ian’s friends. All they talk about is investments and
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