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The boy looks up at the summit, at the white rocks and the concrete marker. He’s lived in Gaer Fach all his life, but he’s never been up there. Most days, he doesn’t even notice the mountain range, or the startling clarity of the river as it rushes over stones and weeds, or the lush green fields. But today – maybe it’s the heat, maybe it’s the fact his parents are out and won’t be back until teatime – he feels restless.

Across the yard, Cerys sits on an upturned crate, whittling sticks. She’s wearing a dress the colour of the sun but it’s streaked with dirt.

‘Dwi eisiau ddringo i’r awyr,’ he says. I want to climb to the sky.

Cerys pulls a face, her cheeks marked with the same dusty lines as her dress. ‘Wyt ti’n crazy?’

He stares up at the concrete marker, what the grown-ups call the trig point. Is it really that crazy? All their lives they’ve been told to keep away from the mountain. They’ve been told it’s dangerous. But it’s the smallest mountain in the range. How dangerous can it be?

‘Scaredy cat,’ he pokes fun at his sister though she looks anything but, slicing a stick with the penknife – his penknife – alarmingly close to her thumb.

She puts the knife down. She’s younger than him but just as fierce. ‘What did you say?’

He smirks and wipes his hands on his shorts.

She stands up, scattering flecks of stick to the ground. ‘All right then,’ she says. ‘Beat you to the summit.’

They run through the village, past the church and the pub, then take the mountain road that winds through a farmyard onto the footpath. The boy strips off his T-shirt and tucks it into his shorts, his white chest gleaming.

‘Hey,’ he calls, panting as Cerys scrambles ahead. ‘Let’s take this other path.’ It’s a copout, but he’s tired. The mountain is harder than it looks, and they’ve been running for what seems like for ever. To his relief, Cerys doesn’t argue, just follows him along the level track to the right, a sheep track rather than a real path. Looking down at the valley, they see their street, their house, their neighbours’ cars like multicoloured beetles. Beneath them, about halfway up the mountain, is the place they call Y Twr Gwyn, The White Tower, that doesn’t fit with everything else.

Eventually, the track ends in a cobbled yard.

He whistles. He’s never seen this before, obscured as it is from the village by the tower. ‘Look at this!’

In front of them is a rough stone cottage, no doors, no windows, just empty holes. They find sticks nearby and poke about inside, prodding at shadows, flicking the carcass of a dead bird in the fireplace. Cerys peers into a large box-like compartment at the back, while he sits in an old chair and pulls a packet of cigarettes from his pocket.

She turns. ‘How did you get those? Mam will skin you alive.’

‘No she won’t. Not unless you tell her.’ One, two, three strikes of the match. It flares in his hands, making him feel like a man, and the smoke flits upwards. A moment later, a crow screeches at them from the rafters, flapping its wings, fleeing into the daylight. He laughs to mask how startled he’d been, and makes shooting noises, aiming his fingers.

Then, everything changes. The sky darkens. A breeze tickles the nape of his neck.

He drops the cigarette and it burns a hole through his shorts, searing his skin. He jumps to standing, spins around. There’s a figure in the doorway, a black silhouette against the afternoon sun. There’s something about that figure. Something that makes the hairs on his head stand up on end. Maybe it’s the way the figure is staring. Staring with such hate, with eyes that seem to leap from its body. Cat’s eyes in the dark. Or maybe it’s the glinting chain in its hand, one end wrapped around its wrist, the other end snaking to the floor.

‘Rheda!’ Cerys shouts from behind him. Run!

He takes his chance. There’s a crack of light between the figure and the door frame, the gap just small enough for a boy like himself.

He darts into the sunshine and runs across the cobbles, onto the sheep track, his feet catching on the smaller rocks, not turning back until he reaches the mountain path. His thoughts gallop over each other. What is it he saw? What on earth is up there? And where is Cerys? He’d thought she’d followed him. He’d thought she was right behind. A cloud passes over, raising goosebumps along his arms. A buzzard sweeps overhead. And then he hears a ringing in the air. A sharp call of warning.

Somewhere on the mountain, Cerys is screaming.
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FIFTY YEARS LATER

Whichever way Lydia turns, the view is stunning, the same images she’s seen on Google only bigger and better: the proportions, the expanse, the sheer brutality of the rocks. They’re 250 metres up, standing on a ridge in the shadow of the tower, the mountain a mere mound compared to the rest in the range. Next to her, Kyle gapes down at the valley, seemingly as awestruck as she is.

She thinks of the address on the paperwork, tries and fails to sound the words in her head. ‘I’m sorry,’ she turns to the housekeeper, a woman in her mid-thirties with big curly hair, ‘but what did you say the mountain was called again?’

Eleri beams down at Jamie on Lydia’s chest, strapped in his carrier, facing inwards. She holds out a hand and encourages him to grip her finger. ‘Mynydd Gwyn. It means White Mountain in English, though some would say it’s not actually a mountain, just a big hill.’

‘But why is it white?’ Kyle leans over and fusses with Jamie’s socks, pulling them up.

Eleri shrugs. ‘The rocks, I suppose. And the old tale about the dragons. You know the one I mean? The white dragon and the red.’

Lydia runs a hand through Jamie’s fine hair, hiding her ignorance. Her knowledge of Welsh myths is even worse than her Welsh pronunciation. She looks back at the way they walked earlier: a rough country track to their left all the way to the top. From the trig point, they’d had a good view of the house, a tower of white pebbledash with a grey slate roof. It had been Kyle’s idea to climb the mountain first, before meeting Eleri – get a feel for the area, he’d said – and she’d enjoyed the shared challenge of carrying Jamie to the top. On the other side, they’d seen another valley, another sweep of mountains. Not a house in sight.

‘I suppose you already know about the history of the tower?’ Eleri sorts through a bunch of keys.

‘Not really.’ Kyle shakes his head, looking slightly embarrassed, like he should know the history of the place he’s inherited. But the truth is, from what Lydia can gather, he barely knew his grandfather.

‘It was originally meant as a viewing tower. An Englishman named Barker had it built in the 1930s, but he didn’t keep it for long. He sold it to an artist who turned it into a retreat, added the kitchen and bathrooms, but it didn’t take off. There’s been a succession of owners since then, as well as periods where it’s sat empty. I believe Mr Jeffreys, your grandfather, was the sixth person to live here.’

‘I like it,’ says Kyle, looking upwards to the roof. There are a couple of slipped tiles, which make Lydia uneasy, but she supposes it’s inevitable with the place so exposed. ‘At least, it’s unusual.’

‘Not really the place for a family,’ Eleri says. ‘Have you any idea what you’ll do with it?’

Kyle reaches for Lydia’s hand and gives it a squeeze. It was a surprise receiving the solicitor’s letter. They’d not even known his grandfather had moved to Wales, let alone to a tower. As far as they’d known, he’d lived in Suffolk all his life. ‘Not yet.’ He smiles.

Lydia traces the route of their descent – from the summit down a track, through a farm and then a right-angle along another, rougher track to the place they’re standing. She understands now why the mountain’s called Mynydd Gwyn. The slopes are a patchwork of stone and purple heather and, from here, with the sun brushing the summit, the rock at the top does look white. From this angle, it seems impossible that they were standing there an hour ago, sunning themselves and taking selfies. It’s too craggy, too difficult. The phrase flits through her mind: too dangerous.

‘Shall we go inside?’ Eleri fits a key into the door at the side of the house and swings it open. There’s a smell of damp that immediately takes Lydia back to her student days. I think I’ve seen enough already, she wants to say, but Kyle is pulling her in, bending his head though the doorway is higher than he is. She supposes it’s the darkness of the place. The feeling that they’re entering a cave deep underground.

‘Light switch is somewhere. I haven’t been here for a while. Aha, here it is.’

A chill runs up Lydia’s arms and Jamie whimpers, pulling back from her chest. ‘It’s okay, little fellow.’ Outside, it’s baking hot, but in here it’s like standing in the depths of winter. She cradles Jamie through the baby carrier as she makes out an L-shaped kitchen with dirty yellow units. There’s a microwave that looks like an early model, an electric cooker encrusted with dirt and rust, and a fridge with its door wide open. The stumpy tail of the L is dominated by a sink and, above it, there’s a small square window.

‘I cleaned everything after your grandfather fell ill,’ Eleri says, though it’s hard to believe. She pulls back a curtain in the interior wall and steps through an archway into the next room. Then she folds back the shutters. Sunlight floods in, pooling on a coffee table and a couple of tatty armchairs.

‘From London, did you say?’

‘That’s right,’ says Kyle.

‘I bet there aren’t many views like this in London.’

Lydia lingers in the kitchen, running her fingers over one of the worktops, gathering dust. ‘Strange they only put big windows at the front of the house. Why make the kitchen window so tiny? It doesn’t make any sense.’ She thinks of the building from the outside. The south side, facing the summit, is completely devoid of windows bar this one. ‘Why would you build a viewing tower with only half a view?’

She leans over the sink and presses her hands against the pane. She can see the top of the mountain and the cloudless sky, but it’s as if she’s holding a postcard rather than viewing the real thing.

Eleri’s still fussing with the shutters on the other side of the archway. ‘All I know is that Barker ran out of money. Or lost interest in the project. Or maybe both. It was quicker to finish the tower this way. Mr Jeffreys did some research, told me bits and pieces, and that’s how I know. I think he was lonely. I used to clean up here once a week. It was about all the company he had.’

There’s a heavy silence and Lydia imagines Kyle thinking about the side of his family he doesn’t really know.

‘Do you want to see the rest?’ Eleri opens a door into a hallway and ushers them through, up a flight of stairs. The rooms are stacked one on top of the other, following the same stumpy L-shape as the ground floor. ‘It’s a strange design,’ Eleri admits, ‘but then, I’m no architect. This was Mr Jeffreys’ bedroom here, with the en suite bathroom.’

There’s an oppressive smell of old clothes and damp linen but Kyle doesn’t seem to notice, testing the floorboards, whistling at the view. Lydia wonders if he’s imagining his grandfather waking up in the old-fashioned bed, shuffling on the slippers that are still tucked beneath it. She glimpses the bathroom behind, filling the small protruding space above the kitchen window – the bath and overhead shower, the extractor fan, the faded baby-blue mat.

‘And then, if you follow me up the next flight of stairs, there’s a spare bedroom here with another en suite bathroom.’ They peer into a space that mimics the one below but without the furniture. ‘And then, on the third floor, which also has a washroom, is the room Mr Jeffreys used to paint in.’

They follow her up the last flight of steps.

‘Wow!’ Kyle catches Lydia around the waist as they enter the painting studio and stare dizzily at the wide sweep of valley. Instantly, she forgets her reservations. With the extra height, the view through the window is mesmerising.

‘You can see Cadair Idris if you look far enough to the left. Snowdon’s a little further around. That’s the village of Gaer Fach below us, the one you drove through to get here. I run the village shop with my husband, Jon. It’s a nice little community. Pub and a shop and not much else. It’s very quiet. Did you say you’re a sculptor?’ Eleri looks at Lydia.

‘That’s right.’

‘No doubt busy in London?’

Lydia smiles. Truth is, not busy enough.

Eleri fills the gap. ‘I’m sorry about what happened. I found Mr Jeffreys on the doorstep downstairs. Heart attack, as I’m sure you know.’

‘It’s okay. We weren’t close.’ Kyle speaks to the window.

‘Still, family’s family.’

‘Is it?’ He turns towards Eleri, taking in the stacked canvases and paint-splattered easel. The paintings are traditional, country scenes: moonlight through the forest; a sleepy canal. ‘Did you say there was a cellar?’

Lydia shivers. The last thing she wants is to explore underground. ‘I think I’ll take Jamie outside instead if that’s okay?’ She needs the warmth of the sun on her face, not another musty room. ‘We’ll wait for you in the garden.’

She leaves Kyle to nose around the house some more and takes the three flights of stairs to the ground floor. Jamie’s fallen asleep, his head snug against the inside of the carrier. She spends a few moments ensuring he’s comfortable, then steps outside. There’s not much of a garden: a small patch of lawn that’s knee high, an oil tank and a drystone wall bordering the steep rise to the summit. Adjacent to a garage, there’s a barn that’s padlocked shut. She stands on tiptoes and peers through a cobwebbed window at the space inside. It’s bigger than she’d expected and she feels a quiver of excitement. This place would make a perfect studio. She imagines her workbench against the far wall, her tools laid out, her stones covering the floor, her favourite pieces on shelves and plinths. The idea of a space to herself thrills her. A space that she wouldn’t have to pay rent on, or share with other people. A space with enough room to make a safe area for Jamie, where she can keep an eye on him as she works.

She steps back onto the lawn and lifts her gaze to the summit. There’s something up there, halfway between the house and the ridge at the top. An outcrop of rocks or another building? In front of it, a man is waving down at the tower. No, not the tower. He’s waving at her. She can feel it, just as she can feel the breeze in her hair and a chill on her neck.

She’s about to wave back when Jamie cries out in his sleep. She leans over and rearranges the muslin cloth behind his head. At the same time, the house door creaks open.

Kyle appears, blinking in the sunlight.

‘God, you gave me a fright!’ She looks back to where the man was standing. Nothing there. Just a trick of the light, the hazy summer sun.

Kyle rubs her bare shoulders, sliding his fingers beneath the straps of the baby carrier. ‘Here. Let me take that. You’ve been carrying him for ages.’

She shakes her head. ‘He’s asleep. Leave him be.’

‘You all right? You’ve got goosebumps.’

‘Just a breeze.’ She hesitates. ‘You’re not seriously thinking about moving here, are you?’

Kyle sweeps flecks of dust from his hair. ‘It’s not that stupid, is it? Haven’t we always dreamed of the country? Getting away from it all? Bringing up our family somewhere safe?’

She looks down at the crown of Jamie’s head, then across to the valley. The same thrill as when she looked inside the barn. The possibility of escape, of getting away from London, from the crowds and the traffic, the feeling of being hemmed in, the panic attacks. And then, there’s the potential of this place. She thinks of the view from the front of the house, the same view she’s looking at now, the way it transforms the space inside.

‘Think about it,’ he says. ‘Out here we’d have no rent. No mortgage. All this space for J-J to grow up in. All this healthy fresh air.’

‘I thought I saw someone on the mountain,’ she says, turning in the opposite direction, glancing up at the trig point and the jagged rocks. ‘A man waving down at me.’

‘A hillwalker, probably. Or a shepherd. Remember that farm we walked through earlier?’

‘It freaked me out,’ she says, though she knows it’s stupid. ‘Someone watching me like that. Watching Jamie.’

‘There’s bound to be tourists.’ He grins and she knows he’s right. Of course there are tourists. ‘Come on. There’s something else I want to show you.’ He finds her hand and pulls her further into the garden.

‘What is it?’

He doesn’t answer, just leads her through the long grass, past the kitchen window and the rusted oil tank. A sheep bleats from the fields. A buzzard circles overhead, so close she swears she can hear the beating of its wings. ‘It’s on the other side of the tower. Something that makes this whole thing perfect.’
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