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HPEN7020 - Writing Place and Context     
Title to be decided later - Work in progress

“I must keep my eyes closed...” Katia reminds herself. She unlocks the heavy wooden door after a struggle and replaces the old key in the pocket of her summer dress. “If I keep my eyes shut…I won’t see him.”  
She doesn’t venture in, but glances at her phone. It’s already past noon. Lara and Ella haven’t arrived yet. They’re late… over thirty minutes. It’s so typical of her sisters. There are no messages, and she’s been waiting… in the sun. 
“I should’ve brought my jumper…” she curses regretfully and looks at her bare arms. They feel sore.  Katia gently rubs the redness on her skin and shakes her head, angry at her carelessness.  Next time she’ll pay closer attention to the weather before she steps out. 
Her gaze wanders down the narrow path and into the distance across the field towards the house. Shielding her eyes from the overhead sun with one hand, she waves a tissue near her face with the other. There is no sign of them. She cannot wait any longer.
Katia steps nervously under the arched doorway. A hard push doesn’t open the unlocked door - the hinges are rusty and stiff from disuse. Perhaps, the small side entrance would be a better option – it’s more frequently used. After another forceful thrust, the obstinate door opens, bringing down a cloud of dust. A draught of cold air rushes at Katia and makes her shiver. She looks around the square chamber before she enters. It’s bleak and cheerless inside. In some parts, a few stone blocks are broken and need repair. The still and lifeless silence is frozen. Over drapes of black cloth, attached to the sidewalls, hanging garlands of white Iris trail down. Her nose wrinkles. There is that familiar fragrance again. It reminds her of the sickly-sweet odour of the narcissus on the burial mounds nearby. Katia narrows her eyes, then quickly wraps her crimson scarf around the lower half of her pale face. A second later she explodes into a fusillade of sneezes. What good has she gained by coming here? Her eyes discard the crude altar at the far end. Instead, she focuses on the dais positioned in the centre of the stone floor. Violet drapes of satin cover the sides. An open casket is placed on the marble top of the dais. Around the funerary box six candles burn, each firmly fitted in silver candlesticks - they had belonged to her grandmother. She walks towards the middle of the room in measured steps. 
So, intent on watching the casket, Katia doesn’t notice the small door in the far corner of the chamber open. Lara and Ella slink into the hall, snickering. They seat themselves on a stone bench hidden in the shadows on one side of the entrance. Ella grips onto her skeleton key firmly, careful not to let it drop onto the slate floor. But the tip of the metal shaft cuts into her palm and nearly slips through her fingers. Quickly she tucks the key into her pocket.  Just above them hangs a degraded piece of art depicting the family estate.
As Katia approaches the bier, a restless inner voice intrudes her thoughts. She wavers in the uncertainty of her emotions. Her forehead furrows…does she feel empathy for her grandfather or is it outrage? 
Katia leans forward and looks long into the coffin and shudders. His hair is combed back over his balding head, his white beard long, his face thin. She perceives an old man with skinny hands, his nails now a bluish colour. He is no longer the same robust grandfather. Her eyes compress. Unwitting tears gather under her eyelids.  Katia bites her lips. The bunch of Iris placed on his chest triggers a repeated volley of sneezes. 
Both Lara and Ellen burst out laughing.  They join Katia at the coffin. Ellen pushes aside one of the candlesticks. She rests her elbow on the edge of the casket and with her chin resting on her palms, she gazes at her grandfather’s face.
“I couldn’t resist…,” Ellen chuckles. “…I couldn’t help it, really!”
At the same instance, Lara interjects, “I couldn’t help it either,” she chortles, irreverently. She lifts her dead grandfather’s hand and drops it back onto his chest.
“Oh…I see…” Katia replies, not sure if she should be embarrassed by her unconventional family. Their callousness bothers her.
 “It was all so funny,” Ellen exclaims.
“Do you mean me sneezing?” Katia replies in good humour… “…were you laughing at me sneezing?” 
“I wasn’t laughing at you…,” Ellen glares at their grandfather, “…only at the way things are.” 
“Oh…okay?” Katia feels obliged to carry on the conversation and feigns her interest… “what do you mean by… at the way things are?” The chill in the air and their hollow voices echoing through the chamber disturbs her. Surely, they don’t mean it. She has the urge to escape but Ellen grasps her shoulder.
“There’s something else…can you guess what it is?”
Katia shakes her head, overwhelmed by her confusion. Just then a van pulls up outside. Ellen checks her watch and looks out of the window. 
“Oh…they’re here…”
Katia follows her sisters out of the chapel. A black hearse is parked outside the gate in the country lane. The back doors of the vehicle are open.  Ella greets the drivers. She ushers the men in while Katia waits with Lara outside. The men soon return, bearing the coffin. Katia gazes down upon the wooden lid as they walk past her, quite unsure of the day’s incidents. Both Ella and Lara alarm her… they behave like juveniles despite being…what …over twenty? 
Observing her sister, Lara nudges Katia gently, “You can collect the ashes tomorrow if you like?”


Several days pass. With nothing better to do with herself, Katia reaches for the urn on the mantelpiece in her bedroom. Her fingers glide over the earthen vessel. Her granddad is in there. It feels surreal.  He’s now just ashes and fragments of bone. She hurriedly places the urn back in its resting place, unsure of what she should do next. Her gaze casually drifts to the window alongside her. Never has a week appeared so long to her before. She opens the glass panes and looks into the distance over the fields. Though it’s mid-morning, there is a soft coolness in the air. Katia closes her eyes and breathes. Just a couple of deep breaths removes her lethargy. A freshness about the country never fails to delight her senses. The weather is pleasant, a little overcast, but she prefers it this way. Her eyes follow the track she knows so well between the chapel and the burial mound. The ley lines Grandad spoke about spring to mind. Their shared campfires on warm nights remind her of his voice. This strange but familiar world has a secret history and charm that will now remain silent forever. What could’ve happened to Granddad? She shouldn’t have left to take up the post as an archaeologist surveying the Crugy Fairn cairn overlooking the River Neath. He seemed well six months ago before she left. Tears threaten - her face is pale and sombre. 
An unexpected “wock, wock, wock-a-wock, wock” startles her. It’s the raspy chatter of a magpie on the ledge below the window.  As she gazes at the bird, it suddenly takes flight. Her eyes trail the magpie’s path over the expanse below towards the isolated burial mound.
The seclusion of the knoll with its chambers and upright stones urges her to visit. She does not want Ella and Lara to know where she is heading. Both are in the front room. There is a balminess in the air and though it is overcast, the sun might make an appearance later. From the cupboard, Katia grabs her jumper, stuffs it into a backpack along with a head torch and her phone. She warily heads downstairs with the urn. 
The house is almost quiet except for the cat on the sill of the bay window in the hall. It yowls at a feral on the other side of the glass. The household scavenger was a beloved companion for both her grandparents. She feels quietly grateful that Coal is still at home. 
Ella sneaks into the hall… “I’m glad you waited…,” she comments with a sardonic grin. She watches Katia with narrow eyes. “Remind me again…where are you going with that?”  
Katia hadn’t heard Ella enter. The urn nearly slips from her hands. Her heart beats fast. She can feel her sister’s glare.  Her lips part to answer, but then she notices Lara walk through the doorway behind Ella.
“She’s going alone… on her own!” Lara sneers. Eager to press her point home, she raises her hand, gesturing at the urn…but this time Katia interjects…her eyes uneasy.
“For you, it may be funny…,” she retorts indignantly, “Just like at the chapel…but if it is, I don’t see it.”
“What are you going to do about it?” Ella chuckles with a careless glance at the urn before she spits out with a strange viciousness, “You can fling that where you want, then catch the train tomorrow morning.”
For a moment there’s a silence. And then, Lara quietly comes towards Katia and puts out her hand to touch her shoulder…
“I might have agreed with Ella…” Lara looks across at her twin and adds… “but I guess it’s not your fault…the investments…the estate…the…” but before she can finish Ella grabs Lara’s arm and pulls her away. Katia is confused… she has not inherited any of this.
Ella casts a swift eye at the front door… “It looks like you ought to carry on with that on your own…,” she pauses to reflect… “…we two are just “sour cynics” …aren’t we Lara?” 
“Yup, that’s what Grandad said!”

It’s rather a long walk but that doesn’t irk Katia. After half an hour she stops midway and glances around for a brief mental calculation. On one side, the woods skirts the undulating fields, on the other, a trail of meandering steps leading to the chapel are crudely cut into the slope. The same carved out path connects the burial mound.  
“Let’s see…” she muses, “… from here it’s quarter of a mile to the chapel and another mile further to the mound.” 
Katia trudges up the slope towards the set of steps, her backpack securely strapped to her shoulders. As she ventures forward up the rocky stairs, she holds on to the urn tightly, clasping the vessel close to her chest.  The moss-covered stones feel slippery and unsafe under her shoes. 
Her gaze wanders to the chapel. In some parts of the wall, the stones are broken. The wooden beams around the edge of the roof are giving way. As she goes past the side of the structure closest to the path, a half loosened stone block crashes to the ground, missing her by inches. She starts back and hurriedly looks up. There is an aperture in the stained-glass window just above her. To her horror, a man’s hand quietly retracts back through the opening into the church. The hand is no longer there but there is a vacant gap between the stones in the windowsill. This couldn’t be possible, there is nobody on the grounds except for her twin sisters and her. She rushes forward up the steps to gain access to open space away from the chapel. Though she has rarely been cowardly, in this instance Katia does not dare turn her head to look back over her shoulder. Instead, she makes a concerted effort to distance herself. But then she hears an echo of footsteps scrambling down the rough steps behind her. She turns around. Clambering down the hillside is a tall, broad-shouldered man, his face obscured by a cap. Who the hell is he? 

Afraid she may be pursued, Katia hastens her footsteps along the track. Her forehead furrows in anger at her fear. She must reach the burial site…today. She stops and listens hard but cannot hear anyone following her. Finally, she arrives at the burial mound on the sloping hillside, partially hidden in the bracken and tall fern. A flush of relief colours her cheeks.
The giant capstone perched on the three megalithic upright stones is a familiar sight. The chamber under the Northern side slab would be a wonderful place to scatter the ashes or bury the urn - she can’t quite decide what her grandad would prefer. 
Katia swiftly switches on the torch clasped around her head and enters the concave cavern beneath the mound. There’s a chill in the air as usual. The smell of earth and stone please her. Mixed emotions of excitement and deep sorrow wash over Katia. Her heart beats faster and faster as she scrambles through the passageway towards the centre circle.  The light illuminates the knotted roots that twist their way through the overhead roof and between the columns of blue slate. 
Echoes of her steps soften as she approaches further into the chamber. The radial convergence of the ring stones is close. As soon as she enters the circle, a strange solace penetrates through the loneliness that surrounds her. How bizarre…she wonders…and places the urn in the centre of the circle. She sits down crossed-legged on the ground beside the container. Then to her astonishment, her eyes fix on something protruding…something wedged between two slabs. 
Covered by earth and stone, only a corner is visible. As an archaeologist, she can hardly conceal her excitement and her urge to investigate. But as a granddaughter, she should restrain her emotions until the ashes have been dealt with respectfully. After a few long moments, the archaeologist wins. She scrambles across to the two slabs and without further delay pulls out a trowel from her bag to delicately scrape away at the earth. Her fingers glide swiftly over the protruding corner.  The object is hard, probably metal. She is hyper-focused, confident the find will unravel the mystery surrounding her grandfather. 
Katia digs carefully until the earth is loose, gently clearing away the soil, and lifts the item out of the hollow cavity. Discoloured by mud, the object appears to be a recent metal receptacle the size of a child’s lunch box. The container is firmly fastened by a security lock. Frustrated by this impedance, a quick shake, slides the contents inside against the sides. But unable to open it there, Katia carefully places her newfound treasure into her backpack. Her eyes refocus on the urn. What would Granddad want? She once more finds herself in a dilemma. Suddenly it dawns on her. Of course, the urn should be placed in the vacant gap between the stones. She breathes a sigh of relief, knowing her grandfather would cherish being here. Carefully, Katia places the urn where the box was and closes her eyes. After some heartfelt words, she packs the earth back in, just as it had been. No one must find out that she had found the mysterious box.

To be continued…
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