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In regard to


The Vampyre Quartet





THERE WAS ONCE a time in England when no one would ever believe in a creature that stalked the streets at night, taking its pick of anyone who dare stray out after dark. Those who spoke of such a thing would be thought of as foolish and contemptible.


Eight hundred and sixty-six years ago all that changed. It was then that the first legends were spoken about a quartet of creatures that could live for ever. It was said that immortal monsters, capable of both love and murder, had chosen to live in the world of man. They were a secretive, deceptive and powerful enemy of humankind who desired one thing from us – blood.


In the dark north, even to this day the belief in four such monsters persists. Much has been written of the creatures. Sceptics have denounced the legends as poppycock and the ramblings of a flibbertigibbet. Others far wiser have spoken of what they have heard in whispers and have locked their doors and windows, never inviting a stranger to cross their threshold after dark.


This is especially so in the small coastal town of Whitby – the place where the legend began and where some would say it continues. You may have heard of the place and the beasts that prowl its streets. Some dare not give them a name, but to those who are willing they are known as the Vampyre Quartet …
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Brick Lane – 7th September





JAGO HARKER ran through the streets clutching the small leather bag that contained his whole world. His fingers were tightly entwined with those of the woman he pulled along. She stumbled on the broken glass that littered the pavement as they both weaved in and out of the smashed market stalls of Brick Lane.


The whole of London seemed to be fleeing, a mass of people frightened from their homes by the exploding iron caskets that fell from the sky. Far to the east they could hear the bombs begin to explode on the Isle of Dogs. Jago looked up. The sky was filled with aircraft. They were like the black shadows of a flock of small birds against the blue sky of that late afternoon. He could not believe what he saw. It was like the swirls of starlings that would winter-roost on the top of his flats in Old Nichol Street, Shoreditch.


The aircraft were soon overhead. He listened as the low hum of their engines echoed in the street. His mother clutched his hand tightly as Brick Lane began to explode behind them. A bomb landed on what was left of the market. It blasted two barrow stalls high into the air, splintering the frightened crowd with shards of wood. All was silent for the briefest moment as Jago gripped his mother close to him and pulled her instinctively into the doorway of a tobacconist’s shop.


The earth shuddered. Screams rang out as a bomb blew out the front of the pub on the corner of Bethnal Green. The street was filled with thick white dust that blotted out the sun and covered the bodies in the road like a fall of snow. The crowd ran, children screamed, an old woman stood shaking as she looked around helplessly. The air-raid siren wailed a few streets away as the thud, thud, thud moved slowly to the west.


‘You have to get away … It’s all arranged,’ Jago’s mother said, her voice in panic as she tied the label on to his leather jacket. ‘A good school – nice town. I spent some time there myself.’


‘But I want to stay with you,’ Jago protested as he tried to untie the string and the cardboard tag.


‘It’s all decided. You are being evacuated tonight. You’ve got to get away from the bombing. It’s important.’ His mother tried to smile but just looked even more concerned.


‘I’m fifteen. I don’t want to go. Only children get evacuated.’


His mother looked at him and held his face in her hands.


‘I know,’ she said. ‘But do this for me.’


She reached to her bag that was slumped in the corner of the shop doorway. For a while she fumbled inside, looking through scraps of paper until she found what she had been searching for. Without a word, she handed Jago an old sepia photograph.


He stared at it for a while as the whir of the bombers faded away.


‘Who is it?’ he asked as he looked at the two young girls not much older than him leaning against the ruins of a stone pillar on a sunny day.


‘It’s me, and an old friend,’ she said softly, as if the thought brought back a fond memory.


‘When was it taken?’ he replied, unable to believe that the woman in the photograph was his mother.


‘Sixteen years ago in the town where you are going. It’s a good place – now promise me that whatever happens … you will go there. Keep the picture and find her. She’s called Maria. You must find her.’


Her voice was insistent. Jago knew it would be pointless to refuse.


‘But I will come back. As soon as I hear this is over. I’ll be back – understand?’


His mother nodded, smoothed back his long black hair and kissed him on the forehead. Jago was tall for his age, his angular features and olive skin a welcome sight to all who knew him.


‘We better get going. It’s a long walk to King’s Cross.’ She stopped, thought and then went on as if she had to add something important. ‘Everything will work out for the good – never forget that.’


The dust in the street settled. His mother looked out from the doorway anxiously. Jago listened for enemy aircraft. They heard a distinct drone, a drawl of anger like a wounded animal. He waited before he moved.


‘All clear,’ he said confidently.


His mother had grown to trust his uncanny knack of seeing the future. Jago was always able to tell if an air attack was coming. He would often wake in his sleep and drag her from the bed to the shelter below their overly tidy flat in Abingdon House, Old Nichol Street. If the unseen, unheard warning came sooner, he would take her to the Underground station at Aldgate and wait for the bombing to start. He would tell her when the bombers were overhead, and even though they were deep below the city they would feel the tremble of the explosions above them.


She was always astonished that he would know the bombers were coming an hour before the siren started to wail. It was as if he had a sixth sense, that he could glimpse the future, but then again, he was so much like his father.


Jago could not make the comparison. His father had never been mentioned to him. He didn’t know what he looked like or where he was from. His mother kept that a guarded secret. As far as he was aware, there had been just Jago and his mother, Martha, all his life. No family, few friends and no one who had known them longer than when his mother came to London fifteen years ago. When he had tried to talk about his father, he was met with a wall of silence, a solemn look at the floor and a tightening of the lips. Jago had learnt not to ask. His mother had learnt not to look so closely at her son and see in him the man who was his father.


Yet that was so hard for her. As he grew in age and learning, Jago looked just like the man she had met all those years ago. She had been seventeen; it was the day of the photograph that her son now gripped in his hand.


‘We’ll have to be going,’ she said impatiently, as if she was irritated by the frequency of the bombings. ‘The night train leaves at seven o’clock from Platform 9.’


She spoke as if she had to give him this vital piece of information. Then without another word, she dug in her pocket and handed him a tattered brown envelope stuffed with crisp five-pound notes. Jago had never seen so much money.


‘Where did you get this?’ he asked.


‘You’ll need it. There’s fifty pounds – keep it safe,’ she replied as she pushed him from the doorway and picked her way through the debris that filled the junction with Bethnal Green.


‘But … but I never knew we had so much money,’ he argued as he followed on.


‘I’ve been saving it. Didn’t want to spend until there was a good reason,’ his mother said coldly as she walked ahead clutching her bag.


‘But you don’t earn five pounds in a month – how did you get all this?’ he asked as he stuffed the wad deep inside the pocket of his leather coat.


‘It was sent … to pay the rent. That’s all you need to know.’


‘Who by?’ he asked as a building further down the road collapsed, sending a pall of dust high into the afternoon sky.


‘Never you mind. Someone kind … very kind.’ She scolded him with a smile.


The street hung heavy with acrid smoke. There was no wind or ounce of breeze. Jago could see the plumes of flames from the houses on Petticoat Lane. He tugged his mother by the arm of her coat and tried to hold her close so as not to be lost in the crowd of people that pushed them on like flotsam on a human tide. He looked at the worried faces of those who pressed close to him. Some stared with deep, rimmed eyes and already looked dead; others seemed to have life. It was as if those who would not make it had been marked for death and were already, in some strange way, leaving this world. They were half alive, doing all that you would do but waiting to go on, though not knowing their fate. Jago panicked and wanted to close his eyes. A woman several years younger than his mother looked at him. He shuddered as he saw what looked like wisps of her soul pouring from her eyes like a thick white vapour. She scurried ahead with a flock of children around her waist, shouting as she pushed through the crowds of people.


His mother pulled the collar of her coat even higher. Jago couldn’t see her face for the hat that was pinned to the side of her head. It looked more like a brown dinner plate with two fake roses sewn on to it.


The bombing had blown out the fronts of the tall grey houses on City Road. The crowds had gone and they walked alone through the deserted streets towards King’s Cross station. Jago was surprised by how silent the world was, even in war. There were no cars, buses, no rumble of the Underground. All he could hear were faint distant voices and the occasional bell of an ambulance far away. What people there were had gone north towards Hampstead. All they now passed were row on row of empty houses. Some were bombed out, some boarded, and others just left with their doors open as if waiting the imminent return of those who lived there.


His mother was intent on seeing him off. He knew it was to make sure he caught the train. His leather bag felt heavier than it had before and grew more cumbersome with each mile they walked. The man in the flat downstairs had made it for his last birthday. He had known Jago since he was born. Cresco would often look after him when his mother was at work. He was always avuncular and kind, and would tell him stories about the eastern land of Garbova, somewhere near the Black Sea, and the great castle that overlooked the town.


Jago didn’t mind being left with ‘Uncle’ Cresco – the stories he told were magical and came to life. Cresco would smile at him as he spoke, his face would wrinkle and his thick brows would rise higher with every word as Jago listened. He would tell him of the great evil that took the land and how one man with a brave heart overcame it all.


On the mantelpiece above the fire was a golden cup that Cresco had said had once belonged to the King of Garbova. It was the only thing of value that he had in the tiny apartment. The cup was polished and worn. It was edged with faded reliefs of strange animals that were almost rubbed bare.


In one story he had told Jago that to drink from the cup would give protection from any harm between two full moons. Cresco had taken the chalice, poured in a slosh of red wine and, as he told the story, sipped from the gold cup. Then he handed it to Jago. At first he hesitated, as the sweet smell of the wine seemed to fill the room. Cresco talked more and more; his words were like a magical spell that entranced Jago as he stared at the wine that shimmered in the light of the fire.


‘The Cup of Garbova – the cup of crimson wonder,’ Cresco had said, and in that moment he looked fifty years younger. ‘Found by Krakanu, a boy like yourself, Jago. The Apsara – an evil creature had stolen the sun and the moon and the world had no light. Krakanu searched the caves underneath Castle Garbova and killed the demon. When he stabbed the beast through the heart, the cup fell from within it. Three drops of its blood smeared the side. Krakanu drank from the cup and was unbeatable in battle. Here, Jago – drink – for your own good – you never know when the battle will come to your door.’


Jago had reluctantly drunk from the cup. He felt no different. Cresco looked at him and smiled. Jago would never forget seeing the tears in the man’s eyes.


The leather bag, like his coat, had taken Cresco many hours to cut out and sew together. Each was finished with elaborate stitching. His mother had told him that Cresco was once the tailor to the Tsar of Russia and that he had fled to London. Cresco himself was far too humble a man to ever mention such a fine thing.


As he walked, Jago looked at the bag. In it was everything he owned, everything he was being forced by his mother to take. Even Cresco had left him a parting gift wrapped in newspaper and stuffed in the bottom of the bag. From the smell, Jogo knew it must be wurtzl sausage or smoked fish.


If he could have had his way, Jago would have gone back to the apartment and taken his chances. He would have run with his mother to the night shelter when the bombers came, and shopped for her during the day.


Cresco had stayed.


‘Nothing makes me run any more,’ Cresco had said to him that morning when Jago had told him he was being evacuated. ‘I have spent too much time running. Now I stand and fight. This is my country now. I am an Englishman. I will stand in the park and shake my fists at those bombers – they won’t kill Cresco – I have drunk too many times from the cup.’


Jago hadn’t believed him. He was an old man who often wandered the landing of the apartment block in just his underpants and shirt, with remnants of his breakfast tucked in his grey beard. Cresco had escaped from a forgotten odd corner of Europe that in his mind was a fearful place of ghosts and phantoms. The war had followed him through Austria and France and only a narrow strip of water stood between him and the old enemy.


Now, Jago knew his life was changing. Cresco’s stories were just words and even Krakanu couldn’t save them. As they turned the corner of Cubitt Road, he shuddered.


‘They’re coming again,’ he said in a whisper as his feet gathered pace.


‘It’s over, Jago. They have sounded the all clear.’


‘It’s from the north – they’ve turned back.’


‘It can’t be. The siren would have sounded,’ his mother said, knowing she should trust him.


Jago stopped and looked up. He sniffed the air and listened like an animal awaiting the hunter.


‘Run, mother!’ he shouted as he grabbed her hand and pulled her on.


‘What is it, Jago?’ she asked as a shudder of fear rippled her spine.


‘They’re coming low and fast – near to the ground,’ he said as he ran faster.


His mother ran with him, holding his hand as she looked to the northern sky. The bombers always came from the east, she thought as she tried to keep pace, jumping over the broken windowpanes that were scattered in the road. Together they ran towards Gray’s Inn Road and Coram’s Fields. Jago knew the way. It was where he had gone to school until it had been bombed.


‘There’s a shelter at Russell Square,’ his mother said as she listened to the low hum of the approaching aircraft.


‘We’ll never make it – they’re too close,’ he said as he lost grip of her hand.


‘It’s not right, Jago. I don’t like this.’ She felt something was wrong, that this was no ordinary attack.


‘Run faster!’ he shouted as the planes came closer.


Like a carriage from a fairground ride, a small bomber circled overhead. Its black wings cast a serpent-like shadow on the ground as it sped closer. Jago looked up. He could see the pilot looking down at him as they ran across the field. There was a burst of machine-gun fire that ripped through the grass. It smashed into an old oak tree and sprayed shrapnel in the air.


Another small black bomber swooped in like a falling eagle. It was as if they were the targets. Its engine droned, whined and was then silent. It fell from the sky with its bomb doors open.


‘Run, Jago, run!’ his mother screamed as they hurried from the park and into Regent’s Square.


Jago bolted as fast as he could. Fear seared through his veins and made him tremble.


‘Keep running,’ he pleaded. But his mother had slowed to a walking pace. She no longer cared and had given up the will to fight.


Then, taking a final look at Jago running ahead, she stopped and turned to face the bomber that was diving towards them. Martha Harker dropped her bag to the floor and let her coat slip from her shoulders. The sunlight cast shadows through her flowery silk dress as she raised her arms to the sky. Jago looked back as he grabbed the railing by the alleyway and panted for breath.


‘Don’t stop, Jago. Never look back,’ she said as she stared into the approaching hail of bullets that were already churning up the street and coming towards them. ‘Remember, I will always love you …’


‘NO! MOTHER!’ he screamed as he saw the metal casket fall from the aeroplane.


It was as if the whole world turned slowly. He watched as the bomb fell and bullets smashed into the pavement. His mother stood without fear, her palms upturned as if to receive a gift.


It was then that a hand grabbed him by the throat and pulled him down a small flight of steps to the basement of the house. Jago heard the whistle of the bomb as it fell to earth like a comet. Another hand smothered his face as the body of a man pressed him to the ground. He was held tightly in amongst sodden leaves and street rubbish that had piled up through the years. Just for a moment he saw the man’s eyes staring at him. He was held in a steely blue gaze. Each eye was rimmed with silver.


There was a loud explosion. The world was consumed in a brilliant white light. It burnt brighter than the sun. The earth shuddered as the buildings all around began to fall. The sound deafened his ears. Rubble crashed around him. There was screaming in the street. He could feel the man holding him close, he could smell the scent of cologne on his shaven face.


Then came the darkness and the swirling cloud and dust as the masonry filled the open cellar. Soon there was silence, deep and impenetrable like death itself. There was no pain, no hurt, no fear. All he could feel was the man holding him, as if he was a sleeping child cuddled by his father. Then even that feeling faded and there was nothing. It was as if he slept without dreaming. It mattered not that he couldn’t move as the collapsed building pressed down upon him.


In his dreaming he could hear fire engines in the street and smell the approaching flames. Someone pulled his arm from the rubble as he opened his eyes and dragged him from the dirt.


‘Got one! Young lad … just where he said.’ As the voice spoke water was splashed on his face to wash the dust from his eyes. ‘And his bag. Can’t believe he’s alive.’


‘Where’s my mother?’ Jago asked as rough hands helped him to his feet.


‘Only found you because some bloke told us you were down there,’ the fireman said.


‘There’s a man down there with me – he pulled me from the street and covered me when the building fell,’ Jago panted.


‘There was no one there but you, lad,’ the fireman replied.


‘My mother! She was in the street when the bomb came down.’


‘She’s not here now. No one survived, lad, bomb fell just there,’ he said as he pointed. ‘If your mother was out here she wouldn’t have …’ As he walked Jago to the ambulance the fireman saw the tag on his jacket and read his name. ‘You being evacuated?’


‘On the night train,’ Jago replied anxiously. ‘To Whitby.’


‘A strange place to be evacuated. People expecting you in Whitby?’


‘Yes,’ Jago replied vacantly, not knowing if anyone was expecting him or not. He knew no more than what was on the tag tied to his jacket, his name and evacuation number written on it by his mother.


‘Then we better get you there. If we get news of your mother we can send it on,’ the man said as he noted down the number on the tag in a small black book. ‘That’s all I need to find you.’


Jago looked around the street. There was no sign or trace of his mother. It was as if she had been just a vague memory. The bomb had smashed every house into small pieces of rubble. Where he had last seen her was now just a scorched piece of earth.


‘But my mother – is she dead? Where is she?’ he asked nervously, wanting to cry.


‘There’s a war. Things happen. You have to go to Whitby. There’ll be people there who’ll look after you. Understand?’ the man said sharply.


He was given no time to think. The fireman insisted he get into the makeshift ambulance that had once been a grocer’s van. It had old cauliflower leaves in the corners. A camping bed was pushed to the back and some old equipment strapped to the side. The van was ramshackle and looked as though it could care for no one. A woman in a nurse’s dirty uniform looked pitifully at him.


‘The man, the man …’ Jago stuttered as his teeth chattered with the sudden chill that overwhelmed him. ‘What was he like?’


The fireman rubbed his hands on his thick jacket, thought for a moment and then looked to the street to see if he was still there. There was something about the way Jago stared that was quite unsettling. He had never seen a boy look so frightened.


‘Just an ordinary bloke. Businessman – dark suit – northerner, I would say.’


‘Did he have blue eyes … with a silver rim … like a wolf?’ Jago asked, remembering what he had seen.


‘Never noticed,’ the fireman replied as he threw in Jago’s bag and closed the back of the ambulance, shutting out the light. ‘He was just a man in a long black coat. Said he saw you run down the steps before the bomb went off.’


‘How come he survived when no one else did?’ Jago asked as he was plunged into the darkness.
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Bartholomew Bradick





THERE HAD BEEN NO TIME to complain and no one to complain to. It was as if he had been imprisoned in the ambulance for his journey to King’s Cross station. Jago had slumped against the wall of the van, wondering if he were still dreaming. The only thing that made him think he was awake was the distant rumbling of another wave of bombers and the smell of leaking petrol. When he had arrived at the railway station, the doors were pulled open and the same fireman who had locked him in pulled Jago from the van.


‘Platform 9,’ the man said sternly, as if he knew exactly where the train would be. ‘You don’t want to miss it. You never know what might happen to you if you stay behind.’


The words sounded like a threat. Jago stepped from the van to the pavement and looked around. The bombers had struck the Marylebone Road. A single deep crater steamed outside the St Pancras Hotel.


‘Any news of my mother?’ he asked, not knowing what else to say.


‘She’s dead. They found this just before we set off. You have no one and nothing to stay in London for now. It was all that was left of her.’


The man handed him a small silver wristwatch with a smashed face. Jago knew it well. He turned it over and looked at the back and read the words: Martha – Whitby 1925.


‘That’s all?’ he asked despondently.


‘Well, she didn’t have time to leave a will if that’s what you mean,’ the man laughed. ‘Get the train, boy. Get out of London before it’s dark. There might be more than the bombers that are after you.’


He said no more as he slammed the door shut and got back into the van and drove off, leaving Jago by the side of the road. London felt suddenly cold and unwelcoming. He fought the desire to run back to the place where he had last seen his mother. The cardboard tag on his leather coat flapped and twisted in the stiffening breeze.


‘She’s dead, Jago,’ he said to himself as he turned slowly towards the doors of the station. ‘Can’t stay here.’


An old charabanc bus rattled through the debris on the Marylebone Road. It stopped at the bomb crater and the door opened. A woman in a pleated skirt got out. She adjusted the hat on her head and pulled a young child from inside the bus. Then more came, one after the other until the pavement was full of children. Each one had a tag tied to their coat. The younger ones carried the obligatory gas mask in its brown box. In virtual silence they formed a long line and without any word from the woman they snaked their way towards the station.


‘On your own?’ she asked as she approached Jago. He nodded. ‘Then you better come with me. I am the Evacuation Officer. You look too old to be sent away.’


The woman tried to look kind. Her brow was deeply furrowed and her eyes were drawn into her head that looked as though it was held together by the tight knots of her hair. Jago clutched the watch in his hand and followed her step by step as the clouds blew in from the west and the sky darkened.


On Platform 9 of King’s Cross station the train waited, steam hissing from the black engine. Soldiers in muddied uniforms guarded the entrance as a fat porter hurried the children along the platform. Jago looked up at the bombbroken glass that hung from the steel girders high above the platforms. Crowds of people stood and watched as the children walked towards the train. The Evacuation Officer went ahead, holding up a furled umbrella.


‘This way,’ she shouted. Jago noticed a man in a long black coat watching from the shadows of the soup kitchen. ‘No lagging behind,’ she said as she prodded him with the tip of her umbrella. ‘Have to get the train. Expecting another bombing anytime.’


‘It won’t be for an hour,’ Jago replied without thinking. ‘I can’t feel them.’


The woman shrugged her shoulders.


‘It leaves in five minutes and from the tag on your coat you have to be on it.’


Jago looked back at the soup kitchen, but the man was gone.


On Platform 9 three soldiers guarded a black iron gate that kept back a sea of children. Jago was by far the oldest. He felt out of place and stood awkwardly, leaning against a pile of empty mail sacks.


‘Time!’ shouted the porter as he waved a green flag. The soldiers opened the gate and the Evacuation Officer counted the children as they filed by.


As each one passed she told them a carriage number. Jago waited until they had all gone ahead. A small girl gripped his hand for a moment. She looked up at him with tear-filled eyes before being dragged away by a red-haired boy.


‘My sister,’ he said. ‘Can’t stop crying.’


Jago understood.


The Evacuation Officer looked at him and checked the number on his tag.


‘Jago Harker … Whitby?’ she said, surprised. She checked her papers. ‘Cattle truck …’


She pointed to an old wooden truck at the end of the train. It had an open wooden door that slid on metal rails, and Jago could see the floor was covered in straw. In the shadows was a wooden pen filled with bleating sheep. Chalked onto the side in tall white letters was the word WHITBY.


‘Animals?’ he asked. ‘What about a seat? How will I know when I am there?’


‘Not for you to argue with. You are being evacuated – not taken on holiday. Whitby is the end of the line.’


It was as if she had rehearsed the words already. Without argument, he got inside and made a manger of hay bales and straw. It was warm and dark and the sheep fell silent. He wondered if he was to travel alone. His answer came quickly. The door was slid shut and locked from outside. The train whistle blew and the wheels began to turn as they scraped against the rails. Jago sighed as he sat back alone in the darkness. It pressed in around him. He didn’t feel scared but sobbed softly and quietly as he thought of his mother.


‘I feel like that sometimes,’ said the voice of a man from somewhere in the darkness.


‘What?’ asked Jago. ‘Who is there?’


He sat up, startled. There was someone in the carriage with him.


‘A traveller, just like you,’ the voice said. ‘Was in amongst the sheep – thought I would be alone.’


Jago could make out the shape of a man sitting against the sliding door. He was wrapped in a thick dark coat. The broken slats let in the half-light of the fading sun. It wasn’t enough to see him clearly and Jago did not want to move. The man stared at him.


‘You’re not being evacuated?’ Jago said, as he wondered if there was a way of jumping from the train.


‘Too old for that,’ the man replied. ‘Just going home – making sure I get back, and stealing a ride is one way.’


‘What happens if they catch you?’ he asked.


‘You going to tell on me?’ the man asked with laughter in his voice. ‘I don’t think you’d do that, would you, Jago?’


He was frightened that the man knew his name. A sudden desire came to him to break from the carriage, scream and leap to the track.


‘You know me?’ Jago asked, his voice hushed.


‘Longer than you think, Jago Harker,’ the man said as he came towards him from the shadows.


In the darkness Jago could see the outline of two silver eyes. They burnt in the darkness like a ferocious wolf. Instantly he knew it was the man from the bombing.


‘It was you. From the bombing. You saved me – covered me and then vanished.’ Jago pushed himself fearfully against the bales of straw trying to distance himself from the man. ‘It was you who told the fireman where I was buried. How come you weren’t killed?’


‘Frightened, Jago?’ the man asked.


Jago swallowed hard. ‘Why did you do that – what about my mother? Why didn’t you save her?’ he asked.


‘What would be the point in that? There is a point in all our lives when we have to die. I cannot change that. With you it was different. I knew if I dragged you down the steps you could survive. I had to make a choice, Martha or you.’ The man spoke softly as he came closer. ‘I never got a good look at you – I have heard that you look just like …’


Jago looked at the man. All he could see were the bright silver-blue eyes rimmed in shimmering steel. His face was thin and shadowed. Stubble was on his cheeks and framed his thin lips. He stared and stared at Jago and then reached out and touched his face.


‘How do you know my mother? Who are …’ were the only words he could say before a hypnotic sleep gripped his body. Jago tried to force his eyes to stay open, but they closed painfully.


‘Be quiet, Jago. It is best you don’t know who I am,’ said the man, and he pressed harder on Jago’s forehead with the tip of his finger.


The night and the day went quickly. Jago felt as if he were dead. At one point, sometime in the night, he thought he heard the train stop, and from the muffled sound of the engine he guessed it was in a long tunnel, but he drifted back to sleep and it was only when the train was crossing the bleak moors that he woke.


‘You there?’ he asked as the train crept slowly into the station.


There was no reply. The engine stopped suddenly. Jago shuddered as the door was opened and a bright torch shone inside.


‘Jago Harker?’ asked a man on the platform. Jago shielded his eyes from the bright light as he nodded his head. ‘You’re the only one on the list. Should have been in carriage number three. Thought you had ran off.’


‘I was told to get in here. The Evacuation Officer said this was the carriage for Whitby.’


‘Carriage for sheep – not for people.’ The man laughed. Jago could not see his face but his voice sounded warm, as if he could be trusted.


‘Where are all the others?’ Jago asked.


‘They got dropped at Malton. Children for farms – that’s what they were. Didn’t no one come to let you out at all?’


Jago looked around the carriage for the man.


‘No.’ He hesitated. ‘All alone.’


‘Then we better get you something to eat,’ said the man as he held out his hand and pulled Jago from the darkness of the carriage. ‘I’m Bartholomew Bradick. Stationmaster.’ He paused. ‘Though there aren’t as many trains come here since the start of the war. Five a week, that’s all.’


Something in the man’s voice made Jago sigh. It was as if he had instantly found a friend. He knew nothing of the man, other than that he was quite short and round, with a waistcoat tightly buttoned over his fat stomach. He wore the uniform of the North Riding Moors Railway and the teeth he had left were stained by pipe tobacco. The railway station was just like Aldgate Underground. The walls were covered in the same posters and the clear night sky was vaulted above their heads like a ceiling of stars. Jago looked up and saw the light of a comet.


‘What’s that?’ he asked as Bradick led him into the station office.


‘That?’ he shrugged in reply. ‘That is known in these parts as RedEye. Came on the same day one hundred years ago and will stay there until it vanishes back to where it is from. It’s a comet – deep in space and always burns blood red.’


‘I looked at the sky every night in London and never saw it,’ Jago said as he was taken inside.


‘That’s the thing,’ Bradick replied heartily, ‘get further south than twenty miles and it’s invisible. It’s as if it just appears above the town and can be seen from nowhere else. Not a good thing, if you ask me.’


Bradick smiled as with one hand he showed Jago the expanse of the room. There, burning brightly in the black grate, was a coal fire. In the middle of the room was a neat wooden table covered in a cloth and dressed with a bowl of flowers. On the wall hung several badly painted landscape pictures with matchstick figures. In the corner on an old desk were a telephone and typewriter, with a railway timetable on the wall behind.


Jago could smell hot tea and warm toast. He noticed the man looking curiously at him, as if he was expecting Jago to comment on the room.


‘It’s lovely,’ he said nervously, not knowing if it was the right thing to say.


‘Have you been to Whitby before? You seem very familiar?’ Bradick asked and then went on before Jago could reply. ‘You are the first evacuee we have had. The mayor was going to come and welcome you – but … he’s indisposed.’


‘Not well?’ Jago asked politely.


‘Drunk,’ Bradick replied as he wheeled in a tea trolley from a small room with a smoked-glass door. ‘They found him in a hedge. Stuck in the branches. He’d fallen in headfirst and couldn’t get out. It’s the worry – that’s what got to him. Undertaker found him – thought he was just half a man.’ Bradick stopped abruptly as if he had said too much.


Jago smiled as Bradick handed him a cup of steaming tea with the sweet smell of sugar. It was something he hadn’t tasted for the last year. In Shoreditch food was rationed, and sugar was traded as gold. He had once seen a man who had found a bar of chocolate. It was dark and rich and covered with mildew. Jago had saved the piece he was given for three weeks, until he could no longer resist eating it.


‘Cake?’ Jago asked as the man handed him a plate with a thick slice of sponge topped with cream.


‘Made with ten eggs,’ Bradick boasted as if it were a sign of his wealth. ‘I have chickens,’ he whispered.


‘Am I staying with you?’ Jago asked, wondering if it had been decided whom he would live with.


Bradick frowned and rubbed his wrinkled face with one hand whilst with the other he hitched up his trousers and pulled his thin, stained tie into place.


‘No room here, Jago. But you can come and visit. I would like that. Don’t get many visitors since Mrs …’ Bradick looked sullen and sad. His warm, open, round face narrowed pitifully.


‘Did she die?’ Jago asked quietly, thinking Bradick looked like a shaved walrus.


‘Went to Hull,’ Bradick interrupted. ‘Met a haberdasher who could offer her a never-ending supply of buttons. And you, Jago – what of your family?’


‘My mother is dead,’ he said, barely believing the words he spoke. ‘That’s what I have been told. A bomb …’


‘And you still came to Whitby?’ Bradick asked.


‘I have nothing to stay for. No family,’ he replied. ‘The man insisted.’


‘Then we shall be family together. Are you sure you have never been here before – you look so familiar?’ Bradick asked again.


‘Never been north of Hampstead Heath.’


‘Strange, you look like someone I have met.’ The small wooden clock on the wall chimed nine times. ‘Ah,’ he said as if he remembered a vital piece of information as he got up from his seat by the fire. ‘There is a curfew at midnight. Everyone has to be within doors. I better tell you where you are staying.’


‘Nearby?’ Jago asked.


‘Not quite. And perhaps, not so friendly. But don’t let me put you off. Take as you find – that’s what I say. It’s a fine house on the other side of the river. A school of some importance on the top of the cliff by the church and the ruined abbey. You can’t miss the place. Sadly, you’ll have to walk on your own as I can’t leave the station. I will give you directions and this note.’


Bradick handed Jago a long brown envelope with crisp black lettering on one side.


‘A school?’ Jago asked.


Bradick stood up and looked towards the door. ‘More of an orphanage – bright children, invited to live there – not many,’ he stuttered. ‘It’s called Streonshalgh Manor, an old house with old memories.’


Jago had discovered that Bradick had a habit of whispering whenever he said anything of importance. It was as if he wanted to keep it from the world. Jago looked at the envelope. On it were his name and directions from the station to the Manor. He could feel a stiff piece of paper inside.


‘Can I open this?’ he asked as his thumb flicked the frayed edge.


‘I would keep it as it is, Jago,’ Bradick explained slowly with a raised eyebrow. ‘When you get to Streonshalgh Manor, ask for Mrs Macarty. You are expected.’ He sighed as if he didn’t want the lad to go. ‘Her face can wither prunes but her heart is softer than many people would think.’


Jago smiled and walked towards the door, carrying the leather bag in one hand and the envelope in the other. Bradick smoothed the cloth of his waistcoat, straightened his tie and opened the door, and together they stepped onto the empty platform.


He looked up. The strange comet was still high above them. It had neither moved nor changed. A full moon climbed slowly towards it as if the two would soon meet.


‘Never seen anything so strange,’ Jago said, in awe of the heavens.


‘Walk quickly and stay on the roads, Jago. This is Whitby and not as safe as London – even without the bombing.’ Bradick shrugged his shoulders and curled his lip in a frowning smile. ‘One thing,’ he asked as Jago turned to walk away. ‘When did your mother die?’


‘Yesterday – in the evening before I caught the train.’


Bradick sighed loudly and held out a hand.


‘I am not surprised by the fiery trials we all go through,’ he said. He stepped towards Jago and hugged him tightly. ‘There’s always a cup of tea and good food in my office for you, remember that, Jago.’


Jago stood uncomfortably for a moment, wrapped in Bradick’s arms. He could smell the sweat of the day mixed with tobacco and fire ash. He didn’t mind – deep in his heart, he felt he could trust this eccentric man who stumbled over his words and said too much.


‘My mother lived here once,’ Jago said when Bradick had released him from his grip. ‘She gave me a photograph taken by some ruins,’ he continued as he fumbled in his pocket. ‘This is her.’


He showed Bradick the photograph. The man took out a pair of silver pince-nez spectacles and stuck them to the bridge of his nose. He said nothing as he moved towards the open door to cast more light on the faces before him.


‘This is your mother?’ he asked urgently as he gasped.


‘The one on the left. The other girl is called Maria. I was told to find her.’


‘Dear Jago – what has brought you to this place?’ Bradick asked as he looked anxiously up and down the platform before stepping back inside his office.


‘What do you mean?’ Jago asked.


‘You won’t find this woman and you must never mention to anyone that your mother was here – do you understand?’


‘Why?’ Jago asked.


‘Just do what I say. Leave this picture with me – don’t take it to Streonshalgh Manor. It would not be good for you if it were found.’


‘It was the last thing she gave to me. I want it,’ he protested.


‘Then it is better kept safe with me … You’ll be late. Go on, Jago, be off now.’ Bradick suddenly slammed the door shut, plunging the platform in darkness.


Jago banged on the office door.


‘I want the photograph, Mr Bradick – it’s mine!’ he shouted as he heard three bolts slide into their keepers and the mortise locked turned to keep him out.


‘It wouldn’t be a good thing. I will keep it safe and no one will know. Remember, Jago. Mention it to no one when you get to the Manor – especially Mrs Macarty.’


‘But …’ Jago protested as he saw the office light dimmed and heard the shutters pulled across the window blinds.


Inside, all was silent. He stood in the chilled night as the moon cast his shadow across the stone floor of the platform. Jago felt alone. On the far side of the town, on the clifftop, he could see the dark shadows of Streonshalgh Manor and the ruined abbey. He wondered where his mother had lived and why her face should frighten Bradick in such a way. Jago had wanted to tell him about the man in the carriage, but hadn’t dared. Life did not make sense – but then, for Jago Harker it never did.
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Streonshalgh Manor





JAGO TRUDGED ON, his feet tired, his mind confused and his heart weary and full of pain. His one overriding thought was for his mother. All he could see every time he closed his eyes was that final glimpse of her. She was surrounded in sunlight, her hands held up as if praying. He could picture every detail as if it were burnt into his eyes. Her coat was crumpled at her feet. The contents of her handbag had spilled across the street. She waited, knowing what was going to happen but as if she didn’t care.


In life he had never felt alone, she had always been there. He remembered being lost in a London market when he was a small boy. She had found him; her hands had wiped away the tears. Even when he had been left with Mr Cresco, Jago knew she would come back and together they would sit by the fire in their flat and eat buttered toast. Now, his heart felt as if it would burst. Tightness gripped his throat as he wandered through an unknown town to the looming shadow of a dark house on a clifftop.


The road from the railway station to the town was lit by the full moon and the glow of the comet that coloured the sky deep red. The road was broad and edged with the brick walls of houses yet to be built. Their foundations were set in four rows of bricks, the work suddenly stopped and now grown over with brambles. An occasional car sped by, its lights shaded for the blackout. No one was on the street and not a house light was to be seen. He could not escape the shadows of the ruins on the far cliff on the other side of the river. The long avenue that he now walked along was straight and broad. He could see the tall chimneys of Streonshalgh Manor. As he approached the open gates to the park he looked again at the envelope in his hand.


Jago traced the line from the station with the tip of his finger. Somehow he had lost his way. The open gates led into a neat park. There was an old building with a copper roof surrounded by trees. The path dropped steeply to a ravine below, where he could see the grey slate rooftops of several large buildings. On the other side of the road was a row of high terraced houses. They swept down the hill towards what he thought must be the town. Each had a metal gate with a brass handle and a flight of steps to the door in the tall facade of brick. They reminded Jago of Belsize Park. His mother would take him there Sunday after Sunday. They would walk through Primrose Hill to the old pub at Haverstock. He would sit outside, drink shandy and listen to the music. His mother would be gone for an hour and then come back for him. She never said where she had gone and he never asked. What she had been doing never mattered. It didn’t cross his mind.


If the houses were familiar, the road to the town was not. It narrowed quickly and became steeper with every step. With it came the smell of the sea. It blew in on the fresh wind that now rattled the chains on the rusted gas lamps. From somewhere near, Jago could hear music and laughter. The night grew darker as with every minute a sea-mist drew in and cloud covered the town. He looked up as the moon struggled to keep light. Then it vanished, and even the bright glow of the comet could not light his way. Jago fumbled down the dark street as he made his way to the harbour and the bridge to the east side.


That is what it had said on the envelope. Find the bridge – cross to the east side – follow Sandgate – through Arguments Yard and along to the steps. He could remember the directions – but now as the moonlight faded, the town changed. Jago shuddered as he turned the corner of the street. On the hill was an old boarded-up café, the sign swinging back and forth in the breeze. The window had been smashed long ago and the door nailed shut. He walked down the cobbled path and could hear the ringing of a hand bell nearby.


The old bank on the corner was also empty. He looked across the road. There, built on the side of the river by the bridge, was a tall building divided into a number of small shops. A narrow alleyway led through it, spewing mist from the river like a dragon’s mouth.


By the bridge was a man. He stood outside a white-painted hut and rang a brass bell that hung from the wall. Jago could hear the sound of an engine and the clattering of cogwheels. The road that crossed the bridge began to split in two and rise up. A gate swung across and was locked shut. The man looked around to see if all was clear and then rang the bell again.


Jago waited in the shadows. It was instinctive and he felt safe. He knew the man would ask him questions. Stranger in a strange town, and in the middle of a war. Jago didn’t want to explain to the man who he was or where he was going. It would only be a matter of time before the bridge was down and he could cross to the other side. He decided that when the gate was open he would wait for the man to go back into the hut and then cross quickly, head down.


There was a sudden thud that shook the ground as the bridge stood fully open. The man on the bridge flashed his torch three times upriver. Just at that moment there was a parting of the clouds above the town and the moon shone down through the fog. Slowly and silently, the conning tower of a large submarine came into view. It glided silently through the opening as it sleeked out to sea. Jago pressed himself back into the doorway of the disused bank so as not to be seen.


Three men in dark uniforms stood at the front of the black conning tower as the fin slipped silently down river. A tall silver periscope turned towards him as the submarine sailed on. Jago looked out from the shadows, knowing that it had fixed upon him and even in the moonlight could see him clearly. The green orb of light that came from the lens stared towards him like the eye of an animal. One of the men pointed towards him. Jago could do nothing. Then the submarine sailed on beyond the piers and towards the deep sea.


On the bridge, the man went back inside the hut. Jago waited as the bridge was lowered and the gate automatically opened. He could see the rim of light around the door of the cabin and a shadow move inside. All was then quiet. Jago gripped the handle of his bag, looked back and forth and then slipped out from his hiding place. He had never been frightened of the dark outside. It was only the shadows of confinement that unnerved him. Quickly he was across the bridge and before the moon could disappear again, he checked the directions on the envelope.


‘Sandgate,’ he said out loud as he looked up at the sign carved into the stone of the house on the corner. It was unusual to see a street name. Most had been taken down to confuse the enemy if they invaded.


Sandgate was narrow and lined with curious shops. One sold fish, another what vegetables could be found. There was a photographer’s and jeweller’s that sold black polished stone and the stone bones of long-dead monsters. He followed the pavement until he came to a large market square. In front of him, just like on the map, was a colonnaded building with a high clock tower. Jago turned the corner and walked towards the end of the street. It followed the line of the harbour and every five yards he could see dark alleyways that dropped to the waterside.


Behind every other door he could hear talking but no one came out into the street. He had never known such a deserted place as this. Doors were all locked, windows shuttered and barred. It was as if everyone wanted to keep out the night and stay inside until morning. Jago thought it strange that there was no sign of any bombing. Perhaps the war hadn’t reached here yet – that’s why he was here, he thought, as he stopped to listen at the door of a house.


He waited a moment before walking on, hearing a familiar voice on the radio. ‘Here is the news and this is Alvar Lidell reading it.’


Jago smiled. The voice was familiar. Alvar Lidell spoke swiftly as he always did. Jago remembered how he would go downstairs to Mr Cresco’s apartment and listen to the large wooden radio that stood in the corner of the room. The valves inside would spark and glow as the voice vibrated and crackled through the speaker.


‘You always need the news, Jago,’ Cresco would say as he gave him another orange that he had hidden under his sofa. ‘But it is what he doesn’t say that is important.’


Jago had never known what Cresco meant. A clock somewhere near chimed loudly, the sound echoing over the town. Ahead of him was a flight of steps that seemed to go up the side of a mountain. Strands of mist weaved in and out of the houses and the smell of the sea was at its strongest. Jago could hear waves breaking on a nearby beach. The alehouse at the bottom of the steps was eerily empty. Like most of the houses in the street, its windows were boarded with black shutters.


‘Going far, lad?’ asked a voice from the nearby shadows.


Jago turned. All he could see in the darkness was the glow of a burning tobacco pipe and the outline of a man leaning against the wall.


‘Streonshalgh Manor,’ Jago replied cautiously as he thought of running.


‘Not far to go then,’ the man said as he stepped towards him. Jago noticed he carried a digging spade. He was tall, thin, with a work-worn face and deep, penetrating eyes. He wore an old black gabardine coat with leather-patched elbows ‘Not from around here, are you? I’m Jack Henson – gravedigger. Just finished.’


‘Digging graves?’ Jago asked.


‘What else would a gravedigger do?’ Henson asked with a laugh. ‘What do you want at Streonshalgh Manor?’


‘Living there,’ Jago replied. ‘Been evacuated.’


‘Just arrived on that train that rattled through, disturbing everyone? Heard you were coming – our only evacuee. Londoner, some said – is that true?’


‘Shoreditch,’ he replied as he walked slowly towards the steps.


‘When will you pay me, say the bells of Old Bailey – When I grow rich, say the bells of Shoreditch … Do you know that, lad?’ Henson asked as he walked alongside. ‘I knew a lass who went to London, left here years ago and never came back. Some say that in London there is a man who keeps an elephant in his house. Is that right, lad?’


‘If it were, I never saw him,’ Jago replied as the man kept pace with every step he took.


‘One hundred and ninety-nine of these – a stairway to heaven, some say.’ Henson laughed again as he chewed on his pipe. ‘I’m Jack Henson – remember that name – have the cottage by the abbey. Handy for the gravedigger.’


The man stopped and held out his hand.


‘Jago Harker,’ Jago responded as he grasped the strong, rough palm in his fingers.


‘I’ll walk you up the hill – shouldn’t be out alone in this place, Jago. There are legends that have a habit of coming true.’ Henson puffed on his pipe without regard to the steep hill that was sapping Jago’s strength and breath.


‘Legends?’ Jago gasped as he stopped on a wide stone landing and pretended to look out to sea. ‘You mean ghosts?’


‘Sometimes they are the same – sometimes not. Around here they can mean anything.’ Henson strolled up the steps with the spade over his shoulder.


‘Don’t know if I believe in anything like that, can’t be frightened by what you can’t see,’ Jago panted as he followed on, wondering how a man who looked so old could walk so quickly.


‘They all say that. Mrs Macarty will cure you of your ignorance. A week of her cooking and you’ll be believing in the devil and all his works.’ Henson laughed again as he struck his spade into the earth at the side of the steps and then pointed up the hill. ‘There she is,’ he said earnestly, his voice stripped of all mirth. ‘Streonshalgh Manor. Not the happiest place in the world, but some would call it home.’


Jago looked up. The moon was forcing its way between the wisps of high clouds. They were now above the mist that filled the estuary as it rolled in from the ocean, and in the steel-blue light he could see the rooftop of a large baronial house. A tall grey wall, breached by dark windows, reached up to a thick slate roof. To his left was an old church surrounded by a thousand gravestones. The last of the steps gave way to a path that wound its way through the tombs to a pair of iron gates.


The Manor House looked cold, empty and unlived in. It was nothing like his flat in Old Nichol Street. There was no Mr Cresco, no radio and no mother. Jago tried to stiffen his trembling lip and fight back the sudden urge to cry.


‘Looks a nice place. I’m sure I will be very happy here,’ he said as he nodded to the man and gave a slight bow before walking on.


‘You’re really not frightened, are you?’ Henson said. He was looking at Jago as though he was measuring him for the size of his grave.


‘Frightened? No,’ Jago replied as he walked on, not wanting the man to know the truth.


‘House by the abbey ruins. Can’t miss it. Jack Henson. Gravedigger. Don’t forget. Curfew at midnight – don’t get caught – they’ll think you’re a spy. Remember my name.’


Jago looked back. The man stood defiantly at the top of the steps. His long white hair blew in the wind as he raised his hand in farewell.


‘Mad as cheese,’ Jago said under his breath as he clutched the cold iron gates of Streonshalgh Manor for the first time.


Four tall chimneys towered over the house and cast moon shadows on the ground. There was not one light at any of the twenty windows that Jago counted. He slowly pulled open the gate and stepped inside. His feet crunched on the cold gravel path that took him towards a tall statue that stood guard with sword and shield.


Jago ignored the look of its cold eyes as he walked up the steps and knocked on the door. The house seemed to tremble and he heard footsteps scurrying along the stone floor towards him.


‘Who is it?’ asked the voice from inside.


‘Jago Harker. I’ve been evacuated from London,’ he replied as he anxiously checked the tag on his leather coat.


He heard voices whispering inside as if they fought as to who would open the door.


‘Evacuated?’ said another voice as a small spy-hole was opened and someone stared out. ‘Jago Harker?’


‘From London,’ Jago added, only to make the confusion and hubbub worse.


‘He’s from London,’ said the indecisive voice.


‘London?’ asked another.


Then it came like the roaring of thunder at the start of a storm, shaking the nail-studded door.


‘TO YOUR ROOMS!’ The voice billowed angrily. ‘Every one of you. What have I said about going to the door? You never know who could be there.’


Jago heard hurried footsteps running away. He stepped back from the door and gripped his case with both hands as he waited.


A bolt was slid, then another and another. The lock was turned with a great key that churned in the workings as it clicked each tumbler one after the other.


The vast brass handle moved slowly. Inch by inch the door opened and a shard of paltry candlelight flooded out.


‘It’s me, Jago Harker,’ he said before he could see what monster was on the other side of the door.


‘Mr Harker, how nice to see you,’ said a prim and neatly pinnied woman of meagre height with a bright smiling face. ‘You have travelled far to be with us … Welcome.’


Jago looked beyond her to see if someone else was hiding in the shadows, someone more gruesome than the woman who stood there now.


‘Is Mrs Macarty here?’ he asked.


‘Yes,’ she said with a smile that reminded him of a smug fat toad he had once caught at Rotherhithe.


‘I have been told to ask for her and give her this,’ he replied as he handed the woman the envelope.


She held up the candle and looked at the writing and then turned it over and admired the map drawn by Bradick.


‘You did well to get here on such a dark night, Jago. Bartholomew Bradick is not the best at giving directions. He works in the world of train lines and feels no need for roads,’ the woman said as she looked over his shoulder into the night and sniffed the air. ‘Best you come in.’


‘And will I meet Mrs Macarty?’ Jago asked.


‘You have,’ she replied. She stood aside and gave him her hand in welcome to the house. ‘I am Mrs Delphine Macarty.’


Jago stepped inside. The house was all he expected it to be. Every wall was panelled with oak, every fireplace stained with wood smoke. He stood in a grand entrance hall. A long staircase led off to an upper floor. A small fire burnt in a blackened grate. Dust covered most of the flagstones. Three small faces peered down from the landing above as Jago was led towards what smelt like the kitchen. Mrs Macarty was quick-footed; her long skirts polished the stone floors as she walked.


‘A wonderful place,’ Jago said without meaning it as he followed on.


‘I am glad you think so. This will be your home until the end of the war – whatever the outcome. The War Office was insistent you came here. I can’t understand why as you look far too old and are far too tall. I only hope I have a bed long enough to fit such a gangly creature,’ she said. The charm she had first given him now appeared to be vanishing.


‘I am six foot and fifteen years old,’ Jago insisted, hoping it would make a difference.


‘We are a society of orphans – one ceases to be an orphan at sixteen and, according to these papers, you at least have a mother,’ she said dryly as she led him along a dark corridor.


‘My mother is dead. She was killed in a bombing … yesterday.’


Mrs Macarty stopped and turned to face him. She looked up and sighed as she held the candle to his face.


‘I am glad to see you are beyond tears. You either hated her every fibre or have mourned enough on the train from London. I do not like tears. I have never cried myself in these last forty-five years since my own parents died and will have my orphans do the same. Crying, Jago, does not make the man.’


She inspected his face again with the candle, looking for any trace of a tear stain.


‘It was a long journey,’ he replied as he took a breath. ‘I will try to be a good example for you.’


Mrs Macarty smiled at him. It was genuine and warm.


‘I am beginning to like you, Jago,’ she said as she pulled at her long silver hair and twisted a lock in her fingertips. ‘I think I will change your room. You are a lad who could do with a view and a window that doesn’t shut so as to let in all that good sea air. I might even be able to find a few pieces of coal for your fire.’


Jago tried to look as though he appreciated her words. He could see her eyes flicking like a snake’s tongue across his face, as if she looked for something that she could not see.


‘It would be welcome,’ he said slowly with a nod of the head. He noticed the peculiar pig-nose shoes that stuck out from under her long skirt.


‘I knew you were a gentleman. I could tell it from the way you knocked at the door and stood your ground. It has been a long time since we had a gentleman around here.’ She shouted the last words as if she wanted all those listening upstairs to hear her. Mrs Macarty leant towards him slowly. ‘There are those who may be jealous about the room you are to have, Jago. It hasn’t been let for many years. Don’t let them frighten you with rumours.’


‘I shall only believe what you say, Mrs Macarty,’ Jago replied warily.


‘Good, good,’ she said as she whispered close to his face. ‘I wouldn’t want you to get unnecessarily … worried. You better follow me. I will bring you some soup later before you sleep. Must be tired with all that travelling … and grieving.’


Jago thought he had heard her giggle as they took to the back stairs. She led on quickly, her feet skipping over the bare boards to the landing above. A long corridor led to three dark oak doors that stood side by side.


‘It is a fine place, Mrs Macarty,’ Jago said as he saw her take a key from her pocket and open the door farthest away.


‘I haven’t had time to clean. I was going to put you in with the other boys – but you are almost a man and perhaps you will need a room of your own,’ she said as she twisted the tag on his coat and read his name several times under her breath. ‘Very well. I will leave you to it. Soon be breakfast … the soup can wait until then. It would be best that you get some sleep.’


Jago had been looking forward to something to eat, but she slipped the blackened iron key into his hand and was gone from the room. ‘Breakfast at seven – the smell will lead you to it,’ she laughed. ‘Matches in the pot by the window.’


Jago found the matches and lit the candles on the mantel and then pulled the thick red curtains. They did nothing to dampen the chill breeze that crept in through the gap under the bay window. As he did so, Jago was sure he could hear voices on the landing outside. They chattered eagerly to one another as their childlike footsteps scurried quickly over the bare boards. He quietly crossed the room and opened the door. The corridor was empty, all but for a blue Dutch plate on which were laid sweet biscuits and what looked like cheese. To the side of the plate was a matching cup filled with tea.


‘Thank you,’ Jago said as he looked for any trace of the giver.


There was the echo of laughter and then the slamming of a door. All was quiet.


In his room, Jago ate the cheese and looked out of the window across the churchyard to the sea below. He would have called any man a liar if a day ago they had said he would be in such a place as this.


Outside Streonshalgh Manor, the statue of the gladiator was frozen in time, his long, bronze sword pointing towards the church. The moon shadows ran quickly out to sea, the clouds blown by the fresh wind.


As Jago sipped his tea and thought of Old Nichol Street and Mr Cresco, he heard the sound of clattering hooves. On the road, in the shadows of the ruins of the old abbey, were four dark horses with funeral plumes. They regally dragged a black hearse with glass windows. Six men walked slowly behind, each one dressed in a long purple coat. The deathly cortège turned into the churchyard and there it stopped.


Jago looked on as Jack Henson appeared from behind the gate and pointed across the churchyard. The coffin was taken from the bier and carried away to the shadows of the church.


Suddenly, a bell rang in the house.


‘All in bed!’ shouted Mrs Delphine Macarty.
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