





[image: 9781905916744]





































































Seventeen Coffins





Philip Caveney















































































© Philip Caveney 2014


The author asserts the moral right to be identified


as the author of the work in accordance with the


Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988.









All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior permission of


Fledgling Press Ltd,


7 Lennox St., Edinburgh, EH4 1QB









Published by Fledgling Press 2014









Cover Design: Kylie Tesdale


lalliusmaximus.wix.com/kylietesdale












Print ISBN: 9781905916740


eBook ISBN: 9781905916757





















































































































This book is for Clare Cain at Fledgling Press who saw the potential in Crow Boy and worked so hard to make it a reality. It’s also for Kylie Tesdale, who did such a brilliant job with the cover art.

















Foreword








In July, 1836, a group of boys, hunting for rabbits on the slopes of Arthur’s Seat, the picturesque hill that overlooks the city of Edinburgh, made a strange accidental discovery. In a hidden recess in the rocks, they found seventeen tiny coffins. Sadly, the boys didn’t fully appreciate what a remarkable find this was and spent some time amusing themselves by throwing the coffins at each other. In the process they managed to destroy more than half of them.


Luckily, they happened to mention their find to one of their teachers, a Mr Ferguson, who was a member of an archaeological society. He promptly climbed the hill and gathered up what was salvageable, just eight coffins. When he got home, he carefully prised up the coffin lids to find that each of them contained a tiny dressed doll. Afterwards, the coffins found their way into the hands of a private collector and many years later, to the National Museum of Scotland, where they can still be seen today.


Over the years many historians have wondered what the coffins might signify. Who made them and hid them in that secret recess? And more importantly, why?


Nobody has come up with a definitive answer − until now.
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One








Tom went down the last few steps and followed the party of tourists through a gloomy entrance. He found himself standing, once again, on Mary King’s Close. He looked expectantly around. It was just as he remembered it: the steeply sloping street, the lines of filthy washing hanging overhead, the rough plastered walls rearing up to the concrete roof high above him. He felt, more than anything else, a sharp jolt of disappointment. He wasn’t sure what he’d expected to find down here. Something more than just a seventeenth century street.


‘So this is the place you’ve been so mad to visit?’ said Mum. ‘I can see why. It’s very atmospheric.’


He nodded, but didn’t reply. When he’d agreed to spend part of his summer holidays in Edinburgh with Mum and Hamish, it had always been in his mind that he’d pay this place a second visit. He was looking for something here, but he wasn’t sure yet exactly what it was.


‘I must say I’m surprised you wanted to come back,’ continued Mum. ‘After the accident, I would have thought you’d want to stay well away. What is it about this place that attracts you?’


Tom frowned. He couldn’t really explain everything to her. How would it sound?


‘Well, Mum, see, the last time I was here, it was like, 1645? There was bubonic plague in the close and I was apprenticed to a guy who wore a mask and called himself Doctor Rae . . . only he wasn’t the real Doctor Rae, he was this crook called William McSweeny . . .’


Yeah, that’d go down well. He pictured Mum edging nervously away from him, looking for the nearest exit. And it wasn’t even as if he could show her the photograph that used to be on his mobile, the photograph of a girl called Morag. In the picture, she’d been sitting at the table in Missie Grierson’s filthy kitchen, smiling up at him and asking him what he was doing, because there were no such things as phones in 1645 and the idea of a photograph was something she could never have understood. A miniature, she’d called it, and remarked how you couldn’t even see the brush strokes. Thinking about it now seemed somehow ridiculous and yet, the photograph had been there on his mobile when he woke up in the hospital. It was the last thing he remembered looking at before he dropped back into a dreamless sleep. But when he’d awoken and looked again, the picture had already started to fade, and it had continued to do so, a little more each time he’d looked, until finally, after a few days, all that remained of Morag was a pale grey rectangle.


The photograph had faded but the memory of her was still fresh in his mind and he’d thought that maybe if he came back here, he might somehow be able to get near to her again, might be able to say sorry for not looking after her well enough.


‘You’re probably wondering what this place is,’ said a voice and looking up, Tom saw that Agnes Chambers had taken up her position, smiling at the group of thirty or so tourists in front of her. ‘What we’re looking at here are the streets of the old city under the Royal Mile, just as they would have looked in the 1600s.’ It was a different Agnes Chambers than Tom remembered, though the maid’s costume was exactly the same and so was the script.


‘I wonder if they’ve got any jobs going here?’ muttered Mum. ‘I could easily do what she’s doing.’


Tom refrained from pointing out that the girl playing Agnes was in her early twenties and probably had some acting experience to go with it. He knew only too well that Mum was on the lookout for work. Judging by the strained atmosphere at Hamish’s house over the past few days, Tom reckoned that things weren’t working out too well for Mum and Hamish.


‘Now we’ll go and visit the houses of some of the people who lived here in the 1600s,’ announced Agnes.


She led the group down the hill and through the doorway of a chamber where a realistic-looking waxwork effigy of a masked man, Dr Rae, was bent over the figure of a child in a bed, inspecting the symptoms of bubonic plague. Several of the tourists gave gasps of revulsion, but Tom could have assured them that this was nothing like as bad as the real thing.


‘He looks a real charmer,’ muttered Mum.


‘Yeah, he was,’ agreed Tom and then realised that Mum was giving him an odd look. ‘I . . . read about him at school,’ he added. ‘We did a project.’


‘A project about Edinburgh? In Manchester?’


‘Er . . . sure, why not? Edinburgh’s cool.’


There were some shushing sounds from the other tourists, so they fell silent while Agnes talked them through the symptoms of bubonic plague and explained how the Doctor would slice open the red swellings with a razor, squeeze out the pus and then cauterise the wounds with a red hot poker. Mum’s face was a picture as she said this. Tom found himself thinking that what Agnes couldn’t describe, or even know about, was the awful smell of burning flesh that filled the room at such a time.


He was glad when this part of the tour was over and Agnes led them on, along narrow corridors to the doorway of the room he’d most wanted to visit on this trip.


‘We call this little Annie’s room,’ said Agnes, and Tom wanted to interrupt and tell her: No, you got that bit wrong. This is Morag’s room. It’s her ghost that haunts this spot because it’s near where she died, murdered by William McSweeny, the man who died after falling through a roof. A man that I killed with my own hands.


But Tom knew if he said anything about any of it, the whole party would look at him as if he were mad, so he held his tongue and followed the queue of people into the little room.


He steeled himself, expecting . . . what? That a cold hand would reach out and touch him? That he’d see Morag’s flickering image standing in a corner, gazing up at him with the same affection she’d shown him in life? That he would hear her voice speaking to him across the distance of time?


But no, once again he was disappointed. There was just the little room, the open wooden chest and a great mound of bedraggled dolls and cuddly toys, left there by an endless procession of tourists. Mum gazed down at the offerings with a look of faint disgust on her face.


‘That lot looks like it could do with a good wash,’ she said and any spell that might have existed down there, was completely broken.


‘Come on,’ said Tom, turning away. ‘I’ve seen enough.’ He led Mum towards the door, pushing past the other tourists. Mum followed, mystified.


‘I don’t understand,’ she said. ‘You nagged me for days to bring you here and it’s really interesting . . .’


‘It’s not what I expected,’ he said, not looking back at her. ‘It’s . . . different than I remember. Let’s find the way out.’


‘Shouldn’t we wait for the rest of the group?’ asked Mum. ‘We could get lost down here.’


‘I know the way,’ he assured her. ‘It’s just–’


He broke off as he saw something moving at the far end of a long corridor; a tall dark figure clad in a leather cloak. In one gloved hand it carried a lantern which burned with an eerie glow and in the other hand, a long white stick. The hooded head turned to look at them and Tom saw the familiar masked face, the long, crow-like bill. The figure began to move, striding towards them, seeming to float above the hard earth floor. Tom’s heart pounded in his chest like a drum and a terrible coldness settled over him. He grabbed Mum’s arm, squeezing it so hard that she gave a gasp of pain.


‘Tom! What are you–’


He opened his mouth to tell her to run, but nothing came out and when he tried to stir his legs into motion, he found that they could barely hold him upright. The vision swept closer, the goggle-rimmed eyes glaring at Tom as though they had recognised an old friend, looking at him the same way they had examined him when they searched for the right spot to bury the blade of a knife . . . Then the figure was lifting the lantern to illuminate Tom’s face and a muffled voice, with a soft Edinburgh accent, spoke from behind the mask.


‘Can I help you at all?’


‘I . . . I . . .’ Tom struggled to get words out.


‘You seem to have wandered away from the rest of the group,’ said the man and Tom realised with a rush of relief that it was just one of the staff, dressed up in seventeenth-century costume.


‘We were looking for the way out,’ said Mum helpfully. ‘Bit claustrophobic down here.’


There was a deep chuckle from behind the mask which, despite everything, served to send a chill down Tom’s spine.


‘It’s not everyone’s cup of tea.’ The man lifted the lantern. ‘Just follow the corridor there and you’ll see an exit on your left.’ The masked head bowed and the figure moved on its way.


Mum smiled. ‘Wouldn’t fancy his job. Must be hot as anything under that all that gear.’ She looked down at Tom. ‘Are you all right? You’re shaking.’


‘I’m fine,’ he insisted, without much conviction. ‘Come on.’ He led her along the corridor as they’d been directed and pushed through the exit door. Stone steps led them upwards and they emerged into the reassuring light and warmth of the gift shop. A man in a frock coat and knee breeches greeted them at the door. ‘Everything OK?’ he asked them. He gave Mum a sympathetic look. ‘Some people can find the place a bit unnerving.’


‘We just needed some air,’ Tom assured him as he hurried past.


‘Did you want a souvenir?’ Mum asked him, but he kept walking towards the exit.


‘I’ve already got one,’ he assured her.


She caught up with him in the narrow alleyway outside.


‘What is wrong with you?’ she asked him. ‘We were only in there five minutes. I was expecting to make a day of it.’


Tom shrugged. ‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘I just . . . it wasn’t what I was looking for.’


‘But you’ve been here before,’ she reminded him. ‘Surely you must have known what it would be like. So, why . . .?’


Tom stared at his shoes. ‘It’s complicated,’ he said. How could he explain to her what he really felt? That going back to Mary King’s Close had felt somehow like something from his past. Like Timeslyp, the computer game he’d played so avidly only a year ago. Then, it had seemed so exciting. Now, whenever he revisited the game on his mobile phone, it felt somehow irrelevant – because a real trip back in time was so much more immersive; something that affected every sense – sight, sound, even smell. And returning to Mary King’s Close had felt similarly disappointing. The doorway into the past had been well and truly shut. ‘I was just . . . expecting something more,’ he said, at last. Like the first time I went there, he thought.


‘Well . . .’ Mum reached into the pocket of her coat and pulled out a guidebook. ‘There’s lots of other stuff to do in Edinburgh. And I’m not really ready to head back to Fairmilehead just yet.’ She studied the book for a moment, then looked at Tom and smiled. ‘Tell you what,’ she said. ‘How do you feel about the National Museum of Scotland?’














Two





Tom had to admit there was a lot to see here. He and Mum wandered silently through the huge Victorian galleries, each of them packed with what could only be described as wonders. Complete dinosaur skeletons loomed over them like beasts risen from a nightmare. A life-size shark seemed to float in the air above their heads, like some uncanny zeppelin, armed not with machine guns, but with row upon row of glittering, razor-sharp teeth. Here were books bound in human skin, the titles tattooed in blue-black ink. There were suits of armour, glinting dully in their glass cases and beside them, the weapons of medieval warfare – swords, shields, crossbows. And more. So much more!


Caskets and jewels, uniforms and weapons, posters and paintings. Wizened Egyptian mummies wrapped in mouldering bandages gazed blindly up from their decorated caskets. Waxwork kings and queens sat upon glittering thrones, surveying their subjects in silent disdain.


And there were animals! Bears and wolves, giraffes and lions – as real as life, but completely motionless. There was even a huge African elephant, gazing down at Tom with dark, friendly eyes as though inviting him to clamber up onto his back and take a stroll through the nearest jungle.


Eventually, it was all too much to take in and they found themselves exploring some of the quieter rooms upstairs, threading their way past glass cases that bristled with ancient relics and treasures. It was in one such room, up on the fourth floor, that they discovered the coffins.


‘Look at those!’ said Mum, pointing to the glass case in which they rested. There they were, arranged in a row and lit up by tiny spotlights; eight miniature wooden coffins, perhaps a hundred millimetres in length and each of them containing a little wooden doll, dressed in crudely fashioned clothes. The coffin lids were arranged alongside them, decorated with oddly-shaped metal emblems.


‘Weird,’ said Tom. He read the little card positioned beside them. ‘Says here there used be seventeen of them,’ he told Mum, who had walked around to the far side of the glass cabinet. ‘Some kids found them in 1836 on Arthur’s Seat.’ He looked at his Mum enquiringly. ‘That’s the mountain, isn’t it?’


She nodded. ‘We could take a walk up there later if you wanted,’ she told him. ‘It’s a nice day and I’m told it’s not so hard if you take your time.’


Tom returned his attention to the card. ‘Says here the kids didn’t know they were worth anything and started throwing them at each other!’ He laughed, picturing the scene. ‘That’s why there’s only eight coffins left. But this schoolteacher realised they were important, so . . .’


Tom glanced up again. Mum was looking at him through the glass, gazing at him with a fierce intensity.


‘What?’ he grunted.


‘How’s your dad getting on?’ she asked him. He was surprised. It was the first time she’d mentioned Dad this holiday.


‘He’s . . . ok, I guess.’


She nodded, but kept staring. ‘Is he, you know . . . seeing anyone?’


Tom felt uncomfortable. This was grown up stuff, which he tried to avoid whenever possible. But he didn’t think he should lie to her.


‘Er . . . yeah, he is actually. Her name’s Ruth. An English teacher. She’s nice.’


Mum nodded again. ‘That’s . . . great,’ she said, but she didn’t look or sound as if she was pleased. ‘Really great. I’m . . . glad for him. Have you met her?’


He shrugged. ‘We’ve been out for dinner and stuff. She’s ok.’


He made a valiant attempt to change the subject. He pointed to the card. ‘It says here, the remaining coffins fell into the hands of a private collector, but they were donated to the museum in 1901.’


Mum made no move to indicate that she had heard what he said. She was staring down at the coffins now, lost in thought. Tom felt moved to break the silence.


‘Mum, is everything all right? With you and Hamish, I mean?’


Her eyes refocused. ‘Oh, sure,’ she said, making a dismissive gesture. ‘We’re good. I suppose it’s just


. . . well, I thought I’d find work easily up here and . . . it’s taking a lot longer than I expected. Hamish travels so much with his job, and I’m on my own quite a bit so I . . .’ She waved a hand again, as though she’d just remembered something. ‘He might be joining us in a bit, actually. Hamish. He was tired this morning so I left him asleep, but I texted him on the way here, told him where we’d be. If he fancies coming.’ She smiled. ‘That’s ok, isn’t it?’


‘Sure, whatever.’ But Tom felt a twinge of irritation. He’d never warmed to Hamish and that was before he’d encountered a seventeenth-century villain called William McSweeny who shared Hamish’s face and voice. Tom doubted that the present-day Hamish was anything like as villainous as his counterpart, but there was still something about the man he’d never liked and probably never would. He continued reading the card.


‘Nobody’s sure who put the coffins up there. There are theories though. Some people thought it might be witches. You know, like voodoo dolls or something. Or it could be they’re for sailors that drowned at sea. It says here–’


‘There you are! I’ve been looking everywhere for you!’


Tom lifted his head as the sound of a strident voice rudely interrupted the peace and quiet. He saw Hamish striding between the cabinets, towards them. His shoulders were hunched inside his khaki jacket and he had a cross expression on his slab of a face. ‘God’s sake, woman. I must have rung your phone a dozen times. Kept going straight to voicemail.’


Mum looked back at him. ‘Sorry, I had it on silent. They don’t like you to use mobiles in here. I didn’t think.’


‘That’s your problem, you never think.’ He stepped past Tom and went around to the other side of the display cabinet to stand face-to-face with Mum. ‘I thought maybe you were avoiding me,’ he growled. He glanced through the glass at Tom without making any comment then returned his attention to her. ‘Have you any idea how many rooms there are in this blasted place? I must have looked in all of them.’


‘I’m sorry. We were just looking at these coffins, here. Amazing, don’t you think?’


Hamish grunted. ‘Never mind about that. I’ve got Hibs tickets for this afternoon. Jimmy sorted them out for me.’


Mum seemed almost relieved. ‘Oh well, that’s . . . great. You go ahead then. Me and Tom can entertain ourselves, can’t we?’


Hamish looked irritated. ‘No, you numpty! I’ve got tickets for all of us. Had to move heaven and earth to get them. I said we’d meet Jimmy and the lads in The Feathers before the match, for a few wee gargles. If we go now, we should be in time.’


‘Oh.’ Mum looked uncertainly at Tom. ‘But I . . . I don’t think Tom’s very keen on football.’


Hamish snorted. ‘Is that a fact?’ He glanced at Tom again, as though inspecting some lower form of insect life. ‘Now, why doesn’t that surprise me? It’ll do him good to get out in the fresh air. If you ask me he spends too much time indoors, playing computer games and watching the telly. That’s why he’s got no colour. And excuse me, but I seem to recall that the last time he visited one of these historical places, he ended up in hospital.’


‘Yes, but . . . you surely can’t mind me wanting to spend a bit of quality time with my son? We were really enjoying the –’


‘Wheesht, woman! You can spend quality time with him at the football match. Now come on, we’re wasting good drinking time here.’ He reached out a hand and grabbed Mum by the arm.


‘Hamish, no! I’d really rather stay here, if you don’t mind.’


‘Don’t be ridiculous. Have you any idea how much those tickets cost me? Come on.’ He started to pull her towards the exit. Tom felt moved enough to walk around the glass cabinet to her aid.


‘She doesn’t want to go,’ he said.


Hamish gave him a scornful look. ‘What’s it got to do with you?’ he asked. He looked at Mum. ‘Ok, so let the kid stay here and we’ll go to the match. He’s old enough to look after himself.’


‘That’s not the point. I haven’t seen him in months. Now, please. You go and let us stay here. I’m sure you’ll find a buyer for the tickets.’


Hamish’s voice dropped to a threatening snarl. ‘I’m not telling you again,’ he said. ‘We’re going to the match, with or without him. Get used to the idea.’


Tom stepped forward and put a hand on Hamish’s arm. Up close, he could smell the whisky fumes on the man’s breath.


‘Let go of her,’ he said, with a firmness that surprised him.


‘Get lost,’ Hamish told him. He slapped Tom’s hand away, but Tom put it right back.


‘I said, “Leave her alone.”’ he repeated.


‘Tom, don’t,’ said Mum, urgently, as though she knew what would happen next.


But it was already too late.


Hamish didn’t hit Tom. He just put a hand to his chest and pushed, hard. Tom felt himself falling backwards, his feet gone from under him. He saw Mum’s horrified expression, saw her open her mouth to shout something, but then a point of fire seemed to explode at the back of his head; a point of fire that spread suddenly and explosively to engulf him. For an instant, the world shimmered and shuddered around him like a mirage. And then he was falling, he was falling headlong into blackness and there was something horribly familiar about the sensation, because he’d felt this once before and he would have spent time thinking about the implications, except that a total blackness slipped over his head like a hood and he knew no more.














Three





I’m back. The thought shuddered through his conscious mind as he gradually returned to his senses; the treacly darkness giving way to a shifting, shimmering red. He opened his eyes and wasn’t entirely surprised to find himself staring up at a narrow strip of blue sky. He tried to move his head and a stinging sensation at the top of his skull made him wince. He lifted the fingers of one hand to probe at the injury and the tips came away stained red.


He took stock of his situation. He appeared to be lying in a narrow alleyway, stretched on his back amidst a heap of foul-smelling rubbish, but he knew instantly that this was not the kind of rubbish you’d expect to find in the modern world. There were no bin bags here, no printed cardboard containers, just a heap of old bones, fish heads and vegetable peelings; the combined stink of which quickly filled his nostrils and persuaded him to make a move. He tried to get up and had to wait for a moment for a spell of dizziness to recede. As his head cleared he sat up and looked quickly around. Dirty brick walls stood close on either side of him, and a narrow alleyway led to a flight of stone steps at the far end. They went up a long way and from where he was sitting he couldn’t see what was at the top of them.


He knew he was no longer in his own time and he was surprised to find that he was oddly excited at the prospect. Maybe he’d meet up with some old friends again. Cameron. Missie Grierson. Maybe even Morag . . . but then he reminded himself that Morag was dead and any sense of hope he’d had instantly evaporated. He got to his feet and stood for a moment, brushing scraps of rubbish from the back of his jeans and wondering what to do next. The alleyway seemed to beckon to him, so he walked along it and when he got to the end, he crossed a narrow street that stretched across his path from left to right and began to climb the long flight of steps.


He emerged onto another street, where rough-timbered houses crowded in close upon each other and now he was convinced he had gone back in time. There were no road signs in evidence; no parking spaces, no telegraph poles, just two rows of tumbledown dwellings and chimneys that belched grey smoke. He heard the sound of children, laughing and shouting, and turned his head to look in that direction. He saw a young man standing in the cobbled street off to his left; a thin, ragged fellow with a mop of curly brown hair. He was probably eighteen or nineteen years old, Tom decided, dressed in what must once have been a respectable black suit; a tailcoat and a pair of trousers, but the trousers were ragged around the ankles and the youth had no shoes or socks on his feet. Around his neck he wore a bright red spotted scarf, the only splash of colour in his entire outfit. He was surrounded by four or five children, every one of them as ragged as he, but much younger. They were pulling at the tails of his coat and teasing him, chanting the words, ‘Daft Jamie, Daft Jamie!’ over and over. He kept trying to catch them, but he moved awkwardly, limping on one leg and they were able to dance easily away from his clutches, mocking him as they did so.


Tom looked hopefully around, but there was no sign of anyone else who might be able to help the youth so he felt obliged to do something himself. He started towards the little scene, rubbing his aching head as he did so. As he drew closer, he raised his voice to shout.


‘Oi! You lot. Leave him alone!’


The children, clearly startled, took to their heels without even looking at him, leaving the youth scowling after them and waving a fist in their general direction.


‘Are you all right?’ Tom asked as he drew close.


The youth turned and looked at him in slack-jawed amazement, as though witnessing some kind of miracle. Tom quickly understood his surprise. His 21st century outfit of t-shirt, quilted jacket, jeans and trainers must have looked pretty odd in this setting.


‘Did they hurt you?’ Tom asked.


The youth shook his head and spoke, in a strange stammering voice. ‘They c . . . can’t hurt Jamie,’ he said. ‘They c . . . can try, but Jamie is too c . . . clever for them.’ He took a hesitant step closer to Tom and reached out a finger to trace one of the letters on his t-shirt, which spelled out the word iManc. It was just a design that was doing the rounds in Manchester, but to Jamie it seemed to have some deeper significance. ‘You are a walking b . . . b . . . book,’ he said. ‘If I could read, I would r . . . r . . . read you.’


Tom tried to smile, but his head was throbbing and what emerged was probably more of a grimace.


Jamie tilted his head to one side. ‘Wh . . . what’s your name?’ he asked.


‘Tom. Tom Afflick.’


‘T . . . Tom Afflick,’ said Jamie, saying the words slowly, as though he was unsure of them. ‘The w . . . walking book.’


Tom shrugged his shoulders. ‘Whatever,’ he said. ‘Where exactly are we?’


Jamie looked around, open-mouthed for a moment, as though not quite sure himself. Then he pointed a finger at the cobbles beneath him. ‘We are here,’ he said solemnly.


‘Er . . . yeah, sure. But what I mean is . . .’ Tom made an attempt to think logically. ‘This is Edinburgh, right?’


Jamie nodded. ‘Of course,’ he said. ‘’Last t . . . time I checked.’


‘And . . . what year is it, exactly?’


Jamie stared at him. ‘It is . . . this year,’ he said, with great certainty and smiled proudly. Tom tried not to groan. Of all the people he could have met, why did it have to be this guy?


‘No,’ he said. ‘No, you don’t understand. I mean the date. It’s . . . sixteen forty five, yes?’


‘Is it?’ Jamie looked puzzled. ‘That’s strange. I thought it was eighteen t . . . t . . . twenty eight.’


Now it was Tom’s turn to be bewildered. ‘It can’t be,’ he said.


But Jamie was reaching into the pocket of his tattered jacket. He pulled out a small brass box and showed it to Tom. ‘My c . . . c . . . calendar,’ he said.


Tom looked at it doubtfully. ‘That’s not a calendar, that’s a box.’


Jamie shook his head. ‘Oh aye,’ he said. ‘Snuffbox.’ He flipped up the lid and showed Tom the contents. ‘You’ll take a pinch?’ When Tom shook his head, he took out a little copper spoon which he used to lift a large measure up to his nose. He sniffed it up, paused for a moment and then sneezed loudly. He used one of the ends of the kerchief around his neck to wipe his nose, something that made Tom feel slightly ill. He closed the lid of the box and returned it to his pocket, but kept the spoon in his hand. ‘A snuffbox, but also a


c . . . c . . . calendar,’ he announced. He held the spoon out so that Tom could see that there were seven small holes punched into the handle of it. ‘See?’ Now Jamie placed the fingers of his other hand on the holes and began to move them in a strange and complicated rhythm, as though counting. He did this for quite some time, his brow furrowed in concentration, before announcing,


‘T . . . today, is . . .’ His fingers moved a few times more, ‘September the ninth, eighteen t . . . t . . . twenty eight.’ Then he grinned, displaying rows of rotten, misshapen teeth. He seemed very pleased with himself.


‘Right,’ said Tom. ‘Of course it is.’ He took a deep breath. Ok, he told himself, the thing was not to panic. He’d gone back in time and that had happened to him before, so he just had to wait it out until something happened to send him back again, which hopefully wouldn’t be too long. Meanwhile, he just needed to keep his head down and stay out of trouble. One thing was for sure. This weirdo who used a snuffbox as a dodgy calendar, clearly couldn’t be trusted. Tom needed to find somebody else, somebody who actually knew what they were talking about. ‘I’ve got to get moving,’ he announced and turning, he began to walk away.


‘W . . . wait!’ said Jamie. He pulled the box from his pocket, returned the spoon to it and put it away. ‘Where are you going?’


Tom could only shrug his shoulders. ‘I don’t know. I’m . . . lost,’ he said. ‘I need to try and find out exactly where I am.’


‘You’re in the W . . . W . . . West Port,’ said Jamie.


This meant nothing to Tom. He kept walking along the street and Jamie fell into a limping step beside him, keeping up with great difficulty.


‘There’s no need to come with me,’ Tom assured him. ‘Really. You can just get on with whatever it is you were doing.’


Jamie shook his head. ‘You h . . . helped me, so I’ll help you.’ He pointed at Tom. ‘You’re not from E . . . Edinburgh,’ he observed.


‘Well spotted, Sherlock,’ said Tom. They emerged onto a wider, busier street and there, towering above them, was the great hulking grey shape of the castle, so it was clear that he was now some distance from his original starting point in the museum. This reminded him of what had happened just before he’d left. Hamish and Mum. He needed to get back there and help her out as soon as possible. Only that was easier said than done.


‘Are you a S . . . S . . . S . . .?’


‘Yeah, yeah, I’m a Sassenach,’ said Tom irritably. It was a name he’d been called several times on his last trip and he knew it wasn’t intended as a compliment.


Jamie shook his head. ‘I was g . . . going to say, are you a sailor?’ He waved a hand at Tom’s clothes. ‘You look like you c . . . came off a boat.’


‘We all dress like this in Manchester,’ said Tom. He studied the street for a while, looking at the people walking up and down it. He was beginning to think that Jamie was right about the date. They looked quite different to the ragged creatures he’d encountered in the seventeenth century. The men were wearing tailcoats, waistcoats and top hats. The women had bonnets and fancy dresses, and many of them wore white lace gloves. They were parading grandly up and down the street, making the most of the sunshine. A horse and carriage came clattering along the street, but the vehicle looked more elegant than the rough horse-drawn vehicles he had seen on his last trip and the coachman wore a fancy-looking uniform.


‘M . . . M . . . Manchester, England?’ asked Jamie, demanding Tom’s attention once again and he nodded.


‘Huh? Oh, yeah. Manchester, England.’


‘I used to know a man from M . . . Manchester,’ said Jamie brightly. He added, ‘He died. He got d . . . drunk one night and fell into the loch.’


‘That’s nice,’ said Tom, bleakly. Further up the street he spotted a ragged boy selling newspapers from a stand, shouting his wares as he did so.


‘Edinburgh Chronicle. Get your latest edition!’


Tom hurried towards the boy and Jamie limped dutifully after him. Tom reached the stand and grabbed one of the papers from the pile. It didn’t look like any newspaper he’d ever seen before, the pages huge, the printing tiny and crammed into scores of little columns. The boy looked at him, outraged.


‘You going to pay for that?’ he demanded.


‘I only need it for a minute,’ Tom assured him. ‘Relax.’ He scanned the front page until he found a date up at the top. September the ninth, 1828. Tom handed the paper back to the boy and looked at Jamie with new respect. ‘You were right,’ he said. ‘About the date.’


Jamie was indignant. ‘Of course I was r . . . right,’ he said.


‘But . . . that means I’ve lost nearly . . . two hundred years.’


Jamie looked at him in dismay. ‘Must have left it


s . . . somewhere,’ he said, and he made a big show of searching his pockets.


Tom smiled despite himself. ‘No, I’m just saying the last time I came back it was a different date. It was 1645 . . .’ He thought for a moment. He remembered the little coffins he’d been looking at in the museum, just before he’d fallen. Did they have something to do with this? He tried to remember what had been on the printed card in the glass case. He thought it had said they’d been found in 1836, but that would be around eight years from now. Still, he told himself, who was to say that the coffins hadn’t been hidden up on Arthur’s Seat for all that time? Maybe he’d come to 1828 because it was the year when the coffins were made. Why else this particular time and place? Oh, sure, he could tell himself that he was just unconscious and dreaming all this. That’s what everyone had told him last time it had happened. Which would have been fine, if it hadn’t been for that photograph of Morag . . .


This thought prompted him into action. He reached into his coat pocket and pulled out his mobile, noting as he did so that the battery level was at the midway mark. He tapped the camera icon, lifted the phone and snapped a quick picture of Jamie, who was staring into the lens in complete bafflement. Then he turned and took a couple more photographs; one of the street and another of the castle looming over them. This time, he told himself, when he got back – if he got back − the first thing he’d do would be to make copies of the photographs and print them out. Then he’d have proof of where he’d been.


‘Wh . . . what are you doing?’ asked Jamie.


Good question. Tom thought about trying to explain about mobile phones and digital images, but thought better of it. He was cold and hungry and he needed to start thinking about somewhere to sleep. There was no telling how long he’d be here and he didn’t much fancy the idea of stretching himself out on the streets.


‘Jamie, you said you’d help me, right?’


Jamie nodded.


‘I need somewhere to stay,’ said Tom. ‘A room or something? A hotel. Can you help me find a place?’


Jamie looked doubtful. ‘A room?’ he muttered. He thought for a moment. ‘There’s my m . . . m . . . mother’s house,’ he said.


‘You think I could stay there?’ asked Tom hopefully.


Jamie shook his head. ‘She doesn’t even let m . . .


m . . . me stay there,’ he admitted. ‘I wouldn’t stay there.’ He rubbed his bottom with one hand. ‘She’s


t . . . too fond of the strap. She beat me once for eating bread.’


‘She beat you for eating a slice of bread?’ cried Tom, horrified.


‘Ah, no. It was the whole loaf,’ admitted Jamie. ‘And then I accidentally knocked over a cupboard full of ch . . . ch . . . china.’
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