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      On the eve of her sixteenth birthday, Felicity Turner made a plan. From then on, everything fed into The Plan, Felicity’s Plan. On her birthday, a guinea postal order arrived from her godmother and a Scottish five pound note from her father. She put the money in her savings bank book. Added to the existing balance of two shillings and ninepence, this gave her six pounds, three shillings and ninepence towards The Plan.

      When the weather turned fine, something else happened. Brendan Webb – they had been courting since Christmas – began to work on that boat in his spare time: the Doram, owned by the jeweller. Felicity walked up to Sandsend to watch and to help a bit when it came to painting. It was a fine boat, bigger than most of the fishermen’s cobles, and it had an engine as well as sails.

      The jeweller, Mr Philips, said that Brendan could take the boat out when she was seaworthy.

      The two things came together: Felicity’s Plan and the boat. She would go find her dad. Brendan said he would help her.

      Her dad’s first picture postcard had arrived before Felicity learned to read joined-up writing. The looping large lines on the stamp side of the card looked like scribbles. When she asked her mother to read the card again, and again, and again, her mother turned snappy. ‘I’m here. He isn’t.’

      Felicity knew the truth. ‘You sent him away.’

      Eventually, she learned to read her father’s untidy scrawl. She saw now, looking back, that Walter Turner had never taken account of her age. In a way, that pleased her. On two cards he forgot to write Dad. He signed himself Walter. Three times he signed W Turner.

      The cards, which she kept in a chocolate box, came from the Flowery Island of Madeira; the Jewel of Portugal’s Coast; Glorious Cape Town; Boston (no adjectives) and Dublin’s Fair City. When the more recent postcards came, starting two years ago, she saw that Walter Turner’s travels had finally brought him within reach. He might come home.

      He did not come home, but remained within reach.

      Felicity had never forgotten how the sun changed the colour of her dad’s hair as she rode on his shoulders. She remembered his looming shape when he kissed her goodnight, the smell of shaving soap and the silky touch of his blue cravat. Her favourite thing was the leather case that held brushes and comb along with a silver-plated box for a tablet of Imperial Leather soap, a shaving stick and a strop to sharpen the razor – the razor not to be touched. Her dad often laughed. Once he told her that life could be so amusing you just had to laugh.

      She kept two photographs in the chocolate box along with the postcards. One photograph showed the three of them, taken in the photographer’s studio, Dad sitting on the chair with Felicity, age three, on his lap, Mam standing beside them, her hand on his shoulder. Felicity saw now that he was old, even then he was old, and her mother young. The other photo was just Felicity and her dad. She was about six, and scowling. They were by the harbour, with a ship in the background. She used to believe he had gone away because she scowled.

      He had come back three times since then, in the night. Each time, her mother told her that she had been asleep and dreamed his visit. That wasn’t so. He kissed her forehead. He kissed her cheek. He slipped away like a shadow, like a ghost.

      It was time to find him and bring him home, especially since her mother had become too friendly with the jeweller. She acted as if Felicity’s dad would never come back.
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      There’s a moment when one realises that the horizon is no longer a joining of sky and land. It’s the sea. The first glimpse of the sea always lifts my spirits as if suddenly I’ve returned to more carefree times. I had no distinct notion of which road I should take to find my way to the Royal Hotel, but by following my nose and some sliver of memory, I found myself on Whitby’s West Cliff – just where I needed to be.

      I stopped the car outside the hotel, taking off my motoring goggles and blinking into the light of a glorious day. Sun glinted on the North Sea that shone almost blue as it reflected the summer sky. Leaving the car, I crossed the road and walked a few yards south, for a good view of the River Esk as it flowed into the sea between the two piers. Red-roofed houses climbed the cliffside. The ruined abbey stood proudly defiant. Beside it, the old parish church of St Mary gave off an air of dignified sympathy. Whitby. Some irresistible attraction had drawn so many people to this end-of-the-world town hemmed in by the sea at its front and the wild moors behind. This was a lucky place for me, where I met my husband Gerald. We were young and had no notion that a war would come, and part us forever. We had walked together along the cliffs and on the shore, fell in love, chose my engagement and wedding rings. Captain Cook still surveyed his domain, his statue placed so that he looks out not to sea but towards the estuary.

      Black’s Guide to Yorkshire will tell you that Whitby is a town of much antiquity but little historical importance and that it owes its origin to the abbey founded in the seventh century by Oswy, King of Northumbria. For me Whitby is a place of happy memories. That’s what I might recapture: the carelessness of being young, of having a future so vague and amorphous that it seemed like a dream, or a tale from some long-ago story. I had toppled into love. More miraculous still, the toppling was mutual.

      Feeling fragile after recent events which need not concern us here, it seemed to me just the spot for recuperation. In Whitby, one can be alone and yet feel connected to the whole world. Once, whaling ships docked here. Now, fishing boats bobbed on the horizon, as they had for centuries. On the beach below, children played in the sand and took splashing steps into the waves. Bathing tents formed a line across the shore, some white, others gaily striped. I took out binoculars for a closer look. A woman, baby in her arms, sat on a chair made of solidly packed sand, her parasol wedged into the arm of the sand-chair.

      I felt suddenly lighter, and ready for anything, as I turned and walked across to the imposing, white-painted clifftop Royal Hotel that would be my haven for the next two weeks. The elderly doorman greeted me, took my car keys and said he would fetch in hand luggage and hatbox. My trunk had come ahead of me, by rail.

      The place really did have an atmosphere of quiet refinement, just as advertised. The spacious entrance, high, ornate ceiling supported by grand pillars and a sense of hushed efficiency was just as I remembered. An immediate difference between now and back then was apparent at the reception desk. The man on duty was instantly recognisable as a former soldier, his face lined and pinched. The empty left sleeve of his jacket was neatly tucked into the pocket – one more living reminder of what we had experienced. It was brave and perhaps wise of the hotel management to put him on show. It’s over. We’ve come through.

      ‘Hello. I’m Mrs Shackleton and I’m booked here for a fortnight.’ Just saying the words lifted my spirits.

      A month ago, Mr Sykes, Mrs Sugden and I held a confab. We agreed that nothing ever happens in August and we might as well shut up shop and go away. Like the Wakes Week, when mills and factories and whole towns have a complete shut-down. It so happened that we all decided on the east coast for our well-earned rest. Mrs Sugden would pay a visit to her cousin in Scarborough. Mr Sykes and his family are in the habit of staying in Robin Hood’s Bay, a fishing village a few miles south of Whitby.

      The receptionist gave his best attempt at a smile. ‘Welcome to the Royal, Mrs Shackleton. Have you stayed with us before?’

      ‘Yes, but a long time ago.’

      He looked for my name on his list. As he did so, I read the discreet notices boasting of the grand concert to be given by Frank Gomez and the Municipal Orchestra, and the Saturday dance with Howard Jones’s Dance Band in ‘the only ballroom in Whitby with a spring floor’. A spring floor. I imagined green linoleum strewn with buttercups and daisies.

      He followed my gaze. ‘We have dancing partners for both ladies and gentlemen. The dances are very popular. Everyone enjoys them.’

      I wondered if the ‘everyone’ included himself. Probably not. He seemed a kind man and I guessed he might make an effort to make widows, spinsters and old soldiers especially welcome. I would no longer let myself think that thought: Did you ever meet Gerald Shackleton? Did you serve with him?

      As he reached for my key, I asked, ‘Have you a telegram form?’

      ‘Yes and we can send it for you.’ He took out a form from the drawer. ‘Would you like to write it in the library?’

      ‘It’s very short. I’ll do it here if I may.’

      ‘Of course.’ He handed me a pen.

      ‘Thank you.’

      My promised message to Mother was brief:

      
         

        Arrived safely Kate

      

      She had worried, advising me to travel by train and not drive through the wild moors. I reminded her that people further north than Wakefield long ago stopped painting themselves with woad, and that I would drive by way of York and Malton, all very civilised. Besides, driving is part of the enjoyment.

      I handed the telegram to the receptionist.

      ‘It’ll go within the half hour.’ He turned to the cubby holes that lined the wall. ‘And this letter was left for you earlier.’

      I recognised the handwriting. It was from my school friend, Alma, who lives in Whitby. I am godmother to her daughter, Felicity.

      The receptionist tapped the bell for a porter. When the porter did not straight away appear, he said, ‘Let me take you up, Mrs Shackleton. You have a lovely room on the first floor, with a sea view.’

      He stepped from behind the counter and with his one good hand picked up both my valise and hat box. ‘This way!’

      We climbed to the first floor. I unlocked the door on a large airy room. I was clumsy in getting to my purse and he waved away my attempt to tip him. ‘I hope you enjoy your stay.’ He smiled and was gone.

      What is it about the seaside that one must look out to sea? I immediately went to the bay window. Watching the waves felt so soothing. I had come to the right place and looked forward to exploring. Even the weather looked set fair.

      A young chambermaid tapped on the door, asking might she help me unpack. Normally I like to do for myself, but she had a nice smile and a willing air. Perhaps she needed the tip. I said yes, and asked her name.

      She unfastened the trunk. ‘Hilda, madam.’

      ‘Are you named for St Hilda of the abbey?’

      She laughed. ‘If I am, it was a big mistake according to my mam, and I wished I wasn’t, because who wants to be named for a saint?’

      ‘Hilda’s a nice name.’

      She lifted out my pleated silk Delphos robe and gave it a shake. ‘Aye well, could be worse. At least I’m not named after one who succeeded Lady Hilda, Edelfled Saxon Princess.’

      Hilda’s turn of phrase reminded me of Whitby people’s tendency to disdain the definite article. ‘Edelfled became a ghost, you know.’ She placed the robe on a hanger, changed her mind because of its length and folded it carefully.

      I love the rich colours of the Delphos tunic, turquoise, purple and orange, and have the habit of bringing it on holiday, even when there may be no opportunity to wear it. It was bought in Paris in 1908 by my mother’s sister, Aunt Bertha, and carries its colourful history in every fibre.

      Being here alone I would dine in the hotel each evening, starting with a cocktail so as to appear devil-may-care, not minding that I am solitary and looking forward only to a stroll on the pier and a good read after supper, though I had not brought a good book – only a couple of detective novels. But perhaps Gilbert K Chesterton was right to say that next to authentic goodness in a book – and that alas! we never find – we desire a rich badness.

      As Hilda hung up coats and dresses and I unpacked toiletries, we chatted. She is from a seafaring family and lives in a cottage in one of the yards across the river.

      ‘You should take a look about there, madam. To me real Whitby is east side.’

      ‘I’m looking forward to exploring, so I’ll take your tip.’

      ‘Do you want a cup of tea fetching?’

      ‘No, thank you. I’m going to stretch my legs and find a café.’

      I changed into my voile dress and coat, the colour of sky and sand. Hilda retrieved my hat with its matching band. I left her to continue unpacking, giving her a shilling tip, which pleased her mightily.

      I made my way back downstairs and went into the library to read the note from Alma. As I remembered, this room had an entirely different feel to any other room in the hotel. It held a deep sense of calm that would quiet the most agitated spirit. There was no one in there. Books and jigsaw puzzles remained undisturbed. I sat in a comfortable chair, looking out onto the narrow balcony and across to the sea.

      Even though I have the incomparable Mrs Sugden as housekeeper, as long as one is at home there is always some domestic niggle; a bill to pay, a letter to answer, a neighbour or friend to speak to, a favour to return. Being on holiday is a great release from obligations.

      The rather breathless note was a postscript to the letter from Alma that had arrived a couple of days ago.

      
        
           

          Dear Kate, I forgot to say – when you are settled, come to the pier that is where you’ll find me. Steel yourself for a surprise. Here is a clue: halfway along – pepper pot!!

          Your affectionate friend,

          Alma

        

      

      The silly note made me smile. Did Alma think we were still schoolgirls? It would be good to meet up with her again. Most of all I looked forward to seeing my lovely goddaughter. Over the past ten years, she had spent regular holidays with me in ‘the big city’, with lots of outings. Alma had put her on the train in Scarborough and I had met her in Leeds. Now that she was working for her living, I would not see so much of her. Felicity is very special to me and has been since I held her in my arms on the day of her christening.
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      The North Sea took on a terrible blackness, so dark as to be nothingness, the white foam showed grey on the lip of the waves. Only the lighthouse beam and the distant twinkle of far-off ships gave Felicity a sense of this stretch of beach being the same place, the familiar daytime place.

      Her boots squelched as she walked in wet sand, avoiding the rock pools that teemed with life. She had walked here so often, barefoot, sand between her toes. They had found fossils, shells and lucky pebbles, explored rock pools, watching the little crabs, marvelling at the sea anemones. She would tie her laces together and give the plimsolls to Mam to carry. Those days were gone.

      Now she was grown up, had been working for two years, and nothing marvellous had happened – except Brendan.

      Every birthday for ten years she expected Dad to come back and surprise her. Now she knew that would not happen. Time to strike out. If she didn’t make a move, no one else would. She lengthened her stride. This voyage would change everything. Her father would be so glad. It’s time to come home, she would tell him. Mam wants you home. Deep down, she knew that must be true. Before she presented him to her mother, she would say, Here is someone who has wanted to come back for so long, and now here he is. She would leave them together.

      She was old enough to know there must have been fault on both sides. That was what she heard women say when she earwigged as she served in the café. ‘Fault on both sides.’

      The steady rhythm of the waves lulled her thoughts. She could not imagine how it would be to see him again. Her plan had not stretched that far. Was that a human sound? She turned. No one, only the relentless waves as the tide ebbed. At her back, the moon hung low behind the skeleton of the abbey, high on the steep West Cliff.

      Felicity wished she and Brendan had arranged to walk along the shore together. Brendan had gone earlier, so as to load supplies.

      They hadn’t told a soul. Her mother would know when she read the note. Brendan’s mother would know when his aunt said, ‘He’s not with me.’

      Mr Philips had decided to trust Brendan with the Doram. The man would have a blue fit if he found out how far they intended to sail. He didn’t question them, and Brendan let him assume they would go to somewhere nearby, Lindisfarne at the very farthest.

      Felicity began to hurry. The thump of the waves took on a sinister sound in the darkness. Don’t be silly, she told herself. The tide won’t change its direction to come and get you, wet you, wash you away.

      As she walked, the blue serge trousers itched her legs. She had never before worn such clothes, trousers clumsily sewn by herself from a remnant bought on Church Street market. She wore two vests, a blouse, the bulky Aran knit cardigan, a borrowed muffler and to top that the yellow oilskin frock. What a sight she would be in daytime. When she put the outfit together, it seemed as if she was doing it for someone else – like helping with costumes for the amateur dramatics.

      In her knapsack she carried extra socks, underwear, a flask of cocoa, sandwiches, hard boiled eggs and lemon buns brought from the café where she would never work again because Miss Botham blew a gale about her leaving in the middle of the season, August being the busiest month.

      In the forty minutes it had taken her to walk from Whitby to the cove at Sandsend, the tide had ebbed further. The moonlight picked him out, tall and thin. Brendan waved both arms and hurried to meet her.

      She’d always known him, seen him about. But it was only since December she realised he was the best dancer in the Spa ballroom. She hadn’t let him meet Mam because he was from the east side and Mam would want to know this and that and all about him. His mam would be the same, only in reverse.

      Felicity’s mother was full of warnings, worries and dire prophecies when it came to Felicity and boys. She would say Felicity was too young to be so serious about a lad. Not that she had room to talk. Felicity had seen her own birth certificate alongside her mam and dad’s marriage lines.

      By moonlight, Brendan’s dark-red hair looked black. She hadn’t loved him the first time they danced together. She liked him then. He was a good mover and he made her laugh. He had a certain way of smiling, tilting his head as if to build up to it and then giving a big smile. She’d fallen for him when he was walking her home from the New Year’s Eve dance. She got a stone in her shoe. He bent down, took off her shoe, shook out the little stone and then put her shoe back on. ‘It fits, Princess Charming. You must be my bride.’

      They had both laughed, but they knew he meant it, and that it would come true.

      He kissed her and he wasn’t smiling. ‘Have you changed your mind?’

      ‘Would I be wearing these daft trousers if I’d changed my mind?’

      ‘Only I been looking at maps and charts again. It’s a longer way than you think.’

      ‘We’re going to do it, Brendan. We said so.’

      ‘And I don’t know why I didn’t think of this, but us names’ll be mud. People will talk.’

      ‘If they’ve mucky minds, that’s their lookout.’

      ‘They’ll blame me. Your mother’ll put a curse on me.’

      ‘My dad will come back with us. Everything will be all right.’

      He took her knapsack from her and put it on his back. ‘Did you tell anyone we’re going?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Somebody knows.’

      ‘Well I didn’t tell anyone.’

      ‘In’t concealed bulkhead, there’s a packet with your dad’s name on it. It wasn’t there this morning. Somebody’s onto us.’

      ‘I can’t think who, but they won’t stop us.’

      The Doram bobbed on the tide. They splodged out to meet her. In this lack of light it was impossible to see that the boat was a good size, painted blue and yellow. She looked grey and small. She was twenty years old and had hardly been out to sea. What if she wasn’t up to it? Felicity was superstitious enough that she didn’t want the Doram to feel her sudden mistrust. You’re a good sturdy boat, Felicity said in her head. We’ll take care of you if you take care of us.

      But perhaps there was a good reason why the Doram had lain neglected for so many years.
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      The wind suddenly gave a fresh gust as if to puff my sails as I left the hotel. Gulls squawked their derision as I debated which way to go, not remembering my way down higgledy-piggledy streets. I would keep to the main thoroughfares, if the streets of Whitby could be called that.

      Reluctantly turning my back on the sea, I took a turning that would lead me into town, passing large dwellings, many kept as boarding houses and with most of their signs stating ‘No Vacancies’.

      As I walked onto Skinner Street, I paused to look in shop windows. Some were familiar from years ago. There was the post office, and when I saw that I remembered. This was the street where Gerald bought my rings. The thought should not have had such a powerful effect on me but it did. Putting off the moment when I would be drawn to the jewellers window, I went into Dowzells newsagents shop next door. Here I would buy postcards and a copy of the local paper for Dad. My father is superintendent of the West Riding Constabulary and whenever he goes away he likes to have a local paper, to see what preoccupies people in areas outside his own patch. I picked up a slab of butter toffee, remembering that Felicity liked it.

      The woman at the counter tilted her head and gave a smile, almost as if greeting an old friend. She looked so happy, as if she had just come on holiday herself.

      She was a little taller than me, and a little older, chestnut hair streaked with grey, shining eyes that appeared flecked with sunlight. She wore a cotton frock, patterned with geraniums. While I chose postcards, she stocked a shelf with chocolate bars, and then served boiled sweets to an old lady.

      As I paid for the postcards, Whitby Gazette and toffee, I exchanged a few words with the assistant about the fine weather and number of holidaymakers coming to Whitby this year.

      ‘Have you just arrived?’

      ‘Yes. I’m off to hunt down a cup of tea and a bun.’

      ‘Walk along the shore to Sandsend when the tide is out,’ she suggested. ‘There’s a nice little café there.’

      I paid her and she offered to make space for me to write my postcards on the counter.

      ‘Thanks, but I’d be here an hour. It takes me ages to think what to say on a postcard.’

      She laughed. ‘I’m just the same. Sometimes it’s the simplest things take the longest time. Where are you staying?’

      ‘At the Royal.’

      ‘How lovely, and do you have a view?’

      ‘I do.’

      There was a small poster taped to the counter, advertising a fund raising Bazaar, Sale of Work and Concert at the Seamans Mission the next day, Sunday.

      She saw me read it. ‘It’s in aid of the Mission, as we all call it. I do hope you’ll come along. It should be an enjoyable afternoon, and for a good cause.’

      ‘Yes, I’d love to.’

      ‘Excellent! I have some tickets if you’d like to get yours now.’

      ‘I’ll take three tickets then, no – four.’

      Alma and Felicity might want to come and Felicity would be bound to have a friend.

      As I left the shop, a tall, rotund man strode in, dapper and lively in striped suit and heavy watch and chain. He went behind the counter, saying to the assistant, ‘I expect you want a break.’

      I smiled to myself as I heard her say, ‘Then you expect right.’

      As I left the shop, a river of holidaymakers flowed downhill towards the town. I turned to join them, and then suddenly there was the jewellers shop. J Philips, High Class Jeweller.

      I stopped so abruptly that someone bumped into me. We both apologised, though the fault was mine for coming to such a sudden halt.

      It had been my intention to walk past, without looking, without thinking about that day so long ago. Yet look I must. Suddenly, nothing else mattered. There was the window display, hardly changed. The sensation gave me a slight shudder. As I stood in the here and now, my other self from years ago also looked into the window. I was here, alone, and also standing beside Gerald as we rather self-consciously looked at rings. Our fingers touch. The memory of that moment was so strong that all that has happened since fell away.

      Perhaps the wind did not entirely drop to nothing, and the gulls continued their cry, but I was trapped in the past so intensely that I could not catch my breath and could not shift my gaze from the tray of rings.

      For a moment, I did not realise that someone was speaking to me. Bringing myself back into the present with a little shake, I saw that the man who had entered the newsagents, the owner I supposed, now straightened papers in the rack outside. He looked at me in an odd way. He was waiting for an answer, having said something – but I did not know what.

      He covered the awkwardness. ‘Are you all right, madam?’

      ‘Yes. Thank you.’

      He straightened his cuffs and his gold cufflinks shone in the sunlight. ‘Nice display, eh?’

      ‘Very nice.’

      The man’s voice and my inane reply had broken the spell. The window was no longer completely dominated by rings. There were china ornaments, bangles, brooches and earrings. There was even a bracelet that would go perfectly with the black and white dress I had bought in Schofields for my goddaughter, Felicity.

      The writer of a syndicated fashion column that appeared in our local paper gave her opinion that a black and white frock was very useful to a girl in mourning, or not in mourning. The sleeves could be either black or white. The columnist also suggested buying under-slips in both black and white. This particular frock had kilt pleats at the front, which seem to be coming in again. Not that Felicity is in mourning – that I know of – but it will be useful as well as pretty, just in case. Besides, someone is always dying.

      This bracelet would definitely chime with the dress. It had a delicate gold chain set with stones, alternating tiny pearls with jet beads – the jet Queen Victoria made famous and desirable when she chose it as her mourning jewellery after Prince Albert died.

      It amused me to see that Victoria’s favourite gemstone, readily found along this coast by fossil hunters, was now being sold in long necklaces for young flappers.

      Step into the shop. That’s what I must do. Otherwise, each time I came along this street I would be stopped in my tracks, caught in another time, and it would not do. After a different purchase, I would be able to walk by the shop with only the smallest pang of sadness and nostalgia, and not be overwhelmed. Besides, the bracelet would be perfect.

      Would the jeweller be the same man? The name scrolled in gilt across the window was the same: J Philips, High Class Jeweller. I remembered him as tall and thin with bright red hair, but he was not so very old and that was before the war. Perhaps, like Gerald, he had not come back.

      The clapper sounded as I entered the jewellers shop. A glass cabinet on the opposite wall contained dainty and elegant clocks. One in particular caught my eye and asked to be taken home. It was a pretty thing, with an embossed tulip design. Sorry, clock, but I have one similar to you already.

      The long glass-topped counter was divided into sections for watches, bracelets and rings. I looked at the bracelets under the glass of the counter but didn’t see one I liked half as much as the one in the window.

      I waited. No one came. I pressed the counter bell, and waited. A grandmother clock ticked. The minute hand moved. One minute, two, three. A shop with such valuable goods should not be unattended. Whitby must indeed be an honest town.

      Now that I was in the shop, sealed off from the world outside, the memories returned, but not painfully. We had chosen my ring from the window. Mr Philips had checked my ring size. He was a charming man. His ginger hair had a natural wave. His skin was a pale pink shell colour. He would need to keep out of the sun so as not to burn. 

      One of the clocks chimed.

      Another minute ticked by.

      Some quality in the tick-tock quiet of the place made me uneasy. Perhaps that was why I went behind the counter and tapped on the door that connected to the room at the back. I called out, knocking as I did so, ‘Hello. Anyone there?’

      The room beyond was dimly lit, the curtains closed. Yet I sensed that there was someone there and was drawn into the room.

      I glanced about. The figure – the shape – I did not straight away realise it was a body, lay face down in the centre of the faded square rug that covered much of the stone floor.

      ‘Mr Philips?’

      But no, what little there was of this man’s hair was grey. For a few seconds I froze. Why had I hovered in the shop when I might have come in sooner and given him first aid?

      He lay on his front, his head turned, arms bent at the elbow as if he had tried to break his fall. I knelt beside him and took his hand, saying his name, whether he was Mr Philips or not. I felt for a pulse on his wrist. Nothing. I felt for a pulse at his throat. Nothing. This was the same man who had measured me for a ring. His moustache had kept its colour. I heard myself say his name again, Mr Philips, as if to rouse him. Impossible. He was no longer able to answer to his name. I stared, transfixed, at the neat white cuff, the diamond cufflink, the slender hand with its shapely nails. Something on the floor near his leg caught my eye. It was a bead of Whitby jet. Having noticed that one bead, I saw more strewn about the floor, enough for a whole necklace. Had some thief made off with whatever he, or she, could carry?

      He was too well-dressed to be a corpse, in a suit of good quality wool, with a narrow grey stripe. Even in death he was handsome, cleanly shaven with his neatly clipped moustache. Yet his hair was not so sleek. Where his skull curved down there was a dark damp patch. The unmistakable sweet and sickly smell rose to greet me: blood. Yet there was barely a gash at the back of his poor head. The mark was slight enough to have been made by a comb. Here was a man who had taken great care with his appearance and only that morning started his day expecting it to end in the usual way, and to begin again tomorrow. Something made me stroke his delicate hand, not that such a gesture could comfort him now. A neat blot of blood had trickled and marked the rug.

      Mr Philips would sell no more engagement rings to romantic young men for their starry-eyed sweethearts.

      I looked about the room. It was used as a sitting room, with a sofa and chair. There was a small kitchen table and a couple of straight-back chairs. A safe on the wall stood open. Below it, leaning against the wall, was a painting that must have concealed the safe. It was a seascape, a storm, a small boat being tossed on the waves. The picture had been set down carefully against the skirting board.

      More beads were strewn across the floor. A necklace had snapped.

      The door to the yard outside was closed. Under the window was a sink, draining board and gas ring. An inner door must lead upstairs. I stared at it, half expecting someone to materialise. No one did. The house held a deathly hush, but all the same there might be someone in an upper room. If so, might that person be the killer? I looked about for a telephone but saw none. Neither could I spot a set of keys that would enable me to lock the shop and go for help. I must go for help. Call the police.

      No one else must enter, but how was I to ensure that?

      Trying not to look, I bobbed down beside Mr Philips’s body and felt in his pockets for keys. There were no keys, only a hanky, a wallet and a ticket.

      I wanted to be out, away from there – yet hated to turn my back on him and make for the door. I felt a ridiculous tingle of guilt at leaving him, as though someone should sit and hold his hand, tell him that life had done its worst and to have no more fears.

      Back in the shop, I checked for keys behind the counter. Nothing.

      Fortunately one of the locks was a Yale. I dropped the latch.

      The busy-ness of the street outside felt strange. The harsh light of day sent me dizzy. I steadied myself in the porch of the shop, and glanced about. My first thought was to stop the very next stranger who walked by, but I quickly dismissed that idea. Once on the pavement, I could not think what to do. The flow of people had ebbed. A telephone. I must find a telephone.

      I went back into the newsagents and waited. The woman assistant was not there, only the owner who had spoken to me earlier and who now weighed out two ounces of cough drops for a stooped old man whose fox terrier sniffed my shoes. The shopkeeper poured the cough drops into a paper cone, handed them over and took the money.

      The customer left and the shopkeeper, Mr Dowzell I presumed, stared at me. I suddenly became aware that I must look as if I had seen a ghost.

      ‘Do you have a telephone?’

      ‘We’ve no telephone here.’ He frowned as if mention of a telephone was a lewd suggestion.

      I couldn’t think what to say next and was on the point of telling him what had happened when he leaned forward eagerly. ‘Is something wrong? What’s the matter?’

      The need for care and discretion stopped my mouth. He might be the town gossip. Not that men gossip. They simply pass the time of day with laconic enthusiasm. He wouldn’t believe me that I had found a body. He would want to look for himself, and trample all over. If it had been the friendly female assistant, I might have felt differently. I turned to go. ‘It doesn’t matter.’

      He called after me. ‘I think by your look it does. Trust me. I’m an ex officio JP.’

      Never trusting people who say ‘Trust me’, I lied, muttering something about needing to report a missing purse.

      I left the shop before he had time to offer more credentials.

      I retraced my steps. One can always rely on a post office having a telephone and the post office was nearby.

      A queue snaked from the counter to the door. This was a busy time, coming up to Saturday half-day closing. I ignored the queue and walked to the counter. The queue did not ignore me. Murmurs of disapproval followed my progress.

      I waited until an elderly woman who wore a man’s brown trilby had completed her purchase of a tuppeny stamp.

      ‘Excuse me, but may I have a word with the postmaster or mistress. I need to use the telephone urgently.’

      ‘I am the postmistress.’ She placed her hands flat on the counter and leaned forward. ‘The telephone is for post office business only.’ She looked me up and down to assess my worth and wrote me off as a toff who feels entitled to push in. ‘They may let you use the telephone in the Royal Hotel.’

      I lowered my voice. ‘I need to call the police.’

      ‘The police?’ Her voice was loud enough to raise a response from the queue. ‘Then I must make the call. On what matter?’

      Was I to announce the jeweller’s death to everyone in the post office, and by extension to the whole of Whitby? No.

      ‘Never mind. I’ll go to the station.’

      ‘As you please.’ Disappointment and triumph fought for supremacy in her face. Disappointment that she was not to be privy to some ‘incident’, triumph that she had put me in my place.

      ‘Where is the police station?’

      ‘Spring Hill, by the railway, behind the Coliseum.’

      Several people who waited their turn gave me a good stare as I left, probably feeling considerable satisfaction that my attempt at queue-jumping had failed miserably.

      I did not run but did that Girl Guide walk where you almost race for thirty paces and then walk normally. Suddenly, I lost my bearings and came to a stop, until I saw the churches and knew that I must be close to the main road. Behind the Coliseum, she had said.

      Never had I been so glad to see a police station. Yet one of those moments of uncertainty came over me. Had I really just walked into a shop and found a body? Why me? Why today? A black and white dress was a perfectly satisfactory gift without my having to add a bracelet. I needn’t have stepped across the threshold of J Philips, High Class Jeweller. For all I knew, Felicity wouldn’t want a bracelet. Bracelets could be annoying. Did you push it up your arm or let it dangle? I tried to picture the bracelet, so that I would not have to see the man, with his neat attire, his bloodied head and the paleness of his skin. How long had he lain dead? Certainly, he was as cold as any stone. But see him I did, in the glow of a long-ago afternoon, behind his counter, with his red hair and his understated manner. And then in the cold light of his back room, lying so still and pale, and forever.

      An officer came to the desk. He was in his middle thirties, pleasant-looking and ready to smile.

      His face changed as I told him why I had come. My news merited the revelation of his name. ‘I’m Sergeant Garvin.’

      He made a few quick notes: my name, where I was staying, when and why I had gone into the shop. Not letting me out of his sight, he stepped towards a back room and spoke to someone.

      A young constable emerged.

      ‘Take over the desk. I’m going with this lady to Philips’s jewellers.’ He picked up his cap, its white metal badge embossed with the Yorkshire rose, lifted the hinged counter shelf and came to my side of the desk.

      ‘I dropped the latch on the shop door,’ I said as we left the station and walked out onto Spring Hill. ‘We may not be able to get in.’

      ‘You did the right thing, madam. I’ll gain entry all right.’

       

      As we walked back, a different way to the way I had come, we drew some interested glances from people who stepped aside to let us pass on the narrow pavement in Silver Street. The sergeant led us through yards, up steep steps, round back ways until I began to wonder where on earth we were going. All the while, he was surreptitiously looking about him, as if expecting to spot the jeweller’s assailant hiding somewhere.

      We came out on another narrow street and approached a back yard where he told me to wait by the gate. As I did so, he tried the door, without explaining that this was the back of the shop but I guessed that it must be. He looked at the sash window, which was barred and latched. We then walked up and by a roundabout way found ourselves back on Skinner Street.

      In the jewellers doorway, Sergeant Garvin fiddled with keys and the lock. In no time at all the door swung open and the clapper rang. ‘I’m sorry to ask you, Mrs Shackleton, but step inside please.’

      I did as he asked, understanding that he did not want to let me out of his sight. Surely he did not imagine that after going to the trouble of reporting the crime I would run away.

      He went round the counter and into the back room, but not for long.

      He sighed. ‘It’s as you say.’

      We left the shop. This time, he dropped the latch. I glanced about, wondering whether some person from the post office queue might be on Skinner Street and now think, ‘Ah, that person really did want to make an important telephone call. She wasn’t just jumping the queue.’

      A deluge of holidaymakers flooded the street, gawping into windows and discussing where to go for fish and chips. The day had become strangely unreal.

      The sergeant spoke quietly. ‘I’ll walk you back to your hotel, Mrs Shackleton.’

      I guessed why and so did not object. He would need to contact his superiors. He was escorting me to the Royal because he wanted to be sure that I really was staying there. The man was thorough, good at his job.

      As we walked, Sergeant Garvin sympathised with me for having a poor start to my holiday. I appreciated his remarks as I have a liking for people who are given to understatement. For some unaccountable reason, I had only just now begun to shake and to feel very uncertain on my pins. He gave me a quick glance and I believe would have taken my arm but under the circumstances that would have looked uncannily like an arrest. We drew curious looks from passers-by. Who was the woman in the voile dress and coat being escorted by the local bobby?

      Back at the hotel, we waited for the revolving door to come to a stop. Sergeant Garvin waved me in and followed, of which I was glad, feeling suddenly unable to push the door.

      ‘Is there somewhere you’d like to sit, Mrs Shackleton, while I order a brandy for you?’

      I looked about. ‘There’s a quiet room – the library.’

      He nodded. I felt an odd mixture of both relief and annoyance with myself. After years of nursing, the sight of a body is not new to me, but under the bizarre circumstances of today it was the unexpectedness that shook me, combined with the memories of the younger me trying on rings, feeling so shy and so happy. Now that memory would be forever overlaid.

      In the peaceful library, someone had left a novel on a chair arm. I sat by the window, looking out at passers-by but not seeing. Would it take the whole two weeks of my holiday to banish the sight of that poor man lying on the rug?

      No. It would take forever.

      The sergeant came back, at the same moment as the waiter who carried a silver tray bearing brandy, water, neat sandwiches, a slice of ginger cake and a pot of tea. When the waiter had gone, Sergeant Garvin said, ‘I must ask you not to leave Whitby until you have made a signed statement.’

      ‘I’m booked here for two weeks.’ A nightmare thought came between me and the world around. Might I spend the whole fortnight tripping over dead bodies? At that moment I wanted to jump into my car and drive straight home.

      He placed his cap on the chair arm. ‘Tomorrow will be soon enough. I’ll write up what you’ve told me and if you think of anything else, you can tell me.’

      ‘Very well.’

      ‘You are here alone, according to the register.’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Is there anyone we can contact for you? You’ve had a bad shock.’

      ‘Thank you but no.’

      ‘Do you have friends in Whitby?’

      ‘Yes, an old school friend, Alma Turner. I’m godmother to her daughter.’

      ‘Ah!’ He leaned towards me, giving the impression that he would snaffle my sandwiches and swig the brandy. ‘I know them well, Mrs Turner and Felicity. Mrs Turner has become well-liked. That is something of an achievement for an outsider.’ When I had no answer for that, he continued. ‘I must ask you to keep the news of Mr Philips’s death to yourself for now.’

      I agreed, of course, but his comments struck me as at odds with his question as to whether there was anyone he could contact for me. If I had wanted the support of some friend, then I would naturally tell them why.

      He picked up his cap. ‘In spite of how things looked in that room, there may be some explanation other than foul play. The truth will emerge when the investigation is underway, but until then I would not have Whitby awash with rumours.’

      ‘Of course not.’

      ‘Will you be seeing your friend soon?’

      ‘This afternoon.’ Alma would think it odd if I did not seek her out after she had left me a note. It would be best to do that, although hard to carry it off and act as if nothing terrible had happened.

      ‘It may be difficult for you, but please refrain from mentioning the death, even to Mrs Turner.’

      ‘Very well.’

      ‘Thank you.’ He pulled on his cap and turned to leave, closing the door gently behind him.

      As I was left alone to sip brandy and water in the calm of the library, I sensibly told myself that I was letting my imagination run away with me in thinking there was some significance in the way he mentioned Alma Turner. It was natural enough that he would not want the death of the jeweller to be widely known before he had informed his superiors and secured the premises.

      By the time I finished the brandy and had managed to swallow a few bites of sandwich, the initial shock had passed. Knowing the value of something sweet for shock, I made myself eat some of the ginger cake. For the briefest of moments, the calmness of the room soothed me. I made a conscious effort to breathe in and out slowly, counting my breaths, trying to feel normal.

      After such a shock, how would I manage to keep calm, meet Alma, and say nothing about this horror?

      I resisted the urge to jump into my car and drive straight home. But in this state, pedestrians, other motorists and lamp posts would have to clear the way.

      Be brave, I told myself. Police orders are for you to stay put. You are here on holiday, and to see Alma, and Felicity.

      Only when I left the hotel, to walk to the pier, did I become uneasy at the thought of seeing Alma. The sergeant had given the impression of being curious about her. I thought again of his words. Why did it disturb me that he gave the impression of being interested in her?

      I answered my own question. It was because when he said, ‘please refrain from mentioning the death, even to Mrs Turner’, the tone and the emphasis in his words seemed to say something different. ‘Please refrain from mentioning the death, especially to Mrs Turner.’

      My mind raced. Surely the sergeant could not imagine that Alma had some connection with the jeweller’s death?
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      Brendan brought the engine to life, there being no wind. As the boat chug-chugged out of the bay, Felicity sat beside Brendan at the tiller. She emptied her boot of water.

      There was a knack to climbing into a bobbing boat. Tonight everything was awkward and difficult. She had felt like a galumphing double-humped camel, swaying as she hauled herself aboard, a wave breaking over her sea-boots and sending an icy burst of water down her leg.

      ‘It’ll be a losing battle,’ Brendan said as she put her damp boot back on.

      She looked back at the cliffs of Whitby, taking her last glimpse of the moonlit abbey.

      When imagining this journey, she hadn’t seen darkness. In her mind’s eye, the sky was blue and the sea smooth.

      Brendan gave her a nudge. ‘Go look at that packet with your dad’s name. See if you recognise the writing.’
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