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To Whitby, its people, its legions of dedicated visitors –
 and to its exquisite spirit of enchantment, which is
 difficult to describe, but is impossible to forget.


{Anonymous graffiti, circa 1940}

HELL IS A STREET IN WHITBY


THAT FIRST TIME IN THE CAVE

{From the YORKSHIRE EVENING MERCURY,

October 1, 1924}

Buried gold, a sea monster and an invasion of gulls. It’s not often a newspaper reporter is gifted the opportunity to write about such marvellous things. However, all three presented themselves in just one night in Whitby – a coastal town that is famous for its windy shoreline and smoked kippers, rather than a welter of unexplained mysteries.

On Friday evening, Mr Walter Parks of Fishburn Road, a retired farm labourer, decided to harvest the last of the potato crop from his backyard. Instead of lifting the common-or-garden spud, he unearthed a dozen gold amulets of Viking origin. Mr Parks confesses to being on ‘the rough side of the poverty line’, but now he and his family will be assured a comfortable future.

Later that same evening, a huge flock of seagulls descended on Whitby town. Like vengeful demons they did their level best to swoop down on men and women in the streets, then these vicious creatures flew into the windows of St Mary’s Church, cracking several panes of glass.

And to complete this trio of miracles: just after midnight, an enormous creature swam into Whitby harbour. It slammed into fishing boats, causing mooring lines to break. One local gentleman insisted the creature to be a hundred feet long with a snake-like neck. Others reasoned that the creature was a whale that had mistakenly entered the confines of the harbour. Then, who are we to question what manner of creatures spawn in the depths of the ocean? Or, for that matter, the depths of the Earth?


One

Fear of Falling

Eleanor Charnwood ended the argument with her mother by slamming the front door. Then she raced into Whitby’s tangle of narrow streets. The argument had been an old one. The same angry words received an airing at least once a week. Eleanor wanted to leave this out-of-the-way English town at the edge of the ocean and find work at one of the new advertising agencies, springing up all over London. And after London? Who knew? Paris? Berlin? New York? But Eleanor’s mother always shook her head. ‘No. Not ever.’

The October sun hung low in the sky as Eleanor strode out in all her righteous fury across the swing bridge that spanned the River Esk. Her long black hair fluttered in the sea breeze; the heels of her ankle boots clicked against the pavement.

‘I’m nineteen years old,’ she seethed. ‘I’m not going to be trapped in this prison forever.’ The rush of anger turned into something near gloating. ‘I’ll show her. I’ll prove I’m not some stupid child.’

On the bridge, she saw Gustav Kirk. At eighteen, he had a lot in common with Eleanor. Although he lived in Whitby, he seemed adrift from the town somehow. A doctor’s son, slightly built, fine blond hair that looked as if it would blow away in the wind, he enjoyed his own company. More than anything, he liked to tuck himself into some corner or other to read books about Norse mythology, visionary tales by Machen, Stoker or Poe, and the bone-chilling ghost stories of Edith Nesbit. He also enjoyed an eccentric dress style. Under that heavy overcoat, he’d be wearing his customary tennis whites. And instead of a belt around his waist, he’d always use a red and white striped necktie. Oh... and another thing... a deep shyness of girls made it nigh impossible to hold a conversation with him. He’d nod politely, offer a shy, ‘Hello.’ That’s just about it. Then he’d back away so quickly that he’d often stumble into passers-by, which would result in him stammering, ‘I’m so sorry,’ and, ‘I do beg your pardon.’

So, when Eleanor blocked his path across the bridge, his blue eyes met hers with a startled flicker.

‘Eleanor? Good evening.’

‘Gustav. Do you ever feel like doing something forbidden? Acting in a way that’s so wrong that your parents would cover their eyes and scream in horror?’

‘Oh? Erm.’

‘Even though you were born in Whitby, you don’t feel as if you belong, do you?’

‘Well...’

‘We went to the same school. We grew up in these streets, yet we still feel like strangers here, don’t we? As if we really belong somewhere else? And to other families?’

‘Well... I’m sure I don’t have much in common with, ahm...’ His shy blue eyes darted over men and women bustling across the bridge; they were busily attending to their own lives, which revolved round work and families, and chatting to the same friends about the same old thing. Or so it seemed to Eleanor.

‘This is 1924, Gustav. Nearly a quarter of the way into the twentieth century. It feels as if we’re trapped in the past here.’ Eleanor Charnwood surged on, gripped by a searing passion. ‘Damn Whitby, I tell you. Damn everyone in it. What do you say?’

‘Eh, you have strong opinions, Eleanor. Hmm, have you seen your brother?’

‘By that, Gustav, you really mean you want Theo to save you from this wild woman who’s confronting you now.’

‘No, that’s not, ahm—’

‘Where are you going?’

‘Oh—’

‘Usually, you’ve got an armful of books. What’s in the sack? A shovel! Crowbar. Rope. Satchel. You’re going to break into a house! Whose?’

Gustav fluttered in shock. ‘No. Not burglary.’

‘I know, you’re going to the cemetery to rob graves.’

Her accusation made him appear light-headed. ‘No. Nothing like—’

‘Take me with you.’

‘I... I don’t think that would be really—’

‘Alright. If you don’t let me come, I’ll take off all my clothes.’

The shy youth backed away in horror.

‘Starting with my blouse.’ She undid the top button. ‘When I take off my stockings you’ll have to put your arm around my waist, because I always fall over when I slip those off.’

Despite his embarrassment, his eyes rolled down to her calves, which were clad in black silk.

Grinning, she undid another button of her blouse.

‘Alright, alright!’ His voice rose so much that pedestrians on the bridge shot him quizzical glances. ‘You can come with me. But I warn you. It’s not safe. Not safe at all.’

‘Good. That’s what I wanted to hear.’

Suddenly affectionate, she linked arms with Gustav. His slender limb quivered beneath the coat sleeve.

They crossed the bridge together back into the old half of Whitby town, with its amazing profusion of red-roofed houses that climbed up the hillside towards the church on the headland. To Eleanor, it seemed as if the town had crashed into England from another mysterious realm. Despite the fact that there were motor cars, steam engines, electric lights, and Woolworth’s had stocked the first wireless sets, there was something unearthly and disturbing about the way Whitby clung to sides of the estuary. Certain buildings employed the jawbones of whales to frame doorways. Fish aromas filled the air, courtesy of dozens of herring boats that docked in the harbour each day. And there was always the restless vista of the ocean. This was where two worlds collided – the world of deep, dark waters and the dry world of humanity.

From an early age, it struck her that these two worlds were at war. Whitby was the battlefield. There were dangers everywhere. Tides raced in fast over the sands. Often huge waves would explode over the piers. Down through the years, many a person had been swept away. Vicious currents swirled around the timber posts that supported the wharves. Underwater, discarded nets lay in wait to trap unwary swimmers. The cliffs were towering, precipitous rock faces. And always, in the twist and turn of dark alleyways, she was convinced that one grim night she’d come face to face with something monstrously inhuman.

They passed by the Leviathan Hotel on Church Street. Owned by Eleanor’s father, the big red-brick building boasted starkly white window frames that reminded her of bones snatched from a tomb.

From Gustav’s expression, he clearly hoped she’d tire of teasing him and return home to the hotel. But this was no tease. This was serious. Today, she was determined to commit a reckless act. Whitby be damned. Caution be damned.

Seeing the doorway she’d stormed from just minutes ago made her decide to air her grievances before an unprepared Gustav, the pleasantly shy man, who loved nothing more than to read his books about Viking gods and demons.

Eleanor began. ‘I told my mother that I wanted to move to London to work for a company that make advertisements for magazines. This is 1924, not the dark ages. Women can have professional careers, too. But, no, my mother won’t have it. She says I’m too fearful of people. That I’m far too timid to live in a big city. Mother says I must stay here and learn the hotel trade, so I can take over from my father when he retires. Charnwoods are doomed to be hoteliers. We even have one up in godforsaken Leppington.’

‘Oh... and your brother?’

‘My brother can escape Whitby. They’re happy with him enlisting in the army. Then, the pair of you are the best of friends so you’ll know that already. But I’m a prisoner. In Whitby! The bloody town!’ She saw that he appeared to regard her with genuine sympathy. ‘So, Gustav. Where are we going with your shovel and crowbar? To do something illegal, I hope?’

By way of answer, he pointed at a piece of paper pasted to a municipal notice board.


Whitby Town Council, October 3, 1924

The Council receives requests from members of the public to reopen the cave known as ‘Hag’s Lung’ near the abbey ruin. The police have objected to its reopening on the grounds that it has always attracted individuals of unsound mind. Indeed, there are well-documented cases of self-injury and suicide occurring within the cave. Therefore, the Council hereby resolves to keep ‘Hag’s Lung’ closed, and access by the public is strictly forbidden.



His shy demeanour evaporated as he grinned. ‘Turn back now, Eleanor, if you’re afraid.’


Two

Benighted Place

Their route took them further along Church Street: a thoroughfare lined with houses that faced each other across a street so narrow that they were almost close enough to kiss... or, maybe, bite each other, if they were so minded. Soon they reached a flight of stone steps that rose up a cliff face (the stairs always reminded Eleanor of a knobbly stone spine). They climbed these to the graveyard of the church, then they followed the path to the other side, which, in turn, took them by the vast towers and archways that formed the ruined abbey. To their left, the cliff edge. The ocean stretched away into the distance, a metallic blue in the late-afternoon sun.

Gustav Kirk, with the sack over his shoulder, headed for a clump of trees.

Eleanor eyed the man with new-found respect. ‘You’re so shy, Gustav.’

‘I like to keep myself to myself,’ he replied softly.

‘But you saw the council notice. You’re not allowed into Hag’s Lung Cave. It’s dangerous.’

He shot her a grin again that raised a sparkle of delight in her veins. ‘You’re right, we are alike. Every so often, the boredom here threatens to break me in two. The only way to beat it is to do something crazy. This morning I thought to myself, shall I run through the streets, yelling rude words? Shall I kick the mayor in the backside? Or should I raise Satan, just so I can talk to someone with interests outside of that town back there?’ The grin widened. ‘Or shall I break into Hag’s Lung and see what it’s really like?’

‘You’re insane.’

‘No. I’m inspired.’ He laughed. ‘Then madness and inspiration are different sides of the same coin.’

I want to kiss him. Here’s my soulmate. But she must bide her time before making a move. And wasn’t love merely a trap lying in wait for free spirits? Goodness! Her heart thrashed against her ribs. Make conversation, or I really will kiss him. ‘Why do they call the cave Hag’s Lung?’

‘Not been here before?’

‘Never.’

He led her through the trees to a bulge in the earth. Just as in a fairy tale, a timber door had been set into the earth. It was padlocked. Not just once, but four of them. Great rusty blocks of iron that locked their iron loops into corresponding lugs in the door frame. No one comes in, it seemed to say. Keep out. Go away. No entry. Not ever.

‘They call the cave Hag’s Lung because...’ Instead of completing the sentence, he touched his ear. ‘Listen at the door.’

Eleanor did so. She heard a faint breath of air blow through gaps in the timber. Air so cold it caused her breath to turn ghostly white. All of a sudden, the blood-chilling draught stopped; a moment later it started again. Only the air was being sucked inwards. It drew her long black hair with it.

‘My God! Gustav, it’s breathing. The cave is really breathing!’

‘Actually, no. But geologists believe a tunnel connects it to the sea. The action of waves gushing into a cavity at sea level causes it to mimic respiration. It pushes air out – then sucks air in. Hence the name, Hag’s Lung.’ That grin again. ‘Nobody’s been in there for fifty years. Until now.’

As the sun dropped towards the horizon, Gustav wielded the crowbar to snap each of the massive padlocks. Metal broke with the sound of gunshots. Eleanor flinched, covering her ears with her hands at the shocking punch of sound.

‘Strange things have been happening,’ he told her as he worked the hasps free. ‘Did you read in the paper that old Mr Parks found Viking gold in his garden?’

‘Good. He deserves it. Have you seen how decrepit his cottage is? And his wife is crippled with rheumatism.’

‘And did you know he only eats half his dinner every night? The rest he offers to Tiw on the old altar stone up on the moor.’

‘Tiw?’

‘A Norse god – mysterious, unknowable. Tiw is more ancient than Odin and Thor. His origins lie in a horrific and violent spirit that haunted the tundra when mammoths still roamed.’ He smiled as he threw open the door. ‘Tiw. Long gone. Forgotten. But we speak his name every week.’

‘Gustav, you’re starting to frighten me.’

‘Tiw? He has a day of the week named after him. Tuesday.’

He lit a candle, set down the sack at the entrance, then went down into the cave.

I’m entering the jaws of a monster, Eleanor thought. But there’s no going back. Air blew into her face one moment, then was sucked in against her back the next. For all the world, it felt like being in the trachea of a huge creature that aspirated – and had done so for ten thousand years. Back to a time when a princess would be selected from the tribe that lived in these borderlands between mountains and ocean. A princess to be married to the god of this cave... by the simple act of opening a vein in her neck. Then tumbling her into the velvet darkness below.

Gustav stepped into the body of the cave. His candle revealed its dripping interior of black rock. There was something organic about the stone. It appeared slick with mucous. It smelt ‘animal’ too. His voice shimmered from the walls. ‘There are other strange things, too. Can’t you feel the tension in the air? Like an approaching storm? Flocks of seagulls have attacked the town. Then there was the creature that came into the harbour to break ships’ moorings.’

‘A whale.’ Her voice sounded tiny. ‘Just a lost whale.’

‘Believe me, something strange is happening to Whitby. Can’t you sense it? As if the atoms in everything you touch are tensing. Almost like everything’s going to explode.’ He indicated a hole in the cave wall. At shoulder height, perhaps four or five inches in diameter, it was roughly circular. From the way the candle flame flickered, as he approached, this was where the air gushed in and out. Once more, she was struck how ‘biological’ it all seemed, rather than geological. It made the earth a living, breathing thing. This was the airway, the throat, the channel into which it sucked life-giving oxygen, then expelled cold, damp vapour. A vapour that smelt of the sea, and of something else she couldn’t quite place.

‘Do you believe the Viking gods are dead, Eleanor?’

‘If not dead, definitely replaced.’

‘Then they’d be angry. For thousands of years they were worshipped, then came Jesus Christ, so we slapped Thor, Odin and Tiw in their faces. We’ve spurned them.’

‘I’m going back outside. I don’t like it in here.’

‘Scared?’

She glared at him with a blazing savagery. ‘I’m not scared of anything. My mother said I’d be too timid to leave Whitby. I’ll show you who’s timid.’

With that, she crossed the cave floor, then thrust her hand into the blowhole. Cold air gushed round it. Sucking then pushing. The force of it was extraordinary. The blast rippled her clothes, tugged at her hair, and chilled her body.

Triumphant, she turned to Gustav. ‘See? Am I frightened? Am I too scared to put my hand inside?’

His eyes gleamed at her in the flickering candlelight.

Her voice rose. ‘How’s this for courage?’

Laughing, she forced her arm deep into the hole. She felt the narrow, rocky gullet enclose her limb tightly. She kept on pushing.

‘Eleanor!’

She didn’t know whether he wanted her to withdraw or push harder.

But she forced her fist ever deeper. Just as her shoulder met the rock, her hand broke free of the other side. She flexed her fingers.

‘I’m through.’

Her eyes snapped wide.

‘Eleanor, what’s wrong?’

In both horror and wonder, she began, ‘I can feel—’

Then pain. Pure agony, a heart-wrenching agony that overwhelmed her as she screamed.

For, at that moment, a set of teeth bit her wrist. She felt their points slide through skin, through muscle, before stabbing into bone. Eleanor tried to push the mouth away that must lie at the other end of the miniature tunnel. Her fingers alighted on flesh; she felt a nose, eyes; this was a human face... or some creature that wore a face that might pass for human in an ill-lit place.

The candle went out. Darkness engulfed her. She heard feet scrambling away.

‘Gustav, don’t leave me alone... Please don’t leave me!’


PART ONE

{From THE FILM & THEATRE GAZETTE, January, 1942}

WANTED ~ Experienced Actors and Actresses, ages 21-31, to play North-Country working-class civilians in Govt. sponsored motion picture. Must travel. Apply in writing, with current photograph, to:

Cromwell-Sterling Presentations (Casting), PO Box 71,

Denham Studios, England.


One

‘What have we got to lose? It’s either act in this film, or slave every hour God sends in a munitions factory making bombs. You do know that the chemicals in TNT turn your hair green? You’ll never marry the man of your dreams with hair the colour of cabbage.’

‘But we have to go to Whitby to film it.’

‘So?’

‘Whitby’s on the East Coast of England. If the Nazis invade that’s where they’ll come ashore.’

‘Don’t you worry, Sally. I’ve protected you from rampaging men in the past: if the Nazis come, I’ll do it again.’

At twenty-seven, Beth Layne was two years older than her friend, Sally. Ever since they’d met eighteen months ago, Beth had found herself in the role of friend, mentor and guardian. Sally Wainwright was a warm-hearted, amiable woman; she possessed an open face and a ready smile; however, she had the knack of attracting personal catastrophes as lovers gather wild flowers in spring.

Beth Layne, however, realized that her own relationships were often problematic for a different reason. Sally was too trusting. Whereas Beth tended to be more cautious in her dealings with people. Character traits in others came under her close scrutiny. Constantly, she found herself analysing conversations with acquaintances. To her own irritation, she realized that, unconsciously, she searched for hidden motives the moment someone developed emotional ties with her. Does that make me a cynic? Am I overly suspicious of people who want to be friends with me? Questions that would keep her awake at night.

This morning they waited in a screening room at Denham studios. Basically, the screening room, its ceiling and walls painted black, was a cinema in miniature, with twenty comfortable seats set in front of a ten foot by ten screen. In those seats, a dozen strangers. Beth knew these were the actors and actresses, aged between that magical ‘twenty-one to thirty-one’ range reserved for youthful, romantic roles. They’d clearly replied to the same advertisement in the Film & Theatre Gazette. At present, they were all beautifully poised, nonchalant, even blasé about their surroundings – that untroubled, ‘Oh, darling, this is just so routine for we actor types.’ Beth, however, sensed the undercurrent of excitement. Surreptitiously, everyone glanced at each other. No doubt envious of each other’s looks, comparing footwear and hairstyles, and desperately worrying who would win the lead role.

Sally Wainwright also had a tendency to be incredibly gullible, so she whispered excitedly about a mystery famous actor, who was supposed to play the male lead. As the speculation had only been overheard on the bus ride to the studios, Beth dismissed it as simply the kind of garrulous rumour that flies from many a young actor’s lips.

Sally’s eager words were so breathy in Beth’s ear that it tickled outrageously. ‘American, it must be an American; failing that a British actor. Or Australian.’

Beth shook her head, smiling. She was fond of Sally, but she could be so dizzy at times. Even so, Beth noticed the way other young hopefuls strained to hear what Sally murmured.

At that moment, Beth couldn’t restrain herself. Just as would-be starlets in neighbouring seats imagined themselves playing opposite a world-famous star, the screening room door opened, and Beth uttered with shocking loudness: ‘Cary Grant.’

A dozen heads spun at once in the direction of the door; a dozen mouths gaped with astonishment. They were halfway out of their seats, eager to welcome the most handsome man in the world. Cary Grant. The king of fashion, the lord of elan. However, the man entering now walked with a stoop. Untidy strands of grey hair wormed their way from beneath a flat cap. All in all, he could have passed for Cary Grant’s seedy-looking uncle.

Beth couldn’t stop grinning. The expression on all those eager hopefuls’ faces had been priceless. ‘Yes, Cary Grant,’ she continued in a voice calculated to be heard around the room, even though she pretended to be chatting to Sally. ‘Definitely one of my favourite actors. Did you see him in Bringing Up Baby?’

Nearly everyone realized they’d been the butt-end of a joke. Half smiled in Beth’s direction, as they recognized they had someone in the troupe with a sense of humour. The humourless, however, glowered.

The man in the cap shuffled to a set of light switches on the wall.

The door opened again.

Sally took it upon herself to continue the joke. ‘Bela Lugosi!’

This time, even those who’d been amused by Beth’s Cary Grant leg-pull were embarrassed by the entrance of a man wearing a black eyepatch.

Briskly, he strode towards the cinema screen with the words, ‘Bela Lugosi? I’m afraid not. I’m a lot less Hungarian than our esteemed Mr Lugosi.’ The rich Scottish accent of rolling Rs would have been hard to miss.

Blushing furiously, Sally stared down at her knees.

‘Good morning, ladies and gentlemen,’ he continued, ‘my name is Alec Reed. I have written the script and will direct you to the best of my ability to act brilliantly. Congratulations on being selected to play in the film. I’m sure we’ll all do our best to work professionally. But hear this: I have at least one good eye. And one thing I know is when people are slacking. I can spot the work-shy a mile off. I won’t tolerate anyone trying to rob me of an honest day’s work.’ He glanced at Sally, still red-faced and cringing in her seat. ‘Together we will forge This Midnight Realm; a story to melt hearts. It will remind audiences at home and abroad why we are fighting this war with Hitler. As well as entertainment, its purpose is to explain what it is like to live in the Britain of 1942. A Britain at war with an evil lunatic, who loves nothing better than to drop bombs on our heads every night.’ He touched the eyepatch. ‘The damn dog nearly got me last week. And I daresay he’s tried to kill you, too, and the ones you love. So... consider this as your part in the fight against Fascism, which threatens democracy itself. If our film can help persuade neutral countries to side with us, we will have won a battle – one just as important as blowing up Nazi tanks. If you’re not prepared to surrender your home comforts, your film-star egos, and even your lives for this film, then haul your stinking backsides out of those seats and trudge back to whatever hole you crawled out of. Do I make myself clear?’

A good many in the audience shuffled uncomfortably at the man’s suddenly aggressive tone. But nobody challenged what he’d said. Nobody, however, but one.

Beth Layne raised her hand. ‘Mr Reed, a question?’

‘Oh, our American actress, or so I detect from the accent?’

‘Yes, my name is Beth—’

‘Layne. I know that, madam. I personally rubber-stamped your application.’

‘You’ve asked us to surrender ourselves body and soul to this motion picture.’

‘Indeed I have, madam. I demand it. Freedom demands it.’

‘Then will you surrender the liquor bottle for the sake of the film?’

He glared at her. If looks could kill...

Everyone’s jaws dropped at her words. Beth pressed on. ‘I know the scent of gin, Mr Reed, and plenty of it followed you into this screening room.’

Sally looked ready to die of embarrassment.

‘And, Mr Reed, the aroma of freshly imbibed gin at ten in the morning is a sorrowful thing in my estimation.’

The man’s face quivered. That single eye of his blazed. Then something that was as shocking as it was unexpected. A bead of red liquid, quick as a tear, emerged from beneath the eyepatch to roll down his cheek.

Taking a deep breath, he spoke in a low, controlled voice – a little too controlled, ‘You will now see the prologue to This Midnight Realm. It explains what dangers we are experiencing. After the presentation you will receive your scripts, together with your allotted roles.’ Then he turned to Beth. ‘Miss Layne. I wish to speak to you before the scripts are handed out.’ He nodded at the man in the cap. ‘Lights, if you will, Stan.’

The moment the screening room plunged into darkness, lights flashed on the screen. Numbers scrolled downward in silence: 10... 9... 8... 7...

Beth whispered into Sally’s ear, ‘No prizes for guessing what Mr Reed wants to tell me after the film.’

Sally hissed back, ‘You idiot, Beth. You’re going to wind up in a factory making bombs, after all.’

Those nearest shushed Sally with unconcealed irritation.

Beth thought, I guess we’ve got off on the wrong foot, alright. The omens aren’t good. Feeling her spirits droop into the soles of her ‘sensible’ lace-up travelling shoes, Beth focused on the screen in front of her.

The title blazed, accompanied by a heroic fanfare of music:


THIS MIDNIGHT REALM

A Cromwell-Sterling Presentation

Written & Directed by Alec Reed



Following that, shots of London streets, Big Ben, the winged statue of Eros in Piccadilly Circus, children on swings in a playground. Then a siren rose over the music. Beth sensed a sudden stillness amongst the audience. The shots of London were repeated, but each one quickly faded. The screen crashed to black. Only the siren continued.

Slowly, it faded as the voice-over began: ‘Ladies and Gentlemen. That dreadful sound you are hearing is the siren that warns every man, woman and child that enemy planes are approaching their homes.’ Beth recognized those softly modulated tones. Alec Reed had narrated the introduction to the film. He spoke with a measured dignity – unrushed, precise, yet with a special clarity, as if he wished with all his heart to be understood. ‘Ever since 1939, Britain has been at war with Hitler’s evil Nazi empire. We are an island under siege. Enemy submarines sink our ships. Enemy planes pour fire and explosives on to every city.’ Images again: this time of bomb craters in a children’s playground, of burning ships in a harbour, of ruined homes with dazed survivors sitting on the rubble. Alec Reed’s voice-over continued. ‘The war kills people like you and I. Bombs destroy homes and factories and schools. But this war has brought something else. It has engulfed us in a great tide of darkness.’ Once more, footage of wrecked houses faded to black.

‘Darkness, darkness... all encompassing. There are times we believe that the darkness will flood our minds and drown our souls. Because, ever since the war began, British people are strictly forbidden to show any kind of light at night. Lest that light act as a guiding beacon to enemy bombers. After all, even a lighted cigarette can be seen from five thousand feet above your head. So... at night... that long, dreadful night... windows are shrouded by cloth: dark cloth, funeral black.’ Scenes of men and women pulling swathes of blackout material over windows. ‘If the light still shows through the drapes and curtains and blinds, then we must paint even the window glass. Show no light. Not a glimmer. Not a twinkle. Otherwise the bombs will fall. Bombs are death to you and your neighbour, and to her baby sleeping in its cradle.’ More shots of cities at night, the buildings reduced to ghostly silhouettes. ‘So we blunder about in darkness. Even in the middle of our biggest city. No street lights... No headlamps on cars must be visible. If they are, the Nazi death machine will come. This, then, is our night. When darkness is king.’

Sally couldn’t stop herself whispering in total admiration, ‘Isn’t he poetic?’

From all around, people shushed.

The narration rose in volume as music surged in to carry his words to the climax. ‘And so, ladies and gentlemen, I invite you to spend a little while with me... to watch how ordinary families, from an ordinary street, not only cope with life in this new midnight realm, but how they rise up, conquer it, and make darkness their domain...’ Music boomed in triumph. A map appeared of a coast. ‘Here is the little English seaside town of Whitby. Come with me now and meet these ordinary – yet, as you’ll see – extraordinary men and women.’

The film ended abruptly.

‘Lights please, Stan.’ The room lights revealed the narrator of the film standing by the screen. His fingertips touched the eyepatch, as if he’d become even more conscious of it. ‘So far, that’s all that has been shot of This Midnight Realm. This is where you enter the story of our film, ladies and gentlemen. You will play those ordinary men and women of Whitby, a town at war. It will be your role, your quest, to show the rest of the world how we carry on with our ordinary lives, despite the hardships of air raids, food rationing and the blackout.’ He checked his watch. ‘We’ll now take a break. Please be back here for ten forty-five. Thank you.’

The audience applauded. They were excited, enthusiastic.

Beth applauded, murmuring as she did so, ‘He knows how to work a crowd, doesn’t he?’

Sally didn’t pick up any note of sarcasm. Breathlessly, she gushed, ‘I can’t believe I’m going to be in my first movie. All I’ve ever done is shows in village halls. It’s wonderful. Will they style my hair... Oh? Do I have to buy my own make-up? But I will be in black and white, won’t I? Don’t we have to wear black lipstick, so it shows up on screen? Just imagine, Beth! We’ll have our faces in big, shining close-up! Big as giants! And we’ll be in cinemas all over the world.’

‘Just wait until Hitler begs for your autograph.’

Sally’s eyes went wide. ‘Oh, he might see me. I hadn’t thought about that.’

‘Don’t worry. I’m sure This Midnight Realm won’t play in downtown Berlin.’ Beth put her arm around Sally to give her friend an affectionate squeeze. ‘I’m really pleased you’ve got the part. And I’m sorry that I won’t be with you in Whitby.’

‘But you will. You’ve signed the contract.’

‘And I’ll be fired before I even get the script. Me and my big mouth, eh, kid? But Mr Big Guns Director there, Alec Reed, made me so angry. He shouldn’t talk to us like we’re lazy no-gooders.’

Already the young actresses had formed a half circle in front of Alec, so they could vie to flatter him, laugh at his jokes, and beam winning smiles.

Beth said, ‘You best make sure your face is seen down there by Mr Reed. Otherwise all the pretty girls will get the best parts.’ She stood up.

‘Beth, where are you going?’

‘Oh, I’m going to get some air before he fires me.’

‘Beth—’

‘Sally, don’t worry. I’ll stick around and look after you today. Men in film studios prowl round like hungry wolves when pretty young actresses are about. Later, I’ll play the big sister and give you a list of do’s and don’ts before you go off to Whitby. There’s no need to fret about costumes and make-up; they have people to take care of that for you.’

‘I’m scared, Beth. I don’t know what to say to anyone.’

‘You’ll be fine. Because you’re a golden-hearted sweetie, and everyone will recognize the good in you.’ She stood up. ‘Ciao.’


Two

Beth Layne relished her current sense of utter relief. A hothouse of thespian egos always oppressed her. Don’t get me wrong, she thought. I love the job of acting. It’s just that some actors and actresses can be so damn annoying. I’d love to see them in a big factory with clanking metal presses making turrets for tanks. Would they last the week? A day? No, I think not.

‘Now I’m being bitchy,’ she murmured to herself, as she paused at a mirror by a studio door to adjust a lock of hair that hung down over her forehead. ‘And I’m being as vain as they are.’ Beth, an American by birth, had left the States to find work in the English film industry five years ago. She figured her American accent, and hair as golden as a Nebraskan cornfield, would win her lead roles. Also, she had served Cary Grant a cocktail in one of his Hollywood movies. That kind of gem on a résumé could get a girl decent acting parts in the old motherland. Only, the war had come along to complicate things.

Roaming wolf-packs of German submarines made Transatlantic crossings for civilians a near impossibility, so she couldn’t return home to the US of A. Add to that, America had entered the war against Japan and Hitler’s Germany just a matter of weeks ago. And, dear God in heaven, she did want to aid the war effort. If it wasn’t for landing a role in This Midnight Realm, she would have presented herself at a munitions factory and begged to make bullets for allied soldiers. Beth told herself firmly, One thing I’m not afraid of is to get my hands dirty.

She gazed into the mirror. Now she wanted to kick herself for lousing up this opportunity. I must have been out of my mind to accuse the director of being a gin-sodden lush. But the moment he’d opened his mouth he’d annoyed the hell out of her.

‘Fresh air,’ she muttered. ‘Get fresh air and plenty of it.’

Beth headed down a long corridor. Doors off carried signs like Edward Birks, Senior Producer or Kathleen Miller, Script Supervisor. Everywhere, on the drab green walls, there were reproductions of the Cromwell-Sterling logo, a female warrior carrying a shield and a spear. She paused. She couldn’t remember if this corridor led to the exit. After all, it was her first time at this particular studio. A pair of secretaries, hugging armfuls of scripts, rushed from a door in front of her. Their red lips were the brightest slash of colour in the corridor.

‘Excuse me,’ she began, ‘can you tell me—’ But they vanished through another door marked Production Accountant. ‘That’s it,’ she muttered darkly. ‘I’m doomed to wonder the studios for all eternity.’

She longed for a lungful of cold winter air. Her head felt muzzy. A pain flared behind her eyes. Great, just great, now I’m going down with flu. But the symptoms don’t occur so quickly, do they? Suddenly, the air in the corridor of a million doors – at least that’s what it seemed like – became thunderously oppressive. Pain speared her eyes. Good grief. My skull’s going to explode. She gritted her teeth. For some reason it seemed like a huge charge of energy had invaded the building. Dizzy, she placed her hand on the wall to steady herself. Lights dimmed. As there were no windows, the corridor grew so gloomy that she could barely even see those doors leading off; what’s more, the doorways became suggestive of churchyard headstones – tall oblong, shapes that breathed the words grave, tomb, cemetery and death into her ear.

A sudden gust of air raced down the passageway. The gale came from nowhere, but its scent reminded her of the sea. Posters fluttered on the walls. The studio’s logo of the she-warrior writhed on a poster that was the size of one of those damned doors (which could have led to hell for all she knew).

Then a figure. Beth glimpsed a man in the shadows. A burly individual who swept by her. He pushed open a pair of doors that admitted light into the corridor. Thinking the way led outdoors, she followed the man. Moments later, she found herself bathed in light. Only, it was a thin, grey light. A poor excuse for daylight really. Beth closed her eyes, kept them scrunched shut, then opened them again. She stood in a street. One paved with cobbles. Ahead of her, a line of ancient cottages. Their red-brick walls bulged, and the windows were tiny openings that resembled the eyes of reptiles. Doorways were low, stunted things, seemingly constructed to admit goblin men into their dwarfish houses. An iron plaque fixed to the front of one cottage spelt out: CHURCH STREET – BOROUGH OF WHITBY.

‘Ah.’ Beth rubbed her throbbing forehead. ‘Whitby. It makes sense now. They’ve built a replica of one of the streets.’ She frowned. The detail of the set was extraordinary. Dozens of houses had been built. Smoke rose from chimneys. ‘So why are we going on location, when they’ve gone to the trouble of building this?’ The authenticity took her breath away. She’d seen many a studio set. This, however, had to be the biggest, the best and the most realistic ever. A cat, a live cat, stood on a mound of lobster pots. Why, I can even smell the scents of the sea and the fish in the market.

Drawn by the extraordinary craftsmanship of the set designers, she moved further along ‘Church Street’. She rested her palm against the wall of a cottage. The dull red-brick under her hand felt solidly real, not the papier mâché or plywood that was the usual choice of carpenters when they built a mock-up of a town. What’s more, these buildings didn’t resemble flimsy free-standing ‘flats’. They had all the substance of being rooted into the earth for the last five hundred years. Once more she asked herself why the actors and crew were being sent to Whitby, on the English coast, when they could film right here. She looked up at the ceiling of the studio, which would be around thirty feet above her head. Clouds hung there, or something that resembled clouds. Beth figured that a gauzy material had been suspended from roof beams to create the effect of natural cloud. And even as she gazed at it the light dimmed on this magnificent recreation of Whitby town. Perhaps one of the exterior doors was being slowly drawn shut?

Now the gloom closed in. Shadows spilled from authentic-looking alleyways. Darkness crept along Church Street. It seemed as if a black mist engulfed the houses, until they became indistinct shapes that assumed the menacing aspect of hunched figures. Windows were dull eyes that watched. Just as if they expected a terrible fate to befall her. Now they were curious to what that fate would be... and how much she’d suffer before she died.

Stop that, she told her rogue imagination. This flu bug, or whatever it was, was clouding her mind. Her stride became increasingly unsteady. Her eyes blurred, so the already gloomy town became even more murkily indistinct. No, not a town, she thought. This is a set made out of plywood and paper in a film studio. She pushed at the door of a cottage, expecting it to flap open in that flimsy way that is the province of studio scenery. Only, this robust slab of timbers remained locked solidly shut.

On impulse she rapped on the door, as if challenging it to be just a copy of a cottage door that would have been cobbled together in a studio workshop. Her knuckles rapped solid oak. A moment later she heard footsteps. The owner of the house had answered her call.

But who owns a strange, goblin cottage like that? What would they look like? Would they welcome a stranger at dusk? Not wishing to meet the denizen of such a weird little abode, she fled before the door could be opened. She rubbed her forehead. That sense of energy building inside the studio came back to her. A huge storm’s worth of charge. Something huge and violent and terrifying just about to break. Tiny, skittering objects ran across the cobbles in front of her. Rats. They had to be. Loathsome, disease-bearing rats.

To avoid being in the rodents’ way, if they decided to rush back at her, Beth turned left into an alleyway that boasted the bizarre name of Arguments Yard. She passed through a narrow, echoing passageway to a tiny close lined with equally tiny houses. And at that moment Beth sensed eyes staring at her. Yet she didn’t see a single person.

She moved deeper into the strangely named yard. Above front doors, house names had been chiselled into solid stone lintels: Nag’s Cottage, North Star Lodge, Twixt Heaven & Hell, Jack O’ Bones... Beth felt herself drawn deeper into this narrow gulf. It seemed like a huge hand pressed against the back of her neck, pushing her forward. But forward to what? Her destiny? Her one true end?

Her eyes tried to penetrate the gloom in front of her. Now that darkness had the rich velvet intensity of red wine. The harder her gaze tried to penetrate the veil of shadow the more the optic nerves compensated by conjuring purple patterns into her field of vision. They were slow moving shapes, twisting, undulating...

I’m going to die in here, she told herself. I’m going to die and no one will ever know.

Her normally cool, rational nature had abandoned her. Only a primordial occult terror remained: that instinct to imagine that monsters lurk under your bed, that there are phantoms in your closet, and that the man following you along the street at midnight is a killer with a bloody knife in his hands... and lustful eyes focused on your softly delicate throat...

Then a figure stepped out of the shadows. A young man, his face as pale as ancient bone. Beth retreated along Arguments Yard, aiming to retrace her footsteps to the exit. She reached the passageway that led to the street. The top of the passage, formed by the upper story of a house, dragged at her hair; an old, blackened timber snatched away an entire lock of blonde. Her gasp of pain must have triggered what happened next.

Fast-moving figures erupted from the shadows of the yard. This time she didn’t see any detail, other than bright, glaring eyes. Bizarrely, they didn’t possess coloured irises, just a fierce black pupil dominated the white.

Beth ran. She hadn’t the luxury of debating what was actually happening. Why a studio set looked so solidly real, or just who those menacing figures were. A mist had made the cobbles slick. Even in this gloom they glistened, as if they oozed their own inner moisture. Beth raced along the street. It seemed to extend forever into darkness. A derelict tavern stood at the corner; the sign over the door read Blessing on the Drowned. Such a grimly macabre name; the image that accompanied the words emphasized it: a human skull with the incoming tide lapping around it.

Beth turned a bend; as she did so her feet slipped from under her. An agonizing pain exploded through her nerve endings as she slammed on to the ground.

‘Damn, that hurt!’ The words were born of frustration and fear as much as pain. Because right now she wanted to scream her distress out to the world. Then she glanced back the way she came. Light-footed figures, nothing more than silhouettes that possessed whitely staring eyes, raced towards her. Something about their eagerness spoke volumes about lust and hunger.

In a heartbeat, she scrambled to her feet. Once more she rushed down the never-ending street. One lined with tiny shops, cottages, and strange-looking chapels from which protruded grotesque carvings of heads with bulging eyes.

The footsteps grew louder as her pursuers closed the gap. Already, she could imagine fingers reaching out to grab her hair, then bring her to a screaming, pain-filled stop. After that... what then?

All of a sudden the houses were gone. She burst through twin doors and into the grasp of a tall, rage-filled man.

‘Where the hell have you been? We’ve been waiting for you.’

Her gaze locked on to the eyepatch beside the good eye. The flesh surrounding the patch had puffed outwards with a reddish inflammation.

She panted out some words. They meant nothing to him... nor to her.

‘I recommend you catch your breath, then try again,’ Alec Reed said in his cold Scottish accent. ‘Then maybe I can let the others go for their lunch.’

‘Back...’ She turned to the doors, expecting them to burst open and admit those monstrous figures into the corridor. ‘In there... someone attacked me in the town.’

‘The town?’ His one good eye registered surprise.

‘Yes, on the Whitby set!’

‘Are you making fun of me, Miss Layne?’

‘No, I’m trying to tell you that I was attacked. Look at my elbow.’

‘You’ve got a heroic graze there, I’ll give you that. Did your assailant do that?’

‘They were... I don’t know. Demonic.’

‘And it was someone in there?’ Alec indicated the studio doors.

‘Yes, you idiot. Listen to what I’m saying.’

‘And in there is the Whitby set?’

‘Yes. The Whitby set.’ Beth could have cursed with frustration. It took the man an age to understand what she told him. ‘There’s a long road lined with cottages called Church Street. My God, that’s a hell of mock-up. That’s big budget stuff – cottages built of brick; there are chapels, a cobbled street, even an authentic smell of the sea, but why go to that trouble for a film? Where nobody can smell any... Wait, where are you going?’

‘To check for myself and find those men. Nobody roughs up my actors. I mean...’ He gave a grim smile. ‘You’ll vouch for the fact that it’s me, Alec Reed, who gave you a hard time.’ He strode towards the twin doors.

‘Wait. Get help first. There were a whole bunch of—’ The rest of her words trailed away.

Beyond the doors, there it was. In all its glory... well, what would be glorious once the set was lit and dressed correctly for the camera. Beth followed Alec Reed into a decidedly modest studio. A better description than ‘modest’, however, would be ‘pokey’. The room had little in it other than a flimsy wall of hardboard, painted to look like brick. A mat of dark material had been laid out, which should pass for a road. A horse-drawn cart (without the horse) stood before the ‘wall’.

‘But the set for Whitby was amazing. Really, really good. So authentic.’ Beth shook her head. ‘If I didn’t know better, I’d swear I’d walked into the real town.’

‘There’s only this set, Miss Layne. And this is for a dramatization of a Charles Dickens’ story being filmed here this week.’

‘There must be a door to the other set.’

‘There is no other set, Miss Layne. That’s why we’re filming on location in Whitby. I fought tooth and claw to do that, otherwise we’d have ended up with piffling cardboard cut-out houses, that are as authentic as this so-called London street.’

‘I’ve gone mad,’ Beth said with absolute clarity. ‘Mad as the March hare, because there were streets here, and cottages. Even smoke came out of the chimneys – inhale: you can still catch some of it.’

‘That smells like pipe tobacco to me, Miss Layne. It’s wafting in from the executives’ boardroom next door.’ His single good eye focused on her face. ‘Even though I don’t believe in your manifestation of Whitby in this very building, I do believe you’ve had a nasty experience. Your elbow looks quite sore, you know.’

‘I had noticed, thank you.’

‘You really have worked with Cary Grant?’

‘I served him a dry Martini in a movie. Now I wish it had needed a dozen takes. We did it in one. But I have my five seconds on-screen with the great man himself. He even smells as good as he looks. Acqua di Parma; an aftershave; it—’

‘You’re trembling.’

‘I’m also babbling about Cary Grant, aren’t I?’

The anger left him now. ‘Come on, we’ll go somewhere quiet for a coffee.’

‘If you’re firing me, do it here.’

‘Firing you?’

‘For suggesting you’re a raging liquor lover.’

‘No. I’ve a proposition. One, I trust, that you will find as irresistible as it is fascinating.’

He held open one of the swing doors for her. In the back of her neck blew a cold, damp breeze. What if I turn round and I can see Whitby again? If I can, that proves I’m mad, doesn’t it? Salty ocean scents, laced with odours of raw fish, crawled up her nostrils. She could almost hear the distant whisper of surf. At that moment, she knew Whitby’s Church Street would be there waiting, as cold as a tomb, if she glanced over her shoulder. Clenching her fist, and resisting the urge for that last backward look, she walked out into the corridor. She only allowed herself to breathe again when the door closed firmly behind her.
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