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PART ONE

The Show Must Go On
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Chapter 1
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Four Stars, Mostly


“Four stars. Quite scary. The man with the lantern was lovely. The ghosts were a bit short for ghosts and all had the same shoes.” Dave, Stockport


The trick to being a ghost, Gid Marsh had learned, was the stairs.

There were eleven of them, worn into soft dishes by six hundred years of feet, and they ran down the side of a ginnel behind the Minster Yard that no tourist had ever noticed because it smelled of old chips. From the top step to the bin was forty-one seconds if you took them two at a time and didn’t think about your knees. Gid had thought about his knees. He was forty-seven. He took them two at a time anyway, in a bin-liner cloak and a grey wig that had once belonged to a Mrs Overall costume, and landed at the bottom with a noise like a dropped wardrobe.

“You’re late,” said the wheelie bin.

“I’m four seconds early.”

“Then you’re loud.” The lid lifted an inch. Kev Plunkett’s eyes appeared in the gap, lit from below by the green glow of a fog machine. Kev had been a roadie for eleven years and had once toured with a band that nobody now admitted to having heard of, and the experience had left him with a deep calm and a bad back. “Barbara’s running hot. I wouldn’t give her more than one big go.”

“Where’s she pointing?”

“At the arch.”

“Kev, the arch is where I come out.”

“Then it’ll be atmospheric.”

Gid sighed, and took the grey friar’s habit off its nail. Technically it was a curtain. It had belonged to the back bedroom of Pat Dunphy’s late mother, and still carried a ghost of Pledge. He dropped it over his head, pulled the cowl forward, and checked his watch by the light of the owl. The owl was one of a matching pair of toddler walkie-talkies. Kev had the other, hidden somewhere in the bin with his sandwiches. It hooted when you pressed the beak.

“Group’s at the Minster Yard railings,” said the owl, in Kev’s voice, which came out of its chest like a bird that had given up smoking. “Pat’s doing the Dean story. Two minutes.”

“There is no Dean story. The Dean story’s a lie.”

“There’s nothing in this that isn’t.”

That was fair. Gid straightened the wig, rolled his shoulders, and listened. Beyond the arch, thirty feet away across a flagged yard and under the great dark cliff of the Minster, a voice he knew better than his own was working through the opening of the Script.

It was his voice. That was the part nobody understood. Spectral York employed one performer, one guide, one headless Roman, one weeping bride and one groaning monk, and they were all the same man, who changed in bins.

“And so, ladies and gentlemen,” the voice rolled, rich and resonant and entirely unlike Gid when he was ordering a kebab, “we come to the spot where, in the year of our Lord fourteen hundred and eleven, a certain Grey Friar of St Mary’s Abbey was seen to vanish. Vanish, I say. From the cellar steps. Never to be seen again, save by those with the Sight.”

He had recorded it. Of course he had recorded it. Pat didn’t pay him to be in two places at once, and you couldn’t charge eight pounds fifty for a tour in which the guide left the group alone for ninety seconds at every stop. So the patter ran from a speaker the size of a tin of beans in the pocket of Kev’s coat, and the real Gid went round the back, and the group stood in the dark and listened to a man who wasn’t there tell them about a man who wasn’t either.

“Doris has her flask out,” Kev said. “Eleven out of ten for the opening.”

“She doesn’t do eleven.”

“She did tonight.”

Gid smiled in the dark. Mrs Hebblethwaite had been on this tour roughly nine hundred times and had never once been frightened, but she tipped like a Victorian philanthropist and kept a ledger.

The recording reached the cue. A sepulchral voice that he had made in a bath, with a tea towel, in 2019, said: “Hark. Do you hear it? The groan of the Grey Friar?”

Gid stepped out of the arch and groaned.

It was a good groan. It had taken him years. It began low in the chest and rose through a sort of pained wobble to a high note that suggested a man who had just been told his barrel was empty, and it fell away into a whisper of “Aaaale...” which Pat had insisted on in the second draft. He took four slow paces across the yard, arms out, head down, cowl forward, and from the railings he heard the hiss of drawn breath, the little scuffle of a group deciding how brave to be.

Then Barbara sneezed.

It wasn’t a cloud. It was a delivery. A column of fog the size of a telephone box went out of the bin, hit the Minster Yard railings, and rolled sideways like a wave toward the wrong end of the group. The stag party nearest the railings vanished in it. There was a shriek, and then a deeper, drunker shriek that wanted its mum, and a man’s voice, thick with Wakefield, shouted: “THAT’S NOT A MONK, THAT’S A BIN!”

Gid kept going. You kept going. It was the first rule of the profession. Ten years ago, in the studio theatre in Scarborough, the entire back wall of An Inspector Calls had fallen on the Inspector’s feet and he’d said “Quite” and finished the scene. He was not about to be beaten by a fog machine.

“Aaaale...” he moaned, with dignity, into the fog.

“IT’S COMING FOR US!” cried the groom, a large man called Craig whom Gid had met earlier in a pub and whose stag shirt said CRAIG’S LAST STAND in glittery letters. Then, in a smaller voice, from somewhere near the ground: “Is it actually coming for us? Is that allowed?”

The German couple, who had been standing at the back, applauded politely. In the fog beside them, a very small elderly woman in a plastic rain bonnet put down her flask, folded her hands, and gave him a long, level look of assessment.

Gid raised one hand slowly toward the heavens, as per the Script, and vanished into the arch.

*   *   *
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It was a hundred and ninety metres to Cutler’s Ginnel if you went the way the tourists went, and about a hundred and forty if you went the way Gid went, which was behind the bookshop, through a gate that officially didn’t exist, across a yard shared by a florist and a man who sold hot pot, and out through a gap in a wall that had been made in 1740 for a pig. He took it at a trot with the wig in one hand. He’d done it so many times that he no longer thought about it. His body knew the route the way a milk float knew its round.

He reached the ginnel with sixty seconds in hand and ripped off the habit. Under it was the Roman: a red tunic, a plastic breastplate spray-painted with a sort of chrome that never quite dried, and a pair of leather straps across the chest that Pat’s sister-in-law had run up from a handbag. He tugged the tunic collar up over his own head, so that the neck-hole was at his chin and his face was tucked in the dark of the cloth. From the shelf behind the bin he took the polystyrene head, which was named Gordon, and tucked it under his left arm. Gordon had a stern brow, a Roman nose and a small amount of what looked like Tipp-Ex on his cheek where the Quality Control had once been compromised.

The shield was the lid of a green wheelie bin, painted with a red eagle. It had a handle on the back that had been fixed with duct tape, and the eagle looked slightly like a chicken. It was a poor shield. It was an even poorer eagle. But the tour said it was “the shield of the XXth Legion”, and nobody who was about to be frightened ever looked closely at an eagle.

“They’re coming,” said the owl.

“I’m in position.”

“You’ve got your head on upside down.”

“It’s headless, Kev, it doesn’t have an upside.”

“Gordon does.”

Gid turned Gordon the right way up. From the end of the ginnel came the rising babble of a group that had just survived a Grey Friar and would, in the next twenty minutes, be asked to survive a great deal more. The recorded voice, in Kev’s pocket, took up the story.

“And here, ladies and gentlemen,” it said, “in this very ginnel, beneath the very stones you stand upon, the Ninth Legion marched out of history. Not one of them was seen again. Save one. Save the Headless Centurion, who walks these cobbles still, searching for the head he lost in the battle of...”

It paused. The Script said the battle of Something. Terry Dunphy had never got round to deciding what. Over thirty-seven years the pause had become a kind of sacred silence, in which generations of guides had said Eboracum or the north or, in one memorable season, Doncaster.

“...the battle,” the recording said finally, “which history has forgot.”

Gid stepped out of the dark with a clang.

He had perfected the Roman walk. It was a slow, stiff-legged march, like a man carrying a wardrobe through a very narrow door, and it went with the tunic and the tilt of the neck and the swing of the lid. He didn’t groan. The Roman didn’t groan. The Roman had no mouth. The Roman stalked down the middle of the ginnel under the single flickering lamp that Pat paid the Council eleven pounds a year to keep in a state of mild disrepair, and the group drew back against the walls, and Craig said, “Oh my days, he’s got no head. He’s got no head, lads, look.”

“It’s a trick,” said someone.

“It’s a good trick.”

“It’s the same trousers,” said a very small voice at the back, “as the one who does the guide.”

Gid did not break stride. He had a policy on Doris.

At the end of the ginnel he stopped, turned the headless trunk of himself toward the crowd, and raised the shield in salute. A cold wind, courtesy of Kev’s fan, ruffled the red plume on Gordon’s helmet. Barbara gave out a long respectable hiss. The group, which had half an hour ago been a squabble of coach parties and hen nights and a couple from Bielefeld, now stood in total silence and watched a headless man salute the dark.

It was, he thought, a moment. It was the kind of moment he had come into acting for. He would have given a lot for it to be happening somewhere with a lighting rig.

Then the bin lid shield slid sideways on its duct tape and hit the ground with a flat tin note, and the eagle came off.

“BOOO,” said Craig, uncertainly. Then, because he was a kind man: “Brilliant.”

Gid stalked off into the dark.

*   *   *
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By the time he’d stripped off the Roman, wiped the Tipp-Ex off Gordon, thrown on the frock coat, found his tricorn in the bin where he’d left it, and popped out of the far end of the ginnel with the lantern lit and a wholesome smile on his face, the group had formed a ragged half circle at the corner and were talking in the high, loud, happy tones of people who had been scared and would live.

“Ah,” said Ebenezer Grimshaw, Keeper of the Dead. “I see you have been in the presence of the unquiet.”

“It was amazing,” said Craig. “Did you see the headless bloke? How d’you do that?”

“I do not,” said Gid gravely, “do it. It is done to me.”

Pat Dunphy had written that line. Terry Dunphy had written it first, in 1989, on the back of a beer mat, and Pat had kept the beer mat in the binder under a layer of lamination, in the same way that a bishop might keep a splinter of the True Cross.

They did the rest of the route on autopilot. Goodramgate, where Gid wailed as the Weeping Bride in a veil and a nightie and a pair of rubber gloves for the “ghostly hands”. The Shambles, where the overhanging gables leaned together like gossiping women, and where the Script claimed that a butcher’s apprentice named Silas Grimm had once hung himself from a meat hook. There was no evidence that any Silas Grimm had lived in the Shambles, but there was a very good meat hook. Then the tiny crooked cut of Whip-Ma-Whop-Ma-Gate, which Gid said was “the shortest street in York with the longest ghost”, and Queen’s Staith by the river, where the Poisoning Parlourmaid had thrown herself, according to the Script, “with a cry, into the dark waters of the Ouse”. The cry was recorded. It had been recorded in Pat’s bathroom by a former assistant, who hadn’t lasted. By the time they reached the Last Orders on Fossgate, where the tour ended, with a pint for those who wanted one, a picture of Dick Turpin over the fireplace, and a long frayed dog lead on a brass hook behind the pumps that nobody was allowed to move, the stag party had fallen in love with him.

“Best tour I’ve ever been on,” said Craig, wringing his hand. “I mean it. I’m gonna put it on Facebook.”

“That’s very kind.”

“Is it all true?”

Gid hesitated for approximately one second, which, in his line of work, was long enough to lose a limb. “Every word,” he said, “has been told to me by those who were there.”

Craig nodded gravely, and handed him a tenner, and told his lads to be quiet because the man was a legend.

The tips, tallied in the cellar of the Last Orders at the end of the night, came to thirty-one pounds forty and a Murray Mint. The Mint was Doris’s. She left one every night in the same place on the bar, the way some old women leave a saucer of milk.

Gid took the money, took the Mint, and sat down on a barrel to count it twice. It took him a while to notice that Mrs Hebblethwaite had not gone home. She was standing at the cellar door with her flask in her bag and her rain bonnet tied under her chin, regarding him over a pair of glasses that were very slightly cracked.

“You were slow on the Friar, dear,” she said.

“Was I?”

“The yard’s wet. You shouldn’t run on the wet. Seven.” She considered. “Eight for the Roman. The shield is dreadful. Somebody should do something about that eagle.”

“I’ll mention it to Pat.”

“Mm.” She looked at him a little longer. “You look tired.”

“I’m forty-seven.”

“That’s not the same thing,” said Doris Hebblethwaite, and went up the stairs.

He sat on the barrel in the cool damp cellar and listened to the pub above him settling down for the night, the clink and murmur of the last drinkers, the scrape of a stool. He folded the tenner into his pocket. He folded the two fivers and the coins after it. He turned the Murray Mint over in his fingers, and put it in his mouth, because it seemed rude not to.

Then, from the dark at the far end of the cellar, past the racked casks and the stack of broken chairs, somebody clapped.

Once. A single, slow, dry clap, such as a man might give at the end of a mildly satisfactory recital.

Gid did not move. He looked at the far end of the cellar for a long minute. He listened to the empty dark listening back.

“Kev?” he said.

Nothing. A drip. A breath of cold that smelled, very faintly, of something fishy.

“Right,” said Gid. “Thank you. Good night.”

He took the lantern, and the Mint, and went up the steps rather faster than he’d come down.
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Chapter 2
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The Script


“Slightly cheesy but we loved it. Our guide was a bit hammy but you could tell he cared. The fudge afterwards was a nice touch and not overpriced.” Mr & Mrs Appleyard, Leeds


Spectral York Ltd had its head office in the back room of a fudge shop on Grape Lane, and the thing most people noticed about it, apart from the smell, was that nobody had ever hung a sign.

The shop out front was called Fudge Ahoy, and it had a sign: a hand-lettered board shaped like a galleon, with a pirate whose face had faded to a sort of beige thumb. The back room had a door. The door had a handle. A paper notice in a plastic wallet said STAFF ONLY, MIND THE STEP, and under it, in a different hand and a different pen, NO, THE OTHER STEP.

Gid pushed through at nine the next morning with a bacon roll in each hand and the faint, steady headache of a man who had spent the night thinking about a clap.

“You’re late.”

“It’s nine.”

“It was half past eight on the rota.”

“The rota says nine.”

“The rota,” said Pat Dunphy, without looking up, “says what I say it says.”

She sat behind a metal desk the colour of porridge, under a strip light that buzzed in B flat, in a cardigan the shade of a municipal swimming pool. There were three screens on the desk and a calculator in front of them, and on the calculator, laid out like a regiment, were nine highlighters. Pat Dunphy was sixty-two years old and had been, for twenty-six of them, the manager of the Walmgate branch of a bank that no longer had branches. She had left on the day that the last cashier was replaced by a machine that said “Please remove your card.” She had told the machine, quietly, that she did not take instruction from appliances, and had gone home and started a spreadsheet.

“Is that for me?”

“Bacon.”

“Is there brown sauce?”

“I’m not an animal.”

She took the roll without taking her eyes off the screen, and held it in one hand like a ledger. On the wall behind her, in three shelves of laminated glory, stood the history of Spectral York: a framed Highly Commended certificate from the Yorkshire Tourism Awards of 2009, a photo of a man in a top hat shaking hands with a lord mayor, a rota in six colours, a signed photograph of a local weather presenter captioned To Terry, who made me scream, and, in pride of place at the centre, in a clear plastic box, a beer mat.

It was a beige beer mat. It said Tetley’s. On the back, in biro, in a neat round hand, someone had written:

Don’t let the facts spoil a good dread.

Terry Dunphy had written it. Terry Dunphy had died. Pat had put the beer mat in a plastic box, and the plastic box in the place where other people put a clock, and Gid had never once seen her look at it.

He looked at it now. She noticed.

“Don’t,” she said.

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You were thinking it. Is there a thing you want?”

“A rise.”

“No.”

“I haven’t said how much.”

“It’s no.” She turned over a sheet. “Do you know what the margin is on a ninety-minute walking tour with one guide, one ginnel, one fog machine and no insurance?”

“You’re not insured?”

“I’m adequately insured. Do you know what it is?”

“No.”

“It’s thin. It’s thin, Gideon, and and it’s October next week, which is our Christmas. If I give you a rise, I have to give Kev a rise, and then Kev will think he’s an employee and ask about the van.”

“He lives in the van.”

“That’s the problem.” She pulled the roll closer and took a surprisingly delicate bite. “How was last night?”

“Fine.”

“Fine?”

“Twenty-two. Stag do from Wakefield. Doris.”

“Doris is a regular, she doesn’t count. Any complaints?”

“Barbara sneezed.”

“Barbara always sneezes.”

“And the shield fell off the eagle.”

Pat closed her eyes. When she opened them, she looked at him as a woman might look at a dog that had done something on the carpet, but a very good dog, and one the whole family liked. “I’ll get it glued,” she said. “Sit down. I’ve got news.”

He sat. There was a stool for him, which she had bought in 2020 and which was the wrong height for everyone, and a mug that said WORLD’S OKAYEST MANAGER.

“Two things,” said Pat. “The first is that we’re booked for the Halloween Grand Finale.”

“We’re always booked for the Halloween Grand Finale.”

“This year we’re booked. Seventy-five a head. Hand-picked party of thirty. A candlelit finish in the Minster Yard with mulled wine, which we have to buy, and a surprise visitor from beyond the grave.” She looked at him. “That’s you.”

“I’m the surprise?”

“You’re the Black Abbot.”

He put down the mug.

The Black Abbot of Bootham was the crown of the Script, and Gid had never once played him. Nobody had. In thirty-seven years the Abbot had been announced at the end of every tour, in the same words, by whoever was leading: And on the eve of All Hallows, when the veil is thin, the Black Abbot walks the Minster Yard, and those who see him do not see the year out. And then, every time, with a swing of the lantern: Some say he walks still. And then everybody went to the pub.

There had never been an Abbot costume. Terry had said it was better “if they imagined him”, which Gid had always suspected was the writer’s way of saying he’d run out of budget. In practice the Abbot was a moment of silence and a stare into the dark at the end of the tour, a sort of half-hearted bit of theatre that never quite arrived.

“Pat,” said Gid, “there’s no Abbot. I don’t have a script for him.”

“Terry never wrote a part for him. It was a device.”

“You want me to play a device.”

“I want you to wear a black cloak and stand at the end of the yard and be tall.” She picked a highlighter. “You are a professional.”

“I’m a gentleman of the road.”

“That’s the same thing without the pension. Second thing.” She put down the roll. “Priya starts today.”

“Who?”

“The new girl. Ticket sales. I want someone on the door, because last year we lost forty pounds in change because you can’t take money and play a ghost, and I got her cheap because she has a PhD.”

“Why’s that cheap?”

“Because she hasn’t finished it.”

The door behind him opened with a jangle, and a young woman backed into the room carrying a bicycle helmet, a very large tote bag, and an expression of extreme patient suffering.

She was somewhere on the far side of thirty, small and brisk, in a green cagoule that looked like it had been through a storm and won. Her hair was black and pulled back in a clip that was losing the struggle, and she was holding, in her free hand, the laminated binder. The binder had been taken from its shelf. It had a corner bent.

“Hello,” she said, in a voice like a sharpened pencil. “Is this the Script?”

Pat looked at the binder. Gid watched the colour leave her face and return in a sort of tide.

“Where did you get that?”

“It was on the shelf in the loo.”

“It’s supposed to be on the shelf in the loo. It’s the reference copy.”

“I’ve read it,” said the young woman.

“All of it?”

“I was in the loo for a while.”

There was a silence in the back room of Fudge Ahoy in which the strip light buzzed in B flat and somewhere, in the shop, a customer asked if there was a gluten-free version. Gid had the distinct feeling of watching a long freight train and a short sports car approach one another at a level crossing.

“This is Priya,” said Pat, to the wall. “Priya Raman. She’ll be selling tickets.”

“Priya.” Gid stood up and shook her hand. It was a firm, dry, impatient hand. “Gid. I’m the, er. I do the voice.”

“I know,” said Priya. “You’re Grimshaw.”

“Ebenezer Grimshaw, Keeper of the Dead. Yes.”

“There wasn’t a Grimshaw.”

“I’m sorry?”

“In the Script. It says that Ebenezer Grimshaw was the sexton of St Olave’s in 1823 and kept the Book of the Dead, which was a list of those buried unquiet. I checked the parish records. St Olave’s had a sexton called Thomas Pegg in 1823. He had eleven children and a wooden leg. He didn’t keep a Book of the Dead. He kept a bee.”

“A bee?”

“A single bee in a jam jar. No one knows why.”

Pat made a small noise, a sort of whistling creak, like a kettle considering the matter.

“It’s a story,” she said.

“Right,” said Priya. “I understand that. It’s lovely. It’s got a great shape. I’m just saying that the headless Roman centurion in Cutler’s Ginnel is a bit unlikely, because there’s no evidence the Ninth Legion was ever in York for an engagement, and the Sixth Victrix was, and they didn’t wear that sort of chest plate, and there’s no such thing as a tribune of the north, and in the Weeping Bride story, on page nineteen, a woman called Margery is said to have ‘wept herself to death for the love of a faithless knight’ in 1349. Which is a nice idea. But in 1349 the plague killed forty percent of York in about six months, so if you were weeping yourself to death in particular, I’m not sure anyone would have noticed.”

There was a silence.

“Which bit,” said Pat, in a very low voice, “did you like?”

“The bee,” said Priya.

Gid decided at that moment that he was going to like her. It was an instinct, like knowing which door of a lift would open.

He coughed. “Priya, how about I take you along on tonight’s tour? As an observer? Just so you can see the, um. The performance side.”

“I’d love that.”

“And Pat and I can discuss your role.”

“I’m selling tickets.”

“You are,” said Pat, in the voice of a woman setting down a very heavy suitcase. “At the door. In the shop. You will be pleasant, you will be punctual, you will say thank you for choosing Spectral York, and at no point will you say tribune of the north.”

“It was a joke on the page,” said Priya, apologetically. “The, um. The line’s a joke. It’s a bit like Where’s Wally but for centurions.”

“I’m sure it is,” said Pat Dunphy. She looked at the beer mat in its box. She looked, for the first time in a long while, at nothing at all. “Go and sell tickets.”

When Priya had gone through to the shop, taking the binder with her, Pat sat for a minute with her hands flat on the desk. Gid didn’t say anything. It was the unspoken courtesy between them. She wasn’t a woman who wanted to be asked. She was a woman who wanted the next job to be done.

“She’ll be a problem,” said Pat eventually.

“She might be a help.”

“She’s read the Script.”

“Everyone’s read the Script.”

“No.” Pat shook her head. “People have heard it. Priya’s read it. It’s different.” She shut the laptop with a click, and Gid felt, for no reason he could name, a small chill pass along the back of his neck, as of a door opening somewhere, very quietly, in a cellar.

He looked around the room. Strip light. Highlighters. Beer mat. WORLD’S OKAYEST MANAGER.

“Pat?”

“Mm.”

“Does Terry’s Script have an ending for the Abbot?”

“What?”

“The Black Abbot. When Terry wrote him. Did he ever write a death scene, or a backstory, or a reason why he walks? What happens to him?”

“Terry wrote some say he walks still,” said Pat, “and that was the end of it. It’s a catchphrase, Gid. It’s a good line. It works because you don’t need to know.”

“Right.”

“Why do you ask?”

“No reason.”

She watched him a moment too long, and he realised, with the sinking sense of a man caught holding a biscuit, that she was a woman who had run a bank branch for twenty-six years and could smell a mistruth through a vault door.

“Go and eat your roll,” she said.

He went. In the shop the fudge ladies were setting out trays under glass, and a school party in yellow tabards stood in a perplexed ring around the vanilla. Priya was behind the till with the binder open, her pen moving. She’d drawn a very neat red line down the page. She glanced up as he went past, and gave him a smile of such uncomplicated pleasure that it disarmed him completely.

“I’ve found fourteen so far,” she said.

“Fourteen what?”

“Mistakes.”

“That’s quite good, isn’t it?”

“It’s bad. It’s a hundred and sixty pages.” She tapped the pen against her teeth. “But it’s also, I think, the most beautifully constructed piece of fiction I have ever read, in which every single fact is wrong in exactly the right place. It’s extraordinary. I almost want to frame it.”

Gid thought of the beer mat.

“You’re not allowed to say that to Pat,” he said.

“I wasn’t going to.”

“Good.”

“I’m going to say it to the tourists,” said Priya cheerfully, “and see what happens.”

He felt a stab of terror, followed by a flicker of something he took, after some thought, to be hope.
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Chapter 3
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Priya Corrects the Record


“Our guide was excellent, but a young woman at the back kept correcting him and she was RIGHT. 5 stars for the woman at the back.” Marlene, Dayton, Ohio


They met at Bootham Bar at ten to seven, under a sky the colour of wet slate and a streetlamp that buzzed like a trapped wasp. There were eighteen people. Gid counted them twice, because it was the kind of number that suggested either a good night or a slow death, and then he saw who was standing at the back, and decided it was going to be both.

Priya had come early. She had on the green cagoule, a bobble hat in the colours of a scarf from a university he hadn’t heard of, and the large tote bag. She had brought, he saw with a sinking heart, a clipboard.

“It’s just for notes,” she said, when he raised an eyebrow.

“Are they notes on me?”

“They’re notes on history.”

“Priya, you’re not meant to be on the tour. You’re meant to be in the shop.”

“You said I should come.”

“I said observe.”

“I’m observing,” said Priya, with great serenity, and clicked her pen.

He did the welcome in the gloom of the old stone archway, with the lantern held low under his chin the way Terry had always said was effective, and for the first two minutes he thought it would be all right. The hen party, six women in matching pink sashes that read BOO CREW, whooped at the right moments. A retired couple from Ohio, Gary and Marlene, who had a camera each and a guidebook apiece, nodded gravely at the talk of plague and gallows. A thin man in a cagoule of his own, who had told the others in the queue that he was writing a book about cryptids, took notes as well. Two teenagers on what was clearly a first date stood a careful foot apart, holding the same bag of chips. And at the front, in her plastic rain bonnet, with her flask on a folding chair that she had carried in under her arm, sat Mrs Doris Hebblethwaite, who gave him a very small nod, as of a consultant greeting a junior doctor before an operation.

“Bootham Bar,” said Ebenezer Grimshaw, “the northern gate of the ancient city. Where, for nine hundred years, the heads of traitors were displayed upon spikes, as a warning to those who would trespass against the Crown.”

“Thirteen hundred and something,” said a voice at the back.

Gid paused. “I’m sorry?”

“The heads. They were on Micklegate Bar, mostly. That’s the south gate. Bootham was more of a, um, a general entrance.” Priya looked up from the clipboard with an apologetic expression, and pointed her pen at the archway. “They did put a few heads on Bootham. But the famous ones were Micklegate. It’s a common mix-up.”

“It’s a mix-up in the Script,” said Marlene from Ohio, happily, who had been reading from her phone.

“It is a bit, yes.”

“She’s very good,” Marlene told Gary. “Look at her with the pen.”

Gid felt the evening slide a few degrees toward the horizontal.

“The tradition,” said Ebenezer Grimshaw, in a deep, careful rumble, “is that the heads of the condemned were placed upon Bootham Bar and watched the city by night.”

“Mm, some say,” said Priya, writing.

“Some say,” said Gid, “that the heads still watch.”

“Do they? Where?”

“On the Bar,” said Gid.

“But they’re not on the Bar. They took them off in 1745. Well, the last few.”

“They aren’t there,” said Gid. “That’s the point.”

“Ahh,” said Priya, in the voice of a woman who has been shown a clever card trick, and wrote something down, and underlined it.

Doris, in the front row, turned very slowly to look at her, and then back to Gid, and mouthed the word Six.

He moved them on. It was quicker than arguing.

*   *   *
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The Script ran in his head like an engine. He could have done the whole of it asleep, with a bag over his head, in Greek. But the Script, he now discovered, had always depended on one basic condition, which was that nobody in the audience knew anything.

It was the first time in his career that he was heckled by the truth.

“That’s not a Dean,” said Priya at the Minster Yard railings, where the recording of Gid’s voice recited the story of the Dean who had murdered his chaplain. “There was a Dean, but he was famous for, um, being very dull. He wrote a treatise on the proper pronunciation of Mass.”

“He wrote a treatise,” Gid said, appearing from behind a buttress with the lantern, because he was out of costume for a few seconds and had learned to catch up with the recording in a sort of sprint, “because he was covering up a murder.”

“Do you have a source?”

“It’s an oral tradition.”

“It’s an oral tradition.” Priya nodded with great respect. “So it’s, um, a rumour.”

“A rumour,” said Gid with dignity, “that has stood the test of time.”

“Since 1989,” said Doris Hebblethwaite, to nobody in particular.

The hen party were laughing so hard they’d had to sit on the railings. Gary and Marlene had stopped photographing the Minster and were photographing Priya. The teenagers, who in the first ten minutes had not said a word to each other, were now whispering at the clipboard, and the girl, a thin blonde with a nose ring and a pronounced Hull accent, said “Is it true about the bee?”

“The bee is entirely true,” said Priya. “I have the parish accounts.”

Gid, whose entire livelihood was currently being corroded in front of him by a woman holding a ballpoint, found that he was unable to dislike her. This was a flaw in him. It was the flaw of a man who had spent twenty years in rooms where somebody else was the star and had learned to enjoy it.

He kept going. He had to. The Friar was waiting.

*   *   *
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Which brought him, on the second pass, to the part he hadn’t thought of.

He’d left the group at the railings under the recorded story of the Dean, and he’d run the course, down the stairs, through the gate that wasn’t, into the bin by the bookshop where Kev was waiting in the dark with the owl and Barbara. He’d got the habit on. He’d got the wig on. He’d put his head round the arch, ready for the groan, and seen eighteen faces turned toward him in the half dark.

Seventeen of them were looking at the arch.

Priya was looking at his feet.

It was a grey friar’s habit, long enough to reach the ground. But Gid was running, and the hem had ridden up on one side, and the toe of a boot had come out from under it: black, scuffed, eight-eyelet, with a bright yellow thread.

She frowned. Then she lifted the clipboard and looked at his other feet, the ones in the Dr Martens he’d been wearing when he met them at Bootham Bar, and then at the boots of the monk, and then, with deepening horror, at the whole situation.

He groaned.

“Aaaale...” he said.

“Same shoes,” said Priya.

“Seven,” said Doris, very softly, to her flask.

He kept going. He had no other plan. He did the full four paces, the raised hand, the pained wobble, the fall into the arch, and from behind him in the dark came the sound of a large group of people being delighted. The hens were applauding with their sashes. Gary was saying “No, but the wig.”

He sprinted. He took the pig’s gap in the wall at an angle that would have hurt a sensible man. He emerged into Cutler’s Ginnel with his chest heaving and the wig in his teeth, and stood there for a moment among the bins, under the single dud lamp, with the cold air coming off the old stone, and found that he’d stopped.

He didn’t know why he’d stopped.

It was quiet in the ginnel. It was always quiet, but it was quiet in a different way tonight, like the hush in a library when somebody has dropped something. The lamp buzzed. Somewhere beyond the wall a taxi door slammed. A thin trickle of dripping came off the roof, and his own breath showed in front of him in a short white cloud, which was odd, because the night wasn’t that cold.

“Kev?” he said.

The owl hooted at his hip. “Receiving.”

“Is it cold where you are?”

“Mate, I’m in a bin.”

“It’s cold here.”

“It’s October.”

“No, it’s cold in a particular way.” He looked round. The ginnel was empty. There was the dud lamp, the bins, the shelf with Gordon on it, the shield propped against the brick, the glued-on eagle looking more like a chicken than ever. A faint smell hung in the air, a smell of low tide and old rope, of something cold and silvery that had been left out in the sun.

He knew that smell. It was the smell from the cellar of the Last Orders.

“Barbara’s making a funny noise,” said the owl.

“What noise?”

“Like a sigh.”

“Kev, I’m not in the mood.”

“I’m not joking, mate. She’s switched herself off.”

The lamp above him flickered. Out in the Minster Yard, on the other side of the wall, the sound of eighteen people reached him, laughing at something the recording had said. In a quiet voice, in the quiet ginnel, so close it could have been inside his own head, someone said:

“Hm.”

Gid grabbed the nearest thing, which was Gordon.

He stood in the dark, holding a polystyrene head to his chest like a baby, and waited for the next sound, and the next sound was the recording, in Kev’s pocket, saying: “And here, ladies and gentlemen, in this very ginnel, beneath the very stones you stand upon, the Ninth Legion marched out of history...”

He pulled the tunic over his head and ran for his mark.
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