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Whitby, 2017: The First Hello

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter One
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The pocket watch cannot be fixed. No matter how often he taps the face or adjusts the cogs, the minute hand remains frozen on the VI and the hour half past the X — though he’d been sure he heard it ticking when he’d first picked it up from the soil.

Ten thirty. Such an arbitrary time, even for this grotty, rusted, sad little thing. He clicks it closed and slides it into the front pocket of his shirt as defeat sets in. 

His disappointment is forgotten when he looks up a second later.

The sight of her grooming the horses brings a peace he has never known before — one that he cannot explain and would not dare try to. He knows, though, that if he ever found a home, it would feel like this: like her. 

He smiles, though she cannot see him, though she does not even know he stands by the fence a few meters away. 

There is no warning when that changes — when she turns and lifts her dark eyes from the white horse’s mane to him and something deep, foreign, ancient, but not unwelcome, rings like a bell in his stomach and then settles down again, back into the blissful new calm he hadn’t felt before she had noticed his presence. 

His legs drive him forward, to her, without his permission. Her rosebud lips curve into a smile that could revive this infernal, dying season back into a mild and flowery spring. 

***
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IT WAS NO MORE THAN a flash of nonsensical colors and feelings, distant and untouchable. For a moment Drew had forgotten that she was standing in the middle of the Bizarre Bazaar, where vampires and steampunk princesses heaved in and out of the market stalls like blood pumping through a heart. For that moment there had been nothing else around her save for the dark-haired girl and the white steed. Now, in their stead, there was only a fair girl brushing her hand absently down the chest of a chestnut horse harnessed to an empty cart. There were no dark eyes or knowing smiles, no butterflies or warmth. They had all gone with whatever it was — déjà vu, perhaps — that Drew had felt.

The pocket watch hadn’t. It was cool and heavy in her palm, engraved with the date, 1717, in a polished gold that could not have been its original gilding. The woman manning the antiques stall watched curiously — had been watching the whole time as she waited for Drew to pay. 

She debated, glancing at the curling sticker on the back where the price had been scrawled in black pen. It was not so expensive for an antique, but it was not like Drew to waste her money, either. It surprised her just as much as the older woman when she pulled out her purse and paid with old, crumpled notes she had been saving for petrol. 

“Bag?” the seller asked impatiently. 

“No, thank you,” Drew replied, putting both her purse and the watch in her small shoulder bag. “Do you happen to know anything about it?” 

“Not really.” She chewed on a piece of gum with little interest in Drew or anything else happening around her. “Only that it was repaired and restored about a decade ago.”

“But it was originally made in 1717?”

The woman shrugged, raising an eyebrow. Drew supposed she was not her standard customer, what with the fact that she was only in her early twenties, for starters. 

“So it suggests on the cover,” the seller said. 

Drew knew it would be no use to inquire further and nodded her thanks before wandering off to the next stall, her bag now a pocket watch heavier than it had been before. Still, she made sure to stand somewhere where the girl and the horse were in view, searching for glimpses of the memory — that was what it had felt like, at least: a memory of a dream, perhaps, or an old movie — that had taken her over at the very moment she had picked up the watch.

Nothing, now. Only a restless pull in her chest.

“Do you want to go for a ride later?” 

Rusty had crept up on Drew and now stood beside her, a frown wrinkling her dark features. The rest of the band had opted to stay in the campervan, resting before tonight’s performance in the pavilion that loomed on the cliffs above them. Drew was glad to be free of them after having spent weeks cramped in the Volkswagen.

“What?” Drew replied finally, the peace she had felt a moment ago shattering with the word. Too much chatter and chaos. Too many bodies brushing past her arm even though she had wandered out of the way of the main crowds. To distract herself, she stole Rusty’s flask, wincing at the sugary bitterness of the tea she sipped. Lemon and honey — to protect her vocal cords, Rusty always insisted. Not quite the rock-and-roll lifestyle expected of her, but Drew supposed she should at least be glad that her bandmate wasn’t drinking vodka at ten o’clock in the morning.

“Do you mind? I don’t want your germs.” Rusty snatched the flask back with a grave scowl and nodded to the horse and cart, to the fair-haired girl who looked nothing like she should have. “The horse. You were staring at it.” 

“Was I?” Drew blinked blankly and wandered to the next stall, inspecting the gemstones on the table with feigned interest. The cold, heavy amethyst was a comfort against her rough flesh, though the middle-aged man behind the table watched her warily. Drew pretended not to notice, pretended as though the very look did not make her feel like a criminal. 

Rusty joined her, fingers dancing across smooth faces of moonstone and obsidian until they landed on a veiny cut of turquoise that matched the dyed tips of her otherwise brown hair. Other than the small splash of color, this morning she looked nothing like the lead vocalist of the unknown rock band Siren Whisper, with her freckled face bare of its usual smudged makeup and a knitted hat perched on her roughly chopped straight hair. Drew supposed she looked just as tame among the goth festival-goers, with her plain leather jacket and hair twisted into a bun, where it would not bother her.

“Oh my goodness, is that rock star Drew Dawson mingling with the commoners?” a high, excited voice called out above the chatter of the shoppers. Drew knew whom it belonged to immediately, but turned around anyway, a smile already spreading on her face.

It had only been a matter of time before he found her.

Ethan Moors pushed through witches and corpse brides to get to her, fanning his face in mock excitement. Drew laughed, falling into his outstretched arms as he reached her and allowing him — she would allow only him — to rock her back and forth excitedly. 

“It’s good to see you, my love.” 

“And you,” she breathed into his ear before pulling away. He hadn’t changed a bit since the last time she had seen him, a year or so ago, when he had visited her in Birmingham for a show. He blended in well with the rest of the town in his usual clothes: black lace shirt and long coat. His mop of raven hair was curled atop his head, stiff with hairspray, his hazel eyes brightened by the thin line of kohl around his lids. His lips and cheeks, though, were as pink as ever. “This is —”

“Rusty,” he completed for her, offering an eager hand for Drew’s bandmate to shake. Rusty did, hesitantly, eyeing Ethan as though he were another species entirely. “I know. I did my research.”

“Rusty, this is Ethan,” Drew said with a proud smile. “He’s the one who invited us to play here.”

“I am Drew’s very own Simon Cowell.” He nodded. “I discovered her at an open-mic night back in our university days.” 

“And then he spent another two years convincing me to audition for a band,” Drew added dryly. She had almost forgotten about the gemstones in her hands. She put them down now, ignoring the glare of the seller as she stepped away from the glittering table of crystals.

“And here we are.” He flourished to an invisible audience, his arm almost colliding with Rusty’s face in the process so that she had to duck to avoid it. “Fame and fortune, all because of me.”

Drew arched an eyebrow. “I wouldn’t go that far.” Though the show they were playing this afternoon was slightly bigger than those in the dingy bars they usually played in, the tiny coastal town wasn’t quite Glastonbury, and people were hardly lining up to get their autographs — a fact that Drew did not find too devastating. She had always been happy to play her music to even a handful of people. In fact, the thought of today’s crowd sent a shudder of nerves through her stomach.

“You’ll see. You’ll be begging for me to be your manager soon enough,” Ethan promised, patting her shoulder confidently. “Anyway, I’m having a Halloween party tomorrow night after the last of the shows. I want you all there.”

Drew hesitated, casting her gaze to Rusty in question. Rusty, still less than impressed with Ethan’s bubbly disposition, shook her head subtly when her narrowed brown eyes locked on Drew’s. 

“Actually, we haven’t been able to find a place to park the camper overnight,” Drew said, receiving Rusty’s message loud and clear. “We were going to get straight back on the road after the show.” 

“Oh, don’t be ridiculous,” Ethan scoffed, waving his hand dismissively to display a set of glinting silver rings: one for every finger. “I know a space with plenty of room for a camper.” 

Drew bit her lip, looking at Rusty again.

Rusty only sighed and sipped her tea. Hot steam still curled out of the top. “I suppose we can stay for a few days.”

Ethan clapped his hands like a performing seal. Drew almost winced on his behalf. “Perfect. I have a few things to do here, and then I’ll show you where to park up.”

“Great,” Drew said. 

“Perfect,” Rusty mimicked beside her. If Ethan heard the sarcasm dripping from her tone, he did not show it. Instead he gathered Drew into a final hug before swaggering back into the crowd. It had already gotten busier as the sun rose higher in the sky, the smell of spices and smoky bacon wafting through the bazaar as food vendors joined the jewelry and vintage-clothes stalls around them.

“Be nice,” Drew scolded Rusty, sauntering to the next stall, where a collection of dreamcatchers and incense was organized across the tables. “He’s a good friend, and we wouldn’t be here without him.” 

“We’re not staying,” Rusty replied, no longer so much as pretending to be interested in the goods being sold in front of her. “They won’t agree to it.”

“Then you can be the one to tell him.” Drew grinned wryly and stole the flask again, the foul-tasting tea warming her empty, nervous stomach. She looked back only once, to where the girl and the horse had been standing. The cobblestones were empty now save for a tour guide directing the visitors this way and that. 

For a moment Drew wondered if she had imagined the horse and cart, the girl who had had brown hair one moment and blonde the next. Then Rusty dragged her through the sheltered bazaar to a vendor selling pancakes and waffles, and any thought, any questions, vanished altogether.

Breakfast was what she needed. Breakfast would set her at ease — at least, that was what she told herself as she took a seat beneath a striped umbrella and looked up to the building atop the cliffs.

The building where, soon, her drumbeats would be echoing through an audience. 
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Chapter Two
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“Your brother should be home by now.” Amber’s father scratched his salt-and-pepper beard, his figure casting a shadow onto Amber from where he sat on the cart above her. “Why don’t you pop home and see if he’s settling okay?” 

Amber scowled in response, running an absent hand down Stoker’s smooth muzzle to distract herself. The horse’s glistening black eye watched her every move as though knowing, too, that checking on her brother was the last thing she wanted. 

“He lived in that house for eighteen years, Dad,” she sighed finally, adjusting Stoker’s bridle. “I’m sure he’s settled just fine.” 

“Maybe his girlfriend would like a tour of the town before it gets too busy,” he suggested, never one to give up his faith that Amber would one day stop holding a grudge, even after all this time. 

“Then Kit can give her one, can’t he?” she retorted, giving Stoker a final pat down before stepping away from both him and her father. Ethan had named the horse after Bram Stoker himself in an attempt to keep the town’s history — it had been featured in Dracula — alive, and though Amber wasn’t usually a horse person, she had taken to him more than she would like to admit — had practically grown up with him. She only pitied that the poor thing would have to spend the day slogging the cart through the streets of Whitby, carrying visitors who had come to visit for the annual Halloween festival.

“Amber,” he scolded, his tired eyes the same shade of gray as the clouds lingering on the horizon. Amber hated that just the way he said her name, just the way he looked at her, could summon that flicker of guilt in the pit of her stomach. “He’s your brother. Sooner or later you’re going to have to forgive him.” 

“Why?” Anger crackled in her rising voice. “He’s only here once a year anyway. Twice, if we’re lucky.”

“Maybe he would come more often if you weren’t so bloody stubborn,” her father grumbled, gripping the horse’s reins and shuffling on the bench. It was odd to see him sitting up there in his top hat and Victorian-style suit. Chauffeur was not his usual job, nor did he usually put any effort at all into what he wore — he never needed to on the fishing boat, unless he was hosting a trip. Still, he had not bothered to shave his scraggly beard or fasten the top button on his collar: his small rebellion, perhaps, for having been roped into this last-minute by Ethan. 

Amber tutted at both his appearance and his words, inspecting the large wheels of the cart to avoid his gaze. “So it’s my fault, then?”

John only shook his head in defeat, sucking in an impatient breath before pulling his black gloves on. “Just go and see your brother, Amber. Please.” 

His abrupt dismissal might have had more of an impact if he were abandoning Amber by any other means than a horse and cart. He was not, though, and the steady rhythm of Stoker’s trotting hooves was more welcoming than reproachful. Still, she glanced hesitantly across the River Esk, to where her own crooked little house sat behind the anchored fishing boats that bobbed on the water’s surface. 

Her father was right. She knew that, knew that she wasn’t a child and could not continue to throw tantrums for the rest of her life because her brother had decided to leave this sinking little town in favor of a stable career in a big city. Still, she could not help the anger that crawled beneath her skin, even after three years of being used to his absence. 

With a long, wavering sigh, she forced her legs in the opposite direction, to the sheltered bazaar, where already a myriad of stalls had opened and crowds had gathered around them. She would give it an hour or so before facing her brother. There were plenty of ways to keep herself busy until then. 

***
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THOUGH SHE HAD EXPECTED them, Amber still glowered at the sound of voices — one low, familiar, and another irritatingly high and sweet — as she stepped into the narrow hallway and stumbled over the two duffel bags piled beside the stray shoes on the trodden-down carpet. 

“Dad, is that you?” her brother, Kit, called out as she shut the front door, putting an end to their conversation. When she turned around, she found her brother standing on the threshold of the kitchen, looking nothing like he had the last time she’d seen him — Christmas last year. He had still been wearing the ugly sweaters their grandmother always knitted for them, then, and hadn’t cut his long, sandy curls yet. Now his hair was straight and short, and he wore a black turtleneck that made him look twice his age at first glance.

A soft “Oh” fell from his lips at the sight of Amber jiggling her set of house keys. She didn’t bother to take off her coat or her hat, didn’t bother to move at all as he stared gormlessly at her, the dark hallway saturated with silence. And then another set of footsteps approached behind him: Emily, Kit’s girlfriend, peered over his shoulder on her tiptoes. Amber only blinked and pretended not to see her. 

“Dad asked me to make sure you were settling in okay,” she said to Kit, crossing her arms over her chest as though guarding the feelings simmering within. 

“We are.” Kit nodded. “Thank you.”

“He’s on horse-and-cart duty today,” she explained, if only to fill the quiet. “He won’t be back until dinner.” 

“And you?”

“I’m helping Ethan at the pavilion later on.” 

“Goodie!” Emily exclaimed, with so much enthusiasm that Amber almost jumped out of her skin. “I can’t wait to see some of the bands.” 

“I didn’t know you were into rock and metal.” Amber raised an eyebrow, ignoring the daggers that Kit shot her. Be nice, she could hear him ordering through those narrowed eyes, so much like her own. They had both inherited the dull, icy blue from their mother. Perhaps that was just another reason why she couldn’t look at Kit properly these days.

Emily shrugged. “Any excuse to dance.” She smiled, hooking her arm through Kit’s. “We were just going to put the kettle on if you fancied a cup of tea.”

“No, thank you,” Amber replied frostily, pushing past the two of them to get into the kitchen. She snatched her purse up from the table and shoved it in her bag. “I just came for this.” 

She paused at the kitchen window, a flash of orange catching her eye. An old Volkswagen camper sat on the dusty gravel drive by her father’s shed, dark curtains drawn shut and stickers of skulls and roses littering the sides. “Do you own a campervan now?”

“God, no.” Kit shuddered at the thought as he put the kettle on the stove, ducking his head to glance out the window. “It was there when we got here. Couldn’t get onto the drive because of it, so we parked on the street round the corner. We thought maybe you were letting one of the bands stay.” 

“If we are, it’s news to me,” she muttered, placing her bag on the counter. “I’ll sort it out.” 

Kit’s expression turned wary with the anticipation of what was to come, of the wrath Amber was going to bring upon whoever it was that had decided to make her private driveway their new home. It was a big space for a small house, granted, but that was because her father used it when he needed to fix up his boat. It was certainly not made for lazy tourists in grotty little campervans who refused to pay for a hotel. 

Amber stormed out the back door without another word, letting it swing on its hinges so aggressively that she would have to check later if she’d made a dent in the wall — the last thing she needed. The gravel crunched beneath her boots, quieting only when she came to a stop at the van and rapped forcefully on the window. 

The sound of shuffling and whispers erupted from within, but there was no other sign of whoever was inside. She knocked again, this time so hard that the sting remained across her knuckles long after she’d let her hand fall back to her side. The black curtains twitched, a pair of dark eyes glaring out at her in the shadows. She raised her eyebrows, huffing impatiently and putting her hands on her hips before knocking a final time. 

“All right, all right,” a husky voice sighed. The door slid open with a low rumble, revealing a dark-haired
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