
[image: Death in the Stars]


    
      
        
          
            
              
              
                Praise for Frances Brody
              
            

          

        

      

      ‘Frances Brody has made it to the top rank of crime writers’ Daily Mail

      ‘The 1920s are a fascinating and under-used period for new crime fiction, so it’s a particular pleasure to have Frances setting her story at that time. Kate Shackleton is a splendid heroine… I’m looking forward to the next book in the series!’ Ann Granger

      ‘Kate Shackleton joins Jacqueline Winspear’s Maisie Dobbs in a subgroup of young, female amateur detectives who survived and were matured by their wartime experiences. As self-reliant women in a society that still regards them as second-class citizens, they make excellent heroines’ Literary Review

      ‘Brody’s winning tale of textile industry shenanigans is shot through with local colour’ Independent

    


    
      
        
          

        

      

       

      Frances Brody is the author of eight mysteries featuring Kate Shackleton as well as many stories and plays for BBC Radio, scripts for television and three sagas, one of which won the HarperCollins Elizabeth Elgin Award. A Woman Unknown was short-listed for the Mary Higgins Clark Award. Her stage plays have been toured by several theatre companies and produced at Manchester Library Theatre, the Gate and Nottingham Playhouse. Jehad was nominated for a Time Out Award.

      Frances lived in New York for a time before studying at Ruskin College, Oxford, and reading English Literature and History at York University. She has taught in colleges, and on writing courses for the Arvon Foundation.

       

      Visit Frances Brody online: 

       

      www.francesbrody.com 

      www.facebook.com/FrancesBrody 

      www.twitter.com/FrancesBrody 

    


    
      
        
          
            
              
              By Frances Brody
            

          

        

      

       

      KATE SHACKLETON MYSTERIES

      Dying in the Wool

      A Medal for Murder

      Murder in the Afternoon

      A Woman Unknown

      Murder on a Summer’s Day

      Death of an Avid Reader

      A Death in the Dales

      Death at the Seaside

      Death in the Stars

       

      OTHER NOVELS

      Sisters on Bread Street

      Sixpence in Her Shoe

      Halfpenny Dreams

    


    
      
        
          
            
              
              COPYRIGHT

            

          

           

          Published by Piatkus

           

          
            978-0-3494-1429-4

          

          
            
              
               

              All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

            

          

          
            
              
               

              Copyright © Frances McNeil 2017

            

          

          
            
              
               

              The moral right of the author has been asserted.

            

          

          
            
              
               

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

            

          

          
            
              
               

              The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

            

          

           

          PIATKUS

          Little, Brown Book Group 

          Carmelite House

          50 Victoria Embankment 

          London, EC4Y 0DZ

           

          
            
              www.littlebrown.co.uk
            
          

          
            
              www.hachette.co.uk
            
          

        

      

    


    Death in the Stars

    
      
        Table of Contents
      

      
        	
          
            
            
              Praise for Frances Brody
            
          
        

        	
          
            
            About the Author
          
        

        	
          
            
            By Frances Brody
          
        

        	
          
            COPYRIGHT
          
        

        	
          
            
            Dedication
          
        

        	
          
            
            One:  The Letter
          
        

        	
          
            
            Two:  The Northern Star
          
        

        	
          
            
            Three:  Corridor of Darkness
          
        

        	
          
            
            Four:  The Eclipse of Death
          
        

        	
          
            
            Five:  Missing
          
        

        	
          
            
            Six:  The Scent of Cedar Wood
          
        

        	
          
            
            Seven:  Bouncing Back
          
        

        	
          
            
            Eight:  It Ain’t Funny
          
        

        	
          
            
            Nine:  A Particular Interest in Obituaries
          
        

        	
          
            
            Ten:  A Probability of Cloud
          
        

        	
          
            
            Eleven:  The Cigar
          
        

        	
          
            
            Twelve:  The Long Way Home
          
        

        	
          
            
            Thirteen:  Over The Moon
          
        

        	
          
            
            Fourteen:  The Elusive Mr Brownlaw
          
        

        	
          
            
            Fifteen:  New Moon
          
        

        	
          
            
            Sixteen:  The Empress of Ice Cream
          
        

        	
          
            
            Seventeen:  Dressing Room One
          
        

        	
          
            
            Eighteen:  Shadows in Limelight
          
        

        	
          
            
            Nineteen:  Billy’s Room
          
        

        	
          
            
            Twenty:  The Mystery Man
          
        

        	
          
            
            Twenty-One:  Losing The Way
          
        

        	
          
            
            Twenty-Two:  An Unexpected Visitor
          
        

        	
          
            
            Twenty-Three:  Mother-in-Law to the Star
          
        

        	
          
            
            Twenty-Four:  Uneasy Feelings
          
        

        	
          
            
            Twenty-Five:  The Dark Depths
          
        

        	
          
            
            Twenty-Six:  Little Manny Piccolo
          
        

        	
          
            
            Twenty-Seven:  Sykes Meets His Match
          
        

        	
          
            
            Twenty-Eight:  A Smell of Gas
          
        

        	
          
            
            Twenty-Nine:  The Other Jarrod
          
        

        	
          
            
            Thirty:  Theories
          
        

        	
          
            
            Thirty-One:  Inspector Wallis
          
        

        	
          
            
            Thirty-Two:  The Flying Remington
          
        

        	
          
            
            Thirty-Three:  The Insurance Question
          
        

        	
          
            
            Thirty-Four:  Beryl’s Story
          
        

        	
          
            
            Thirty-Five:  Whitelock’s
          
        

        	
          
            
            Thirty-Six:  A Confab in Park Square
          
        

        	
          
            
            Thirty-Seven:  Little Manny Piccolo Speaks
          
        

        	
          
            
            Thirty-Eight:  Another Visitor
          
        

        	
          
            
            The Eclipse Cocktail
          
        

        	
          
            
            Acknowledgments
          
        

      

    


    
      
        
          

        

      

       

      For Barry Strickland-Hodge, 

      Steven Dowd, Barbara Gent and the 

      British Astronomical Association

    


    
      
        
          
            
              [image:  ]
            
          

          
            One
          

          
            
              
              The Letter
            

          

        

      

      
        
          Southampton 

          8 June 1927 

          (In transit – Off to New York!) 

            

          Mrs Kate Shackleton 

          Detective 

          Batswing Wood Lodge 

          Headingley 

          Leeds 

            

          Dear Mrs Shackleton 

          Please forgive this hasty and confidential courtesy note. We met in Wakefield while you were undertaking certain investigations of a delicate nature. I was performing there at the Theatre Royal during a nationwide Gilbert and Sullivan tour. Our company is about to set sail for America where we have many engagements. We hope to impress the Midwest and find a welcome there. 

          To the point – I hope you will not mind that I recommended you to a friend and gave her your card. My friend is in the same business as I, though her star gleams far more brightly. Songbirds shush at the sound of her silver-sweet voice. 

          I told the lady that you are discreet and if ever she needs discretion and investigation, she could do worse than turn to you. 

          Expect her dulcet call. 

          With kindest regards, 

          Giuseppe Barnardini 
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      A week after receiving Mr Barnardini’s letter, I was sitting by the window in my drawing room, picking out a tune on the piano. It was a lazy blue sky and white clouds afternoon, the sort that artists like to paint. The garden looked at its best. A robin perched on the firethorn shrub. Bees and a tiger moth butterfly hovered over the buddleia blue chip.

      I was playing a music hall song, ‘The Empress of Ice Cream’, and realised that it was because the letter was at the back of my mind. Mr Barnardini had not named his friend but there was just one performer who fitted that bill: Selina Fellini, known as The Silver Songbird. ‘The Empress of Ice Cream’ was one of the songs she had written herself and was a favourite with theatre audiences. I had also heard her sing it on the wireless.

      As I played, I watched a Bentley glide by. At first I thought it must be heading for the big house at the top of my street. Mine is a modest dwelling, once the lodge house of the adjacent larger estate, sold when the previous owner’s fortunes dwindled. However, a few moments later the car came by again, this time on my side. It stopped by the gate.

      It was the kind of car that my housekeeper Mrs Sugden says ‘will get you in anywhere. It’d take you through the gates at Buckingham Palace.’

      A man, wearing a linen suit and Panama hat, stepped out of the driver’s seat and came round to the passenger side. He opened the door.

      Glad to have resisted Mrs Sugden’s desire to put up net curtains, I stared, blinked and stared again, before deliberately turning my gaze back to the piano. In spite of her hat and veil, I recognised the woman in the linen costume. It was as if, by playing her signature tune, I had summoned the magnificent Selina Fellini. I have seen her perform twice, most recently last year at the Palladium. She is an artiste who crosses boundaries and yet, by all accounts, never forgets her humble beginnings.

      She and the man in the linen suit looked at the house and exchanged a few words. The two of them walked up the path. Fortunately, they looked at the door, not the window and so did not catch me ogling. By his gesture, I saw that he would not come in, but that she would. Hastily, I withdrew, ready to answer the door.

      I was already in the hall when the knocker tap-tapped. Miss Fellini was standing at a little distance from the step, the man a couple of paces behind. She apologised for calling unannounced, introduced herself and her linen-suited manager, Mr Trotter Brockett.

      She is an impressive woman. The briefest way I can describe her is to say that she has a vivid presence. In a crowded room, she would be the one to turn heads.

      Mr Brockett would not have been out of place on the Riviera. His shirt was the same bright blue as his eyes. He wore a striped navy silk bowtie and a navy handkerchief in his top pocket, a cigar tucked beside it.

      I invited them in. Mr Brockett demurred. ‘Today I am the chauffeur. I shall take a short walk while you and Miss Fellini talk.’

      Somehow, and this never happens with other clients, we ended up in the kitchen, a pot of tea and a plate of Mrs Sugden’s homemade biscuits between us.

       

      As she lifted the veil from her hat, I noticed her wedding ring. Without a trace of make-up, Miss Fellini looked striking, and possibly beautiful, with dark eyebrows, high cheekbones and full lips. She wore her long dark hair in a chignon. A strand had come free and she began to twist it around her finger.

      As I poured milk into a jug, she turned her head and looked through the window. ‘You have a wood. How exciting!’

      ‘I call it Batswing Wood. It used to belong to the family who lived at the top of the street. They sold it to the city about the same time as we bought this lodge house.’

      ‘It’s lovely here! We lived on Grimston Street when I was growing up. Our door opened straight onto the street. In the summer holidays, our little gang would go adventuring, wandering off to parks and woods. We’d pass houses with great long paths and drives. I always thought about the postman and what a long walk he had to push letters through the door, but your house is just right.’

      ‘Thank you! It suits me very well.’

      Everyone knew her story, the local girl born in a poor but respectable part of the city, daughter of the Fellini ice cream family, and her rise to fame and fortune.

      Her twang is still local, as is her directness. ‘You’re a widow, I believe, Mrs Shackleton?’

      ‘Yes. I moved here with my husband before the war.’

      She sighed. ‘I admire you for staying put, and for setting up your own enquiry agency. Giuseppe spoke highly of you.’

      This surprised me just a little because the man hardly knew me. His name came up during an investigation a few years ago. We had spent a very short time chatting together, in a railway station waiting room.

      ‘That’s kind of him.’

      ‘He doesn’t say much about it but I believe he credits you with bringing about his very happy marriage.’

      I smiled. ‘I never thought of myself as Cupid.’

      Matrimonial cases were something that I tried to avoid.

      She sensed my wariness. ‘Don’t worry. I’m not here to seek your services in the romance department. I have a husband. He did come back from the war, though much changed.’ A brief sigh gave away more than she intended about her marriage. ‘He is not the carefree fellow who marched away.’

      ‘Are you here in connection with your husband?’

      She looked startled, as if I had asked a question too soon. ‘Oh no, not that.’ She busied herself taking another biscuit. Everything suited her. ‘These biscuits are very good.’

      For several minutes, we talked about biscuits. She explained the Fellini method of baking ice cream cones.

      By way of encouraging her to say more about her reason for calling on me, I mentioned the letter. ‘Mr Barnadini didn’t say why you might wish to see me.’

      ‘Ah, no, he wouldn’t.’ She hesitated in a way that made me wonder whether she had changed her mind about confiding in me. Perhaps it was some delicate matter that at the last moment she could not bring herself to put into words.

      Only after I poured another cup of tea did Miss Fellini begin.

      ‘I do have a difficulty.’

      It was a difficulty that most people would give a week’s wages to enjoy. At the invitation of the headmaster of Giggleswick School, the Astronomer Royal, Sir Frank Dyson, and his party would be setting up their cameras and measuring equipment there in order to view the eclipse from high ground near the school chapel. Giggleswick is close to the village of Langcliffe. While staying in Langcliffe, I had seen the chapel’s shining dome from a distance. It is visible for miles across the dales.

      With the Astronomer Royal’s permission, the headmaster had also extended invitations to others, including Miss Fellini. The date of the eclipse was Wednesday, 29 June – just two weeks hence.

      ‘Well that’s wonderful.’

      ‘I should like you to come with me. So much could go wrong. There’s the time the journey would take, and I have a show every night. There might be an accident on the road, or a train could be delayed. I’ve made no arrangements and we’re just two weeks off.’

      ‘Let me look at my diary.’ Somewhat puzzled by what seemed exaggerated anxieties, I went into the dining room which doubles as an office, and picked up my diary. I had matters to attend to during the next two weeks, but the date of the eclipse was free.

      Back in the kitchen, I told her that I would be available for that day, if she needed me to go with her.

      She nodded. ‘I do. You see, I’m not sure why I’ve been invited, though I suppose it’s something of an honour.’

      It was obvious to me why anyone would invite her. ‘The astronomers will be viewing the sun and the moon. They want to be sure of a star to add to the mix.’

      She laughed. ‘That could be one explanation and I would love to see the eclipse but I’m concerned about the journey.’

      She explained her worries. Everyone knew the roads would be clogged and the railways packed. Miss Fellini was in the middle of a tour and with performances every evening could not risk being caught up in heavy traffic. Both her manager and her dresser urged her to be home in time to take a nap before the show. It would probably be necessary to take a flight.

      She asked would I arrange transport from her house near Roundhay Park, to ensure that she would not be delayed. If I were her companion for the event she would feel confident. Neither her manager nor her dresser, Beryl, would take to the air.

      A streak in my nature takes pride in dealing with practicalities and finding solutions. ‘It’s short notice, but I do know a couple of airmen who fly a de Havilland.’

      She gave me the smile that shines from posters, picture postcards and magazines. ‘That would be wonderful.’

      ‘It’s a small plane.’

      ‘There would just be the three of us, Mrs Shackleton, you, me and Billy Moffatt. He’s a friend and a very funny and delightful man.’

      ‘Yes, I have seen him perform.’ He was a comedian people loved, one who tapped into life’s disappointments and distress. He turned worries into comedy and drew roars of laughter from misfortune.

      ‘Miss Fellini, I’ll happily telephone my friends – for three passengers?’

      ‘Yes, you must come. Billy would be no good in an emergency. He claims his interest is in gathering material for a few jokes. And it’s Selina. May I call you Kate?’

      She could call me anything she liked in return for the opportunity to see the eclipse.

      That word emergency should have alerted me, but it was said so lightly that I almost let it pass. Truth be told I was delighted to be in the company of such a wonderfully talented person with a reputation for kindness and generosity. Yet my usual caution was not entirely brushed away.

      She must have other people who could organise the journey for her. I asked why she had come to me. Waving away my remarks, she said Giuseppe Barnardini had told her that I knew people who operated a small plane out of Croydon and that, unlike many of the barely qualified pilots who were offering jaunts for ten guineas a time, these airmen were highly respected, even in government circles.

      ‘How did he know about my connection with Croydon aerodrome?’

      ‘Oh, he has friends all over the place. He said you are the soul of discretion and utterly reliable. I know he has an old school chum in some government department.’

      That smile again. Such warmth and intimacy. It was easy to see why people spoke so well of her, and those who hardly knew her thought of her as a friend.

      In the hall, I made the telephone call. It took me some time to be connected to Charlie, the pilot. He jumped at the chance of coming to Leeds for a short flight to Giggleswick and back.

      ‘We’re taking a photographer up there the night before and bringing him back the next day so I can easily squeeze you in.’

      ‘Thank you! Where will you land? Miss Fellini lives near Roundhay Park.’

      There was a slight pause, while his brain ticked. ‘As I remember, there’s a field in Roundhay, Soldiers Field?’

      ‘Yes. That’s near Miss Fellini’s house.’

      ‘Then that should be the place. I’ll check for permission and let you know.’

      I went back into the kitchen to tell Selina the good news.

      She was examining her perfect nails. She had heard my side of the conversation and beamed. ‘I must write to Giuseppe and thank him for putting me in touch with you.’

      Again, that niggle of doubt crept in. She must know scores of people who could arrange a flight. It was odd that she should ask an investigator to arrange transport.

      ‘Giuseppe said that he recommended me in case you ever needed an investigator.’

      She picked up her gloves. ‘I was in a blue funk the day I spoke to him. I had a feeling that something bad might happen. If this eclipse passes off smoothly, I’ll know everything will be all right and that I was worrying unnecessarily.’

      Trotter Brockett, the manager who drove the Bentley, had found his way into Batswing Wood at the back of my house. I spotted him through the kitchen window, and so did she.

      ‘Thank you so much, Kate. I’m glad I came. Will you come to an eclipse party on the night of the 28th at my house?’ She gave me her card. ‘Then we can go straight from the party to Giggleswick.’

      ‘Thank you. I’d like that.’

      She moved quickly, pushing back her chair, standing. She intended to avoid my questions.

      I was not a slowcoach, nor too star-struck to push for an answer. ‘Selina, what really brought you here? There’s something else.’

      She gave an exaggerated shrug. ‘It’s too ridiculous. I’ve been overwrought.’

      ‘Can you tell me more?’

      ‘Not really. It was my fevered imagination. We theatricals are good at drama.’

      We were walking along the hall towards the front door. Close up I could smell her perfume. It had a musky scent, the kind of scent that might mask fear. In one of those fleeting moments of insight, I wished I had suggested my assistant Jim Sykes go with her to Giggleswick. Perhaps what she needed was not a friendly female detective escort but a sturdy bodyguard. ‘You said, regarding the flight, that your friend Billy Moffatt would be no good in an emergency. Are you expecting some kind of emergency?’

      ‘Did I say that? I suppose I’m just a little wary about flying. I’m glad you’ll be there.’

      I opened the door.

      The effusive Mr Brockett came along the path to gather up Selina. ‘What a wonderful little wood you have at the back, Mrs Shackleton. Splendid! Splendid!’

      ‘Thank you.’ His warmth of manner and congratulations were such that he might be giving me credit for planting every tree.

      He escorted Selina to the car and then came hurrying back. I glanced at the path to see whether he had dropped one of his kid gloves.

      ‘Sorry, Mrs Shackleton. I know I’m a fusspot. Selina just told me that you’ll accompany her to Giggleswick. I’ll be most grateful if you will protect her. She’s very precious to me, and too kind for her own good. Total strangers make demands on her and she is very bad at batting them off, if you take my meaning.’

      ‘I’ll do my best, Mr Brockett.’

      ‘And do please make sure she returns in good time for a proper rest before her evening show.’

      ‘Yes of course.’

      He thanked me, and turned to wave from the gate. I felt an odd sense of foreboding as I watched the car draw away towards Headingley Lane. Perhaps Mr Brockett was wise in refusing to take to the skies and make for Giggleswick. Perhaps he knew something that I did not.

      It was only later that it occurred to me that she had not mentioned her husband by name. I remembered reading his name once, in a magazine article. Jarrod Compton.
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      It was such a privilege to be on the Giggleswick invitation list that I for one had memorised instructions. Over Britain, totality would take place shortly before 05.30 GMT when the altitude of the sun would be only about 12 degrees. We were asked to be present and correct by 4.00 am in order to ensure an orderly procedure.

      I felt excited at the prospect of flying in a chartered plane to such a unique event, as well as being a smidgen daunted to be wearing a mantle of responsibility. The immensely popular variety star Selina Fellini, dubbed The Silver Songbird, and her comedian chum Billy Moffatt had placed their trust in me.

      Everyone else who was setting off for Richmond, for Settle, for Giggleswick or Barden Moor by road or rail had long gone. With numbers expected to be in the millions, and over seventy thousand people converging on the Yorkshire Dales, day trippers needed to allow plenty of time.

      To be on the safe side, Selina, Billy and I left her house at 3.00 am, to meet the airmen.

      The sky was dark and, as predicted, clouds hid the moon. Wet grass gave off a sharp fresh scent. Selina’s house was set back, in a considerable acreage, but as we left it behind, I saw lights twinkling in other distant houses. Nearby, a group of unsteady partygoers, linking arms and singing, called a greeting. It was the kind of night when perfect strangers decided they had more in common than might ever have been imagined. A lone man, swaying his way home, whistled an old wartime tune. Billy Moffatt linked arms, with me on one side and Selina on the other. ‘This’ll be the best part. Camaraderie. Expectation before disappointment. Make the most of it!’ His voice carried across the night air as we took our shortcut across a field.

      The whistling man on the nearby path recognised Billy’s voice. He stopped his whistling and called the comedian’s catchphrase. ‘It ain’t funny! It’s proper sad!’

      Billy called back. ‘Well said, that man. It’s sad and it’ll get sadder.’ He lowered his voice. ‘Folk are easily amused. And they think I’m kidding.’ He shouted into the darkness. ‘I’m not kidding!’

      The whistler laughed. ‘Wait till I tell the wife who I met in the dark.’

      Billy carried a flashlight, holding it steady, which surprised me given how much he had drunk. And it was not just drink. I understood only too well that injury and grief led men like Billy to relieve the pain of wartime wounds in whatever ways they could. The partygoers, out of respect for Selina’s wishes, smoked their cigarettes on the terrace. A smoky atmosphere affected her voice. She had confided that on the occasions when they went for a drink after a show, she would seek out those public houses that catered to the needs of performers, such as the Wrens, which kept a bar free from smoke. Yet other indulging had been quite open during the party. Two of the dancers wore little gold boxes on chains around their necks.

      Billy squeezed my arm. ‘As I was saying before I was so rudely interrupted by a member of the paying public, far be it from me to put a damper on proceedings but…’ He stopped dead, raised the flashlight to his face, wiggling his ears, rolling his eyes and pursing his lips to a shush. Suddenly, he shifted the beam and picked out a young fox, its head turned towards us. Held in the glare, the animal did not move. We, too, froze to the spot. Billy lowered the beam. A cloud shifted, revealing the new moon which lit the tip of the fox’s tail as it loped off towards Roundhay Park. Did animals sense what was to come, have some instinct that the world, or at least our part of it, would soon be trapped in a tunnel of darkness?

      A mist wrapped itself around us. We had crossed the first field and our shoes now tapped the pavement. Billy’s boots rang out, steel tips on paving stones. Perhaps it was the sound of our own strides that changed the mood.

      We crossed the road towards the Soldiers Field, so called because that was where soldiers mustered during the last war, and probably other earlier wars.

      My shiver was from a sense of excitement and anticipation, not due to the chill. Miss Fellini, or Selina as I am asked to call her, had wanted to help me into a fur coat, saying how cold it would be on the journey and during our wait in the school grounds. But the fur coat turned me into a brown bear. I stuck with my British wool.

      We lapsed into silence. The ground here was a little soggy. A ferocious cricket match or hobnail boot races had churned up the grass. My feet sank a little into the earth.

      There would not be another such day as this for seventy-two years, the scientists said. The world, strange as it seemed, would by then be going on without us; strange because Selina Fellini seemed larger than life itself with her dark hair and dramatic Italian beauty. Her voice enchanted, her patter left audiences in stitches. She could sing musical comedy and opera equally well. Unlike some performers on the new wireless programme from the British Broadcasting studio in Leeds, she sounded almost like her real self, warm and tuneful.

      Seventy-two years hence, perhaps some echo of that sound on the airwaves might reverberate through the world. By then, Billy Moffatt’s jokes would be long out of fashion. No one would remember his well-known catchphrases that audiences loved. ‘What’s tickled your fancy, cos it ain’t funny.’ ‘It’s proper sad, that’s what it is.’ At that evening’s performance, at the City Varieties, he had made a joke about the eclipse, based on a weather forecast of the probability of cloud. ‘Probability? Probability? Are you daft? This is Yorkshire. We deal in certainties. Course there’ll be cloud. I’ve put me hard-earned brass on it.’ The audience roared with appreciation.

      So he must certainly be there for the eclipse. He already knew what tale he would tell when next on stage. It was rehearsed, he had confided in me, over a special Eclipse Cocktail. He would tell a tale of the tens of thousands flocking to vantage points across Wales and the North of England before dawn, optimists all. He would imitate the chug-chugging trains from north and south, the discomfort of charabanc passengers, the roar of motorcycles and the screaming frustration of being caught in a procession of cars on usually empty roads. Punters turning up to watch the one-night-only special duet of sun and moon, they all had too much hope and imagination. Well that ain’t funny. Folk ought to choose their disappointments more carefully in future.

      I smiled, though it wasn’t really amusing to think all our efforts might be for nought. Perhaps it is the way he tells them on stage, with his actions and his expressions.

      As we crossed the field, my eyes adjusted to a different kind of darkness. There had been some shift in the clouds. The small plane became visible, a strange and lonely shape waiting in the blackness. A mist rose. Two figures stood near the plane. The tip of a cigarette glowed. A strange feeling came over me, a familiarity with the scene, a memory or a dream.

      It gave me an extraordinary feeling of confidence to know that Charlie and Joe, pilot and engineer, would be flying us to Giggleswick.

      Billy saw them too. He was linking my arm and his grip became tighter, betraying a sudden tension that he covered with a joshing remark. ‘Nah then, Kate, tell me they’ll have kettle on in Giggleswick, or might we expect champagne?’

      ‘I’ve no idea what to expect. If there’s to be champagne it’ll be after the chaps from Greenwich have done their work, and the schoolboys been packed back indoors.’

      Selina laughed. ‘They’ll need more than a kettle, the numbers that’ll be there.’

      Billy came to a sudden halt unbalancing we two on either side. ‘Hang on a minute! Schoolkids?’

      ‘Well Billy, it is a school.’ I wondered if what he sniffed, swallowed or injected impaired his concentration. Did he really think that pupils would be kept indoors on such a momentous occasion? ‘This will be educational! It’s an experience the boys will remember for the rest of their lives. Sir Frank wants to bring in the young and spark their interest in science and astronomy.’

      Billy groaned. ‘You might have told me. Disappointed adults, that’s one thing. Disappointed kids, that ain’t funny.’

      Selina withdrew her arm from his and strode ahead a few yards. ‘We won’t be disappointed, Billy. We’re going to see the eclipse and there hasn’t been one for over two hundred years. Can’t you turn your story around that? The Astronomer Royal wouldn’t have chosen that spot if he didn’t believe we had the best chance there.’

      Billy took his time answering. ‘It ain’t triumphs make a funny routine, Selina, it’s disasters and humiliations, just like in real life.’ He sighed. ‘I suppose I could make a joke of the name. I couldn’t have conjured a better name if I’d made it up. What sort of a place is Giggleswick anyway, when it’s at home?’

      He had asked me this before, earlier in the evening, but since then had slipped away to take whatever he takes, and so I explained again. ‘It’s a village in the Dales, Billy, close to Settle.’

      ‘Aye well it must have no theatre or I’d have played there.’

      ‘Giggleswick School Chapel is on high ground. That’s why the headmaster invited the Astronomer Royal to view the eclipse from that spot.’

      Selina had gone quiet. She was looking at the aeroplane, which loomed large now that we drew so close. Billy relaxed his hold on my arm. He said softly, ‘Never been up in the air.’

      Selina cleared her throat. ‘Neither have I.’

      Perhaps that was why I was with them, a kind of lucky charm, someone who had flown before. I knew Selina to be superstitious because although she had not yet made it clear why my services were needed, beyond booking Charlie, Joe and their aeroplane, she had said something slightly odd during this evening’s party. She mentioned that during the past year there had been fatalities within the company. The deaths were ruled accidental. Her dreams were disjointed and troubling. She feared that ‘something might happen’. Before I could press her on the matter, we were interrupted by tipsy dancers from the Daisy Chain troupe, pressing us to join a conga. The matter of non-accidental deaths hung in the air. I had no further opportunity to ask her what she feared.

      The feeling that she was keeping something back had grown so slowly that it half seemed like my own invention.

       

      The de Havilland 50, with its stylish slope, snootily pointed its nose in the air, as if it might just decide to take off alone if it felt like it. The plane had the kind of shape a schoolboy might draw, with wings having an extra shelf to them.

      Billy sniffed the air. ‘Is it leaking?’

      ‘It’s Castrol engine oil,’ I answered as memories flooded back. Ever after, the smell of engine oil would also bring back the scent of Selina Fellini’s perfume. I could not identify the underlying notes of that scent, but it was expensive. A dab would go a long way.

      Billy whispered, ‘I won’t mind for myself if the aeroplane drops from the sky. But I’d be sorry about you and Selina. She’s my ally and my closest friend.’

      It had not occurred to me that the plane might drop from the sky. My father had called at the house yesterday while I was out. It was nothing important, he had told Mrs Sugden. He just happened to be in Leeds. They would see me on Sunday, as usual. I should have telephoned him.

      The clouds parted. Lit by the moon, Charlie the pilot, the taller of the two, strode towards us, smiling a greeting. Joe the engineer followed.

      I introduced them to Selina and Billy. Joe, a typical jovial airman, with the familiar small moustache, expressed his delight and for a moment I thought he would kiss Selina’s hand. That would have been far too French.

      Charlie explained how long the flight should take and that we were to land on the school cricket pitch which would be lit for us. ‘After that we’re taking a newspaper reporter and photographer up into the line of totality so that they can describe the event from above the clouds and take pictures above cloud level. When the show’s over, we’ll be flying the Evening News photographer back to London, but we’ll drop you off back here in the field, and see you safely home.’

      Joe looked from Selina to Billy. ‘Now, anyone not flown before?’

      When he had asked that same question some years earlier, I was the one to put up my hand. This time it was Selina and Billy’s turn to receive instructions and reassurance.

      Moments later, I was climbing into the plane. A sudden sense of anxiety spread through my body ending somewhere around my heart, a kind of tightening. I tried to pinpoint the fear, to name it. My fear wasn’t for the flight though I wondered how the pilot would find his way to a remote spot in the Yorkshire Dales in darkness. My thoughts were suddenly filled with ‘What ifs’. A single stubborn cloud might spoil all the work of astronomers and scientists who had laboured long towards this extraordinary phenomenon. The countrywide fever of expectation and excitement might turn into a big national failure, a waste of effort, a squandering of hope with damp and drizzle snuffing out nature’s miracle. A theatrical flop.

      Yet several astronomical camps had been set up by the men from Greenwich, crossing the line of totality that stretched from Cardigan Bay in Wales to Hartlepool in the North East. Someone must come through and successfully record what needed to be known for knowledge to move forward.

      Within moments, the plane was revving for take-off. The engine began to hum. Selina crossed herself. She leaned in close to me and whispered, ‘I’m sorry, Kate. I shouldn’t have put you in danger.’

      ‘We’re not in danger. Charlie and Joe are the most experienced airmen. I’d trust them with my life.’

      For a fraction of a second, the moon lit her face. She bit her lip but did not speak.

      Perhaps out of nervousness, Billy began to spout one of his catchphrases but the noise of the engine drowned his words.

      I was sitting close to Selina and would have been aware had she given off waves of anxiety about this journey, but after crossing herself she sat quite calmly. If it was not the flight she regarded as putting me in danger, then what?

      At that moment, Joe leaned in close. ‘We’re entering what will be the corridor of darkness.’
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      It was strange to look down through the darkness to the world below. Long rows of slowly moving traffic were heading towards vantage points. The yellow lights from car headlights glowed like the eyes of a crawling giant snake.

      I could dimly make out the shapes of houses. Selina sat very still, hands clasped as if in prayer. Billy kept up a chirpy monologue, barely audible until he raised his voice above the sound of the engine to deliver punch lines. Although he is extremely entertaining, I wished he would be quiet.

      Suddenly, he made a grab for my shoulder. ‘Look at that!’ He pointed to the land beneath.

      We were above open ground and there was a bonfire below. A group of people moved and swayed, dancing around the fire as if in some strange ritual.

      Billy leaned close. ‘Wild runs the noble savage, beating his drums against the swallowing of the sun. Now peasants rage because the light of the world is to be extinguished.’

      The scene vanished from sight as the plane continued on its course. We were above the clouds now. Billy became silent. For the rest of the journey no one spoke.

      I hugged my arms close, glad to have brought a muff. Here we were in June and my feet felt like blocks of ice. Selina was wrapped in her furs. I thought of the fox we saw as we crossed the field, caught in the glow of Billy’s torch, and of what was sacrificed so that we human beings might enjoy our present comforts. Selina had confided that men made her presents of furs. They expected nothing, only the knowledge that their gift might keep her warm. Sometimes she passed them on, to her dresser, to her family. Of course, she could afford to buy her own furs. It was said that she could command two hundred pounds a week. Yet her present tour of the Northern music halls was a benefit, for the support of those entertainers who had been less successful than herself.

      A call from the pilot made me look down again. Lights had been spread, a runway created. We were above the grounds of Giggleswick School. That must be the cricket pitch. Everything had been thought of. Slowly, the plane came to meet the earth, its wheels juddering as we bumped across the field.

      Charlie and Joe jumped out first, extending a hand to help first Selina, then me and then Billy from the plane. Charlie was talking to Selina, asking how she felt. Billy looked a little wobbly but was grinning, looking across at the boys in Officer Training Corps uniforms who formed a line along the perimeter of the cricket pitch.

      A small party emerged from the gloom to greet us, led by a tall thin figure in dark suit and muffler. ‘That’ll be him,’ Billy whispered. ‘I might make something of this, a man who spends his life staring at the stars.’ Billy moved to be close to Selina, for whom the gentleman was making a beeline. Part of Billy’s act was to create characters and give them comic monologues. I wondered if we might soon expect an impersonation of the Astronomer Royal.

      Of course it was not Sir Frank Dyson who stepped forward to greet us but, quite rightly, the headmaster of Giggleswick School, Mr Douglas, and his wife, along with the school’s head boy, Alex McGregor, a lad of about eighteen, clad in the Officer Training Corps uniform.

      After exchanging a few words, Mr Douglas led Charlie and Joe away, in search of the Evening News reporter and photographer whom they would be taking back to London in a few hours’ time, once the official photograph had been developed.

      Mrs Douglas ushered us to the cricket pavilion where we met Mrs Dyson, the Astronomer Royal’s wife, and her young daughter, Ruth. The girl looked shy at being introduced to Selina. She was at that awkward age I remembered so well, her hat tilted at a jaunty angle. As she tugged at one of her knee-length stockings to pull out the wrinkles, I noticed that she was clutching an autograph book.

      Finding seats for us at one of the smaller tables, Mrs Douglas, the headmaster’s wife, drew Selina into conversation. Billy amused Mrs Dyson and Ruth with a few jokes from his performance of the night before. The head boy, Alex McGregor, brought a tray of tea and homemade biscuits. If we needed anything, we must ask him, he said, and later he would show us to our viewing point. Mrs Douglas urged Ruth not to be shy about asking for autographs. ‘Whose do you have so far, Ruth?’

      ‘The prime minister’s, all the chaps from Greenwich and the cameramen from two of the film companies, Gaumont and Pathé. I’ve still to find British Polychromide and one other whose name I forget.’ Buoyed up by her success so far, Ruth somewhat shyly asked Selina if she would sign her book. Selina graciously obliged, resting the book on the table and drawing a little picture with the caption The Day the Sun Stood Still.

      A woman at a nearby table held a camera that had a clock drive attached, made from Meccano parts. I exchanged a few words with her, feeling a pang of envy and regret. People in my local photographic society had been exchanging advice and ideas about how to photograph the eclipse. Annie Maunder’s book Camera Work in the Eclipse had been widely circulated and avidly read. Because I was here ‘on duty’ with Miss Fellini, I would forego this once in a lifetime opportunity, though I had slipped a camera into my bag. It wouldn’t do for the eclipse, but there might be some other moment worth capturing. I was already aware of the hundreds of people gathering just beyond the school walls, and I was keen to take a look about, though the light was poor.

      Mrs Douglas had moved away from the table. I glanced at Selina. She smiled. ‘Mrs Douglas has gone to find two senior boys to show me round the school premises.’ There was a sigh in her voice and I felt a stab of guilt that perhaps this was just why I was here, to save her from extremes of hospitality.

      Something was required of me. ‘Do you want me to come with you, or to get you out of it?’

      ‘No it’s all right, but I need to find Billy first. Will you wait here and I’ll bring him back? He likes to stroll about earwigging and I do want us to be together for the big moment.’

      Young Ruth Dyson and I were left at the table together. ‘I’m glad Miss Fellini is bringing Mr Moffatt back. I’d be sorry to miss his autograph. We saw him once in Wembley. He was so funny.’

      ‘Yes he is, and good company, too.’

      ‘Is he well? Only I thought he looked a bit poorly earlier, just before he dashed off. Some people are really very nervous about today. Even I had a headache this morning.’

      ‘I’m sure he’ll be fine.’

      As might be expected from the Astronomer Royal’s daughter, Ruth was well-informed and began to give me details of the equipment and of the other spots across the country where Greenwich astronomers had set up camp. ‘We all went into the chapel early this morning for a service and to pray that the clouds would part if only for the crucial moment.’

      When Billy returned, looking more cheerful, he happily signed Ruth’s book and included a catchphrase and a stick-man drawing. We then went to explore, walking across the cricket pitch towards the domed chapel. The area in front of the chapel was dotted with tents and items of equipment. Pointing out a telescope, Ruth explained that the instruments had been stored in light huts, specially erected to protect them. ‘The sun’s rays will be reflected into that telescope by means of a mirror that moves by clockwork as the sun moves. It has something called a seleostat. The men named it Joshua.’

      ‘Joshua?’

      ‘They give everything names. Nothing to do with the Bible, they just love that song, you know the negro spiritual, “Joshua Fit the Battle of Jericho”. Fit means fought. Mother said Daddy’s men are the best kind of warriors, armed with knowledge.’ She pointed to another telescope. ‘That one has a prism in front of the glass to catch the light of the sun’s crescent just as it is dispersing.’

      ‘My goodness, what’s that?’ Visitors were gathered round a very long structure and being asked to step back.

      ‘That’s a specially made camera, forty-five feet long. I believe that’s the one that allows pictures to be taken as if the sun stands still. The photograph will be developed straightaway and the press photographers will copy it.’ She pointed out a man setting up some paraphernalia over by the chapel. ‘He’s not with us. He’s come with recording equipment from the BBC to test whether the eclipse will have an effect on radio waves.’

      ‘You’ve certainly found out such a lot.’

      ‘Yes. I came up early with Daddy. It’s the second time I’ve been.’

      One of the masters called to the OTC boys who began to form a line across the area where the equipment stood. Arms outstretched, in a way that must make them ache, they stood on guard, preventing observers from coming too close. Alex, the head boy, was on the end and gave a little wave.

      We inspected the monster camera and dutifully gathered round to stare but not touch. Miss Dyson gave a little speech of explanation. It was hoped that not only would there be still photographs of the eclipse but a cinematograph film would be created. That was why the film companies were here. She adopted an apologetic tone. ‘Daddy’s chaps would be able to explain it all properly but they’ve too much on today.’

      ‘It’s a mammoth operation, Ruth.’

      ‘I know, and it has been planned for so long. The Astronomer Royal previous to Daddy made the first plan, and Daddy came last year. The chaps have spent ages setting up equipment, taking measurements, making preparations. There are other Greenwich encampments across the line of totality, so somewhere there’ll be success. I just hope it’s here. Daddy feels lucky about it.’

      I glanced inside a tent where men were working by lamplight. Two huddled over a table. One held a millboard and pencil. An air of tense concentration spilled from inside the canvas. It reminded me of the feeling one gets if standing close to runners while they wait for the starting pistol. Three more men were just standing, smoking, waiting. One of them was the prime minister. Mother would be most upset if I did not make myself known to Mr Baldwin, or Stanley as she called him. They were on good terms, and my aunt was a close friend of his wife, Lucy. Nevertheless, I left Mr Baldwin to his own devices.

      Mrs Douglas, the headmaster’s wife, appeared at our shoulder. She glared at the men and all but tut-tutted. If they had been her husband’s pupils I felt sure she would have told them to extinguish their cigarettes. ‘We’ve asked all the villagers and everyone in the surrounding area not to light fires until after 5.30 this morning. There is a good deal of smoke when a fire is first lit and it could impair the view.’ Ostensibly she spoke to me but her words were for the benefit of the smokers. The men, puffing away like steam trains, paid no heed.

       

      *

      Having arrived far too early because organisation demanded we should all be in place, there had been time for our blood to freeze and teeth to chatter hard enough to make jaws ache. Selina had been interviewed for her opinions and expectations, photographed by newspaper photographers and the cinematographic cameramen.

      A wireless connection had been rigged up and the BBC’s six-dot signals sounded at 5 am and 5.15. Silence fell as the time neared. We three stood side by side, Selina, Billy and I. In the early light, the sight all around the grounds and beyond was extraordinary. Beyond the school, all along the hills, were thousands of people, a great mass of humanity. In spite of the line of OTC boys and the policeman on the gate, dozens of girls and young women had hitched themselves astride the surrounding dry stone walls.

      Bitter cold travelled from the soles of my shoes and turned my feet and legs to blocks of ice. I pulled down my hat, having lost feeling in my gloved fingers even inside the muff. My cloche didn’t prevent my ears from freezing sufficiently to drop off. My eyeballs turned to glass. Never had ground felt so cold. The goose bumps on my legs grew to the size of potatoes. I thought of the people we had seen by the bonfire as we had flown over the countryside. Was that how ancient man and woman kept fear at bay? We were one with those people of long-gone centuries, gathering according to some instinct that preservation or destruction depended on how they danced, sang or sacrificed. Whether we feared or welcomed nature’s proceedings, joining in came from some deep impulse. The tens of thousands had gathered on the hilltops and hillsides like the sun worshippers of old. My brain seemed no longer to belong to me. I was part of something altogether bigger.

      Someone from Sir Frank’s party called out, ‘Five minutes!’

      Amid the murmur that followed the announcement, Billy whispered, ‘It ain’t funny.’ A deep silence descended.

      Four minutes to go, and the sky was cloudy, as weather forecasters had predicted. It would be the most awful shame for all these men from Greenwich if their efforts were in vain and we saw nothing. We had all been supplied with goggles made of a single piece of cardboard with tiny eye screens. I reached in my pocket and brought out my goggles, ready to raise them.

      ‘Three minutes,’ a voice called.

      Yet for the birds that had started their dawn chorus in the usual fashion, this was a morning like any other, where even birdsong took on immense poignancy. After the three-minute call, a lark sang. The great invasion of their territory by humans onto their dawn doings did not worry the birds or stop their chorus.

      We within the area of the school chapel were all quiet but such was the excitement beyond the school, all along the path by the wall that divided us, a collective whisper rose.

      The sky remained cloudy. Billy would have his comic monologue of disappointment and wasted effort. We were in for a gigantic flop. At ‘two minutes’, the whispering from beyond the dry stone wall faded. At ‘one minute’ came a collective intake of breath and the rustle of sleeves as goggles were brought to the ready. The OTC boys were all standing together and as one they raised goggles to their eyes. In the dim light, the effect was extraordinary. The dark centres of their protective goggles turned their eyes to empty sockets, creating a platoon of boys with skeletons’ heads.

      Miraculously, the clouds parted at twenty-three minutes and thirty seconds after five o’clock.

      The prayers of that morning had been answered. The clouds had parted just in time for us watchers to witness the eclipse. Sir Frank Dyson and his men were lucky indeed, and so were we.

      As the moon began to blot the sun, shadow fell, deep and dark and bitter. The world turned utterly bleak and icy cold. Slowly, light abandoned us. Birds stopped singing. Stillness enveloped us. Now and forever silence and darkness would hold. We all knew it. The light of the world died. And then a voice grown hollow was counting aloud, counting the seconds.

      From the deep grave of darkness came some stirring in the air, a hesitant light. Behind me, someone sighed. A circle of colour appeared, as if splattered from small brushes. An unseen crayon, pink and orange, outlined an oddly shaped black cloud as if mapping some new country in the sky. There was a sigh of relief as the light grew. We there on that dawn had witnessed the eclipse, watched earth snatched into the void, and then returned to us.

      We could see again. The chapel, the ungainly instruments, the puny tents, the hills beyond, and each other, all came back to life.

      The silence stretched and then suddenly a cheer went up and a great sense of relief swept through the crowd. There were hoorahs and applause and as hands clapped, two young men from the Greenwich party flung out their arms and in time with the clapping of their fellows began to dance a fandango.

      Selina joined in, laughing and clapping and then humming and improvising a fandango tune, like some American jazz singer. One of the young men held out a hand and she began to dance with him. She whirled and twirled. The dance did not last long. Selina parted from the young man with a smile. He kissed her cheek and returned with his fellows to their instruments and measurements. The schoolboys from the Officer Training Corps began to speak to guests and escort people from the chapel grounds.

      It would be a little while yet before Charlie and Joe returned from taking the reporter and photographer into the line of darkness. I turned to Selina, ready to speak, to ask would she come for refreshments. Even after our airmen returned, we might have a wait until the official photograph was

      
      
      
    

OEBPS/Images/chapter_dec.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9780349414294.jpg





