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ONE



So, imagine if the apocalypse, when it does happen, comes about not through some lack of effort by the human race to bring down carbon emissions, not because of alien invasion, nor from one of the several pandemics, but from the side-effects of a different, and new, catastrophe. Well, two actually. DigiMelt 1 and DigiMelt 2. Known as digital meltdowns, but in fact more like digital vanishing acts.


All information is out there, all our data, swimming around in the virtual world, literally in a cloud. The Cloud. Our Cloud. Or a balloon, perhaps; a helium balloon filled with our data. And one day the string is cut, or we let go of it. Deliberately or by mistake. Like a little child with a birthday balloon who, just for a second, releases her grip on the string, and off floats the bubble. ‘Bye bye, balloon,’ says the daddy, ‘never mind.’ But the little girl does mind. Her face puckers up to cry. ‘Never mind,’ says Daddy, beginning to panic a little now, ‘Daddy’ll get you another one.’ But she doesn’t want another one, she wants that one. That one is everything, it has everything in it; all our information, the entire database of the human race is in that birthday balloon, now a small jolly green dot somewhere in the wide sky. So small now, their eyes prick trying to see it still. That was the only balloon that mattered.


Jeffrey Pritchard bears no relevance to this story other than his final click. Sometime around the middle of the twenty-first century, he sits down at a table outside a bar in Bermondsey, in south-east London. It’s a very hot day, even for September – 44 to 46 degrees Celsius – and on his mobile device he begins to go through the usual portals to order a beer – security settings, ID verifications, credit check, targeted advertising, system updates and menu choices – until he reaches the final purchase confirmation click. One pint of beer, please – yes. Neither he nor anyone else is aware at the time that Jeffrey’s final click is The Final Click. The moment that the Internet of Things, or IoT, becomes the Internet of Nothing. Zilch. Nada. Jeffrey’s is The Final Click that overloads the system and tips it into oblivion.


By the time of Jeffrey’s last click, every single human activity has become digitised. From the entire contents of the British Library to world banking, transport, brushing your teeth, how to open your front door, feed your baby, find your way to the corner shop. So after that Final Click, or Post-Pritchard if you like, some large behavioural adjustments have to be made. Not many people who use a computer would know how to build one, nor do many drivers know how to make a car, but after so much digitisation, who knows how to sew on a button? Or produce paper from wood pulp?


The Butterfly Effect states that the tiniest of changes in the initial state of things – a butterfly spreading its wings in India in 1862, for instance – can result in large differences in a later state of things, such as space travel or the Second World War. Jeffrey Pritchard’s final click is like that butterfly. And that’s the last you, or anyone, will ever hear of Jeffrey. I promise.


Of course, in this particular, non-digital London future, there’s furniture still, and houses and cooking. Recipes have to be remembered, something which is tricky to do when you haven’t used your memories for almost a hundred years. Old-style technologies emerge, stuff that works by mechanics: pumps, pulleys, steam. Those who can make things with their hands are popular again. So is chemistry. Organics. Growth. Chemical reactions. Vitrification; a process by which a solution is solidified and preserved in glass. Or rather, embedded in a glassy matrix, which can preserve it, rapid-cool it, before ice crystals form. So no need for fridges, nor ice, and no need for massive storage depots for toxic waste. A cryogenic future, sitting in its glassy, pollution-lite world.


Toto Chairman’s gnarled hand grabbed the arm of the chair. Her arthritic knuckles almost looked as if they were part of the carving. The chair was old – perhaps eighteenth-century – so, four hundred years old. Toto Chairman was old too. She was tired of chairing this meeting. The one thousand and whateverth meeting of the Blackfriars Road Residents’ Association sub-committee for Recall and Maintenance.


A middle-aged, balding committee member in a blue collarless tunic was droning on. ‘Can I draw the committee’s attention to the fact that the steam door system needs fixing? And can we please, please, this time, get someone professional in to fix it?’ The other members were sitting as if hypnotised, their minds awash with sub-clauses and procedural regulations. One member, Artemesia Plutarch, who, younger than most of the others, brought the average age of the committee down to about sixty-two, was gazing out of the floor-to-ceiling windows at the leaf canopy of London plane trees outside. It was September. She was wondering why the trees were called ‘London planes’, as opposed to plain ‘planes’. Her chair was also old, but without the carved arms. It must once have been part of a set with Toto Chairman’s; the only really old pieces of furniture in the room. Toto Chairman filled her pen with ink and made a note.


‘The steam doors are not actually the next item on the agenda,’ said another committee member, an elderly man with a white beard and a bony face, sporting huge round glasses. ‘I think we should proceed in the correct order, otherwise it will be total, utter, unadulterated MAYHEM—’ He spoke with emphases, several of them.


A third member interrupted him. ‘Look, it’s just steam doors, OK? Fix? Or not fix? Can we just make a decision, any decision, this time?’ pleaded a wide-faced woman whose large earrings made a tinkling noise as her head moved.


Artemesia Plutarch shifted in her chair and yawned, which she tried to hide by clenching her teeth. She wondered how many other bottoms had sat on this chair. What dalliances had it witnessed? What deaths? All of the people who had sat in this chair before her, over the last four hundred years, were dead. And yet the chair still lived on. She almost resented the chair. Resenting furniture just for surviving must be a sign of getting old. But she was still a way off forty. There was a silence while all eight faces of the committee turned to Toto Chairman for her decision on fixing the steam doors.


‘All right,’ she said, ‘let’s get a preliminary report drawn up to find out where we are and then, perhaps, move forward to an assessment of the possible parameters for a full report,’ and they moved on to other pressing matters: pest infestation, water ingress on the third floor, the glass ceiling. No, not the glass ceiling that matters so much to us all at this point in time, but an actual ceiling of glass containing argon gas by which the house was heated. And it still was what you and I would describe as a house. It had the original bricks and foundations – steps up to a front door – but this was more by way of a façade. Inside, it was an atrium of glass compartments, some transparent, some not. A world without digital tech does not have to be a world without tech. People just have to write more things down, or better still, retain more in their memories. And some people are better at that than others. Because human memory is not like a balloon that’s gone forever, and providing there are no medical issues, it’s something that can be retrained, put into rehab, and grown, like a sample in a petri dish.


It is thought that the use of electronic calculators, Google and easy information access had reduced human memory capacity by two thirds by the time of the first digital meltdown – DigiMelt 1 – in the middle of the twenty-first century. Before the digital age, people were used to remembering huge reams of stuff; phone and bank account numbers, passwords and poems, whole Shakespeare plays. Take, for example, the original London black taxi driver; if you wanted to be the driver of an official London black taxi, back in the twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, you had to do an exam called ‘The Knowledge’ which entailed remembering the name of every single street in London and also the quickest way of getting from one place to another, say, from Oldhill Street in Stoke Newington to Glendarvon Street in Putney. It used to take trainees years of going round the streets on a moped with a clipboard on the handlebars, before they were ready to take the Knowledge exam. That’s how it was in the days before satnav and Uber and things like that, which of course died out completely after DigiMelt 2.


There were tests done as far back as the late twentieth century that found some London taxi drivers had brains which had physically grown over the years. Grown as in actually having larger hippocampi. Rather like the super-recognisers who help the police identify criminals after one glance, there are those with super-memories that can be developed beyond normal capacity. These people had become higher status after DM2 and, of course, more highly paid.


There was a society of super-memorisers and an institute, Super-Recall, where there had been experiments to try to locate genetic memory; a sort of collective recall that they hoped might be inheritable. Remembering things that hadn’t happened to you, but to people before you. Birds know how to fly south, after all.


‘Any other issues?’ said Toto Chairman, hoping there wouldn’t be. Her memory was average and diminishing. She had been running these meetings for too long; her knees hurt. When younger, she could have remembered the entire agenda and all of the costing estimates; now she had to rely on the handwritten sheet in front of her. The only one in the room still using paper.


An enthusiastic young man called Beatlejohn Basho piped up, keen to prove himself. ‘Yes!’ he said. ‘Item two hundred and ten, b.’ He had no notes. He was the only member younger than Artemesia Plutarch, who let out an involuntary sigh. The committee turned their minds to item 210 (b): ‘the continuing disposal of plastic waste from seventy-five years ago’. There was no rustle of paper nor pinging nor swiping of screens, just a mild panic as each of them looked into the blank space just below them to the left – the place we all tend to look when trying to recall (and our brains tend to prefer looking above and to the right for new information or searching for a new idea, by the way) – and scrolled through their mid-range memories for item 210 (b). Artemesia concentrated on the little frayed section of the sleeve on her tunic.


‘So, what’s the problem?’ Toto Chairman asked.


Beatlejohn Basho sat up straight and spoke too loud, little bits of saliva gathering at the corners of his mouth. ‘Our dissolve rates are down. And if we were to take on, for example, Lambeth Road as well, we could increase negation yield by…’


There was another sigh, this time a collective one. Not this again. Not going back there. Someone else’s problem.


‘Anybody want to pick this up?’ asked Toto Chairman.


There was another silence. People wanted to get back to their apartment pods and lunch. ‘I think there’s a general feeling of… not much,’ said Artemesia, taking it on herself to sum up the general mood of the room.


‘Well, let’s put it on the agenda for the next meeting, hmm?’ said Toto Chairman, making herself popular. There was an instant flurry of activity as people scraped back their various chairs and headed for the glass door. Basho accepted defeat. Toto Chairman was up swiftly and moving towards the door, despite her arthritis.


A tall man stood in the doorway, in matching beige shirt, tie and trousers, like a pale brown question mark, blocking Toto Chairman on her way out. Other committee members were stuck behind her.


‘Just a quick word with you, Toto Chairman-ji,’ the man said, smiling apologetically at her.


‘Yes?’ said Toto Chairman, looking up at him without cracking a smile back.


‘Yes, I’d like to have a word with, well, with all of you, about Enid? We had a visit from Super-Recall about Enid.’


Artemesia Plutarch was a small woman, androgynous and delicately featured. She managed to become even smaller behind Beatlejohn Basho.


Conrad, the man in beige, continued, ‘They know she lived here. Before I joined, of course, but you people knew her, did you not?’ His attempt at calm nonchalance was unsettling.


‘Well, only vaguely…’ said Toto Chairman, edging nearer the doorway.


Conrad stood, gently, in her path and said nothing, waiting for her to carry on speaking. She didn’t. She waited too. So he went on.


‘Nobody remember anything about her? Was she close to anyone in particular?’ He waited again, looking at each of them in turn. Then, peering over Beatlejohn Basho’s shoulder, he homed in on Artemesia Plutarch. ‘Artemesia, isn’t it? Artemesia Plutarch?’ he said. ‘I would have thought you knew her well?’


Beatlejohn Basho stood to one side, allowing Conrad to make direct eye contact with his prey.


‘No?’ said Artemesia, with a tiny croak in her voice.


‘No? Really?’ asked Conrad, in mock surprise. ‘Surely you must have.’


‘Well, there is quite an age difference between us, so… not that well, actually.’


‘She is your sister, isn’t she? So she must have mentioned something of her plans to you?’ said Conrad. If he’d needed paper, he would have been stacking it menacingly now, to assert his authority.


There was a general stir as everyone turned to look at Artemesia. Whispered remarks showed their surprise: ‘Ooh, I didn’t know Archie was Enid’s sister…’ and ‘Well, they kept that quiet!’


Conrad shushed them. ‘Well?’ he said.


Artemesia paused, shaking her head. She tossed a lock of her curly hair from her forehead. ‘Sorry, but…’ she said, with a look of what she hoped was concern on her face, ‘don’t recall a thing. I’m not great at remembering stuff like that, you know, family relationships…’


Conrad’s eyes narrowed. He wasn’t getting the whole story: he sensed it, he felt it in his sphincter. But no, he couldn’t be sure. Because no matter how super your memory might be, and however many Super-Recall medals you might possess, you still could not know for certain when someone was lying.


‘You know they’ve been trying to find her,’ he said, studying Artemesia’s face.


‘Have they? Oh. I didn’t know.’


‘Yes, they think they may know where she is…’


‘Oh. Where?’


‘2019.’










TWO



Wire wool is better than sandpaper. It’s gentler on the blemishes in the wood if the piece is really old. And this little semi-upholstered armchair was at least two hundred years old. Wire wool is also less abrasive on your hands, which is a consideration when you have several items to restore. Jeremiah Bourne stood back to view the work so far. He blew off the grubby residue and admired the elegant curve of the arms. The rich smell of Danish oil hung in the air like incense in a temple.


How many bums had sat on that seat? he thought. What scenes had this small piece of furniture witnessed? Been a part of, even? All those people long dead now, no doubt, but the curved armchair was still here, its deflated cushion pad evidence of generations of use.


Jeremiah reached for his mug without looking for it. The coffee was cold. Never mind. He had that sensation again. That he had already restored this armchair, in this workshop, with this cold coffee. Perhaps more than once. A déjà vu. The feeling that you’ve already been somewhere, already seen what you’re looking at, already done what it is you’re doing. Looking at this two-hundred-year-old piece of furniture, it seemed to Jeremiah that not only had he done this before, but he’d had a déjà vu the previous time as well. A déjà vu in the middle of his déjà vu.


But he was probably going a little crazy after five weeks inside the house without going out. The last time he’d been outside, he had managed to get ten yards down the street before the trembling started again. And the difficulty breathing. He wasn’t under house arrest, or lockdown, or quarantine; the Covid pandemic was still a year away. No, the problem must be in his mind, somehow. Anxiety, panic attack, trembling, breathlessness. He reached in his pocket for his inhaler and took a puff, putting it back down beside the cold coffee cup.


‘Havink fun, Doctorr?’ A loud foreign accent suddenly broke his reverie. ‘Velcome to my experriment! Aha ha ha ha!’ The tinny sound of a mobile phone ring tone. His stepsister Ruby must be in the vicinity.


‘D’you like your new ring tone, Jem?’ she said. How long had she been in the basement, watching him?


‘Is that my phone? Did you change my ring tone?’


Ruby was always messing with his stuff. ‘Don’t you like it?’ she pouted.


‘It’s a kids’ one.’


‘I thought you liked Doctor Who.’


‘That was ages ago. I was never that into it. And I stopped collecting the merch and stuff, like, years ago. When I was twelve or something. Can you not mess with my phone, please?’


Jeremiah took his phone off her. She’d put all sorts of things on there. She could be annoying. ‘Little stepsisters are meant to be annoying,’ she would say, ‘that’s what they’re there for.’ Squidgy Face? What did he want Squidgy Face for? He deleted it.


‘It’s free,’ she said.


‘That’s not a good enough reason to put it on my phone. And what the hell’s this?’


Family Ancestry Net. Find out where you came from. ‘All you have to do is put some saliva on a cotton bud, or send in a piece of hair, and they can tell your whole DNA.’


‘It cost thirty-nine pounds ninety-nine pee. Ruby? How did you get my password? This is my account!’


‘They use it in murders, and things like paternity cases… in case you don’t know who your mum and dad are,’ she said, throwing herself into an old armchair which was sprouting horsehair from its seat pad.


Oh, that again. Although she was six years younger than him, she could sometimes be quite a bully. ‘We know who my mum is. She just went away, that’s all,’ he said.


‘Ruby!’ Stepdad Pete’s voice from the hall. ‘Ruby! Let Jem get on with his work. You’ve got the whole weekend with us. You’ll have plenty of time with him later.’


Ruby lived with her mum over in Whitton. About half an hour by train from Waterloo and then a ten-minute walk. By a strange set of circumstances, Jeremiah had ended up living with his stepdad, Pete Pappadalos, in the house in Blackfriars Road. Mum had gone, leaving a note for him, on a card, when Jem was nine. Eight motherless years had passed, but he had strong and clear individual memories of her. The sound of her voice, a London voice with a rasp from shouting over her shoulder in her taxi. Her hair, dark and curly with greying strands. Her eyes and the roughness of her hands. Her smell, clean but with a hint of diesel. But somehow, all of these details did not make up a whole person, one coherent memory. Mum: a disassembled puppet whose parts needed hooking together. But she had promised she would return, and Jeremiah believed her.


‘You come upstairs with me, Ruby.’ Pete was trying to keep the peace between them, as usual. ‘I need some help with the colour charts. Need to work out what colours they’d have used on these walls in 1910.’ Pete was an obsessive. For him, restoration wasn’t just a question of bringing things back from the past, they had to bring the past with them. ‘The past is never dead. It’s not even past. As someone or other said. I think it was William Faulkner,’ Pete would repeat often, ‘whoever he was.’1


‘I’ll pay you back, Jem,’ said Ruby, reluctantly sliding off the armchair and following Pete upstairs.


‘Now, now,’ said Pete, ‘no grudges in this house.’


‘No, she meant the thirty-nine pounds and ninety-nine pee she used from my account,’ Jeremiah shouted after them, but they were clomping up the stairs and into the front hall by now.


Jeremiah’s mum had moved into this basement flat with Jeremiah when he was two. The whole building had been flats then. Pete had the top two floors. When old Mr Varma had died, Pete had managed to buy the middle flat with a loan that the bank shouldn’t really have let him have, and, after he and Jeremiah’s mum got together, the house became one unit again, as it had been when it was built in the early nineteenth century. Four storeys, with tall, square windows, set back from the road by six steps going up to the front door. In terms of money, Pete, or rather his bank, was sitting on quite a large slice of prime London property.


Having Jeremiah stuck at home, unable, or unwilling, to go out, was an opportunity, as far as Pete was concerned. He preferred to call Jeremiah’s bout of agoraphobia an ‘apprenticeship’, which was partly true. Exam results had not been good and he was picking up furniture-restoration skills.


‘Dado rails, that’s what we need, Jem, all round here, and up the staircase. Dado rails.’ Pete was back down in the basement, talking Jeremiah through his plans. Ruby was upstairs in her bedroom, playing Brain Farm. Pete had pulled out several old boxes from a cavity that must once have been a fireplace. ‘And what’s in all these? Keep a record, Jem. Every stage of the process, write it down. Or photos on your phone. We don’t all have a photographic memory like you.’ Pete’s ambition was to open the house to the public, make a book, or a brochure, or a TV programme. In his dreams he wrote the speeches he might have to make one day, on authenticity and community memories.


Jeremiah’s memory was good, but it was not so much photographic as sequential. As a London taxi driver, his mum had taken the Knowledge in record time and she’d taught Jem how to remember almost anything by starting at one and letting that one lead to another in a sequence, like going on a walk. One thing recalled two, and each of those things recalled a further two, and so on. It was a pity for Jeremiah that this memory system fell apart under the pressure of schoolwork. It hadn’t done him much good in his GCSEs. When it came to anything competitive, panic trumped memory every time. People think that memory is like a filing system in your brain; that all your memories are just sitting there in little drawers, waiting for you to open them. Then they seize up, thinking that they’ve lost the key. But memory is more like a muscle: a muscle which needs regular exercise.


‘And what’s this? Ancient Roman biscuit tin? Heh, heh.’ Among the boxes in the cavity was a grimy old Victorian-looking tin, about six inches square, the lid jammed shut. Pete pulled it out and then wiped his fingers on the seat of his corduroy trousers. He gave the tin a shake. Something rattled around inside.


In theory, if you train it up, give it regular exercise, memory can do extraordinary things. Recall experiences from a past we all share. We’re all made of the same stuff that’s been here all along, after all – the same atoms. We’re all recycled goods. So it’s not impossible that we might have inherited traces wired into our hard drives. In other words, those birds fly south because other birds flew south before them and they remember how to do it: morphic resonance.


‘I found lovely old stripy wallpaper underneath the beige wallpaper upstairs. Amazing, isn’t it! You take off wallpaper, and underneath—’


‘More wallpaper,’ said Jeremiah, flatly. Sometimes he found it hard to match his stepfather’s levels of enthusiasm.


‘So, when you’re done down here, come upstairs and we’ll get some pizzas in,’ said Pete on his way out, ‘maybe watch some telly in the box room.’ Pete had relegated television and other evidence of the twenty-first century to the kitchen and a small box room at the back of the house on the ground floor. It meant that the rest of the ground floor was impressive, but not exactly adjusted for modern living.
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THREE



Jeremiah picked up the grimy old tin. It was dark blue and covered in a patina of dirt, as if it had been kept above a cooker for decades. He gave it a shake. Sounded like cards or perhaps some other, smaller boxes in there. To open it, he had to wriggle his nails under the lip of the lid. The edge was sharp and it needed some coaxing, pulling first from one side and then the other, until eventually it came away with what almost sounded like a fizz. The air that had been trapped in there for perhaps a hundred years wafted out and hit Jeremiah full in the face.


Have you ever had that sensation when you’re looking for something and you just can’t find it – a cup on a table perhaps, a pair of glasses, or your phone – and then you see that it has been right there in front of you all along? On that table, unseen, until, at the third or fourth search there it is, fully materialised. Somehow, you had just blanked it. Well, the past is like that. It’s been there all along and then, suddenly, you just notice it for the first time. That’s how it felt when Jeremiah opened that biscuit tin.


There were a couple of old photographs in there, faded and brown. One was of a tall, stiff-looking woman with long hair. She felt familiar to Jeremiah, and not in a pleasant way. He couldn’t place exactly why, but he knew he didn’t like her. Had he seen a picture of her before? Was she famous for doing something? Probably something bad, like a politician or something. The other, a larger photo, on card, was of what appeared to be this room. This basement, lit by candles, with a circle of old women sitting around a big table, wearing robes with symbols embroidered on them. There was a low hissing sound, as if the air was still being released from the tin.


‘Is anyone there? Are you there?’ A high, wavering voice seemed to come from behind the photo card. Jeremiah couldn’t work out whether the sounds were outside or inside his head. In fact, his head felt swollen, insulated from the surrounding atmosphere. As if he had a high fever.


‘I see him! Speak to us!’ A second voice; female, old. The hissing noise grew louder until it became an unignorable ringing.


‘I see him too! What is your name, oh spirit?’ A third voice, also female. The hissing was now a thundering torrent.


Jeremiah tried to speak. ‘What?’ he mumbled. ‘What just happened?’ As soon as he spoke, the roar stopped. As if the sound of his own voice inside his skull had swallowed it up.


‘He speaks!’ said the first voice, which had the accent and precision of a BBC children’s presenter from the early days of television. ‘Speak to us, if you are there! What is your name?’


‘Jeremiah Bourne,’ said Jeremiah, hearing his own voice now inside his head, like wearing noise-cancelling headphones. ‘Who the hell are you?’


‘Language, please, young man!’ said the first voice, from within the room now. ‘You may be dead, but that is no reason not to mind your Ps and Qs.’


Dead? Jeremiah looked at his hand. It didn’t look like a zombie’s hand. No dripping flesh there. He looked around him. The light had changed. He was still in the basement, but, with increasing clarity, he could see the robed women from the second photograph, sitting around their table. They were holding hands. There was a candelabra on the table with five candles burning, which gave the room an eerie, flickering ambience. The women were all staring at Jeremiah with total focus. They could see him. They were definitely talking to him. He could see them. They could hear him, he could hear them.


‘Oh my God! That is so freaky!’ he said. ‘Where am I?’


‘You are in the Blackfriars Road. London.’ The second voice belonged to an old lady with her hair pinned up behind her neck. She had several layers of necklace drooping across her chest, and lace sleeves, visible at her wrists. The robe she was wearing over her dress, like all of the other women’s, was a pale blue silk with silver moons and stars sewn onto it. It was more like a loose poncho, slung over her shoulders. ‘And where are you from?’


‘I’m from here. I mean, Blackfriars Road. In fact, this is my house. I think. Is this some kind of prank? You’re joking me, right?’


The first woman spoke – the one who’d told him to mind his language. ‘None of us are laughing, are we, ladies? So perhaps you can explain your appearance among us.’


‘Are you from the after-life?’ asked the third woman to speak. She was smaller and rounder than the others, with a large undercarriage to her chin, like a pelican.


‘What did she say?’ a fourth elderly woman joined in. She was the oldest of them, dressed entirely in black – apart from her blue silk poncho. She broke their circle of hand-holding to pick up an ear trumpet and hold it to her ear.


‘She asked him if he was from the after-life, dear,’ number two shouted into the trumpet.


‘What can you tell us of the after-life, young man?’ asked the first woman, who seemed to be in charge, or at least chairing the meeting.


‘I just opened an old biscuit tin – there were a couple of photos in it – and then, whoosh! Suddenly I’m here. I’m not from the after-life. Definitely. This is really, really weird.’


‘Is my husband there in the here-after? His name was Ebeneezer. Ebeneezer Tandy. Do you know him?’


‘And mine? Mr Stimples. Tell him I’ve not forgiven him.’


‘And my dear brother, Algernon Stevens – is he there? He was such a lovely boy—’


‘Look, I’m not dead, all right? At least I don’t think I am,’ Jeremiah butted in, beginning to doubt it himself. I wonder if I’ve been killed by a biscuit tin? he thought.


‘What did he say?’ said the one in black with the ear trumpet.


‘He said he doesn’t think that he is dead, Mrs Morepath.’


‘Ladies, please! One at a time,’ said the first woman. She was perhaps a little younger than the others, and her dress was plainer – no jewellery, no lace, no satin. ‘Well, Jeremiah Bourne, thank you for visiting us. We were expecting one Petroc Grimstead, a fisherman from seventeenth-century Cornwall. That was who was summoned, but you will have to do. How did you get here? Magic trick, was it? Are you with the circus?’


‘No,’ said Jeremiah, ‘I don’t really like circuses. The clowns aren’t funny.’


‘I beg your pardon!’ said the second woman, indignantly. ‘What could be funnier than a man in a pointy hat falling over his too-big shoes?’


‘Just about anything?’ said Jeremiah.


There was a general murmur of agreement from all except number two.


‘So, if not from the circus, from which century do you hail, oh spirit?’ said the woman with the chin.


‘I hail from the twenty-first century, of course,’ said Jeremiah. ‘Where do you lot think you are?’


This seemed to perplex them.


‘How is that possible?’ They all looked to number one for a lead on this. ‘Mrs Stokes?’


‘What did he say?’ asked the ear-trumpet woman.


‘He says he is not dead. He says he is from the future.’


‘Oh. So are we all dead, then?’


The one called Mrs Stokes decided to step in and take control. ‘No, dear, you are not dead, yet. Although, with any more surprises like this, the time could be soon. This young man, it would seem, is not a spirit, but flesh and blood.’


‘He don’t look real to me. Nice-looking boy, but not very real. His clothes are strange.’


‘Disgusting, if you ask me,’ said number four. Jeremiah was wearing a T-shirt, trainers and jeans. They were a bit disgusting, actually, from the wire-wool residue.


‘He looks real enough to me. I like ’em with a bit of flesh on ’em,’ said chin woman.


‘Virginia! Please!’


‘Yes, he’s quite a good-looker,’ said ear-trumpet, who seemed to have gathered the gist. ‘Well-built but sensitive. Big. Sweet-looking. Just my cup of tea.’ Jeremiah wasn’t sure about the ‘sweet-looking’, but it was true, he wasn’t exactly skinny. In fact, his nickname at college was ‘Jellymiah’, which stung a bit. But which, if publicly laughed off, stung less.


Jeremiah could feel his breath shortening and neck tightening with anxiety. ‘Excuse me, aunties, and it’s a pleasure to meet you and everything,’ he said, starting to sidle towards the door, ‘and I’m sorry not to be any help about the after-life, but—’


‘But is he merely a phantasm, Mrs Champney, a chimera?’


‘Try putting your hand through him, Mrs Stimples, that’ll soon decide it.’


Mrs Stimples reached out with a wavy, wrinkly hand to dig Jeremiah in the abdomen. He made a dash for it.


‘Woah! No thank you! Sorry, but gotta go!’ He lurched towards the door that led to the stairs, knocking over the candelabra as he went. He escaped in the general kerfuffle as the women picked up the candles, trying not to get hot wax on their clothes.


‘Mind you don’t catch fire, Tabatha!’ was the last Jeremiah heard of them, and he went quickly up the stairs towards the front hall.


Dado rails! There were dado rails all the way up the staircase. And stripy wallpaper. Stepdad Pete would be in ecstasy. The door at the top of the stairs was closed. We never close that, he thought, and then, I don’t think we actually have a door there. It opened outwards into the front hall and there was an immediate change in the acoustic.


He was standing in his own front hall, but it was different. The floorboards were sanded and varnished for a start – something Pete had been meaning to do for ages – so there was a slight echo. There were some thin Turkish rugs over by the front door. A tall grandfather clock with a pendulum tocked ponderously. It was weird; this was undoubtedly his house, but all the points of reference had changed. The banisters and hand-rail were polished and fresh, and there was no carpet on the stairs, which were painted white. It was quiet, and there was a faint smell of ammonia.


At the top of the first flight of stairs stood a girl with wire-framed glasses. She was looking down at him, shocked. She was wearing an ankle-length black dress with white apron and cotton cap. Her knuckles were tight on the banister. They stared at each other for three or four seconds in silence. Then, suddenly, there were other girls with her, giggling and looking down at him too.


‘Look! A man! Daisy’s seen a man! Oooh!’ They stayed, clustered at the top of the stairs, pointing and laughing.


‘Hello,’ Jeremiah managed. ‘Who are you?’


The one called Daisy spoke up for them all. ‘Sir? Surely, it is we who should be asking who you are, sir? And what is your business here?’


‘What is he wearing?’ one of the others said, which set them all off laughing again. ‘He looks like a floor mop!’


‘Why does he have writing on his shirt? Is he a convict on the run?’


‘Ooooh!’


Jeremiah tried his most polite voice. ‘I’m really sorry, but something really weird just happened. I’m not exactly sure where I am…’


‘How did you get in here? You are not supposed to be here,’ said Daisy.


‘Yes, how did you get in?’ one of the other girls said, backing Daisy up.


‘I live here. This is my house. Well, it’s exactly like my house but—’


He was interrupted by the loud voice of a woman calling down the stairs. ‘Girls! To your rooms!’ it boomed. ‘What is going on?’ A daunting woman in a tightly waisted skirt and blouse appeared at the top of the stairs. She stopped midflow on seeing Jeremiah. ‘Young man! You must leave at once! There is nothing for you here!’ Her face was dominated by a large, assertive nose, down which she glared at Jeremiah. Her voice alone would put fear into all but the largest of household pets. She came down a few steps and stood, protectively, in front of the girls. ‘Girls! To your rooms!’ she said again, without losing her focus on him.


‘Hello, erm… madam. I’m really sorry about this, but I’ve just had a completely mad experience…’ Jeremiah felt small.


‘Go! Now! I shall call on the services of Mr Grout, if you persist.’


‘I’m not persisting, honestly,’ said Jeremiah, feeling the oncoming possibility of a panic attack, ‘but where do I go?’


‘Through that door instantly!’ The woman pointed at the front door. She started to descend the stairs, meaningfully, towards him. The girls did not go to their rooms, but stayed chatting and whispering behind her. She stopped momentarily and turned back to them with a fierce look, not even needing a single word to disperse them.


They understood her message and ran up back up the stairs. No doubt the look was more frightening than the shout and meant possible punishments later. ‘Yes, Miss Quentinbloom, sorry, Miss Quentinbloom, ma’am,’ they mumbled as they disappeared. Then the woman turned her full attention, and her nose, towards Jeremiah and hissed, ‘Be gone!’ Her hostile power could be felt from all the way across the hall, and Jeremiah backed away in the wake of it towards the front door. His breath was high in his chest as he fumbled with the door catch. It was not at all like the one he was used to.


‘Where’s the handle?’ he said, his fingers struggling with the bolt. His simmering anxiety started to boil up.


‘I haven’t actually been outside for five weeks…’ He was gulping air now.


‘Go!’ the woman said quietly, proving that emanations can be more terrifying than shouts. Eventually, Jeremiah’s shaking fingers found a latch which opened the door and he tumbled out onto the front steps.










FOUR



Jeremiah stood on the step gasping for air. He leaned on the metal railing.


‘The only thing we have to fear is fear itself,’ said Franklin D. Roosevelt at his inauguration. It’s a nice phrase which might or might not be true, but can sometimes help in times of distress. What had just happened to Jeremiah was much more alarming than any of the things which he was normally afraid might happen, so much so that he stood there, confused, for a long minute, before reaching for his inhaler in his pocket. It wasn’t there; he’d left it in the basement. So he focused on breathing out, as he’d been taught at the GP’s: concentrate on exhaling, in long steady breaths, and try to forget about breathing in; just keep exhaling.


Then, try to think about something else other than breathing. Where’s the Shard? was the first thought that came to his mind. Jeremiah liked the Shard; he remembered it going up, bit by bit, when he was a kid. It’s a nice shape, like a church spire on a vast horizon. You can see it from Archway, you can see it from Richmond. It was like a homing signal to him.2


The street was definitely Blackfriars Road, but not like it is now. There were no cars. No lorries. No buses. No tarmac surface for them all to ride on. No yellow lines, no traffic lights, no cycle lanes. No office block opposite, no concrete health centre with its windows all boarded up. What there was, was an unbelievably strong smell. It was throat-catching. Burnt rubber and horse manure. There was horse manure everywhere, in separate piles up and down the road in both directions. There weren’t that many people, though. On the other side of the street a couple of boys a bit younger than Jeremiah were hanging about, staring at the house. But they disappeared down a side street when they caught sight of him.


About twenty yards away, on his side of the road, there was an old woman dragging herself down the street carrying an enormous basket on her hip. Then a horse and carriage went by towards Blackfriars Bridge. The horse’s hooves and the wheels made a great racket. And in the distance another wagon with an old bloke on it shouting out something incomprehensible, which sounded like ‘Yagboons!’3


The differences in his surroundings were obvious, but what was also remarkable were the similarities; same sky, same clouds, same temperature. There were even most of the same trees, and the same pigeons flapping about. One of them crapped on his shoulder as he was managing to control his breathing. Thanks for that. It’s meant to be lucky, isn’t it?


He stood there on the steps for another minute, taking it all in, controlling his breath. His hands were still shaky. He assessed the evidence in front of him, rationally and logically. There seemed to be no other conclusion possible. He had travelled in time. But not in space, obviously. He was in exactly the same place as he was before. Blackfriars Road. So, travelling in time wasn’t some kind of time/space/continuum warp thing. Not like in science fiction. In science fiction there would have been a dark purple sky, and asteroids, and Zygons, Silurians or Clockwork Droids on the streets by now. No, he’d just opened a tin, seen a couple of photos and then sort of ‘noticed’ the past. As if it had been there all along. Well, of course it has been there all along. Stepdad Pete was right.


‘Oi. You. Sling yer ’ook.’ A man with a voice like gravel was suddenly in Jeremiah’s personal space. He’d come up quickly and now he was at the top of the steps. His face was inches away from Jeremiah’s and his breath smelt like tinned fart.


‘Hello. Could you help me a minute? What date is it? Because I seem to have done something extraordinary and travelled in— Oof! What did you do that for?’


The man had punched Jeremiah in the stomach.


‘You been harassing the ladies, incher?’ With a voice as gravelly as this, the man could have a career in voiceovers nowadays.


‘No, I’m not harassing them. Are you Mr Grout?’


‘Shoo! Unless you want me to crack open your skull wiv this ’ere stick. Clear orff to where you come from.’ The man was carrying a thick stick that got thicker at the hitting end. Jeremiah had not noticed that.


‘I’d really like to actually,’ said Jeremiah, ‘but I don’t know how I got here, and I don’t know how to get back. Ow!’


The man punched him again and then stepped back to take a swing at him with the nasty-looking stick. Jeremiah made a run for it, leaping down the steps, falling and then picking himself up on the street. The man was after him, shouting, ‘I knows you gang boys! Come back ’ere!’ Jeremiah was younger and faster than Mr Grout, who huffed and puffed after him. He made a good few yards and then tried to work out where he was going. He did recognise the street layout – roughly. Pocock Street. So, there should be a dustbin alley on the right, round the back of the houses. There was. Just like nowadays. He ducked into it; it was narrow and wooden-fenced. He crouched down behind a dustbin, breathing heavily, until he heard Mr Grout go by at the top of the alley, panting and cursing. Amazing to think that the oldest trick in the book actually worked. Obviously, Mr Grout had not had the advantage of watching endless police-chase scenes on TV. The alley behind the house smelt even worse than the street, if that’s possible. A dog barked from somewhere and a blackbird was singing. So much of it was familiar, but there was one big difference; there wasn’t that continual, underlying judder of traffic. Basically, it was silence, with noises on top, rather than the background drone of city sounds we have now.


He waited a couple of seconds to make sure that Grout wasn’t coming back this way, and carried on down the alley, counting the backs of the houses on the other side of the fence. His own back-garden gate was still there. Painted and well-maintained, not like the rotting one they had nowadays. He must remember to tell Pete – it was a sort of dark green gloss colour, with black handles and hinges. He swung the gate open; it wasn’t locked. He slipped into his own backyard, closing the gate behind him, and found himself facing Daisy, the girl from the top of the stairs.


‘Good day, sir,’ she said, bobbing a curtsey.


‘Woah! You made me jump!’


She was not so cocky now. In fact, she looked nervous.


‘Are you a gentleman, sir?’ she said, looking fearfully over her shoulder back at the house.


‘Erm, depends what you mean,’ said Jeremiah. ‘Yes, I suppose, well, no, technically speaking, I’m just ordinary, but basically I’m OK…’ She looked troubled. He gave up. ‘Yes, I’m a gentleman,’ he said; it seemed the right thing to do.


‘Good. Then could you save me, sir,’ she went on, quickly, ‘by which I mean to imply… a rescue?’ She had a gap between her two front teeth which made her lisp slightly.


He looked around. They could easily be seen from the back windows of the house, if anyone cared to look out. Daisy moved a few steps to be out of view, behind a shed, which was standing just inside the back wall. Jeremiah followed her, thinking about the shed. The shed was still there! The same shed we have! He hadn’t realised that their shed was so old. There was a little space between the shed and the wall that he used to squeeze into when he was a kid. He used to hide from Ruby there. The gap at the back of the shed used to scare him sometimes when he was younger.4


‘Perhaps you are some kind of wizard, sir?’ said Daisy.


‘That’d be good, but, no, I’m not some kind of wizard.’


She seemed disappointed, but went on, ‘But you did some wizardry just now, did you not? Appearing from out of nowhere. And you wear strange clothes.’


‘Look, these clothes are really normal where I come from. Boring, in fact. And I’m really not anything, I just seem to have accidentally done some kind of… time-jump thing—’


Daisy cut him off. ‘Sir, I only have one minute before I will be found out, so please listen.’


‘OK, I’m a wizard and a gentleman and I’m listening.’


She took a big breath. ‘I am in a situation that it distresses me to divulge.’


‘Right. That sounds bad.’


‘Please do not make me describe to you in words the wretchedness of my circumstance.’ If she only had one minute, she’d already used up half of it.


‘OK, I won’t. So, what is it?’


She pulled aside her apron a little and arched her back, looking at him with an expression of anguish. It was fairly obvious that she was pregnant.


‘Wow! Congratulations!’ said Jeremiah. ‘So, you’ve got a thing, in the… thing. Brilliant.’ He was embarrassed.


‘No, sir!’ She tutted. ‘Can you not see that I am having a baby?’


‘Yuh, I knew that.’


‘And when the baby is born, I should like at all costs,’ she lowered her voice to a whisper, ‘to keep it with me. Sir.’


‘Right, OK. I don’t really know how I can help with that—’


They were interrupted by the sound of a sash window being flung open and the governess woman booming down into the yard.


‘Daisy? Daisy Wallace!’


Daisy called back up over her shoulder without taking her eyes from Jeremiah, ‘Yes, ma’am, Miss Quentinbloom!’


‘What are you doing down there? Daisy Wallace, come back in at once!’


Daisy shouted back, obediently, ‘Yes, ma’am,’ and then she quickly whispered to Jeremiah, ‘Please, sir, tell Mrs Stokes of my condition. She will help. She is for the women.’


‘Mrs Stokes?’


‘The lady from the group downstairs in the basement? Tell her. She will understand.’


The Quentinbloom boom came back down to them. ‘Daisy Wallace! Extra stair-scrubbing duty for you!’


‘I must go, sir. Hurry. Tell Mrs Stokes. Daisy Wallace is with child.’


There was the sound of the sash window being slammed shut. Daisy hurried away, leaving Jeremiah standing behind the shed in a daze. Daisy Wallace is with child. And Jeremiah Bourne is hiding behind his own garden shed, in some alternative reality that seems incredibly similar to the real reality, but a long time ago. All he did was look at those photos. Or had he looked through them? And who was the scary woman in the first one? And there was that sort of fizzing air sound. How had this happened? And how could he make it unhappen? His neck was tight, and his breath was short. If only Ruby would come looking for him, saying something annoying, and Stepdad Pete would call her away and then they could all have pizza. He started to feel sorry for himself. He could feel himself swooping down, going into the shadowy part of his mind. He knew this. He’d had it before. He got it whenever he was reminded of his mum. It was loneliness, and he was used to handling it. Put it to one side, pretend it’s not there and move on.


He took the only option that seemed available to him: find Mrs Stokes and tell her that Daisy Wallace is with child. He took a brave step out from behind the shed, towards the back of the house. There were three stone steps down to the back of the basement where his furniture workshop was – is – and where, in this reality, the group of old ladies had been trying to talk to the dead, wearing blue silk ponchos. The backyard was almost exactly as now, but there was a half-and-half door where nowadays there was a circular window. He must remember to tell Stepdad Pete. If he ever saw him again.
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