
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Everyday Ghosts

by Chris Gregory

​

Published by Chris Gregory at Draft2Digital

Copyright © 2022 Chris Gregory

––––––––

This is a work of fiction. All the characters in this book are fictitious, and any resemblance to actual persons is purely coincidental.

––––––––

Cover Art by Lizzie Knott – https://www.lizzieknott.com

––––––––

Dedication:

For the ghosts.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Other books by Chris Gregory



[image: ]




Science Fiction by Chris D Gregory

Seconders

Second Generation

Distant Son

––––––––

[image: ]


Rescue

––––––––

[image: ]


Urban Fantasy by Chris Gregory

Everyday Ghosts

Everyday Spirits

Everyday Legends

––––––––

[image: ]


Historical Fiction by CD Gregory

Crystal

Resister

––––––––

[image: ]


Pendragons

Uthyr Pendragon



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


The Patient



[image: ]




Women’s Ward B, Queens Medical Centre, Nottingham, December 2019

“I buried Robin Hood,” she said, white knuckles gripping her sheet. I hadn’t given the young woman my attention until she spoke. Now I saw livid grazes on her palms and knees as if she’d fallen, hard. She pulled a gown around her slight shoulders with a shiver and a mess of brown hair fell across her frown. She held my stare.

“It didn’t happen as it should have,” she asserted. “He didn’t shoot an arrow and tell me where to bury him.” I noticed her eyes were bloodshot, and I wondered if she were tired, in pain, or had been crying. Perhaps all three. Despite their rawness, I sensed those eyes had seen more than someone so young should have. They seemed weary yet penetrating. Searching for trust. Whatever she had to say seemed to weigh heavily.

I’m not alone in hating hospitals: they’re full of sick people. I would rather have been anywhere other than this women’s ward on a wet December morning close to Christmas. The attempts at festive decoration were not filling me, or anyone one else I could see, with fun. I was stuck, waiting for my operation, and trying hard not to dwell on it. Part of me wanted to be alone with my thoughts and I could have rolled over to ignore her. But her eyes compelled me to look and listen.

“I’m the only one who knows where he is,” she continued. Perhaps she’d decided I was worthy of her trust. “I’m the only one who knows who he is. I should go back to him...”

“No, you don’t, sweetheart,” soothed the nurse. Nurse Christine Lamwaka is a star, everyone in the ward agrees. “You lie back and rest. You’re dehydrated, malnourished and weak as a kitten. Just like the last time you arrived in my ward. What are you doing to yourself, dear?” Christine lowered her voice but I could still hear. “At least you’re clean. Lord knows the temptation is there when you’re going from shelter to streets and back again.” Christine took the young woman gently by the shoulders and eased her back, plumping up the pillows behind her. She didn’t resist, though I sensed she could have. The eyes held a spark of rebellion. Instead, she waited until Nurse Christine had poured a plastic cup full of water, checked the notes and moved on to another of her waifs. After studying the cup of water, the young woman turned back to me, leaning awkwardly on a grazed elbow. She continued, voice a little quieter and controlled. Conspiratorial.

“I can see people who lived a long time ago,” she said, holding my dubious stare. “Yes, I know, you don’t believe me, but please hear me out. I sense when they’re near me. Some places make it easier: where it’s quiet and old. I don’t think of them as ghosts, they feel more like... echoes, to start with, but they become much more. Real people, full of life. I know it sounds crazy, but I really need to tell someone.” She looked at me, begging me to listen and treat her as if she were not as crazy as she sounded.

She seemed earnest and dishevelled. She also sounded articulate and educated, which I admit surprised me in view of what Nurse Christine had let slip about her being on the streets, though in retrospect it shouldn’t have. I don’t normally prejudge like that. As someone trained in archaeology, I look at all the evidence before suggesting an opinion, even in my new job. Whatever trauma she had been through, she obviously believed it to be true, and if she were dangerous, I’d like to think she wouldn’t have been put in a general ward beside me. Despite her wild claims she seemed lucid and engaging, if agitated.

In any case, it was drizzling outside, and I was stuck in a hospital bed waiting for an operation I didn’t want. I felt sorry for myself. I decided I needed to be diverted by a good story. Indeed, I have a professional interest in stories of the past, and like many I have a weakness for the folktales of Robin Hood.

After pause for thought, I smiled and nodded for her to go on. Let me tell you the story she told me.
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Market Square, Nottingham, October 2019

She hadn’t slept. It’s almost impossible to sleep on frozen stone slabs under electric lights while wondering who’s watching you. Who’s looking for a chance to steal from you when you finally close your eyes. Or worse. She felt a rude shove in her ribs. She swallowed back the curse on her tongue and focussed on the uniform outlined by the harsh glare of early daylight. She felt bleary. The smell of other people’s piss made her cover her nose with an unravelling scarf.

“Get up,” the policeman said and pulled his jacket tight against the wind. “You can’t sleep here.”

“I was trying to sleep when you shoved me with your boot. Have you any idea how dangerous it is to sleep rough after dark?” the young woman gave the copper a stare that could split walnuts. She peered at the ID half hidden by his jacket. “What’s your number?”

The policeman took a step back looking uncomfortable. “You can’t stay here, miss. Move on.”

“Boot first, ‘miss’ after. Is that how they train you?”

“Look, you just can’t stay here,” and after a pause, “You don’t want me to arrest you, do you?” It sounded like a question he asked to make people stop and think before causing him more paperwork. Maybe sometimes it worked.

“Don’t know. Will it get me a cup of tea somewhere warm?” she asked.

The policeman looked up at the sky, then back at the huddle of shabby clothes and straggly brown hair hunched beside the Council House archway. It seemed his question wouldn’t work with her. “‘Clear the Market Square’ my sarge said. ‘We don’t want undesirables making the place look bad when the mayor’s guests come this evening’, he said.” The copper looked at the young woman and shook his head. “Look, you don’t want a record, miss,” though perhaps he wondered if she already had. “Try Hope House, bottom of Goose Gate.”

She glared at the policeman and pulled herself up, then stooped to collect her bag. She stuffed her makeshift ground sheet into the back of it and a couple of empty Mars bar wrappers fell out. The policeman was already walking down the loggia looking for more undesirables. Not for the first time she felt discarded – someone else’s problem. Invisible.

She wondered if she could head around the back of the Council House and straight back to her pitch without being seen. The open sided colonnade was raked by the wind, but she felt slightly safer there than in a secluded porch or alley, where she could be cornered. She didn’t like dark corners.

The policeman had made her even more depressed and angry. She found herself getting angry with of a lot of people in authority, especially after the woman on the desk at the Welfare Rights office declared she had made herself ‘voluntarily homeless’. Until yesterday she hadn’t even heard that insulting phrase. She couldn’t imagine someone volunteering to freeze, beg, starve, be spat on, be ignored (she wasn’t sure which was worse), or have a copper’s boot wake you up. She had a sneaking suspicion that ‘voluntarily homeless’ was a phrase used by some people to ease their conscience. She wasn’t sleeping in a fetid archway out of choice.

She had found herself arguing back at people like the welfare officer more and more. She was repeatedly told what she couldn’t do, or what they weren’t allowed to do for her, as if it were her fault. At least the policeman had tried to make a useful suggestion, after inserting his size ten, but she was wary of taking it up.

A gust unbalanced her. She grabbed a stone column to keep her upright, pulled the mustard wool hat down over her ears and set off around the side of the tall Portland stone edifice. It called itself the Council House, but it wasn’t somewhere the council would let you sleep. Peering into the Exchange Arcade that ran through it she could see a Patisserie Valerie and a line of posh clothes shops all selling beautiful expensive things to beautiful expensive people. It felt welcoming and hostile all at once. She could remember browsing nice shops in Blackheath at weekends with her mum, before they had to move. She could even remember being taken into Selfridges for a posh ice-cream by her father, when he was on one of his rare guilt trips to see her. Now she felt ashamed to go in, because she knew she couldn’t afford anything in there and people would stare if she did. That seemed to be the only way she got seen now: go somewhere where she wasn’t welcome. That kind of notice only lasted for as long as it took her cheeks to start burning and force her back out. After that she was invisible again.

She steered between the commuters, pouring into the Market Square to get their tram home. No one paid her attention unless she got in their way. The wind caught a sandwich board outside The Loxley pub on Pelham Street and knocked it flat with a bang, making her jump. None of the shoppers seemed to notice. A bus swung across her as she tried to cross into Carlton Street, and she staggered back to avoid being hit. She steadied herself against a curved glass shop window, waving her fist at the driver. She may as well have blown him a mocking kiss; he couldn’t see her.

It was a mercy she had some knowledge of central Nottingham from her childhood visits to her aunt, Jane. As if following some half-remembered journey, she found herself wandering into Goose Gate, though it wasn’t her original plan. Not a conscious one. A casual visitor might have looked for an actual gate there rather than a scruffy street that led east from the city centre. On the far corner, past the Sue Ryder and the boarded-up shops, she saw a faded art-deco office block set back from the street with a white banner that read ‘Support Centre’. Underneath an afterthought: ‘Hope House.’

She could do with a little hope, but she had learned not to expect it. Despite herself she had arrived at the shelter suggested by the boot brandishing policeman. She wavered. She didn’t like asking strangers for help. She didn’t like the questions they asked, but the wind blew through her man-size coat and hoodie making her shiver. She breathed in, pushed the door open and walked up to the woman on the desk. The laminate was peeling a little at the edges to reveal bare chipboard underneath, but the woman gave her a friendly smile.

“How can I help, duck?” said the woman.

“I haven’t got anywhere to stay.” It felt shameful to admit, but the woman made her feel it was okay. More than that, she looked at her with some measure of compassion and respect, more than she had experienced since she climbed aboard the coach at Victoria Station and paid her last few quid to get a ticket to Nottingham.

“What’s your name?”

She hesitated. She guessed the woman wanted her full name, “Mary Ann Partington... but I prefer Anna.”

“I’m Maureen. Come, sit y’usen over there, Anna. I’ll see what we can sort out.”

Anna suppressed a small cry of relief. Instead, she smiled and sat down, gathering her bag and dignity like a rusty shield and sword. As she waited, she cast her eyes around the entrance hall. The floor was terrazzo tiles with brass inlay strips, probably 1930s. Someone had laid a few carpet tiles over the corner she was sitting in, to take the hard echoes off, but they were swamped by the double height space and the grand staircase. A pair of dark oak doors with tiny Georgian wired windows hinted at a cavernous room beyond, but Anna suspected it was more likely a warren of little office cubicles, with charity workers battling bureaucracy. A slight whiff of floor cleaner reinforced the institutional feel, but an older smell of polished oak and dust lay beneath. She felt a familiar tingle, somewhere at the border between her conscious and sub-conscious mind. She knew this was significant. A good place to look. So, Anna closed her eyes.

She focussed on that part of her mind that was tingling, reacting to something that lingered in the old reception hall. A weird yet familiar detachment occurred in her mind, as if floating away from her body. For a moment it felt as if the floor was falling and she were looking down from a great height. It made her giddy. Then she sensed a flickering, as if sunrise and sunset had accelerated and the world was shifting in a stop-frame video. Or pages of a picture book flipped rapidly before her. Her mind’s eye filled with phantoms gliding across each page. The faded outlines of people moving in and out of view. Some pushed ghostly doors wide and other followed, wheeling silent trollies or carrying stacks of papers that teetered and slid. It was as if an artist had sketched the outline of an animation and had yet to paint between the lines with colour.

Slowly her mind steadied. Some of the sketched figures started to fill with hues and tones while others faded out of sight, becoming ghosts again. Her view steadied and sharpened, became solid. She looked about her. It was the same hall, but it had changed. She had taken this peculiar viewpoint, felt the vertiginous lurch, almost every day for most of her life. Yet it always filled her with excitement. If she visited somewhere for the first time, like this, she had no idea who she was about to see. Or when. 

A large clock ticked off the minutes over the tall oak doors. Carefully groomed clerks in suits walked slowly and purposefully up the stairs. A huge portrait of a man with a walrus moustache filled the opposite wall and below it an elegant receptionist in twin set and pearls sat to attention behind a large leather topped desk with stylish stepped mouldings in mahogany legs. The receptionist did not look up at the young woman sitting in the corner in an oversized overcoat. The clerks didn’t stop or glance at her before climbing the next flight. Anna was invisible to them all, just as she always had been. But she never stopped looking for them, whenever she went. She had been doing this since she was small, and it comforted her. They were her secret, in her world. They kept her company when no one else would. 

“Anna?” She was jolted out of her visit to the past by Maureen, who had returned to the laminate desk and snapped her back into the twenty-first century with a physical jolt.

“Oh, sorry, I was just imagining what this place must have been like when it was new.” Anna had been doing more than imagine, but she had learned not to go into that. How could she begin to explain? And Anna got sick of explaining things very quickly.

“Dev here will take you for a chat,” Maureen said and beckoned Anna to follow the middle-aged man in the baggy red pullover. Dev’s smile looked as tired as his jumper. Dark shadows lined his eyes. He sat Anna down in a glass booth, one of many, much as she had imagined. He took notes, nodding while she told her story, explaining her journey to Nottingham to search for her aunt. Anna guessed that Dev had heard many stories, judging by the weary gestures and well-worn smiles.

“You said your aunt has moved, but you don’t know where,” said Dev.

“Yes, last time I visited was almost three years ago.”

“Have you any other family you can go to? Any brothers or sisters?”

“No,” said Anna, looking at the forms scattered across his desk. “Not really.” She had only ever known her close family of two: Anna and her mother. She had never felt the need for more, not until now.

“What’s your aunt’s full name?” asked Dev.

“Jane Trudy Fitzwalter, I think. She was married and divorced. I don’t know if she took her ex-husband’s name or kept her maiden name.”

“Fitzwalter was her married or maiden name?”

“Maiden, she was my father’s sister.”

“Are you married?” Anna looked at Dev blankly, so he went on. “Because you give your surname as Partington.”

Anna closed her eyes, preparing herself for another difficult explanation, then opened them again to fix Dev with a steady glare. “My father christened me Mary Ann Fitzwalter, but after making his mark he took no interest, so I have no interest in his name. Instead, I use my mother’s maiden name, Partington.”

“I see,” said Dev, scribbling notes. Anna doubted if he did. “So why are you searching for his sister, your aunt?”

“I like her,” shrugged Anna, as if it should be obvious. “I spent holiday breaks and long weekends with her here in Nottingham as I was growing up. Now my mother’s dead, she’s the only close living family I have,” who can give a toss, she wanted to add.

“And you don’t know if she’s still in the Nottingham area.”

“No.” Anna could already see where this was going.

“You’ve tried searching social media, haven’t you?”

“She hated it. She’s a media ghost.”

“Oh dear,” Dev shook his head. “You say the current owners have no forwarding address for her.”

“No. They didn’t want me back either.” Anna remembered what the guy had said when she turned up on his doorstep in The Park and decided not to repeat it. She folded her arms and slumped back into the chair, bracing herself for what Dev would say next.

“So, we’ve no address, no media presence and we’re not even sure of her current surname,” summarised Dev in a dispassionate tone.

Anna wished again she had kept in touch. The last couple of years had been so difficult: all the moves and her mum’s illness. “It’s not my fault,” she threw her hands up and raised her voice, angry. “If I knew where to find her, I wouldn’t be here,” she gestured at the shabby office booth.

“Okay look,” Dev made a calming gesture with his palms down. Anna’s strop hadn’t phased him. “We’ll have a go at tracing her for you, but don’t expect miracles.” She didn’t, and was starting to feel bad about taking it out on Dev. “We can arrange a bed for tonight, help you sort yourself out, but we can’t do more than that for now.” He stood to show her the way.

Anna gathered her scruffy bag and stood too, looking at the other booths down the corridor. Either they had people like her talking to people like Dev, or the Devs were busy making phone calls, searching for phantom relatives or beds. She was just one of many.

––––––––
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Goose Gate, Nottingham, October 2019

The centre gave Anna a chance to fill her empty belly, shower the grime off and wash the clothes she had been standing in for the past week. Especially the luxury of falling asleep without the fear of not waking again. Or worse. She zig-zagged between pathetic thankfulness and dignified acceptance of the basics that a civilised society ought to provide. She still felt resentful: it was as if she had been forced to admit her own helplessness for people to stop passing her off and help her. She hated feeling helpless.

The best and worst parts were finding she was not the only one. Not by a long way. After the first night of uninterrupted safe sleep for a week, in a spare white dormitory that smelled of disinfectant, she pulled a borrowed hoodie on and went downstairs to a crowded canteen serving breakfast. There she saw a wiry young man with wild dark hair. After some hesitation she decided to do what she would normally have avoided. She went to say hello.

“Hi, I’m Anna.”

His shadowed eyes flicked in her direction, skewering her momentarily with a mix of accusation and distrust, then returned to the plate of scrambled eggs in front of him.

“What’s your name?” she persisted. Having decided to make conversation she wasn’t going to be fobbed off. He was probably as lost and scared as she was, she reasoned.

“...Rob,” without looking up again.

Anna faltered. In other circumstances she’d have left him alone, he was making it clear enough, but it was a long while since she had spoken to anyone other than to fill out a form. “Where’re you from, Rob?” she tried again stubbornly.

“Loxley House,” was his toneless reply, still concentrating on his plate. The old woman at the table behind him snorted, as if sharing some black humour.

“Where’s... oh, right, ha-ha,” she finally connected the name with the Welfare Office she’d been to on Station Road. Was he making fun of her? “I guess we all come from there now,” she tried, “but before?”

Rob chased the last scraps of scrambled egg around the plate with his fork. His focus on the task was extraordinary.

“I’m from Blackheath, in London,” volunteered Anna, hoping to encourage him, “and I’ve come here to look for my aunt.” That got another flick of the eyes, a little longer this time: looking, judging. Was that scorn or caution, she wondered? “But she’s moved, and I don’t know where to start looking,” she added. “I’ve nothing to go back to.”

“Well, I don’t know where she is,” he said, not harshly, just matter of fact.

“Didn’t expect you to,” Anna was starting to get annoyed. “I just wondered where you were from, that’s all.” She put more bite in the last word than she meant.

“Sherwood for a bit. Then St Ann’s.” He eyed her warily over his empty plate. Was she bullying him into an answer?

She calmed herself again. “Okay, nearby. How did you end up in this place?”

Rob emptied his coffee mug, picked up his plate and walked off.

Anna watched his back disappear through the door, struggling to hide her anger and frustration. “What did I say?” demanded Anna, clattering her breakfast plate down on the empty table. The egg scrambled across it.

The old woman on the next table leaned back to look at her. “We all have a story, duck. Bet you have yorn. But some don’t like telling theirn, not to someone they don’t know.”

“Okay,” she said, scooping up bits of egg. “Guess I was a bit pushy.” She sat down and hung her head. “Just wanted to talk to someone.”

“We’re all alone together, duck. It’s hard but there y’ are. Get y’usen more egg an’ fill up.”

Anna closed her eyes for a few moments. She felt for that tingling at the borders of her mind. Sensed her disembodiment, her lurch out of the present and the flickering of past days. At least she could look for the people others couldn’t see; at least they didn’t turn their back on her. She felt her mind detaching, then her downward view as she looked through the pages of time, searching for the memories of people who had been in this room many years ago. Echoes from the terrazzo floor of the canteen. She discovered a particularly vivid scene as a round faced woman in a white pinny and serving hat approached her from the far end of a kitchen corridor. She was pushing a trolley piled high with cream buns, cucumber sandwiches and scones. A queue of office clerks were following and were trying hard to look proper while surreptitiously eyeing the mountain of freshly baked food. One clerk with a drooping moustache and cheeks like a hamster was wiping the dribble from his chin. As usual the scene dissipated when she opened her eyes, but the secret spectacle had made her grin.

Heeding the old woman’s advice, Anna walked back to the self-service table to fill her plate again. Then, with a mischievous twinkle, she stuffed the fold of her hoodie full of fruit and Mars bars, silently resolving to come back down, wearing her oversized overcoat with its oversized pockets. 
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Upper Parliament Street, Nottingham, October 2019

A paramedic pressed a phone to his ear and slumped against the ambulance. His teammate crouched over a bundle of rags in the mouth of a tiny brick archway, squeezed between a pub and a curry house. Anna wondered what they were doing, why poke around old clothes in a foul-smelling alley? The truth dawned slow and cold: the squalor of the alley, the drained faces, the lack of any flashing lights or hurry. It was a dead body, likely homeless. Likely there some time before being reported.

Anna’s mind surged with questions: who were they, what was their name? How did they die: exposure, starvation, TB, overdose, assault? Would there be anyone to identify the body; would anyone care? Just like the commuters and shoppers, she put her head down and walked on. But unlike them, she had noticed that small quiet death. She was shaken.

She looked along the rain-slicked road lined with buses and lorries and walked towards a copper-turreted office block. There she turned north and wove through the side alleys. Dev had apologised that Hope House could only offer temporary help. He suggested the Women’s Centre may give Anna counselling on job searches and long-term support.

She arrived, late, in front of a huge fortress of Victoriana on Chaucer Street, capped with gables and turrets. A pale blue door looked incongruous against the rusticated stone base and, if it hadn’t been for the tiny ‘Women’s Centre’ sign on it, she wouldn’t have dared knock.

While she waited a couple of young guys walked past on the other side of the street. The shorter one with blonde hair called out to her: “Oi! Scrounger, do some work.”

Anna pulled the hoodie down over her face and balled her fists into her pockets while she waited for someone to answer the door. The taller one with a black leather jacket muttered something behind her and they snorted with laughter. She wanted to shout at them, tell them how hard she’d tried. Ask them how they’d get a job if they had no address to give and turned up to interviews in the clothes they’d been sleeping in for the last month. Of course, she wanted to work. Of course, she was ashamed she needed help, but they wouldn’t understand. She could sense the guys were still there, waiting for their prey, so she willed someone to hurry up and open the door.

At last, a kind faced woman wearing a bright green sari appeared and beckoned her in off the narrow pavement. “I’m Preet. Come and take a seat. You’re a little late but I’m sure I can fit you in. I’ll be back for you in a moment.” 

Anna swept the hood off her face and leaned against a plump cushion, savouring the comfort like a wine buff with a fine Malbec. Normally a moment to herself like that would encourage her to close her eyes and search for the ghosts who might dwell in the old building, but she kept her eyes wide open and her mind firmly closed. The lads outside had scared her and there was a harsh feel to the place that suggested it may once have been a workhouse or a sweatshop. She didn’t want to look.

Her ability to sense memories from the past was starting to seem more of a curse than a gift. It used to provide her with an entertaining diversion or educational insight, an escape from her present. More often now it would disturb.

Until she was five, she thought everyone could do it, so it confused her to find that none of her playmates in the school could see the other children playing outside in their long shorts and pleated skirts. The adults remarked on her wonderful imagination and told her not to use it. Then she noticed how her mum would smile, tousle her hair, and change the subject every time Anna said she saw the other family in their house. It made her sad because the tall girl was so pretty, and the mother and father had such kind smiles. No one could share them with her.

Over time Anna realised she was slow to make friends. There was a part of her life that she could not share, so more and more that part took the place of friends. She knew the faces of so many people in her neighbourhood, all of them dead, yet very much alive to Anna. When she was small, the memory of a young woman would come to sit on the steps near Anna’s window and talk to herself. Anna would stand on the cill in her room, pull the top sash down and cling to it while she listened. The young woman often seemed to be there when Anna was tired of playing or at a loose end. Though too small to remember what she said, Anna enjoyed her company. Sometimes she wondered if the woman knew Anna was listening. Anna thought of herself as a self-contained person, happy with her own company, but she felt she needed someone to listen to her now. Someone alive who could help her.

In the last few years, her unique insight had only made her problems worse. She had missed too many lessons taking her mum to chemo sessions and when she did turn up her eyelids would droop and she would drift, sifting through the students from past decades. When cancer overcame what little resistance her mum had left, the places they had enjoyed together felt closed to Anna. She was not ready to see the ghost of her own mother. Not yet.

Preet took Anna into a tall ceilinged room with flowers on the table. The gesture felt lost in that building. She listened carefully to Anna’s story, with an encouraging tilt of her head. Preet had no easy answers but she agreed that finding Anna’s aunt would be helpful. Anna may be able to use her address when job searching if nothing else. While it was no guarantee of an offer it increased her chances significantly.

“Have you sought help from your father?” Preet asked.

Ann rolled her eyes and blew her cheeks out. “He hasn’t shown any interest since he found out mum was dying,” said Anna, “and I’m no longer young enough to be fobbed off with ice-cream.”

Preet frowned. “You’re only seventeen. Legally you are still his dependent, and he also has a moral duty towards you.”

“Really? A moral duty?” she almost spat the word. “He hasn’t shown any sense of duty, let alone compassion. It was me who held mum while she threw up after each chemo session. It was me who sat at her bedside while she died. Do you want to know how he fulfilled his duty at her funeral?”

Preet was leaning away from Anna and shook her head, wide eyed. Anna realised her voice had got much louder, so she took a breath and lowered it. “He sent flowers.”

Preet looked sad. She was probably wondering what kind of monster Mr Fitzwalter was, but Anna didn’t know him well enough to hate him. She certainly didn’t look on him as family, despite being given his surname. The only family she could think might have an interest was his sister, Jane.

“I want to find my aunt,” finished Anna, almost whispering now. Because, she thought silently, I don’t want to die alone in an alleyway.

––––––––
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It was dark when Anna left, clutching a folder full of leaflets, phone numbers and websites. She took a moment to stuff pamphlets into pockets so she could get rid of the folder, she wasn’t keen to advertise where she’d been, though she was oblivious to the way her overcoat bulged. Appearances had never bothered Anna much, which was just as well these days.

She looked up and down the street for blonde guy and leather guy, but there was no one except a middle-aged man in a smart dark blue jacket and tie who was thumbing his phone. She started downhill towards the Trent University blocks and the main road running towards the centre. As she walked, she heard the man’s steps behind her. She glanced behind but he still seemed distracted by his phone, so she carried on towards the tramlines and the pale grey tower of the Newton Building.

Hunger gnawed and she remembered that Dev had mentioned a place called Tina’s Pantry, only a few minutes away in Trinity Square. Anna had imagined one woman with an urn of soup and a stack of plastic cups. Tina had a bustle of helpers in fluorescent yellow jackets lined up behind trestle tables that bowed beneath a feast of pasties, sandwiches, buns, crisp packets, apples, and pots full of steaming curry. The reassuring smell of warm naan bread wafted over her. The homeless and hungry peered over each other’s shoulders or chatted quietly to their neighbour in the queue. Anna joined the end. Even if she didn’t know any of them, she felt the protection of numbers. People in the same mess as her.

“Thank you,” said Anna as one of the helpers offered her a cob and a hot cup of tea. “Which one of you is Tina?”

“Over there in the pink high-vis and the ponytail, chatting to her regulars,” said the helper. “She was on the streets herself.”

Anna didn’t know how to react to that. Having been through it herself didn’t mean Tina could solve Anna’s problems, neither did it mean that Anna would make it through like Tina had. However, it was telling that she cared enough to help those going through it now. “Tell her thanks.”

“I will, love. Look after yourself.”

––––––––
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The commuters had gone home. She struggled to remember which day of the week it was without any structure to her life, but as there weren’t many students out, she guessed it could be Monday. The road wasn’t empty, but it was quieter than normal so she could hear footsteps behind her. Over her shoulder, a few yards back, she saw a man in a smart jacket and tie. It looked like the man she had seen in Chaucer Street. Anna walked faster, aiming for the light that pooled under the next lamp. The footsteps behind her kept pace, no indication of hurry. She was probably overreacting.

Anna reached the lamp only to realise that she would need to keep going to the next one and the one after that. Not far from Hope House, she thought, only a couple of minutes away. She calmed herself and kept walking. Each footstep had its echo. Her shadow reached around in front of her as she passed the lamp. In a few steps she saw a second shadow, just behind hers. There was a couple at the far end of the street, perhaps if she could reach them and...

A hand clapped over her mouth and another shoved her sideways into a doorway. “Shh! Good girl,” he whispered. Hot boozy breath against her face.

Anna didn’t think, she reacted. Her knee found his groin and he doubled over. She took his momentum and shoved his head against the metal bars across the door then ran and screamed. The couple she had seen looked more like a couple of guys as she approached, and the nearer she got the more they reminded her of the two who had shouted at her in Chaucer Street. She veered sideways down another alley and saw a small girl in a dirty grey slip waving at her. Anna had no idea who she was, but she didn’t look threatening and she was beckoning her to follow.

Anna stole another glance over her shoulder. The man in the jacket was staggering after her, looking to beat a bloody revenge. He pushed himself to lunge at her then tripped over a dark shape in the road and fell. Anna ran. The girl waved again and slid through a loosely tied construction site gate. Anna could hear loud cursing from behind so she followed, squeezing through the gap and snagged her coat on a steel bar. She gave it a sharp yank that tore the coat and lost her balance. She couldn’t see the striped warning tape behind her or the blackness beyond, so all she was aware of was a sudden lack of anything beneath her feet and a moment of weightlessness.
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Beatrice
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Holland Street, Nottingham, October 1831

“Have ye hurt y’usen?” A little girl’s voice. The one Anna had followed into the building site? She felt a small hand shaking her gently – more gently than a copper’s boot. Where were the police when she was being chased down a dark alley? And where was she now? Anna was sure her eyes were open, but the darkness drowned her sight. Concentrating, she caught a hint of light creeping down a rough wall from above, assuming she was looking upwards. She felt around the floor she lay on. It was gritty and cool. There was pain at the back of her head, so she reached behind to feel for blood. Nothing wet, but she could feel a whopper of a bruise.

“I’ll live. Who are you?”

“Beatrice.”

“I’m... Anna. Isn’t it late for you to be out, Beatrice?”

“Nay. I work any hour.”

“Work?”

“Fetching water. I get mesen tuppence a day.” Her language seemed odd, but it was obvious she was proud of her earning potential.

“How old are you?”

“Mam says I’m eight.” And even more proud of her age.

“You’re only eight and your mum sends you out all hours of the day and night to fetch water?”

“Samuel’s seven an’ he does cesspit. I got mesen a right belt job!”

“What’s a belt job?”

“Easy! Sammy shovel’s poo, an’ I fetch water.”

“I guess you have got it easy compared to poor little Sammy. Doesn’t sound right making either of you work, though.”

“Why ’s that?”

“You shouldn’t have to work until you finish school.”

“School’s for rich kids, says mam.”

“School should be for everyone, that’s the law.”

“Is it? S’pose we’re law breakers then. Don’t seem fair though, we can’t afford schooling.”

“State schools are free.”

“What are stately schools? Sounds like they’re only for toffs.”

Anna paused before the conversation ran away from her. It was dawning that Beatrice lived a very different reality from her. “This is Nottingham, isn’t it, Beatrice?”

“Ay. We’re in well, off Holland Street.”

Anna realised she was asking the wrong question. “What year is this?”

“Knocked yourn head right ‘n proper, haven’t ye!”

She didn’t think that was the problem, though it was easier to go along with it. “Yeah, I have, can you remind me?”

“Eighteen thirty-one.”

“...”

“Y’ alright, miss?”

This was all wrong. Anna knew her limits: she would close her eyes and focus carefully, feeling for the memories, like peeling back pages in a book full of other people’s stories. Some pages would be empty. Some would be very faint; others would spring to technicoloured life like a children’s pop-up book. But all she could do was look at the pages and admire them. She had never ever talked to one of the characters on the page, let alone touch them. The pain at the back of her head had been taking much of her attention, but now she stopped to think about it she sensed a familiar tingle on the edge of her conscious thoughts. “Do you mind if I hold your hand for a moment, Beatrice?”

Beatrice trustingly found Anna’s hand and gave her a firm hello grip. This was definitely not normal, even for Anna. “Ye feeling woozy?” asked Beatrice.

“Yes. Would you help me? I think I’d like to get up, out of this well.” Anna felt tense in dark confined spaces and her breaths were coming short.

Beatrice gave a surprisingly strong tug which was exactly what Anna needed to get on her feet. “Are y’ a toff, miss?” The question almost made Anna fall again. “Only ye talk funny.” It wasn’t said harshly, just matter of fact. Anna had to admit she must sound like a toff to Beatrice. After all, she was a southerner and a lot of southerners sounded like toffs to people from the midlands and the north.

“No. I don’t have much.” That was an understatement. “I suppose I sound like one because I’m from Blackheath.”

“Where’s that?”

“London.”

“Are ye a runaway?”

Anna hadn’t stopped to think about it like that. She had run away from the druggies and the alcos in the B&B. She had run away from the strain and embarrassment of sofa-surfing with her two friends in Hither Green. And she had just run away from someone who had tried to rape her. That was what he was going to do: rape her. The memory hit her hard in the gut. She bent double and threw up.

“Better out than in, miss. That’s what me mam always says.”

Anna wiped her mouth with the cuff of her overcoat. One more stain wasn’t going to make a difference. “Your mum sounds a wise woman,” she croaked.

Beatrice took Anna to the side of the well shaft and guided her hands and feet into little holes in the stone that served as a ladder. It was only when they reached the top that she could see enough to realise Beatrice had a leather bucket full of water in one hand and had been guiding Anna while climbing with the other. Beatrice seemed determined to earn her tuppence. 

It was night-time and far darker than Anna had ever experienced in a city. Beatrice led Anna onto the main street where a few fluttering gas lamps shed a pale light. Anna’s mind did summersaults as it told her she was on Goose Gate and yet it all felt so strange. Not a single illuminated signboard. No plate glass windows stretching from ground to ceiling. No Oxfam, no Pizza Express, no Sainsbury’s Local. But if she looked up, there was a strong familiarity: most of the buildings above shop-front level were the ones she knew. Anna started to realise that this part of Nottingham had existed (would exist?) for at least two hundred years. The sole contribution of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries had been to blitz it with light and trash it with ads.

At least the side alleys still smelled of pee. Beatrice led her down a particularly ripe and narrow one that wiggled south. There were no gas lamps in the alleyways. Anna gripped Beatrice’s hand to guide her as all she could see was the stars in the narrow gap of sky between the dark hulks rising either side of her.

Beatrice stopped at a door and pushed it open. The candle lit room beyond smelled of wood smoke and at least half a dozen people huddled around a small stove in the corner. The children ranged from a little above Beatrice’s age to a baby held by the mother, wrapped in a dirty cloth. The mother thanked Beatrice as she poured some water from her bucket into an earthenware jug on the bare wooden floor.

Anna was taken down some rough-cut stone stairs into a basement where another family sat under blankets. They too had a jug which Beatrice filled. No windows. Anna couldn’t imagine living in a basement without any fresh air or view of the sky. The place was rank. It was so damp she could see mushrooms sprouting from rotted timber boxes that served as a table and chairs. One of the boys looked pale and unwell. Anna was surprised only one of them did and was relieved when Beatrice led her back up the stairs, all the way up to the top floor.

“Hello mam!” said Beatrice to the fair-haired woman, stirring a black pot over an even blacker stove.

“Hello dear. Who’s this, a friend of yourn?” The mother inspected Anna with her blue-grey eyes.

“This is Anna. She’s runaway from London. She sounds like toff but she en’t an’ she had nasty bump on head. Found her down well.”

Anna found it difficult to add anything to such a concise summary, so she just smiled and said hello. Beatrice’s mum ladled some soup into a bowl and handed it to Anna with a warm smile and a shrewd look. For a moment Anna thought she saw something familiar in the woman’s face: a familiarity that hovered at the edge of her mind, just beyond grasp. The woman poured another bowl for Beatrice while she filled their own jug with the last of the bucket. Anna looked around for a spoon, then saw Beatrice put her bowl to her lips and tip it back. She followed Beatrice’s lead. Parsnip soup – it was good.

Anna felt the comforting sense of a home, despite the damp and sparse conditions. Not her home, but Beatrice and her mum’s home. A sense of refuge and reassurance. Of unquestioning support. Like the soup, it warmed her. It also reminded her how much she missed her own mum and the home they had carried from one place to another. Anna was trying to work out why she might recognise Beatrice’s mother when a glow at the window caught her eye and she pointed over the dark rooftops to the west.

“What’s that?”

“Ooh! Let’s go see.” chirped Beatrice.

“Go careful m’ duck,” called her mum.

Beatrice led Anna back up to Goose Gate then down the hill to where the Council House should be. It wasn’t. A Georgian building sat in its place: just as tall and grand, but not nearly as deep, no dome and no shopping arcade full of beautiful people. She could hear plenty of people at the far end of the Market Square, but they didn’t sound as if they were in the mood for shopping. In fact, they sounded pretty pissed off about something.
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