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For Mandasue Heller, a life-changing witchy sister.
And for the outcast dead at Cross Bones. Always remembered.
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PROLOGUE
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It’s still day. Well, I think it’s day, but the sky is a strange yellow colour I’ve never seen before and it’s drizzling miserably. I draw in a breath, but it’s shallow and it hurts my chest. My hands, flippin’ heck, they’ve got veins like ropes and there are liver spots. They’re an old man’s hands and I’m holding a shovel; it’s heavy and I’m digging it into mud that’s becoming slimy. Then the stench hits me: Jesus, it stinks. It’s fetid. I look round to see where the smell might be coming from as my old man’s hands push the shovel hard into the soft ground, and I see a muddy turnip plop out right next to my feet. There are a few of these turnips and . . . what’s that? Weird lumps of meat. Then I notice the meat has fingers and the turnips are made of bone – they’re skulls, skulls lying about the place, with flesh and maggots everywhere.


Before I can scream, I’m in a little dark room. There’s a tiny open fire, which is burning low with no heat. I can make out a window. There’s a rag hanging in front of it and there’s very little light. Again, it reeks. This time it’s urine, and something worse. There’s a metal cup of some sort grasped in my veiny hand, with watery-looking tea in it. I hear coughing, distant persistent coughing, and I see the cup fall from my hand. It hits the sawdust on the floor with a far-off thunk. The coughing is becoming a wheeze. Then there’s the sound of a woman screaming, desperate cries: ‘You pulled him back out – my boy, my lovely boy, out of the ground . . . Why would you? Why?’


Then the room darkens further, and suddenly the floor whooshes towards me and I open my eyes.


Sheila is holding my hand and we’re sitting on a bench overlooking the concreted ground and a little garden plot. The sun is trying really hard to peek out from behind the clouds. It’s so nice to escape the stink and breathe fresh air again.


‘You all right, love?’


‘Fucking hell, Sheila. I think I just died.’
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SCOTLAND?


[image: ]


Elsa, my friend – my shallow, beautiful, fashion-crazy, Londonista journalista friend – has just shocked the life out of me. We’re sitting in Minnie’s, our favourite Crouch End bolthole, with a bottle of wine between us and a bowl of skin-on fries, because some arsehole made the rule that you must eat something to order alcohol here, which is frankly outrageous and an infringement on my human rights.


‘You’re moving?’


Elsa nods. She’s wearing a chic dark-grey cowl-neck jumper dress with a jacket that probably cost more than my parents’ house. She’ll have bought it on her credit card, like it was nothing, and will soon have to open another credit card to help pay this one off.


‘Tanz, I can’t do this any more. My rent in the new place will be eight hundred pounds a month cheaper than where I am now.’


‘But Scotland?’


‘If I’m working for this new magazine there’ll be opportunities for me to blag my way into other commissions for other bigger mags later on. But I need to be there. I need to attend everything I’m asked to attend. Parties, drinks, book launches in people’s living rooms – I don’t care. I’m going to schmooze the hell out of the lot. And my flat will be ten minutes from anywhere I might be invited to, so I can be in bed before midnight, but if I want to stay out late, I’ll always be minutes from home in a taxi. I’m knackered, Tanz. Right now I’m a tiny fish in a pond the size of, well, London.’


I can’t help laughing; Elsa might be flaky, but she’s very funny.


‘I’m constantly running to catch up with money. I could live well there on the wage they’re offering, and start paying off my cards. I have a couple of old friends from sixth form living in the area too, who are dying for my sophisticated London wit to light up their lives. Being here seemed the only sensible option after journalism school, but I’ve got to say, ten years on, I’m in my thirties, I’m single, I’m tired, I’m getting worry lines and I want a dog.’


‘Since when did you want a dog?’


‘I was brought up a half-country girl living on the outskirts of town. I always had dogs. I even had a horse. Something has switched in me. That last time I was mugged, I couldn’t shake it off. I just started thinking, This is too much. Then that ghost in my house. I love that you and Sheila cleared her away. Poor old woman. But I started imagining myself, getting older and more bitter, like a lemon left at the back of the fridge. What if I cling on with my fingernails to my “London life” for ever and end up dead in the bathroom, my only hobbies for the past forty years being expensive wine and criticizing other people? I could end up being that old woman!’


I have never heard Elsa speak like this. It’s disconcerting.


‘When do you go?’


‘Four weeks.’


‘What the fuck? Four weeks?’


‘You can come and stay whenever you like. It’s a two-bed.’


As she speaks, the waiter walks past, a serious-looking Italian man, grey at the temples with a pencil behind his ear. I used to have an eye for the waiters, especially the gorgeous Irish one who worked in here, but I seem to have lost my appetite for flirtation recently. Elsa clocks my glance and looks at me curiously.


‘Do you still miss Pat?’


I shake my head and force a smile.


‘Not much.’


The truth is, after the ghostly shenanigans in Newcastle, playing that generic slut in Penshaw Investigates and then Caroline May dying so tragically, I’ve really fought off missing Pat. I got back a few weeks ago and I want a cuddle and a snog and for someone to say I’m beautiful. But it’s not going to happen; Pat’s travelling the world, meeting gorgeous lasses on the way – the slags – and I’m too old for him, to boot. So, sod it.


Elsa pats my hand.


‘I don’t believe you. But anyway today’s about me and my new job. Me, me, me. Let’s get another bottle!’


I know this won’t end well, but hey-ho.
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POLICE-CHILD
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My eyes feel like half-fried eggs. What the hell was I doing moving on to that second bottle? The chips were all I’d had to eat since breakfast. I mean, it’s the first rule of booze: don’t drink on an empty stomach. A few bits of mangled potato were never going to cut it. I’ve now driven to St Albans and parked my car near the cathedral, after waking up late and sweaty and having the longest shower known to man. It accidentally started off as a freezing-cold shower, which elicited such a loud scream that I think I gave my Inka a feline heart attack. But then it warmed up and I just stood there, letting streams of tepid water patter off my hungover skin, wondering why I’m such a wine-greedy fool.


I check the parking meter: I have ninety minutes. I wash down two paracetamol with water from my favourite sky-blue metallic bottle, because there’s currently a needle-sharp pain right in the centre of my forehead, shooting back into the middle of my brain. Idiot!


Neil the policeman is in Café Rouge. I’ve forgotten what he looks like, and I flap about, looking hither and thither like a complete loser until at last I spot him waving and it comes back to me: boyish little face, unruly fringe that he probably tries to smooth down but can’t, innocent-looking dark eyes that truly do make him look twelve. He’s not dressed as a policeman today. He’s in a sweater and black jeans. Seeing him suddenly brings back memories of Creepy Dan the Creepy Murderer, and the day Sheila and I were nearly toast at the hands of a deranged short-arse who resembled a bloodhound. My heart skips. It was very stressful.


Neil stands.


‘Hey, Tanz. You look . . . tired.’


I can’t help but laugh. It hurts my head when I do.


‘I am so-o-o hungover, Neil. I’m sorry.’


‘Sit down, let’s get you right again. Lunch is on me, I’ll sort this.’


Before very long he has their posh version of fish and chips in front of him and I have a full English, a great big filter coffee and an orange juice, as well as a jug of water. Neil orders extra toast for me.


‘Butter that toast and get it down you, with all the proteins. Eat everything and have the orange juice for the sugar. The caffeine will help but have water as well – you’re dehydrated.’


‘Bloody hell, Neil. I’d say you were like my dad, but my dad wouldn’t have a clue, as he doesn’t really drink. You’re an expert.’


He’s not really an expert, since that lot could send me straight to sleep and the caffeine could go either way, but I’ll let him have his moment.


‘Can’t go to work on a hangover. Happens to the best of us, and you have to know how to solve it fast. It’s that or a big bag of cheese and onion crisps and a fat Coke.’


Can’t deny it: ten minutes later I’m feeling a whole lot better.


‘I’m sorry to take so long to come and see you. I’ve felt a bit weird since I drove back from Newcastle.’


He shrugs. ‘Of course you have. Your friend died.’


The death of Caroline May was big news for about a week. They rustled together a commemorative hour-long TV show about her life, which aired a fortnight ago. What a wonderful woman and great actress, yadda yadda yadda. The truth is she was complicated, drank too much and was a bitch to almost everyone. And in the very short time I knew Caroline – pathetic as it sounds – I grew to love her. It’s not something I want to talk about, though; it makes me feel dizzy even thinking about it. She called me after she died. Not exactly something you can drop into the conversation.


‘Yes. My friend died, and now my other friend is moving to the other end of the UK, hence us getting drunk last night.’


‘Was it something you said?’


Neil’s unexpected joke almost makes me suck coffee up my nose.


‘You cheeky so-and-so. I’m a wonderful person, and it’s not my fault that everyone I care about dies, moves away or goes travelling.’


I didn’t mean to say that last bit, it slipped out. Neil nods his boyish head and thankfully doesn’t ask who went travelling.


‘You’ve only got about an hour on your meter left, haven’t you? I’d better tell you about my mate.’


‘God, of course. Your policeman-on-the-Met mate.’


‘Yes. I, erm, I may have misled you a tiny bit about what he wants.’


Oh, now this is interesting: this police-child has been lying to me.


‘Go on . . .’


‘Okay, so my pal, Charlie, he does work for the Met and he loves the thought of using you on cases they’re having trouble with – he’s really into that spooky stuff. But he, well, he has a more personal case he wants to ask you about. It’s his sister; she went missing on a street in Borough years ago. Never seen again. Her boyfriend lived in a flat off the high street. He said she left his at eight p.m. CCTV spotted her in a local corner shop, then that’s it. Charlie wondered if you’d go there and stand near the boyfriend’s flat and walk to the corner shop. He knows it’s a long shot, and how mad it would sound to . . . well, lots of “normal” people.’


‘Normal rather than weirdos like me, you mean?’


‘Yes, that’s right.’ Neil grins.


‘Anyway he said he’d come with you and walk you through it. Or if you’re not willing, can he just talk to you? It’s killing him not knowing. She was a complicated girl apparently, but he really loved her.’


‘That’s actually really sweet of you, Neil, trying to help your friend like that. Of course, I’ll give it a go. But I must tell you, there are no guarantees, because my supposed gift is as erratic as my work life.’


‘Yeah. I can imagine being an actress is a bit dicey; all that worrying about money between jobs. But at least you’re not boring, like me.’


‘You’re actually far less boring than I thought you’d be.’


‘Cheeky moo.’ Neil picks up the menu and looks at the drinks. ‘What did you get drunk on last night?’


‘White wine. And then champagne. That neither of us could afford.’


‘Typical that you’d have expensive tastes.’


Before I can stop him, he’s located fizz by the glass and has ordered me one.


‘The last piece of the cure. Have a bit of whatever you had the night before. I know you’re driving, so it’s only one flute.’


‘Bloody hell, police-boy, you sail close to the wind.’


‘Enough of the “boy”. I’m thirty-five years old, the Dorian Gray of St Albans. The Hertfordshire heartthrob.’


I’m shocked. We’re much closer in age than I imagined. And my hangover has already diminished enormously. Every day’s a school day.
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SHIT FRINGE
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As usual, the A406 is rammed as I drive back to my flat. I feel pleasantly woozy from that big fat meal and flute of fizz, and I put on one of my driving compilations – one with fewer filthy guitars than usual. I decide that ELO are the perfect happy accompaniment for the drive home, ready to get straight back into bed and sleep off the rest of last night. Typically, as I’m harmonizing with my favourite bit, the phone rings.


My ear wires are already plugged into the phone, a recently acquired state of paranoia mixed with ongoing poverty (yes, I just earned enough to cover the next four months of rent but, believe me, that is a novelty) meaning I’m determined never to get a fine for using my phone in the car. I saw that happen to someone else on the motorway – all flashing lights and being stopped on the hard shoulder. I mean, you can get killed by lorries when you stop on the hard shoulder. I also use wires now instead of my Matrix-like Bluetooth earpiece, as it used to fly out of my ear at inopportune moments, which was a fucker. The minute I answer, the big voice of my agent Bill booms at me.


‘Hello, Tanz! You’ve got a straight offer. Fringe play, but it’s at the Old Red Lion. Easy to get to. Equity minimum, put you on that stage again, bring in some good casting agents. It’s a lead. Great part. They liked you in that Gently Does It TV show you did a couple of years back.’


I’m less of a fan of acting onstage than I used to be. Laziness as much as anything, but also the stress, if the show’s not great.


‘Is it a good play?’


‘No idea, darl’. Have a look tonight and get back to me.’


‘Okay. What if I hate it?’


‘Well, it’s not like you’ve got anything else on. I mean, if you really hate it, then we can talk, but this is London fringe, so, you know . . .’


‘Okay. You think it’s a good idea, though?’ I don’t know why I’m asking this. I’ll just be winding him up. He takes a patient breath.


‘Of course. We need to get your profile out there as a stage actress. Have a read and tell me what you think. It’s a great opportunity.’


‘Okay, thanks. I’ll call you when I’ve read it.’


I’ll be fine once I’m home and my laptop’s open, I’m sure of it. I’m only being awkward because I’m tired.
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FERAL HORSE
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I recently purchased a onesie. It’s dark blue and velvety, with a hood and big silver stars all over it. I love putting it on and snuggling in front of the TV or lounging on the sofa with a book. Right now, I’m in my favourite armchair in my onesie, balancing the laptop on the arm of the chair, because Inka has insisted on curling up in my lap. My candles are lit and it’s cosy but, as I feared, I really can’t get my head around the play. I don’t like the writing and it all seems a bit pretentious. Not knowing what to do, I call for Frank, my beautiful friend who died in a car crash a few years ago and broke my flippin’ heart. He won’t tell me what he does when he’s not inside my head, taking the piss out of me, but nowadays I definitely don’t get to chat to him as much as I did when I first discovered he was still ‘with’ me. Tonight, though – miracle of miracles – I feel his presence as soon as I say his name.


‘Hola! Whoa, what are you wearing?’


‘A onesie. They’re the most comfortable things you can put on, and they save on heating bills. They’re so toasty.’


‘But how do you go to the loo?’


‘None of your business. How are you?’


‘I’m fine. Saw you flirting with that copper today.’


‘I wasn’t bloody flirting. I was trying to keep my lunch down; I was extremely hungover.’


‘Yes, you did cane it last night.’


‘Hey, if you’re around watching all of this, how come you never pipe up?’


‘I’m omnipotent. I can watch you and still do loads of other stuff.’


‘Oh, so you’re God now?’


‘We both always knew I was.’


I snort, and Inka opens one eye and looks up at me inquisitively. I’m pretty sure my own cat thinks I’ve lost it.


‘Anyway, I called you here for a reason. I’ve . . . well, I got offered a job and I don’t really fancy it. I don’t like the script that much.’


‘So don’t do it.’


‘It would mean another few months of my rent paid, though, if I’m really careful. And Bill says it’ll lift my theatre profile.’


‘So get on with it.’


‘I just feel odd about everything.’


‘Go to the audition and if you’re still not sure, then maybe give this one a miss? To be honest, you’ll have other fish to fry soon.’


‘There is no audition, it’s an offer. And what do you mean by “other fish to fry”?’


‘Secret.’


‘Oh, come on . . .’


‘Let’s call it your next adventure. Oh, and tell Milo congratulations from me.’


‘Congratulations for what?’


‘Byeeee.’


‘Oh, you dick!’


Gone. I stroke Inka’s silky head and decide to take a ten-minute break from the play and call that Charlie fella, Neil’s mate. Maybe looking into what happened to his sister will be my next ‘adventure’. I’m not sure what else it could be. I grab my phone and, as I do so, it lights up and rings. I get such a fright that I nearly hurl it across the room. It’s Milo. He’s placing a video call; he doesn’t do that ever.


I answer immediately, patting my hair down as I do so.


‘Hiyaaaa.’


Milo’s sitting at his desk, one side of his face lit by a lamp, his eyes sparkling. That cheeky smile is extra naughty today. What’s he been up to?


‘Hello, my little darlin’. I hear congratulations are in order,’ I say to him.


He cocks his head. ‘You what? How did you—’


I realize I’ve just stolen Milo’s thunder. Oops.


‘I’m sorry – I was talking to Frank and he said to tell you congratulations from him.’


Milo rolls his eyes.


‘You know what, I don’t care if he’s dead; he’s got no right deflating my sails like that, the bloody spragger.’


‘He didn’t tell me what. Honest.’


Milo sniffs and recomposes himself.


‘Right, still . . . Anyway, yes. I’ve had some good news.’


‘Come on then, Milo, spill.’


‘Channel Four are finally making that one-hour film I wrote. It’s in a series of five one-offs. I’ve got a list of edits to do that’s longer than the Lambton Worm, but it pays well, so I’ll not be shitting myself about money for a bit. I feel like doing a dance!’


‘Oh my God, that is so great. Congratulations. And do it! I want to see you dance.’


Suddenly Milo stares hard at the phone screen.


‘What the fuck are you wearing?’


‘It’s a onesie. It’s got stars on it.’


‘Fuck, I think I want one. Is that a hood?’


‘It is.’


‘It’s so vile it’s almost wonderful.’


‘Oi! It’s the cosiest thing in existence.’


Milo runs his hand through his currently spiky thatch and looks thoughtfully into the screen again.


‘Tanz, despite my fabulous state of mind as a newly hatched top TV writer, I can’t help noticing you seem a bit off.’


‘What?’


‘I video called so I could see your canny face when I told you my news. The news Frank spoiled, the wanker. But there’s something else going on in that brain of yours. I can tell. Your eyes are glinting like a feral horse’s.’


‘Isn’t it me who’s supposed to be the witch around here?’


‘Well, yes, but I’m your faithful wizard, you know that.’


I sigh. ‘Fucking feral horse! If you must know, I’m having thoughts about my life.’


‘What kind of thoughts?’


‘They’re not fully formed yet. Still marinating. Can I tell you when I know what’s going on myself?’


‘Yes, as long as you’re okay?’


‘I’m fine, mostly. And I’m over the moon for you, Milo. You’ve worked so hard for this.’


‘I have, haven’t I? Should we have a little phone party to celebrate?’


My heart lifts at the very thought of this. ‘Like magic, I’ve got some tins of grapefruit G&T in the fridge. It’s meant to be.’


‘Winner!’


I run to the kitchen. Script be damned: I’m having a phone party with my best mate.
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THE OUTCAST DEAD
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I’m on the Tube and it’s not packed for once, praise be. I had my chat with Charlie, who sounded like a very serious cockney geezer and was more grateful than I expected when I called. I now have an address on Union Street where his sister’s boyfriend used to live. She was called Jill. The flats there are very expensive to rent now but were nowhere near as exclusive ten years ago. I’ve googled the place and it looks like a solid council block, with brick balconies running down the whole frontage. I like those little balconies because you can put plants and flowers out there and make it feel like you have some outdoor space, without having to do any gardening. I can’t garden; if it’s green, I kill it. Not on purpose. I’ve just got murder fingers when it comes to plants.


The boyfriend in question wasn’t a junkie, as far as Charlie knows, simply a toker who said he was an artist and lived on benefits. The missing sister, Jill, who was clever and had recently got a good job, was happy to overlook his jobless status because she thought he was talented and, as she put it to Charlie, ‘a total sex-god’. Charlie got very choked when he spoke of his sister; he obviously loved her a lot. I also have the address of the corner shop on the high street that caught Jill on CCTV; a corner shop that unfortunately doesn’t exist in that form any more, as it’s now an artisanal cheese shop.


Armed with the addresses and info I’ve gleaned, I get off at London Bridge, come out on Borough High Street and consider going into the Costa next door for a giant coffee. I decide to resist and have one on the way home instead, as I’ll probably need the toilet within ten minutes of drinking it. I cross the road, walking left, past the shops and tourists. There are plenty of attractions south of the river, including the London Dungeon, plus there’s Borough Market, so there are lots of people about.


Thinking of the London Dungeon reminds me of another attraction in the area that I visited a couple of years ago, and I shudder. The whole ‘experience’ involved me, Elsa and two of her workmates walking around these underground tunnels, emerging into gruesome rooms with blood-soaked tableaux peopled by ‘zombies’. We went there on an afternoon for some reason and there were no other customers – just twenty minutes’ worth of us trying to escape claustrophobic tunnels and creepy rooms inhabited by very bored actors caked in bloody make-up. They were obviously bursting to demonstrate their zombie skills, because they quickly became a terrifying mob, chasing us around the place, howling and growling; Elsa began to hyperventilate for real while her friends screamed the place down, and I got so frustrated by the whole thing that I stopped in my tracks, turned and smacked a male zombie in the face, while bellowing, ‘Leave us the fuck alone!’ I’m now banned from there for life, but I don’t care. He was only knocked out for about three seconds, the snivelling baby, and I’m pretty sure he wasn’t meant to get that close anyway.


I turn right onto Union Street and the shadows from the buildings make it chillier here than on the main road. Very quickly I’m in front of the block of flats that I saw on Google. The boyfriend’s flat was on the first floor, three along. I can see that door from here. I stand still and slow my breath, see if I feel anything. Nothing. I walk back to Borough High Street towards the cheese shop. I take it slow and look at the image of the flame-haired young woman that Charlie texted me as I walk.


Feeling nothing but the swoosh of people walking far too close to me – God, I hate that – I reach the cheese deli, which smells bloody ripe, then I turn back, ambling to the front of the flats again. There’s a lad sitting on the corner of Union Street with a blanket on his head and a ripped shellsuit on. He has a filthy face, but a friendly smile. London is full of these poor sods. I give him the one-pound coin I have in my purse (I never really carry cash because I’ll spend it), before I’m standing opposite the flat door again. To my absolute disappointment, I still feel nothing at all.


Whoomph!


Out of the blue, I get the strongest pull to the bottom of Union Street, the other way from where I just walked. I ‘protect’ myself, imagining a warm light completely surrounding me, then allow whatever is calling to drag me to the bottom of the street and onto Redcross Way. A few steps and I’m looking at a sign by a gate: CROSS BONES GRAVEYARD. Bloody hell, I’ve never heard of this: what is it? There’s a metal fence all the way down the front, with ribbons and plaques and dreamcatchers and all sorts of colourful commemorations tied over it. This place is amazing.


Inside, I see concrete and spaced-out flowerbeds and planters. It’s tiny and there aren’t any gravestones. How can this be a graveyard? As usual, no answer from Frank, but as I touch the metal fence next to the entrance it feels like I’ve been electrocuted. Energy, throbbing life and graceless death. Grief, the strongest grief. And so many people – so many, milling about, that I ‘feel’ the movement. There’s a vibration that seems new; it’s not like these spooks have been here for ages. It’s like they just turned up and are running amok. Plus, the strangest of feelings: excitable kids. Loads and loads of little children. Running and playing. Where the hell did they come from?


I’ve never experienced anything this strong. It’s so overwhelming that I let go of the fence, and read the plaque in front of me:




IN MEDIEVAL TIMES THIS WAS AN UNCONSECRATED GRAVEYARD FOR PROSTITUTES OR ‘WINCHESTER GEESE’. BY THE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY IT HAD BECOME A PAUPERS’ BURIAL GROUND, WHICH CLOSED IN 1853. HERE, LOCAL PEOPLE HAVE CREATED A MEMORIAL SHRINE. THE OUTCAST DEAD. R.I.P.





At the top of the plaque is a picture of a honking goose, neck outstretched. I look through the bars again, in case anyone is about, and right then I feel a hand on my arm. I turn and look down at the tiniest, oldest woman ever. She’s wearing a blue linen coat and a matching linen bucket hat with a purple-and-yellow plastic pansy pinned to it. She has a string bag with oranges in it and pale, watery eyes. She looks like she knows everything that ever happened since time began, like my very, very old nanna, who was probably here before Moses. I am struck by an overwhelming desire to shout, ‘Oh my God, how old are you?’


But before I can say anything, she nods towards the cemetery and says, ‘It’s open from twelve ’til three when there’s a volunteer available.’


Her voice is like a tiny, fluttering wren. She smiles and has surprisingly good teeth for one so ancient. I love old people, me.


‘Thank you.’


‘Welcome.’


She shuffles off. As I watch her leave, I touch the metal railing again, but this time I can feel only the tiniest echo of what hit me before. A childish giggle and a lady weeping, then nothing.


I need to talk to Sheila about this. And I need coffee with cake immediately. I set off back to the Tube station, determined to google the shit out of Cross Bones Graveyard as soon as I’m home.
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ORGANIC WINE AND A FRUITY VAPE
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Sheila was so ill while I was filming that at first I’m worried that she’s up and dressed. I expected to find my favourite psychic medium holding court from her High Priestess bed, with golden bowls of grapes and healing wine. But no, here she is at 6 p.m. sitting in her favourite chair, adorned in silky trousers and a long, thin sweater, French doors open, puffing away like Ivor the Engine. But not on a cigarette! No, Sheila now vapes. And despite the bags under her eyes, which show how ill and tired she’s been, her skin looks much healthier.


I waft the fruity fug with my hand while I stare at my friend, who isn’t even coughing.


‘The antibiotics worked a treat, love. Those bloody knockout ones that mean you can’t have a glass of wine or you’ll collapse. That was a pain in the bum, but listen . . .’


She breathes deeply, and the wheeze is all but gone.


‘Troy made me his soup and special stews for weeks. He was a total treasure. Got a bit loved up, though, so he’s only allowed to visit once a week at the minute. He must get a girl his own age; going goo-goo-eyed over me is total nonsense. He needs to make some babies, or his mother will be after him.’


‘Oh no, have you chucked him?’


Sheila twinkles at me. ‘Who said anything actually happened between us?’


She’s such a dark horse. She met her handsome Jamaican ‘friend’ when doing a tarot reading for him at the New Age shop where we used to work, and ultimately saved him from going to prison. Now he’s become quite the fixture, it seems.


‘Anyway, Tanz, come on, what happened today?’


She has furnished us both with a glass of lovely blackcurranty red wine, which she proudly announced is ‘organic from Sainsbury’s’. It shows how seriously she’s taken this illness that she’s replaced smoking with her puffety-puff machine and is drinking organic wine. I’m impressed. I watch as Sheila settles back in her chair, obviously ready for a long story. I take a deep breath and tell her about my unsuccessful attempt at ‘feeling’ Jill, Charlie’s sister. Then about Cross Bones.


‘Oh yes, the paupers’ cemetery.’


‘You know it?’


‘Of course, the Winchester Geese!’


‘Get you, smarty-pants. I’ve spent the afternoon studying the place and it’s fascinating. Those prostitutes were pimped by the Bishop of Winchester, pimped by the Church, but were simply chucked into unconsecrated ground once they died. God had no room for those particular servants, did he?’


‘Priests are very selective about who God would approve of.’


‘Aren’t they just? Thing is, though, it wasn’t only the flippin’ prostitutes. It went on to become the graveyard for paupers, which in Southwark over the ages was most of the population. There was so much poverty there, and the parish got a payout for everyone it buried because, of course, the families were too poor to pay for funerals themselves. They reckon, all told, there’s fifteen thousand paupers and prostitutes buried in that tiny space – including loads of kids.’


When I think of those children I could cry. There seemed to be so many of them, running about or sitting in the dirt as tiny toddlers; filthy, undersized, but laughing. When I looked up the cemetery, I read that there’s an area solely for children. Cholera, typhus, TB, malnourishment, measles . . . so many things that poor kids died of. It makes me feel sick. It also makes me want to go back there and try to talk to them, ask them what on earth they’re doing there.


Sheila whistles. ‘Fifteen thousand is a lot!’


‘Will you go there with me, Sheils, when you feel up to it? I want to know why so many of the dead are hanging around.’


‘Oh, I’d love to. I’ve not had a day trip on the Tube for ages. And I love it around London Bridge – we can go to Borough Market! Let’s go this week.’


‘Great. I didn’t get there today, and I fancy some Polish sausage.’


She winks. ‘I’ll bet you do. Let’s go and see what’s going on with the Winchester Geese!’


I smile at my friend. There’s no denying it: the colour is returning to those cheeks, but I definitely need to treat her to her favourite chocolates and cheese when we get to Borough Market. I’m determined to force some meat back on those bones. I need Sheila in my life for at least another hundred years.
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JAZZ HANDS HAVE FALLEN OFF
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I think I’m asleep. I usually know when I’m dreaming, but right now it’s like I have a foot in two worlds. I can wonder to myself, Am I asleep? but I also know that there is a woman close by me and she’s real. I can’t see anything – it’s dark in the way that it’s dark when you squint your eyes shut – but I can hear the light clatter of a machine. It might be a sewing machine, but it’s not an electric one. The voice is earthily melodic:


‘I’ve found my bonny babe a nest On Slumber Tree,


I’ll rock you there to rosy rest, Asthore Machree!


Oh, lulla lo! sing all the leaves On Slumber Tree,


’Til everything that hurts or grieves Afar must flee.


I’ve put my pretty child to float Away from me,


Within the new moon’s silver boat On Slumber Sea.


And when your starry sail is o’er From Slumber Sea,


My precious one, you’ll step to shore On Mother’s Knee.’


The machine stops and I can hear breathing. Then a voice.


‘Who’s there?’


Her accent is strange. London with a dash of Irish at the same time. She sounds scared.


‘Is it really you?’


Before I can work out what the hell is going on, my phone rings and my eyes are springing open. I’m on the sofa, and Inka is snuggled on my lap. I must have fallen into a doze watching Homes Under the Hammer. That’s the thing with red wine, no matter how much I sleep after drinking it, the next day I still feel snoozy. It’s not even noon and I’m napping. Jesus! And, annoyingly, I’ve missed what that couple did with the two-up, two-down ramshackle mess they bought in Llandudno for nearly nothing. I love Wales, and it was giving me ideas.


OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/orn.jpg





OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/orn1.jpg





OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/cover.jpg





OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/titlepage.jpg
.
CROSS BONES
—g—"

TRACY WHITWELL

PAN BOOKS





