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CHAPTER ONE

GINA, 2016

As the court steward opens the door, Gina’s scalp prickles. It’s as if an electrical charge has entered the air. She gives the framed photograph of her son – her Ollie – one final look. Her hope has been that, held upright in her lap throughout the second inquest, it would remind both witnesses and jury that her son was a person with a life every bit as vivid and complex as theirs – just how complex, she’d had little appreciation of. But it has become more. Something to sing her silent lullaby to when she could no longer bear listening to the witness testimonies. Hush Ollie, hush Ollie, hush Ollie. When, at last, she was forced to confront the moment of his death. Hush Ollie. Now, Gina is jolted by stark realisation: had he lived, he would turn twenty-nine next Thursday. 

It seems impossible.

A second jolt. Her forearm is grabbed. “Mum!” Tamsin’s breath brushes her cheek. “It’s time.”

Not impossible, she reminds herself as she squeezes her daughter’s hand. Two years and three months separated Ollie and Tamsin. Unbridgeable then, now the gap would seem insignificant. Tamsin might even have gained the upper hand. 

Gina rallies because she must. She slots the photograph inside her handbag, which she stows under her seat. 

Just in time. 

Here they come. The members of the jury. Feet shuffling. Eyes purposefully downcast. Expressions impenetrable. Not a glance towards the families. Acutely aware that Tamsin is looking to her for reassurance, Gina reaches again for her daughter’s hand. 

Damn you, Bill! You should be here. 

Though her ex-husband began the drawn-out process of leaving on the day Ollie died, he’s still Tamsin’s father. But Bill wanted nothing to do with the second inquest. The failure of the class action finished it for him.

“Even if we finally get to the bottom of what went wrong, unless someone’s brought to task, it won’t change a bloody thing.” 

Gina couldn’t allow herself to believe that. 

Get over yourself, Bill. You can’t continue to hide behind Jackie and the baby. Even now, at this defining moment, bloody Jackie is in their midst. The last person Gina wants to think about. She pushes her aside, reminding herself why they’re here: to erase injustices, to clear the names of their loved ones, please God. The point isn’t blame. It’s the reverse.

With a scrape of chair legs, the jury sits. A second hush falls, deeper than the first. As Gina inhales, doubt fills her lungs. For over thirteen years the search for truth – for the undoing of injustice – has eaten up everything. Marriage, friendships, family, health, career, finances. Now she isn’t sure she can bear to listen to the jury’s interpretation of how hundreds of almost indistinguishable elements collided and went tumbling, tumbling, down. She’s afraid of what comes next; afraid of what Tamsin is about to hear. Already, images will be imprinted on her retinae that no sister should ever have to see. But Gina can’t waver, not now. Everything she was, she has invested in this. 

She risks a sideways glance at the Chapples. A combination of determination and vulnerability, Maggie Chapple has made the journey each excruciating day of the eighteen-month inquest. At the start, her curls were sleek chestnut, and soft. Now her hair is wire wool.

“Look, there she is, all on her own.”

“Who?”

Gina had given a slow, measured nod in the direction of the woman wearing the smart suit. “I’ll just go over and pay my respects.”

“Why the hell would you do that?” How quick Bill was to write Maggie off. 

“Because she’s lost a child, like us –”

“She’s nothing like us! She’s got a bloody nerve showing her face!”

This version of her husband was a stranger, his anger new and startling, but Bill wasn’t alone in his thinking. When Maggie took a seat that first day in the row reserved for family members, resistance was tangible. Maggie must have felt it, must have been wounded. At times, given the revelations about Ollie, Gina has wondered if anyone else would want to sit next to her. It was Maggie who made sure she never had to find out. Gina draws strength from this unlikely friendship of theirs. 

The way Maggie’s face moves suggests she’s chewing the soft inside of her cheek. She’s gripping the hand of her husband, Alan – a quiet man who radiates quiet strength in a way Bill never could. She’s holding on for dear life. Gina reaches for her right hand and feels a twitch of surprise before Maggie glances up. In a moment’s eye contact, Gina offers her a silent promise. To see this through together. 

As Gina turns back towards her daughter, Donovan acknowledges her with a nod. You aren’t the only one without a partner here to support you. In all this time, she has never met Donovan’s wife. Quite why is never spoken of, but the fact that it’s not a subject for discussion is an understanding of sorts. Donovan raises the hand in which he has Tamsin’s right hand. I’ve got her. A swell of gratitude washes through Gina. She hopes something of it is transmitted through the chain they’ve formed. The rows of bereaved, devastated, wrecked family members.

Movement. All eyes turn as the spokesperson for the jury stands. Nobody dares breathe. 

The Coroner clears his throat before addressing her: “I’m going to go through each of the fourteen questions in turn, and you will answer with a simple yes or no. Do you understand?”

The poor woman wets her lips, nods. It isn’t a role Gina would wish on anybody. 

“Do you agree with the following statement, intended to summarise the basic facts of the incident? On 22 August 2003, following the admission of a large number of passengers, fifty-eight people died in the disaster at St Botolph and Old Billingsgate stations after falling on or from the escalators.” 

The spokesperson’s voice quivers. “Yes.” 

Though Gina’s limbs are perfectly still, her blood is restless.

“Was there any error or omission on the part of station management or staff, for any reason whatsoever, on 22 August 2003, which caused or contributed to the dangerous situation that developed?”

“Yes.”

Several rows behind Gina, someone is already weeping. Whatever Gina has to endure, it will be ten times worse for the Chapples. Whatever Ollie was or was not, unlike Rosie Chapple, he wasn’t supposed to have been in charge. 

Around her, an eruption of wonder, joy, tears. As the spontaneous applause directed at the jurors peters out, the families turn to one another. “We did it!” they repeat in disbelieving voices, and, “Finally.” Words spool without registering. The crowd was not responsible! Gina repeats this to herself, clasping one hand to her mouth. She’d always hoped, of course she had, but this is a moment she has barely allowed herself to imagine. 

“What just happened?” Beside her, Tamsin sits back down and grips the edge of her seat as if she risks falling off. Her head drops forward and hair curtains her face.

Gina squeezes her daughter’s shoulder but struggles to remember anything after the Coroner’s third question. The isolated phrase unwiped truth swims towards her, unmoored from its context. “We won,” she says with a swirling eddy of emotions. “I can’t quite believe it.” But a shadow passes through Gina as Ollie looks up from somewhere deep within Tamsin’s dark eyes. He shouldn’t have been one of the fifty-eight. Why, oh why, did you have to try and be a hero? “Take all the time you need,” she manages. 

It’s not just Gina who has received what others will call good news. Behind her, Alan is murmuring to Maggie. I should say something. But Gina must wait for Alan to release his wife from his embrace. He gives the slightest nod over Maggie’s shoulder and steers her around.

Disorientated, Maggie reaches out her arms. “Gina. My God. I never thought I’d be so glad to hear Rosie called a victim… This is…” Her unlikely friend falters.

The victims have been referred to as the fifty-eight for so long, it will be tough for Gina to adjust her thinking. The corners of her mouth twitch into a lopsided smile. At a loss for something appropriate to say, the idea that anyone would want this… She goes to hug Maggie, who claims the words for the first time. 

“Rosemary Chapple. Victim fifty-nine.”


CHAPTER TWO

GINA, 2016

Through the double doors, release. One hand on her daughter’s arm, it’s unclear who’s steering who. Outside, a surreal ambush. Flashing bulbs, camera crews, lorries topped with satellite dishes. Gina shields her eyes against the sensory onslaught, narrowing the view through her fingers to a slatted-blind arrangement. 

“Delivering up to the minute breaking news, we bring you the reactions, live, from outside the court.” 

Penned in on the courtroom steps, a growing atmosphere of expectation has turned her insides to liquid. If only the rest of her body could complete the process, pooling onto the granite step and trickling between the polished shoes of those standing in front. Instead, every tortured smile, every anguished frown, will be transmitted into living rooms the length and breadth of Britain. This knowledge magnifies each tiny tremor at the corner of Gina’s mouth, each blink, each pore. Just as their loved ones were declared the property of the Coroner, just as politicians and priests laid claim to the disaster, the press believe the public is entitled to the families’ churned-up emotions. Thirteen years ago, it had been just the same.

“You have to expect it.”

“Expect it? What we need right now is privacy. Privacy to grieve.”

Though she’d thought his anger justified, Gina held Bill back. Second only to grief, hatred of the press is the thing that unites the families. What journalists do, what they’ve done in the name of ‘truth’, is indefensible. It would take little to convince Gina that their own Chuck Tatum had constantly dreamt up new ways to prolong their ordeal in order to come up with tomorrow’s feelgood headlines. Triumph over adversity sells newspapers. 

Someone stumbles into the narrow space Gina had deliberately left between herself and the next person. As an elbow scrapes Gina’s arm, she looks accusingly at a jacket sleeve. 

“Merde.” Unmistakable. A Gallic growl, only one syllable but not a letter wasted, the final emphasis on the ‘d’, a springboard. It’s Jules Roche, unwitting poster boy for the disaster, then a young man cradling the head of his infant son. Reluctant to embrace the success that came about as a result of the disaster, he gained a reputation as something of an enfant terrible. “Forgive me, Gina,” he says. “It is so crowded.” 

“Don’t worry.” She forces the smile that’s expected, at the same time reassuring herself that the toes of her shoes haven’t strayed too close to the edge of the step; that she’s in no danger of falling and pulling Tamsin with her. But it’s Tamsin who tugs on Gina’s arm, her expression bewildered. 

“They won’t expect us to say something, will they?” Mascara has left a slight smudge under her right eye. 

Gina’s only certainty is that her need to break free of the crush is rising. “Just let one of them try and shove a microphone at me,” she erupts.

“Look at them.” Jules nods. “Each after his pound of flesh.”

Just then, amplified words in a familiar voice: “They say that anything is true if enough people believe it. And why wouldn’t people believe what so many newspapers printed as ‘fact’?” 

Gina squints as she looks about for the speaker, locating the back of Sorrel Carwood’s head. Their solicitor has positioned herself between the families and television crews, a welcome buffer.

“Pound of flesh. Pfff!” Jules adds with ruffled intensity. “What kind of saying is that?”

“But repetition alone doesn’t make lies true. Today, the families have been vindicated.” 

These words demand that Gina stands to attention. As Tamsin hisses, “Merchant of Venice,” she turns to hush her daughter. Again it hits home. Tamsin is a grown woman, more than capable of deciding for herself what is and isn’t appropriate. As for Jules, he’s an artist; immune to what others think. And his son, that small child whose head he was cradling in the shot that appeared on all those front pages – the enduring image of the tragedy – he must have reached Ollie’s age… Ollie’s age when… 

She brushes the corner of her eye. It will always be like this, see-sawing between pride in her daughter and profound sadness at her son’s absence. There cannot be one without the other. 

“Always it is Shakespeare or the bible.” Jules speaks across Gina. “My Evelyn would tell me off for not remembering. She try her best to educate me.” 

How casually he mentions his wife. As if she’s just stepped out for a few moments. 

“Thirteen years after the 2003 tragedy, the jurors have contradicted previous findings, deciding that the behaviour of commuters did not contribute to the disaster.” 

A cheer goes up. Eric’s face stands out among the cameras and sound-recording equipment. The real hero of the hour. This result is the culmination of his years of research, his burnout, his breakdown. His mouth is moving, as if he’s transmitting words to his wife. 

“Though it wasn’t on the scale of Bethnal Green, Aberfan or Hillsborough, the St Botolph and Old Billingsgate disaster will form part of the nation’s collective memory.”

It moves Gina to know that they rehearsed for success. But there was never any doubt in Eric’s mind. Today’s verdict was another of his inevitable outcomes. 

Someone who’s aware of the connection between Eric and the families’ solicitor comments on how refreshing it is to see a man who’s happy to let his wife take the limelight. The record will show that today’s victory was Sorrel’s. Gina is among those who will remember it differently.

“No single community had to absorb the shockwaves. The families – those you see here today –” briefly, Sorrel’s serious profile comes into view, “were spread out all over London, its suburbs and beyond. Some of the victims were tourists, simply passing through. Thirteen years later and the identity of one man has yet to be discovered. He is known only as Victim Thirty-four.”

Time for reflection. Insulated inside the head-bowed silence, Gina recalls how Eric first turned up on her doorstep, barely able to make eye contact, fiddling with the file he held in front of him, nails bitten to the quick. Six years later he still resembles the fidgety youth who begged for fifteen minutes of her time, but he, too, is changed. 

“That lack of community has been particularly tough on the families. They haven’t had the kind of support that comes from knowing your neighbours have been through the same as you.”

Desperate to convey something of what she feels – overwhelming gratitude mixed with something bordering on maternal pride – Gina wills Eric, Look at me for just one moment. But he doesn’t, and that’s fine. He has a mother of his own. 

“Nonetheless, the families are members of a club they can never leave. Today’s outcome was the result of their dogged persistence. A refusal to be dismissed and ignored, a refusal for their loved ones to be vilified.” Sorrel punches the air. “The crowd was not responsible!” 

A roar of approval goes up. Sharp bursts of “Come on!” Though her firm might have preferred a verdict of unlawful killing, Sorrel represented the families’ wishes. Integrity like that will bolster her reputation. It saddens Gina to think that it should have bolstered Eric’s.

“We should feel ashamed that people who had already lost so much have been put through this further unnecessary ordeal. How many more times must someone stand here and say, ‘Justice delayed is justice denied’?”

Cheers erupt. From Gina’s vantage point, she spies a trestle table, on it a dozen green glass bottles. Champagne. Now that the journalists with their lenses and recording equipment part to let them pass, Gina desperately wants to stay put. The sight of Tamsin in high heels, striding down into her own shadow, makes her uneasy. She finds herself falling into step with Jules, but the mechanics of walking feel unnatural, as if dictated by the ranks of cameras massed before them. “Champagne! Can you believe it?” she says.

“You prefer gin?”

Should she tell him? ‘I’m an alcoholic.’ He’d be the last to judge. But he’s only teasing. She tempers her reply with sarcasm. “It’s not from you, is it?” 

“You think I have a crystal ball? No, Gina. The champagne, it is from one of the big newspapers.” He raises his eyebrows as if shrugging the journalists off. “They want their photo. They want to make loose our tongues,” Jules continues. “But I have other plans.”

“Are you heading straight back to Paris?”

“Not for a few days, non. I have business over here.”

Gina struggles to think of sculpting as a business. Though outdated, her image of a solitary craftsman chipping away at a block of white marble stubbornly persists. “Anything interesting?”

“I have a piece being shown at the Whitechapel Gallery but,” he pauses and gives an awkward smile, “there is another possibility.”

“Oh?”

“I cannot say anything yet. Perhaps it come to nothing.”

The pounding of feet. “Jules! Jules Roche!”

“They have found me out.” He gives her a gentle push. “I think you will want to go ahead.” 

“You don’t have to talk to them, you know.”

He shrugs. “I could stay away but I choose not to. Go! I will find you.”

She agrees readily, then stops. It’s as if she’s gone upstairs to fetch something and can’t remember for the life of her what it was. Tamsin. She scans the scene, looking for her daughter. 

“Champagne?”

Already, a scattering of people are clutching the stems of champagne flutes. God knows, Tamsin could murder a drink. She imagines knocking back the first one and holding out her glass for a refill. But she won’t accept a thing from the bastards who printed those lies. She has other plans. 

As she waits in line, a television reporter close by speaks into a microphone: “The families and survivors were systematically bullied, intimidated, manipulated or used for personal and political gain.” 

Impatience clogs Tamsin’s throat. You’ve changed your tune. Bloody hypocrites, the lot of you. 

“Here we are,” the waitress says, sounding a little too pleased with herself. 

Mum constantly tries to impress on Tamsin how much she adored Ollie, dismissing their teenage spats as a phase that would have quickly resolved itself. But it’s as if the data has been wiped from her hard drive, and each reminder of this failing produces fresh agony. Not today. Today, she has the opportunity to make up for it. 

A final glance at the camera crew, Tamsin stages herself as she would a prop. Her chin is high as she takes the delicate stem of the glass. (It’s a good weight; the waitress hasn’t skimped.) She turns and, as she knew she would, finds several lenses trained on her. The same camera crew who, if the families had lost today, would have recorded that arrogant bastard saying, ‘There comes a time when you have to accept that, no matter how many different ways you find to ask the same question, the answer will still be no.’ Well, he’s just had a few of his assumptions turned inside out. Tamsin smiles directly into a camera lens and raises her glass. What she’s about to do requires no script. She won’t give the fuckers words. 

Fill your boots, Ollie, this is for you. She tips her champagne flute. The balance shifts. From behind Tamsin comes a collective intake of breath. Conversations halt. The sound of champagne hitting tarmac is deeply satisfying. ‘Like someone having a wazz,’ she imagines Ollie saying and, for the briefest of moments, he’s here with her. They aren’t at each other’s throats, Mum isn’t having to say, ‘I don’t care who started it, I’ll finish it!’ They are simply sharing the moment. 

Liquid pools near her high-heeled patent-leather shoes.

‘New shoes, sis?’

‘Clarks – but don’t tell anyone.’

‘The shame!’

‘I know.’

‘Remember how we –?’

The reduced weight, the twist of her wrist, tells Tamsin her glass is empty. When she staged this moment in her mind, others joined her in one united gesture. Dangling the upside down champagne flute in one hand, Tamsin watches the last few drips with a kind of fascination, hoping that a camera will capture them, glistening and jewel-like. Ollie is gone. They are back to not talking to each other. Headphones on. The Keep Out sign on his bedroom door. And she is back in the real world. 

From between the shoulders of the camera crew, observing her daughter’s performance, it’s as if Gina has been looking through the wrong end of a pair of binoculars. How did Gina miss Tamsin’s transformation into this marvellous defiant creature? I mean, she always was defiant. But that was before. 

Tamsin has sought out Gina’s gaze, seems to be seeking her approval. Gina tightens her mouth, nods. Yes, I saw. Everything. Their exchange doesn’t go unnoticed. A camera is turned on Gina. “No, thank you.” She shields her face from the lens, irritated by her own politeness as she sidles out of the way. 

Would Jules call her daughter’s lone protest ‘art’? And where’s Maggie? Did she see? Gina weaves backwards. Lord only knows where all these extras have appeared from. The press corps have multiplied. She spots Crisanto, one of the so-called ‘fortunate ones’ who took the witness stand to have all those memories dredged up. The twenty minutes or so when he waited to be pulled from the pile of bodies, head locked, chest pinned, desperate sounds all around. Someone praying. Someone praying Lord, kumbaya. It was begging really, begging to some unseen force. You will not fear the terror of night, nor the arrow that flies by day, nor the pestilence that stalks in the darkness, nor the plague that destroys at midday. He didn’t seek comfort in the psalms. Into Crisanto’s mind drifted his grandmother’s voice, bringing tales from a distant childhood. Aponibolinayen, a mortal who marries Ini-Innit, the Sun. Aponibolinayen, wrapped in the vine and the vine carrying her upwards until she reaches the sky. But Crisanto wasn’t wrapped in vine. He was wrapped in tangled limbs and, as time went on and people ran out of air, they grew quieter, deathly quiet. He saw bodies that would later be marked ‘not to be viewed’, where identification had to be made through the contents of wallets and handbags, dental records, fingerprints; in one case, a helium balloon tied to a broken wrist. “It’s something you never escape from,” he told the courtroom, close to breaking. “That, and the fact that you lived, while they…” 

Again, Gina is struck by how irrevocably affected he is by the suffering he witnessed. Other survivors told of chaos, confusion, things done in moments of panic, things that would have been unrepeatable were they not under oath. But no one else spoke of blackened and swollen tongues, faces such a deep shade of purple that you could barely tell black skin from white. Even now, Gina shudders at the sight of Crisanto’s raw, slightly manic look. 

“All these years, I’ve lived with the idea that the behaviour of ‘the herd’ – yes, that’s what they called us.” He folds one arm across his body and supports it, as if it’s in need of a sling. “They made it our fault. I heard it repeated so often I came to believe it.” 

They must see he’s in no state to go on. But the ringmasters want his distress; the tremor of his chin as he struggles to retain dignity. These are the kind of wankers they’ve been forced to deal with over the years. Yes, I do mean wankers, she answers the critic inside her head. That’s exactly what I mean. 

“It’s not as if I told them anything different this time round. Shame on them for refusing to listen all those years ago!”

Speedily convened, speedily concluded, that’s what Sorrel said about the public enquiry in her summing up. Not that Gina thought so at the time. All she remembers is the overpowering sense of betrayal. Now Crisanto is backed up against a broadcast van, microphones thrust at him like blunt weapons. While her thoughts are changing from someone should rescue Crisanto to I should rescue Crisanto, her mobile buzzes. She twists to sift through the contents of her handbag. “Hello?”

“I take back everything I said. They actually did it.” In the midst of this madness, the familiarity of Bill’s voice offers comfort. 

She reminds herself that she’s supposed to be angry with him. “I tried to tell you. Conviction like Eric’s goes a long way.” At the time, shining through the paper-thin casing of his nervous exterior, it meant everything to Gina. 

“I was so mad at you for going against me. I thought he was looking for something to beef up his CV.”

“He’s never taken the least credit.” 

“I know that now.” 

Gina’s emotions shift. On top of everything else, what is as close to an apology as she’s likely to get is too much to bear. She has no idea how to hold herself, how to stand, how to breathe.

“Are you still there?”

“I’m here. I just… I don’t know.” She turns on the spot. “It doesn’t feel the way I thought it would.”

“You can’t rehearse for something like this. You feel the way you feel. That’s it.”

Irritation creeps under her skin. Now you find the right thing to say. There’s no way to rewind the clock and Gina doesn’t want Bill to try. The need to finish this conversation transforms itself into an urge to move. “I’m… I have to go now.” She begins to walk. “I’m wanted.”

“Wait! Is Tamsin with you?”

“Not right this minute, no.”

“Tell her I saw her on television… Tell her I’m proud of her, will you?”

“She should hear that from you, Bill. Just swallow your pride and call her!” 

Gina spots Maggie. More accurately, she spots Maggie’s hair. She feels the need to vent: Bloody Bill never thinks of anyone but bloody Jackie and the bloody baby. But that will have to wait. Maggie is standing beside Alan as he reads to camera from a sheet of paper. Never having heard him say more than the odd sentence before, Gina weaves closer. 

“Time and time again, we’ve been asked, ‘Why are you here? This isn’t your daughter’s inquest’.” 

Echoes of Bill’s words. He wasn’t the only person to voice them but unlike the others he isn’t here to take them back.

Suddenly Eric is by Gina’s side, serious, nodding. She says his name, “Eric,” condensing such feeling into that one word. She cannot help glancing at him from time to time as Alan continues. 

“No, it wasn’t our daughter’s inquest. At the start, based on what the families of the fifty-eight had been told – the lies they’d been fed – we understood only too well that we were the last people they wanted to see. People were angry, rightly so, but Rosie became the focus of that anger. We received hate mail. Hate mail. After losing our daughter.” 

Unable to help herself, Gina gasps. She looks at her friend in a new light. Her head may be high but her mouth is quivering. Gina holds Maggie in her gaze. It’s all she can offer, as one mother to another. 

“We risked causing offence because we always believed that when the full facts came out, as they eventually had to, people would understand that Rosie was a victim too. 

“Today, we’ve had that belief confirmed. Brand new to the job, she should never have been left in charge. The risk assessments, oh, there were plenty of them, but management only ever considered the possibility that one thing might go wrong at any one time.” Maggie’s nostrils flare. “The whole system was bursting at the seams. Four hundred thousand more passengers a day than in the mid-eighties. Years of underinvestment. Jobs automated, so when an emergency happened there weren’t enough staff to cope. Recommendations made in the aftermath of King’s Cross still hadn’t been implemented.” Anger clouds Alan’s features. There’s a sharp crack as he flicks the page in front of him. “The list goes on! And the thing, the truly awful thing is, even after today’s verdict, I honestly believe it could happen again tomorrow.”

“There,” Eric says, his voice low. “That’s the soundbite the journalists have been waiting for. Tomorrow’s headlines.” 


CHAPTER THREE

ERIC, 2008

Eric untangles himself from Sorrel’s arms. 

“Do you have to go?”

“Duty calls.” 

The last thing he’d expected was to find himself in bed with the smartest – not to mention the most attractive – girl on his law degree course. Least of all after an afternoon lecture, both of them perfectly sober. Though Eric has been naked in front of several women before – hell, he posed for an art class when he fell behind with the bills – he’s embarrassed by his pale limbs as they emerge from under the duvet. Aware that Sorrel is observing him (she’s someone who never just watches), he can imagine what she must be thinking. 

“You have very pale skin.” See. The girl’s a mind-reader.

“I’m blue-blooded.” Still perching on the mattress, Eric steps into his underpants. Already, the magic is fading. He’s served his purpose. Tomorrow, when they bump into each other in the library, they’ll pretend to be casual, conversation strictly limited to case law, names, dates. But how is it possible to be so awkward with someone when you’ve just…?

“I can see your veins.”

As he pulls his underpants over his thighs, Eric feels the lightest touch. Sorrel must have reached out to trail a fingertip down the length of one of his blue veins just as he pushed himself to standing. He steadies himself from the thought, decides he must have imagined it. With no time to shower, he dresses – undies, jeans and a jumper – then kneels to drag the musty-smelling costume out of his kitbag. 

By the time he’s hauled it clumsily over his head, Sorrel is up on one elbow, tousled. “Is that what you’re wearing?” She gives a lazy half-smile.

He holds out his arms in their ridiculous sleeves. “Don’t you think it suits me?” Formerly a costume monk’s habit, a packet of black dye has given it a new lease of life.

“But you walk to work, wearing that?”

He pulls the hood over his head. “I like to get into character.”

“As Obi-Wan Kenobi?”

“Close.” He holds up one finger, a kind of wait for it. Then Eric kneels with as little grace as someone who’s accidentally knelt on a piece of Lego, takes some lengths of plastic from his kitbag and assembles a scythe. 

She laughs. “I don’t know what to say. What does that make me?” Her next thought follows swiftly behind. “Does guiding pay well?”

“No.”

“Oh,” she says, clearly disappointed. 

“They don’t have to pay well because tourists tend to tip. Americans are the most generous. I lie awake at night praying for Americans.” Then it strikes Eric. “Shit. Can I ask a small favour?”

She purses her lips. “You can ask,” she says, in a way that suggests the answer will be no. 

“Could I leave my bag here? I can’t really take it with me.”

“No problem. I’ll bring it in tomorrow.”

“I don’t want to put you out. I’ll drop round later and pick it up.” Idiot. Of course she doesn’t want him to call round later. Why would she? 

Her eyes widen. “Are you worried people will think we know each other?” She lies back on her pillow, staring at the ceiling. 

He’s so obviously blown it. 

“Pick it up next time if you prefer.” 

“OK.” Eric suppresses the fizz in his stomach, not wanting to question his understanding of what’s just been implied. “I’ll, uh –” He points at the door, looks at Sorrel as if he’s checking it’s the way out. “I’ll see you tomorrow, then?”

She clears her throat, points to her cheek. “Don’t I get a kiss goodbye?”

He almost stumbles in his rush to lean over. She turns her head so that her lips meet his. To be fair, it’s not a bad effort. 

“The Grim Reaper.” She sighs. “That was certainly a first for me.”

Eric closes Sorrel’s front door. His self-image has just undergone a dramatic transformation. He walks into the waiting dusk with a spring in his step not usually expected from Death personified. Next time. 

By far the most effective approach when dressed for the part is to stand stock still until the last possible moment, like the out-of-work actors who dress as statues at Covent Garden. A small group of tourists has gathered by the south-eastern entrance of Bethnal Green station. A couple of Americans, judging by the way they’re dressed. And here’s Eric’s number fourteen. “Is everyone here who’s coming, Ladles and Jellysp–?”

A middle-aged Japanese woman visibly startles. One hand is high on her breastbone, fingers splayed. Several large plastic rings adorn her small bony fingers. 

“I’m sorry, I was going to ask if we’re all ready. You know it’s odd,” Eric muses out loud. “People happily hand over their hard-earned cash, but apparently it doesn’t occur to them that their tour guide might speak.” The truth is that tourists embarking on a ghost tour often tend towards jumpiness. “You don’t mind if I…?”

“No, no.” Her voice is staccato. She leans backwards, away from Eric. “You took me by surprise, that is all.”

“Yes.” He elongates the word and gives her a look of mock condescension. “Then I’ll start by letting you into a little secret. Not all of you. Just you.” The hand he extends is naturally pale and bony. It helps. “The young lady in the fetching glittery scarf.”

The shortest of the group and hanging back, the girl glances uncertainly at her mother, then touches one hand to her chest. Me? 

“Yes, you.” He beckons. “Over he-ere.” 

The balance between embarrassment and curiosity tips. Having decided to play along, she now looks rather flattered to have been singled out. 

“You see, I’m not really the Grim Reaper.” Eric rolls his ‘r’s and pulls back his hood to reveal a shock of red hair, then bends down to exaggerate a whisper, close but not too close, loud enough for most of the gathering. “I’m actually Eric the Viking.”

This raises a small polite laugh. “You don’t believe me? It matters not. And I’m here to tell you that ghosts don’t care whether you believe in them either.” He nods. “They’re too busy. Existing.” 

The thing that’s made the greatest impression on Eric since he started guiding for Ghost Tours of London is this: people want to go along with whatever you tell them. He’s just a facilitator. Now he draws them in, lowers his voice and confides: “London, as any fool will tell you, is the most haunted city on this planet. Every street corner, every alleyway, has its own ghost. But tonight we’re going deep down into the bowels of the earth.”

Unlike Ghost Tours’ average guide, Eric isn’t an out-of-work actor. Though his stage will be a courtroom rather than Shakespeare’s Globe, he must be every inch as convincing as any Hamlet. Ham it up though he may, his intent is deadly serious. “Imagine you’re working late at night in an underworld station. My apologies, did I say underworld? Slip of the tongue. I meant underground. Underground,” he repeats to himself, as if trying to make the revision stick. “You’ve just turned off the platform lights and you’re heading back to the cramped, white-tiled staffroom, when a noise stops you in your tracks.” He cups one ear. “It sounds like children sobbing.” Shakes his head. “You dismiss it. After all, you just watched the last train leave. There are no children here, not at this time of night. But now there’s a sound that’s impossible to ignore: women screaming in panic. Terrified, you run towards exit three. Oh, look!” He feigns surprise as he looks up at the sign for the station. “This is exit three. Shall we?” Eric steps as lightly as Gene Kelly (punters expect a little showmanship), then gives an impatient backwards glance. “Come along, gather round!” He shines a torch on a small plaque on the wall.

The site of the worst civilian disaster of the Second World War. In memory of 173 men, women and children who lost their lives on the evening of Wednesday 3 March 1943 descending these stairs.

Eric, who has climbed several mountains, recalls his Scoutmaster’s words: “Ninety-nine per cent of accidents happen on the way down.” 

“‘Why were they in such a hurry?’ you ask. Good question. Construction of the Central Line’s eastern extension began in the thirties. At the outbreak of the Second World War, tunnelling was complete but rails had yet to be laid. Voilà, your perfect bomb shelter!” He extends an arm, his robes swirl. But wait: he detects a doubter. “Oh, yes! Entire families would sleep on what would later become platforms. Instead of cocoa in front of the living room fire, your average evening routine involved sending a responsible adult to the Bundle Shop – a left luggage room full of bedding – and from there to bag one of five thousand bunk beds, while someone else gathered up kids, toys and rations. Meanwhile two thousand hardy folk would grab a space on the floor. 

“This particular Wednesday evening happened to fall just two days after the RAF began to bomb Berlin. The good British public had been warned to expect retaliation from the Luftwaffe. It was pitch black. Much darker than it is tonight. For starters it was early March. Still a hint of winter. No street lights, no house lights – because that would have shown the Germans the way. People were feeling their way down the blacked-out staircase, everything nice and orderly – because, after all, queuing is what us Brits do best.” A few nervous giggles, but he had their attention. “If anything, they were going slower than usual because it had been raining. I don’t know if you’ve heard, but very occasionally it does that in London!” Right now, it’s drizzling, but soon that won’t matter. They’ll be underground. “And the steps were a little slippery. At twenty seventeen – that’s military speak for seventeen minutes past eight – the air raid siren went off. Still nice and orderly. All terribly British. But then there was a noise like nothing anyone had ever heard before. And it was coming from very close by.” 

No jokes now, no more camp impressions. The Grim Reaper becomes still and sombre. Eric wants his audience to feel the change. He meets a smile from the girl he singled out earlier with a shake of his head. Recent ghosts deserve respect. “We know that a woman with a small child fell, but she was already near the bottom of the steps.” He points downwards. “We know that an elderly gent walking close behind her also tripped. Remember how dark it was? People had to feel where they were putting their feet. They couldn’t see what was happening in front of their faces, let alone what was down there at the bottom of the stairs. They kept on coming. After all, the Germans were getting closer by the minute and parents were desperate to get their children to safety.” Eric pauses, draws a deep breath. “Lifted off their feet by the force of people behind them, they toppled like dominoes.” Conscious of the young girl, he holds back on the detail. Silence and imagination are a powerful enough combination. Tangled in an immovable mass, twenty-seven men, eighty-four women and sixty-two children were crushed and asphyxiated.

With a stern look he silences a couple who have bent their heads and are whispering. Looking up to the right, he pretends to listen. “I can’t hear them tonight. We’re safe to go lower. Follow me.” At the bottom of the run of steps they cluster once more, closer this time because space is limited. “Police Constable Thomas Penn arrived at the shelter with his wife. Right away, he knew something was terribly wrong, so he told her to stay where she was. To get to the place we’re standing now, he had to crawl over the bodies. Twice he fainted as the horror of what he was doing dawned. After he found all those people trapped, he then crawled back out to send for help. 

“Miraculously, the woman who’d been at the front of the group survived. Sadly, her child didn’t. The youngest to be killed was Carol Geary. She was five months old.” 

Not one of his party speaks now. A few steps further on, Eric ushers them to one side of the tiled ticket hall. Rush hour is supposedly over, but a steady trickle of passengers gives the group a wide berth. Having brought the mood down, Eric must now perk it back up. “A brief history lesson! In 1860, a Dr Cumming announced that construction of the Underground would disturb the devil, thus precipitating the end of the world. Well, it opened in 1883 and,” he pinches himself, “I’m still here. Would you like me to –?” He goes to pinch the nearest man, who jerks away his arm and cradles it protectively. “Have it your way. Now, I’ll be honest with you. It’s been a while since the devil and I had one of our soirées.” Eric’s image of the devil is the South Park cartoon version. A sympathetic character, frequently misunderstood, yearning for a glimpse of sky. “But,” Eric smiles ruefully, “the construction most certainly disturbed the dead. 

“Tunnelling for the Victoria Line ran into trouble when they drilled straight into a forgotten plague pit.” He holds his nose with one hand and wafts away an imagined stench, then waits for the groans to subside. He indicates a map of the Underground on the wall. “Makes the tracks look straight, doesn’t it?” A slow headshake. “Mm-mm. In the dark ages, summers in the City weren’t what they are today. People were terrified of the plague, and rightly so. To prevent the spread of infection, pits were dug deep in the earth where they buried their dead. When the plans for the Underground were drawn up, no one knew just how many pits there were – or where they were located. Excavations for the Piccadilly Line unearthed one that was so dense with skeletons, workers had to go around it.” 

He’s about to remark that, to the construction workers, it must have seemed as if the whole of London was a graveyard, when the girl with the glittery scarf pipes up, “They should have asked you!” 

“Well, yes, now you come to mention it, that would have been the sensible thing to do,” he uses the point of his plastic scythe to scratch delicately at his chin, “I can’t imagine why they didn’t. My hourly consultation fee is most reasonable. But they always think they know best. Now they know better. One of the pits was under Green Park, right next to Buckingham Palace. ‘Was’ being the operative word. And, as the network expands, more and more forgotten graves are being unearthed. So, really, it should come as no surprise that, in the most haunted city on the planet, the Underground is the most haunted place of all. Tickets please!” While he glides over to the barrier, a drawn-out screech jars his bones. “Worse than nails being dragged down a blackboard! Nothing to worry about. Not yet, anyway.” He pretends to inspect his party’s tickets before directing them through. “If you could wait for me at the top of the miraculous moving staircase. Oh, you know what it’s called! You have them too? Well, in that case you probably know that when escalators were introduced, the Underground had to employ staff to demonstrate their use before they could convince the public that they were safe.” He grabs the moving handrail. “Personally, I’ve never been convinced but here goooooees.” Eric inhales that distinctly Underground smell – rubber, rust, soot-blackened tunnels, and the friction of wheels on track combining with the pheromones of four hundred thousand anxious commuters. 

A sudden jolt just before the train draws into Liverpool Street, and Eric begins to describe for his attentive audience the man in white overalls who’s regularly spotted by night workers as they patrol deserted platforms. “One employee who went to investigate an unusual noise saw nothing, but his colleague who was manning the CCTV monitor insists the pair were standing side by side. Another worker found an abandoned pair of white overalls. They had no idea who their ghost could be, but a recent excavation found hundreds of human skeletons, as many as eight per cubic metre. Imagine eight bodies crushed into every space…what, so big.” Eric spreads his arms to approximate a cubic metre. “Potential for an awful lot of ghosts.”

“Mind the gap!” one of Eric’s party shouts to a teenager who has hauled himself out of his seat.

“Fuck off,” comes the response.

“And that’s another thing about us Brits,” Eric reassures his group. “We’re all so terribly polite.”

As the carriage rattles towards Farringdon, Eric tells his group about Anne Naylor, an eighteenth century orphan whose phantom stalks station corridors, terrifying passengers with her screams. As if on cue there comes a sound – a high pitched echo that fades into the night. One of the group gasps. Eric pauses, blinks several times then dismisses it with a shake of his head. “Only brakes. Sadly. When approached, Anne Naylor’s ghost disappears into thin air. She was killed by her master at a London workhouse, who dumped her body where this station now stands, leaving her to spend eternity passing endlessly through Farringdon’s corridors.

“Now we’re arriving at Bank station, and I’m going to take you up to see the entrance, which was constructed out of the crypt from the adjacent church. That’s right. A crypt. Is it any wonder the station is haunted? Keep your eyes peeled for a sinister-looking spirit. Known locally as the Black Nun, she’s believed to be the ghost of Sarah Whitehead, mourning the death of her brother Philip, who was executed for the forgeries he carried out while working at the Bank of England.” As his neck hairs prickle, Eric laughs at himself. If he’s managed to spook himself, he must be getting good at this. “Unrelated, but equally creepy, the foul smell some passengers report when they spot her may have more to do with the fact that the station was built on top of –” 

“Another plague pit!” The Japanese woman has got over her initial shock and is really getting into the spirit of things. 

Eric smiles at her. “How did you guess? Here’s where we get off, so do please mind –” 

“Mind the gap!” they chorus.

“Oh, very good! You know, arriving here, workers and travellers often report feelings of sadness, concern, and hopelessness. And it’s not just the thought of another day at the office. In October 1940, a bomb blasted through the ticket office, killing over fifty people.” 

“Right here?”

“Upstairs, yes. We’ll pass by the exact point on our way. Then our final stop will be Old Billingsgate, converted from the fish market established by Royal Charter at the beginning of the fifteenth century.”

“Very old Billingsgate,” the Japanese lady quips. 

It happens as they turn the corner. Eric is buffeted by what feels like a familiar backdraft, but then he’s struck by a terrible sensation. No words in his vocabulary can describe it. The feeling of being exposed is only a small part of it. He’s being watched. Cold rushes through his bones, carrying a pinching fear to his very core. He slows his step, not wanting to be the first to arrive at the steep rise of the escalator. He turns his head sharply; looks for a rational explanation. 

Someone says, “You know, it is kind of creepy down here,” but the voice is distant. 

Other voices are far closer. Primeval, yet distinctly human. Beyond words, beyond language, they chorus. They’re wailing, lamenting, calling his name. This is no cross-draught. This is not the approach of a train. This is a great mouth consuming the bodies of the damned. Eric spins and the nearest members of his group hear him say, “What do you want with me?” Later he will say that the floor fell away from under his feet. He saw himself plummeting down. Everything and everyone around him was falling, hands flailing, grasping, finding only air. 

He comes to lying on cold tile, a large uniformed woman towering over him. “Hey, you’re back with us! I can tell you, that’s the first time I’ve been called to perform first aid on the Grim Reaper! Oh, no you don’t. You’re staying right where you are, mister.”

But nothing can stop Eric from struggling to his elbows. The first words to leave his mouth are: “What happened here?”

“You gave your group a shock, that’s what! At first, they thought it was part of your act, but when they understood you were for real…” 

“No.” He scrambles shakily to his feet, pushing her protestations aside. “What happened here? Here.” He stamps for emphasis, relieved to find that the floor beneath him is solid. 

Eric clasps a mug of tea in both hands. The sickly scent rising from the steam warns him it will be undrinkable. He’s heard about the fifty-eight, knew the disaster had happened somewhere near here, but in 2003 Eric was a fifteen-year-old and thoughts of London were still a long way off. He can understand why London Underground wouldn’t want to advertise, but had no idea that he regularly passed the exact spot. Now, at least, the sensation of falling makes perfect sense. But there’s more. He hears the name Oliver Wicker, a name so familiar it seems to come from within him. 

“Wait. How old was he?”

The woman shakes her head. “School age. Coming up for sixteen.”

It’s as if someone’s turned down the volume. As the walls of the cell-like room blur and fade, the years rewind, taking
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