
TRIED BY FIRE

––––––––

S. C. WITHERS

Copyright © S. C. Withers, 2023

All rights reserved.


This is a work of fiction. Certain long-standing institutions, agencies, and public offices are mentioned, but the characters involved are wholly imaginary. Unless otherwise referenced in the text to actual historical people, all the names, characters, businesses, places, events, incidents and dialogue in this book are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously and not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. Where real-life historical places or businesses do appear, the situations, incidents and dialogues concerning these are entirely fictional and are not intended to depict actual events or to change the entirely fictional nature of the work.



Cover art by the author.


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Tried by Fire

Prologue

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10


‘Let thy gold be cast in the furnace,

Thy red gold precious and bright;

Do not fear the hungry fire,

With its caverns of burning light:

For gold must be tried by fire

As a heart must be tried by pain.’

(A A. Procter, The Bond of Sympathy. (1911). London: Simpkin, Marshall, Hamilton, Kent & Co. Ltd.)
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Prologue
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Eliza awoke, opened her eyes and squinted up at the sky. It was a soft blue, paler than the colour of her eyes, lit by the mid-morning sun, and with only a faint wisp of cloud. An aeroplane flew overhead, drawing a white trail behind it to join the many others that criss-crossed the London sky.

She took her time to sit up – the rooftop may have been smooth and level, but it was no mattress – and then rubbed her face vigorously with her hands. As she did so, her foot nudged an empty liquor bottle, causing it to roll away from her in a few lazy, clinking rotations.

Slowly she rose to her feet, picked up her backpack, and walked unsteadily to the edge of the roof. There, she turned around and lowered herself off the edge, carefully feeling with her toes for footholds.

*
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Wil Douglas sat watching the various comings and goings down the road from where he was parked. So far, he’d seen literally dozens of people – coppers mostly – milling around the derelict building, its lower windows boarded up, and paint peeling. They’d found the body fairly quickly, considering... Only a few days ago, it had been alive and walking around, being tailed closely by Douglas himself. But he wasn’t the one who’d done the killing, though. No, someone else had had that dubious privilege – and right under his bloody nose, too.

He cursed himself yet again for missing the bloody obvious. Someone, completely unseen by him, had already been in the building before his target, a Mr A. B. Gard, had entered. Had that someone been lying in wait? There would be many candidates – Gard had a list of enemies as long as anybody’s arm... But surely Douglas would have been aware of it if any Known Persons had followed Gard into London? Of course, it could have been a lucky coincidence – and certainly there would be nobody grieving Gard’s death – but it was imperative that Douglas find out who the assailant was, just in case.

His carelessness had already raised the ire of his superiors, and finding out what was behind this killing was the only sure way to a possible redemption. Especially if the person responsible turned out to be relevant and dangerous to national security.

*
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The scene was a bloody mess. The male corpse lay stiffly curled up, blackened hands clawing in freeze-frame towards the knife embedded in his neck. His skin was smooth and puffed up, straining against the scruffy clothes, and completely adhered to the bare wooden floorboards by a spread of dried blood. The smell transported Detective Superintendent Steve Brillow back to his childhood, when his father would regularly take the family on long summer drives in the country – to those times when the car’s occupants were impelled to rapidly wind the windows up for protection against the outside, where some poor beast’s carcass lay rotting in the gutter. Brillow desired the opposite here, but the windows of this squat, amazingly un-broken, were sealed shut.

The dead man lay in the centre of the room; the only other object, an old, stained mattress, occupied a space against the wall to his left, directly opposite the door. Brillow bent to look more closely at the protruding knife. It was a medium-length pocket knife with a handle inlaid with blue plastic. Apart from that, and the fact that the dead man’s trouser-fly was plainly unzipped, no distinctive clues grabbed Brillow’s attention. The victim appeared to be your average (though undoubtedly ugly) early middle-aged man.

‘OK. Interesting,’ said Brillow.

Two investigators, clad like Brillow in disposable plastic coveralls, head caps, face masks, and blue shoe covers and gloves were scouring the room for evidence while taking notes. Another investigator was busily photographing the body and surrounding area.

‘How long before you start dusting for prints on the body?’ asked Brillow.

‘Oh, not long now. Just need a couple more measurements and finish up on the photography,’ said one of the investigators, removing a tape-measure from his pocket.

‘I’m extremely interested in the knife,’ said Brillow.

The investigator with the tape-measure walked over to the body and peered down with a grimace. ‘Yes. It was very generous of them to hand us the evidence on a plate this time.’

Brillow grunted and left the room, peeled off his protective clothing and shoved it into a plastic bag. He handed the bag to a uniformed officer standing just outside the door. ‘Sergeant. We desperately need to root out anybody around here who’ll tell us who was using this place in the last couple of weeks.’

‘Anybody around here who’ll talk to us? You’re kidding.’

‘I know, I know, but we have to try.’

The Sergeant nodded. ‘Yes, of course, sir.’

Brillow walked briskly down a flight of stairs and out onto the street. The female police officer at the door smiled at him, but he breezed past her without a glance. Another police officer was standing just outside the taped-off area, talking to a reporter and four other people who’d popped by for a stickybeak...

By Friday, it looked like Brillow wasn’t going to get a weekend. Not that he’d expected one. Having unreasonable expectations like that only led to your getting angry, and where was the point in that? Far better to save your energy for solving the problem at hand. There would be plenty of free weekends when he retired – eventually...

The problem was that Special Branch had got wind of the squat stabbing, and for some reason they had requested that the case be discussed with a man by the name of Douglas. Brillow hadn’t the foggiest where this Douglas fit into things, but orders were orders, and even if they hadn’t been, he would still have complied out of curiosity. His section of the station was all but deserted. Everyone down the pub, watching the cricket on Pay-TV, no doubt. Finally, the telephone rang, and Brillow was able to go and meet The Man.

Douglas turned out to be from some cloak-and-dagger outfit affiliated loosely, but definitely not officially, with Special Branch. He was obviously worried. It seemed the dead guy was some kind of Person of Interest, under investigation by his agency.

‘So you think this may be linked to your...er, interest in this man?’ asked Brillow.

‘Don’t know yet, but I’m keeping an open mind – have to,’ said Douglas. Standing perhaps just a shade under six feet tall, Douglas was fit-looking, with a symmetrical, clean-shaven face and thin lips. He had grey-blue eyes, and dark-brown, neatly-trimmed hair. His unwavering eyes had a somewhat weary, guarded look about them. However, despite his hard-man appearance, he was well groomed, incredibly polite, and softly-spoken. Women would be throwing themselves at him, no doubt.

‘Terrorist, was he?’ asked Brillow.

‘Sorry, I’m not at liberty to divulge that kind of information,’ said Douglas.

Brillow’s face hardened. After a moment’s pause, he sighed. ‘What can I do for you, then?’

‘I’d like to get a copy of the case file, including any photos you have. Also – have you turned up any witnesses?’ said Douglas.

This geezer was a cocky, bloody interfering...but Brillow had been instructed to cooperate with him, and orders were still orders.

‘Certainly, I’ll get you the information you want. Although I warn you now, you’ll be disappointed. At this stage, it appears to be no more than the result of a scuffle between squatters,’ said Brillow. ‘And no – no witnesses as yet, but we’re working on it.’

‘All the same...’ said Douglas.

Brillow rang through for a copy of the case file. A young female officer brought it in, and Brillow handed it over to Douglas. The victim’s name was written on the front: Atol Blake Gard.

‘Funny that,’ said Brillow, ‘A. Blake Gard. I wonder if he was a blaggard.’

Douglas’s expression did not change. ‘Can you lend me an officer of yours as a contact?’ he asked. ‘Someone you can trust to be highly discreet, of course.’

Brillow paused for a moment, then: ‘We’ve got Detective Chief Inspector Lance Horwood on this case. You may as well deal direct. I’ll arrange for him to get in contact with you right away. He’s a good man – can’t say that he’ll be pleased, though.’

Again, Douglas’s bland expression did not change. ‘I’d like to get this going as soon as possible,’ he said.

‘No doubt,’ said Brillow, ‘But no man likes to be torn away from his favourite pub, does he?’

The rank and file of London’s Metropolitan Police Station of the Year was abuzz with speculation on the latest major call-out. There hadn’t been much crime to speak of since the stabbing, and some of the officers were becoming a little bored. The details had soon got around about the squat-house killing. Most thought it was the result of an argument over accommodation rights, or drugs, or whatever else it was your average homeless person argued about – who knew what drove these people?

Inevitably, they’d shifted the conversation to their favourite pub, but the topic petered out after a few pints of lager, moving on instead to a debate about the relative worth of English versus Australian cricketers. Gradually, the group of men and women began to fracture into smaller sections, as conversation topics inevitably drifted further apart.

It was a nice pub – all dark, polished wood panelling and furniture; its walls adorned with the occasional tasteful generic print. There were several round tables with accompanying chairs dotted throughout the place. Tucked in the corners and behind small wooden partitions were old, wooden bench-style seats, their stuffed green-toned fabric backs attached to the walls, facing rectangular tables. The crowd here was generally a good one – apart from there being too many coppers, the rest seemed decent enough: working people, enjoying a hard-earned drink with a mate or sweet-heart.

Detective Chief Inspector Lance Horwood scanned the room as his mind wandered from the conversation yet again. Someone new was entering the front door. He followed her with his alcohol-softened eyes as she approached the bar. She ordered a drink – a glass of white wine – and went towards the back of the pub, to one of the bench seats behind a small divider. She wore a short, black cotton dress, with buttons up the front, and epaulettes on the shoulders, and carried a small black bag. She had recently-cut, reddish-brown hair. The corners of her mouth drooped, and she walked with an air of nervous determination.

Douglas, too, had seen the attractive woman walk in. He even fancied that they’d exchanged a brief but meaningful look... He turned back to Horwood.

‘So the squat stabbing was right in the middle of your patch?’ asked Douglas.

‘That’s right. The Chief Super himself hot-footed it over there as soon as he heard you lot were interested,’ said Horwood. ‘I must say, you were bloody quick off the mark.’

‘So, are you making any progress yet?’ asked Douglas, remaining steadfastly on-topic.

‘Well, we’re waiting on some forensics, and I’m trying to follow up on witnesses at the moment.’

‘But there aren’t any – witnesses, that is – are there?’

‘Resounding silence, I’m afraid.’

‘Were there any people about?’

‘Bound to have been, but most of them are bent in some way or another – don’t want a thing to do with us,’ said Horwood.

‘Perhaps I’ll have more luck,’ said Douglas.

‘Maybe. But you won’t be passing any of it on to us, will you?’

‘Rivers generally only flow in one direction.’

‘Just as I thought.’
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Chapter 1
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She was fed up. She’d had a gut-full of this nomadic life. She was tired of feeling dirty, tired of feeling hungry, tired of feeling scared; tired of feeling tired. It was time, definitely time, to head for a doss-house and get refreshed. Luckily, her favourite one wasn’t too far away – it was supported by several different charities, and sometimes you could spend several days there free of charge if you got in early. They let you get cleaned up (even provided you with new toiletries); they let you wash your clothes, and sometimes gave you new ones. They provided a hearty (if not gourmet) main meal and breakfast, plus a safe bed for the night in-between. And when you left, there were vouchers for food and medication if you needed them. Yes, a break was definitely due. She had even been wondering if perhaps she ought to do more than just get refreshed this time...

In the early hours of this morning, which she had spent dazedly roaming the streets looking for a secure place to close her eyes, her mind had been merciless – over and over, a small part of her that continued, vainly but stubbornly, to be concerned for her welfare had insisted quietly that she move forward, and drag herself out of the gutter. Enough was enough. It was time to decide if life was worth living or not; and to do that, she had to be brave and experience life again – or at least try. It had been a tough night, though. Perhaps she would be able to think more clearly after a good feed and sleep.

She arrived at the night shelter and approached the front-counter window, behind which stood a balding, bespectacled, rather short man, wearing a small badge in the shape of a crucifix. He gave her a warm, friendly smile.

‘Hi, Albie,’ said Eliza. ‘I was wondering if you had a spare bed tonight.’ Her Australian accent did not faze him: he’d met her many times before.

‘Just a minute,’ said Albie, and turned to look at a white-board mounted on the wall behind him. The board was divided into squares with various symbols above them; some contained initials, while others were blank. ‘Yes, we’ve got room tonight, Eliza.’

‘Great,’ she said.

Albie opened a cupboard and took out a clean white sheet, sewn on three sides to form a sleeping bag, a pillow case and towel and a small plastic bag, and handed them to Eliza. Then he slid a book across the counter and opened it at a page headed with that day’s date.

‘You’re in bed number seven. Sign yourself in here,’ he said, offering her a pen. ‘No drinking or smoking inside, and no food to be taken out of the dining hall. You’re to book-out by half-past nine tomorrow morning. Breakfast is served between half-past six and eight in the morning.’

‘I know the rules!’ Eliza said, grinning playfully.

‘Sorry,’ smiled Albie, ‘I’m supposed to go through them with every admission.’

Eliza signed the book, and headed off to find the place where she would sleep that night. Women and men slept in two separate upstairs areas. The women’s beds were arranged four to a room – In Eliza’s room, bed seven was the one nearest the door. At the bottom of her bed were two neatly folded, grey and scratchy but warm blankets, and a rather flat, discoloured pillow. She tucked the pillow into its case and then laid the sheet sack on the bed and covered it with the blankets, tucking them firmly and neatly under the mattress. After that, she headed straight for the communal bathroom.

The room contained a shower-bath with more than decent water pressure. Eliza carefully locked the door, then opened the plastic bag she’d been given, revealing a small, brand new bar of sweet-smelling soap, a new toothbrush, a tiny tube of toothpaste, a sachet of conditioning shampoo and a small hair comb. She washed, scrubbed, and just stood, for nearly quarter of an hour, indulging in the warm, clean water. She could finally relax. She could close her eyes and wet her entire body from head to toe without a care in the world...

She was even thinner than the last time. It was hard to believe that once, she’d been quite chubby – had paid masses of money to try and shift the weight. But things were different now: you could even see some of the bones.

She took her time washing her shoulder-length hair. It had grown unruly and shapeless: a good haircut was definitely in order. She would ask the office if they gave out vouchers for that, too. Everything had to be perfect. She had to evolve from this, somehow – burst out, like a newly formed butterfly; or in her case, a moth maybe. But how many times in the past had she already told herself this? She was not worthy of forgiveness or love; she could hardly even bear her own company, to run the risk of being alone with her thoughts.

She would need a dose of her special medicine tonight, as on every other night. She’d left it outside, hidden in a bush around the corner from the front door. After dinner. Yes, that would be the right time. And then an early night. At last, she turned off the water, dried herself off, dressed and neatly combed her hair.

With her body now clean and refreshed, she laundered her dirty clothes, watching, quietly mesmerised as they tumbled and spun in the washing machine, then put them in the coin operated dryer with her towel. Finally, she left the machine to it, and went down to the communal dining room.

Dinner consisted of sausages (though not for Eliza – all those innocent, defenceless now-dead creatures... How could anyone sink their teeth into a corpse?), baked beans, mashed potato, cabbage, corn on the cob and carrots. It was followed by an equally nutritious and large serving of a stewed-fruit dessert that was surprisingly tasty. While Eliza sat devouring every scrap on her plate, a hungry-eyed man, skin weathered as an old leather boot, approached her table and sat down.

‘Hello darlin’,’ he said, leeringly. ‘Mind if I sit here?’

‘Piss off,’ said Eliza, her voice vicious and low. The man left in a hurry, and her heart slowed again.

When she’d finished eating, Eliza retrieved her clothes and towel from the dryer – and not a moment too soon, for a toothless old lady had been eyeing them just as she’d walked into the laundry – then went outside through the front door, and around a corner.

She looked around, then quickly reached behind a row of low bushes planted out in a concrete trough beside the road, and drew out a bottle of cheap, sweet sherry. She unscrewed the lid and put the bottle to her lips with both hands. Then, tilting her head back, she drank as fast as she could. After a good many swallows, she stopped, coughed, and got her breath back. (The flavour of this particular bottle of medicine would have to rank up there with the worst.) She repeated this procedure several times, until the bottle was almost empty, then stood up, shaking her head, and walked back to the shelter doors, dropping the bottle with its remaining dregs into the grateful hands of a grey-bearded, rather smelly gentleman who was propped against the wall outside.

Eliza cleaned her teeth with almost surgical precision, then found her way unsteadily to her assigned bed and got in. Although the sheet bag was restrictive, and there were quite a few bumps and pits in the mattress that had obviously fit the contours of many other bodies but definitely did not fit hers, it was comfortable enough; yet she seemed unable to lie still. Gradually, however, as the alcohol numbed her brain, her breathing slowly became rhythmical, and she was able to be alone with herself and the deep pit of nothingness that was sleep. She did not wake when the three other women who shared her room went to their beds, two of them bumping clumsily into her bed as they came through the door. Nor did she stir like the old woman nearest the window who coughed and wheezed all night long, or the younger woman next to her who murmured and tossed about, acting out her fretful dreams. In the morning, Eliza woke with a start, then breathed deeply as she looked around the room, feeling a familiar, thick, headachy wooze. But at least there were no dreams to remember.

She sat up slowly, then remained still for a few moments before finally getting out of bed. Off to the shower again for another good scrub, only this time she had to wait in a queue of scruffy hair, puffy eyes and BO. Then it was down to a breakfast of cereal and milk, orange juice, toast and jam, coffee and fruit. She, like all the other diners, shovelled as much food into herself as she could. After breakfast, Eliza collected the various vouchers, pamphlets and telephone numbers on offer, thanked the morning-shift attendant, and left.

Nothing seemed to have changed. The determination was still there...but how to do it? A new look was essential. Nobody would take her seriously looking as she did now. She also needed some form of identification, and without a birth-certificate or even an address, that would be hard – but not insurmountable with a little imagination and a willingness to lie, and Eliza had both. But then she’d also have to talk to various officials, too, and that meant cleaning up her image – this, in turn, meant she needed funds.

It took some time to find the appropriate benefactor. All morning, she’d roamed the tube and several public parks before finally heading for a large shopping complex. There, she wandered about, closely watching the behaviour of the shoppers. Being Londoners, most appeared wary and safety-conscious – she would just have to harden her heart and prey on the very vulnerable...

At last, she found a woman, aged perhaps in her mid-seventies to mid-eighties, withdrawing money from an automatic cashpoint machine. The old woman carried a brown leather handbag with two shortish handles. She seemed to be the sort who wouldn’t suspect evil of anyone – a nice sort of person, in fact. Eliza followed her into the bakery, where the old woman bought two loaves of bread and some sticky buns. Eliza bought a bread roll which she proceeded to eat immediately.

Then the old woman wandered slowly about the shops, looking in the windows of stores that sold jewellery and clothing that Eliza could only dream of buying. Presently, the old woman looked at her watch, and then quickened her pace, and Eliza doggedly followed her into a large department store. It looked as if the old woman was heading for a door that led to a car-park out the back. But just as Eliza was about to give up, the old woman turned left immediately before the exit, and headed through another, internal, door and down a long, concrete-walled corridor. Eliza followed her at a safe distance and pulled her shirt up to cover the lower half of her face – there were bound to be security cameras down here.

The route wound around, past a flight of stairs, leading eventually to a set of public toilets, and Eliza sighed in relief. The old woman entered the ladies’ lavatory and Eliza followed, as silently as she could, preventing the swinging door from banging shut behind her. So far, the old woman seemed unaware of her presence. Soulless music piped into the room through a speaker in the ceiling. There were three cubicles, only one of which was occupied – and that was the one nearest the main entrance. Through the large gap under the cubicle door, joy of joys, Eliza could see one of the handles of the old woman’s bag.

She planted her right foot by the main door, then silently shuffled her left out towards the closed cubicle until her feet were splayed widely apart, then she bent her left leg in an extended lunge. She took a deep breath, filled her mind with the image of herself running out through the main door, and then snatched, under the cubicle door, at the bag handle. She was throwing herself through the main door and running back down the concrete passageway before the old woman screamed. There was no way the old woman would run straight out with her skirts up: Eliza had time to slow down as she reached the next door, to take a breath and walk calmly out and turn left through the sliding doors into the car-park, her head no longer buried in her shirt, but still tilted down to hide her face from any security cameras. Walking briskly, she unzipped the bag and took out the old woman’s purse. She left the bag on the ground beside a car, and slipped the purse into her pocket, then headed for the tube.

She travelled to Queensway station, then walked from there to the Round Pond in Kensington Gardens, where she sat on a bench to inspect the contents of the purse. There were several personal documents inside: photos of two young children, a few store-cards, a seniors concession card, a driver’s licence, and ninety-four pounds, eighty-five pence in cash. Eliza smiled, and transferred the money to her backpack. She took out a notebook and carefully copied the address off the driver’s licence, then put the purse into her pocket again and sat for a long time, gazing out over the pond. At last she rose, and headed off towards Hyde Park.

Eliza returned to the night shelter, approached the front desk and waited for the attendant (this time a middle-aged, friendly but plainly world-wise woman) to finish on the telephone. While she waited, heart pounding, the back of her fingers tapped a silent symphony on the wall under the office window.

The attendant turned to her. ‘Can I help you?’

‘Yes, I was wondering if I could get some kind of reference from you? Because I’ve been living rough, I’ve lost most of my identification, and, um, I was thinking of doing some things I might need ID for,’ said Eliza.

‘Like what?’ asked the attendant.

‘Like finding some longer-term accommodation, and perhaps a job.’

‘Really?’ The attendant’s eyebrows rose: Eliza’s history was common knowledge here. ‘Well, there are several ways you could go about that – you could request a copy of your birth certificate from the General Register Office and use that; or some places might accept a Statutory Declaration from you... But yes, I’m sure we could put something unofficial together for you. Is that the kind of thing you’re after? A letter to say we know you as one of our clients?’

‘Yes, that would be fine, thank you. If you could state my full name, Elizabeth James,’ said Eliza.

‘That being your name, of course?’ said the attendant.

‘Yes, that’s my name. You can check, if you like. I’ve been registered with you here on and off for quite a while. Ask Albie.’

The attendant turned away. ‘Well, I can’t provide you with the reference right away. Are you staying here again tonight?’

‘I don’t know, but I will come back for the letter regardless,’ said Eliza.

‘Very well,’ said the attendant as she rummaged in a drawer full of letter-head paper. ‘Come back this afternoon at about half past five, and I’ll have it ready for you. That is, if I can find the right paper.’

‘Thanks so much. God bless you.’ said Eliza, and left.

What next? Off to the shops for a transformation of her image, perhaps. And a decadent afternoon tea to boost her spirits. A different shopping precinct this time, but with a similar array of shops.

She went first to a second-hand store, and picked out an unused folding purse and a small, black leather-look handbag with a long shoulder strap. She looked through the clothes then, and found a button-front black cotton dress with epaulettes, a pair of kaki coloured jeans and a long-sleeved black cotton shirt. All of the clothes appeared to be near-new and spotlessly clean. She paid for the items using some of the money she had taken from the old woman, and then transferred the remaining money to the new purse. Next, she went to a discount store for two weeks’ worth of underwear and socks, plus a pair of black sandals and a pair of dark trainers. And, finally, she bought a cheap pair of rimless Polaroid sunglasses from a street vendor. Thus laden, she sat down in a Café for a cappuccino and cake; a treat she had not indulged in for many months.

Smiling, she left the Café, and walked to a Tesco’s store. There, she used her food vouchers to buy some cans of baked beans and different tinned vegetables and fruits, a jar of peanut butter and a jar of jam, a loaf of bread, a tube of condensed milk and a pack of eight mini non-refrigerated orange juice sippers. She also bought some basic toiletries, a travel alarm clock and a small pad of lined paper.

Her shopping done, she descended to the depths of the tube once more. This concrete warren, her safe bolt-hole: teeming with people, sheltered from the weather, and so busy and bustling that it was possible to lose the sense of her own self among it. Over the past year, she had spent much of her time riding the trains back and forth down here, traversing London’s entire length and breadth several times over every week. There was one particular station she’d spent a lot of time at. It was right near a pub towards the East End, and it had good toilet facilities, and what appeared to be a covered disused drain down one side, away from the road, which was very useful for hiding things in.

She’d used it as a kind of hideaway locker in the past to store the odd item in, like a bottle of her medicine. It was covered with a concrete slab, and up till now had remained dry. Happily, the drain (or whatever it once had been) was big enough to store her backpack and food in. It was time to go back to the night shelter to collect her referral letter.

When she arrived, the woman attendant also gave her the address of the General Register Office, but she dropped it straight into a bin outside – the GRO was of no use to her.

After a cold meal of baked beans and mixed vegetables (both eaten straight from their tins) with a slice of bread, she set off to find her medicine and a place to sleep.

She soon found her medicine in an off-licence. This time she had enough money to buy a bottle of port: though admittedly not the expensive kind, slightly more palatable than cheap sherry. She poured some of it into a flat metal flask she’d found down the back of a seat on a bus several months earlier, and took the rest back to her drain hideaway. But before putting it in, she drank a large measure, leaving the bottle less than half full. The evening was creeping slowly in, and with its advance, she became ever more restless. The papers that day had reported the squat stabbing, discussing at length its implications – focusing on the huge criminal element in London who apparently stalked the night, looking for innocent victims... Eliza rode the trains until late, finally alighting at Queen Victoria Station. There, she found a seat and lay down to rest. So tired; she was just so tired...

‘You can’t sleep here, Love. I’m sorry. You’ll have to leave.’ It was a man’s voice: assertive and forceful, but with an apologetic undertone. Eliza awoke to someone shaking her by the shoulder. It was a policeman. Oh well, it had been a few hours, at least. But still, she had to fight her way through several layers of sleep before reaching reality. God, the lights were bright... She struggled to sit up. Her head ached and swam, and her body seemed so heavy...

‘Are you OK?’ asked the policeman. Eliza nodded, her eyes still mostly closed, and walked unsteadily away. After using the lavatory, she went outside and shuffled along until alertness finally crept into her mind. Although early morning, it was still dark, and now she was hungry; and so tired that at that moment, to die seemed the most preferable option available. She found her way to a sheltered doorway in a wide alley coming off the main road and sat down heavily, took out her flask and drank, then listened to the cars rushing past the alley. It occurred to her that their wheels were making a swishing noise, and then, that it was raining in a fine mist and her clothes were damp. She huddled against the doorway, pressing her body into the corner in which she must somehow sleep. There was no other option. God forbid someone would find her there, alone and vulnerable: Eliza had forgotten something very important, yesterday – she’d forgotten to buy a weapon. She whispered a heartfelt prayer, and passed out into a deep and inevitable sleep.

Eventually, Eliza woke, and suddenly everything was OK. It was light now; there was no danger any more. She would need some more money, today. It was a pity yesterday’s had not gone further – but in order to realise her plan, she would need all the things she’d bought.

Eliza set off back to her drain hideaway and ate some of the bread and jam, washed down with juice, and then put the writing pad and a pen into her handbag. In the ladies’ lavatory at the train station, she washed at a sink, and then changed into the new jeans and shirt.

She went back to the night shelter to find out where, with their help, she could get a free hair cut. From there, she took the old woman’s purse back to the shopping centre where she’d acquired it, and handed it in at the Lost and Found desk. At least the old woman would get the photos of her grandchildren back...

Last night’s rain had drained the sky of cloud, and now the sun shone through warmly. It was a good sign. Eliza strolled through the residential areas around the shopping centre, fanning out in a precise pattern. Along one road, several businesses and lock-ups jostled between the houses in a strip that ended abruptly at a space where only scrap metal and weeds grew, only to start up again with more buildings on the other side. Eliza wrote down the address of the empty lot and looked it up on a map, searching for other streets in the area with similar names.

Eventually, her rambling walk led her to a small park, ringed by a brick and iron fence and a road. The park was very pretty; three large plane trees dominated the space, casting vast shadows across the wooden benches that were dotted about underneath them. Eliza sat down on one of the benches and got out her pad of paper and pen. She began to write in long, backward-sloping neat cursive – nothing like her normal handwriting.

Dear Eliza, (she wrote)

I thought I’d better hurry up and put pen to paper or you’ll be thinking I’ve forgotten all about you! Actually, nothing could be further from the truth. Only yesterday, I was talking with Dave and Shona about you, and we all agreed that everything is a lot more boring since you went down to London!

Will you be coming back up to Newcastle again? Because if you aren’t, we might have to come down and see you! Have you got enough room where you’re staying, or should we stay at a backpackers’ hostel? Have you checked out all the hostels in your area, yet?

Dave says he wants to go to Amsterdam next, and he’s asked Shona and me if we want to come, too. But I’m not sure. It depends how long he’s planning on staying there. I’d really like to see you again. You must be one of the most fun people I know!

My parents wrote to me from New Zealand last week. They’re missing me and want to know when I’m planning on going back. They even threatened to come over and visit me here! I don’t want to go back home just yet, but when I do I’ll definitely go via Australia – you made it sound so great. In fact, I don’t know why you’re trekking ’round this country when you could be doing the same thing back there, only cheaper.

Anyway, I won’t write too much, only to say I got a temporary Nanny job. The kids are just gorgeous and really love me. It’s just for six weeks, but that’s OK, because then I can come down and see you! (If that’s OK).

Dave says to say ‘Hi’. He told me not to tell you that he fancies you, but I will anyway: Guess what, Eliza? Dave fancies you! And all three of us would like to thank you for all the stuff you did for us while you were staying up here. We really appreciated it. You’re a rare gem.

Anyway, all the best,

Love from Tracy

P.S. You left your passport in my locker. Do you want me to send it to you, or just wait till I see you next? T.

In the top right-hand corner of the letter, Eliza wrote the name ‘Tracy Wright’ and underneath, the address of a youth hostel she’d once stayed at in Newcastle upon Tyne. At the top right-hand corner, she wrote ‘Eliza James’ above the address of the vacant lot she’d passed that morning, and then folded the letter neatly, and placed it in her handbag.

She stood up, and threw the rest of the pad in a rubbish bin, then went to find a hairdressers’ who would honour the voucher they’d given her at the night shelter. The cut she received was unfussy and very short, but at least she looked quite different, and somewhat neater than before.

After the haircut, she made her way to a post-office to
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