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			If all time is eternally present

			All time is unredeemable

			TS Eliot, ‘Burnt Norton’

			 

			 

			 

			Men talk of killing time, while time quietly kills them.

			Dion Boucicault

		

	
		
			

			Prologue

			April 1851

			The carriage comes to a halt outside the London house. A coachman springs down to open the door and a woman emerges. She is dressed in the height of fashion: emerald-­green silk dress with three bands of darker green fringing at the hem, a bolero jacket with a green trim and a tremendous high-­poke bonnet ornamented by peacock feathers. She holds up her skirts with one gloved hand – the leather of such a pale green that it looks almost white.

			‘Welcome home, Lady Serafina,’ says the butler who opens the door.

			‘Thank you, Harrison.’ Her voice is low with just a trace of a foreign accent. A besotted admirer recently described her as having ‘the face, voice and name of an angel’. There are rumours that she was born in Russia, in the American West, in a Glasgow tenement. Lady Serafina herself has never revealed her birthplace but she lets enough clues slip for the more informed to infer a close relationship to one of the more respectable European royal families.

			

			Lady Serafina Jones divests herself of jacket, gloves and bonnet and glides into the drawing room to peruse the Morning Chronicle. A footman brings her a glass of water with a slice of lemon, a delicacy of which her ladyship is very fond.

			Lady Serafina runs her eyes along the columns of tiny print until she comes across something that obviously interests her.

			 

			The Great Exhibition

			Amongst the curiosities that will be available for public perusal is The Seeing Glass, a mirror that is said to be able to see into the future . . .

			 

			Idly, Lady Serafina plays with one dark curl that has escaped from her coiffure. She dips her pen in the inkwell and then writes across the page with a flourish.

			 

			The Collectors

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 1

			Thursday, 20 June 2024

			DI Ali Dawson is late for work. She’s not unduly bothered. Life at the Cold Case Unit, known to some as the Frozen People, is not exactly deadline dependent. As she crosses the Old Kent Road she considers her worries which, in order, are:

			 

			
					Her cat, Terry, who seems off his food

					The hot weather, which has taken her by surprise and means she hasn’t shaved her legs or unearthed any summer clothes

					Her son, Finn, who has recently made ominous noises about wanting to leave London

					Her colleague, Jones, who is currently stuck in the nineteenth century.

			

			 

			London, too, has been caught on the hop by the good weather. Office workers are shedding jackets and fanning themselves with copies of Metro. Waiters are putting tables outside restaurants, looking nervously at the rough sleepers camping nearby. Al fresco dining is fairly new to this part of the East End. Ali gives money to one of the rough sleepers, whom she recognises. She sometimes buys him breakfast but knows he really prefers cash. She has a vision, as she presses two pound coins into his hand, of a Victorian woman giving a penny to the boy sweeping the street in front of her. There’s something depressingly nineteenth century about charity. It shouldn’t be neces­sary in a properly run society. Ali plans to tell Finn this when she next sees him. He works for a Labour MP who might soon become a cabinet minister. He has more influence than Ali will ever have.

			

			Ali takes the turn into Eel Street, where the Department of Logistics hides itself in a sixties office block, indistinguishable from those around it. The lobby seems almost designed to depress, one lift permanently out of order, the letters falling off the noticeboard displaying the names of the companies on the different floors: Quantum Mechanics, Niffenegger and Co, Wells, Pevensie Ltd.

			Ali takes the stairs to the third floor. An Italian-­accented voice wafts through her subconscious: Time travel is like taking the lift rather than the stairs. ‘Not now, Jones,’ says Ali, aloud. She’s found that her inner monologue is increasingly making its way into spoken utterance. She needs to stop it. She doesn’t want the team to think she’s cracking up.

			Her colleagues John and Dina are both in the open-­plan area. They stop talking when she comes in, probably out of politeness, but it makes Ali feel like the boss, left out of all the fun. Technic­ally, she is in charge, promoted to DI after Geoff’s death, but she still feels like an imposter. John, an experienced detective, was the obvious choice, but he refused to take the job, saying that he was a better deputy. To delay going into her office, Ali offers to make drinks, a morning ritual she enjoys.

			

			‘You’ve got a visitor,’ says Dina. ‘In your office. I’ll make coffee for you both.’

			‘A visitor?’ says Ali, more shocked than she should be. Outsiders are rare in the Department of Logistics these days.

			‘She’s called Margaret Fanshaw,’ says Dina. ‘That’s all I know.’

			Ali looks almost fearfully towards the glass cube within the larger room. Secretly, she still thinks of it as Geoff’s sanctuary. She has shut his belongings – his woodland print, photographs and ‘World’s Best Boss’ mug – in a cupboard but sometimes she thinks she hears them clamouring to get out, like in ‘The Tell-­Tale Heart’ by Edgar Allan Poe. Ali squares her shoulders and pushes open the door.

			Margaret Fanshaw is a woman of about Ali’s own age, fiftyish, with ash-­blonde hair in a short bob. She’s wearing a smart grey dress which is too warm for the day. Ali finds this touching. Margaret has dressed up for the visit.

			‘Are you DI Dawson?’

			‘Yes,’ says Ali.

			‘I hope you don’t mind me coming in without an appointment,’ says Margaret Fanshaw.

			Do I look like someone with a busy diary? Ali wants to ask. Her desk is empty apart from a ‘Radical Women’ coffee mug. Instead, she says, ‘How did you find me?’ The Department is a closely guarded secret these days.

			‘I work as a cleaner at Imperial,’ says Margaret. ‘You know, the university. Well, one of the lecturers is a man called Dr Bud Sirisema. I told him about Luke – he’s my son – and he suggested I contact you.’

			

			Bud. Ali might have guessed. He’s the worst in the team at keeping secrets. Except that, officially, Bud is not in the team anymore. When time travel became a forbidden activity, Bud’s expertise was no longer needed and he went back to the job he had before joining the unit – teaching physics. Ali warms towards Margaret. She used to work as a cleaner and she, too, has a son.

			Her visitor’s next words, though, chill her to the bone.

			‘Luke killed himself last month,’ says Margaret. Her voice is flat as if she’s steeled herself by saying this many times. ‘He was only nineteen. The police just wrote it off as another teen suicide but I know there’s more to it than that. I’m a single mother, I raised Luke on my own, he’s my youngest and we’re very close. He was just a normal boy. A bit silly at times, but they all are. But then he met him.’

			‘Who?’ Ali’s skin crawls. She knows the statistics on young men committing suicide. It’s still her darkest fear despite the fact that Finn appears to be happy and is now thirty-­two.

			‘Barry Power,’ says Margaret, almost in a whisper. ‘He’s a so-­called psychic medium. Says he can speak to the dead and see into the future. He’s very famous. Has tours all over the place. Well, Luke emailed him. At first, I thought that Luke wanted to get in contact with his grandad, who died last year, but no, it was this Victorian mesmerist called Klaus Kramer. Luke was obsessed with him. He went to see Power for a private consultation. Power went into a trance and supposedly spoke to this Kramer. Luke was rather quiet afterwards. He’s always been a bit withdrawn but it suddenly got worse. One thing he said was that Power – pretending to channel Kramer’s spirit – told Luke that he could fly. A week later Luke jumped from the roof of our flats.’

			‘Oh my God,’ says Ali. ‘How horrible. I’m so sorry.’

			

			Dina comes in with the coffees, takes a look at Ali’s stricken face, and backs out again.

			Margaret picks up her mug and puts it down again without taking a sip. ‘I want Barry Power to pay,’ she says, in a stronger voice than she has used so far. ‘He killed my Luke. Dr Sirisema said that you would help me. He says you specialise in cases where the police have closed their files but you know justice hasn’t been done.’

			This isn’t quite the Department’s official remit but Ali is rather touched that Bud thinks of them as champions of justice. All the same, she has to be careful not to raise Margaret’s hopes.

			‘Power sounds like a real charlatan,’ she says carefully. ‘I will look into him but I have to warn you that it would be hard to make any charges stick. Luke went to see Barry Power of his own accord. It might be difficult to prove that Power committed any crime.’

			‘He needs to be stopped,’ says Margaret. ‘He’s a liar and a conman, preying on vulnerable young men. You know he says he can time travel. Dr Sirisema was very interested in that part.’

			I bet he was, thinks Ali.

			 

			Ali promises to do what she can and escorts Margaret out through the open-­plan area. When she comes back in, Dina and John are looking at her expectantly. As succinctly as possible, Ali tells them about Luke Fanshaw.

			‘How awful,’ says Dina. ‘We must help his mum.’

			‘That’s terrible,’ says John in a quieter voice. Ali knows that John once tried to take his own life. John, an ex-­murder detective, is open about his struggles with alcohol and a mental health crisis triggered by a break-­up with his wife. Happily, John and Moira are now reconciled.

			

			‘We will if we can,’ says Ali. ‘I certainly want to investigate this Barry Power. Apparently, he says he can time travel.’

			‘That’s impossible,’ says Dina.

			‘Except we know it isn’t,’ says John.

			Back in her office, Ali opens her laptop and types in the name ‘Barry Power’. The results flood her screen. ‘Psychic wows crowd in Wales.’ ‘Barry Power spoke to my grandad – and his dog!’ ‘How does Barry Power do it? Your questions answered.’ There’s also a website where Ali can post a question to the mystic himself.

			Ali is just composing a message when her phone buzzes. It’s a text from Dina.

			‘Alert! TCTWBN is here.’ Ali stands up but escape is impossible. The only way out is back through the open-­plan area. The initialism stands for The Creature That Walks By Night and it’s the team’s nickname for Nigel Palmer, the bureaucrat who is notionally in charge of the Department of Logistics. Ali thinks it makes him sound far too interesting. Nigel’s only weapon is dullness.

			Seconds later, the door opens and Nigel Palmer materialises. He’s a smallish man with grey hair and horn-­rimmed glasses. The team once had a competition to guess how old he was. The answers ranged from forty to sixty-­five. Dina eventually found his date of birth through judicious digging online. Nigel is fifty-­two.

			‘Good morning, Alison.’

			Nigel is almost the only person to call Ali by her full name. She’s been Ali since school. Even her parents use the abbreviated name.

			‘Hi, Nigel.’

			‘I was in the area and I just thought I’d check up on you . . . see how you’re doing.’

			

			The first version is probably correct. Nigel always suspects that the team are plotting behind his back. And he’s usually right.

			‘Everything is fine,’ says Ali, in the hearty voice she saves for Nigel. ‘All good.’

			‘Have you got any further with the Payne case?’

			‘I was just about to put it in an email. The parents have moved to Tenerife.’

			The Payne case was one of several passed to the Frozen People in order, Ali thinks, to keep them busy and stop them dwelling on past adventures. Sisters Madge and Karen Payne visited their local police station in January convinced that their father had murdered their mother. This was easily disproved, both parents were alive and well. But the Payne sisters continued to pester the police, saying that a neighbour was filling their shared flat with poisonous gas. Ali visited the house, in company with the gas board, and found no evidence of leaks. She also interviewed the neighbour, a pleasant woman whose only crime had been trying to befriend Madge and Karen. The sisters have now turned their attentions to a distant cousin whom they think is planning to kill them for their inheritance. The parents have clearly emigrated to Tenerife to get away from it all.

			‘I’ve made a referral to social services,’ says Ali.

			Nigel grunts. ‘Good luck with that.’

			‘It’s very sad, really,’ says Ali. ‘Well, they’re all quite sad.’

			The other cases they were given included a woman called Camille Devine who said she was the reincarnation of Marie Antoinette (it was why she had a short neck, she said), and Fred Curtis, who believed he was being followed by the ghost of Marilyn Monroe (‘older of course’) and ended up becoming obsessed with Ali.

			

			‘I’ll see what else I can find for you,’ says Nigel.

			‘Please don’t,’ says Ali. ‘I’ve found us a case.’ She tells Nigel about Luke Fanshaw.

			‘That’s just coincidence,’ he says. ‘You’ve got nothing that links this poor boy’s death to the psychic.’

			‘Nothing yet,’ says Ali.

			‘Well, tread carefully,’ says Nigel. ‘You don’t want a court case for harassment. Remember, no one is meant to know about the unit.’

			‘It’s very difficult being a police officer under those conditions,’ says Ali.

			‘You brought it on yourselves,’ says Nigel. ‘With your . . . adventures . . . last year.’

			Nigel means when Ali travelled to 1850 in order to research a shadowy group called The Collectors and got stuck there. She’d had to be rescued by John who, in turn, was rescued by Jones, aka Dr Serafina Pellegrini, the brilliant Italian physicist who made time travel possible in the first place. Ali doesn’t really blame Nigel for not having the words for this. At first, the government had been cautiously interested in the work of the Department but now they seem to have decided that time travel is too dangerous an experiment. Nigel has been sent to close things down, which seems to be a speciality of his. Ali sometimes thinks Nigel was put in charge of them as punishment for him as much as them. He’s a high-­ranking Home Office official. Surely, he should be looking forward to early retirement, not babysitting a bunch of oddballs who have managed to subvert the laws of physics.

			‘If you remember,’ says Ali, ‘it was a cabinet minister who asked me to go to 1850. We had approval at the very highest level.’

			Nigel can’t deny this, but his body language seems to imply that, had he been in charge at the time, Ali would never have donned a quantity of uncomfortable Victorian clothes and gone in search of a supposed mass-­murderer.

			

			He counters with, ‘Well, it went badly wrong, didn’t it?’

			‘That wasn’t our fault,’ says Ali. ‘Well, not entirely.’

			‘It was somebody’s fault,’ says Nigel.

			‘Not necessarily,’ says Ali. ‘Sometimes things just happen.’

			‘That’s your analysis, is it? “Sometimes things just happen”?’

			‘Pretty much.’

			Nigel gives her an owlish look behind his glasses. ‘You’re a good police officer, Alison,’ he says, rather unexpectedly. ‘Can’t you be satisfied with that?’

			‘One of our colleagues is lost,’ says Ali. ‘I can’t let that go.’

			‘Dr Pellegrini, I am glad to say, does not come under my remit. She’s a civilian and must, regrettably, be written off as a casualty of this experiment.’

			‘That’s easy for you to say,’ says Ali. ‘Dr Pellegrini – Jones – is our friend.’

			‘Friendship has nothing to do with policing,’ says Nigel, although John would definitely argue that this is untrue; he claims his friends have kept him alive.

			Nigel’s passing shot is, ‘Remember, any more of that business and the unit will be disbanded. Good day, Alison.’

			When he’s gone, Ali rests her head on the desk.

			‘Cheer up,’ says a voice. ‘I’ve got a lead.’

			Ali looks up. Dina is standing in the doorway. She looks excited, a rare emotion in the Department these says.

			‘Barry Power,’ she says. ‘He’s here! At the People’s Palace tomorrow night. The ad says, “You’ll believe you can fly.”’

			

			Ali thinks of Margaret Fanshaw. He told Luke that he could fly. A week later Luke jumped from the roof of our flats.

			‘Dina,’ says Ali, ‘I think we have to meet this man.’

			‘I’ve already cancelled my date,’ says Dina.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2

			Ali, too, has an appointment that evening. It’s not a date; it’s more important than that. Ali is having supper with her son, Finn. They meet up fairly regularly but, as Ali walks through the busy summer streets, she has a sense that this evening is, in some way, crucial. Finn works for a Labour MP called Helen Graham who, after the election in two weeks’ time, might well be in government. Helen works in Westminster but her constituency is in Yorkshire and Finn has made several alarming remarks about liking the north of England and maybe even moving there one day. This evening Ali has to remind Finn not only that London is a wonderful place to live but also that he enjoys the company of his ageing mother. She must be cheerful and funny. She mustn’t make jokes about the Conservative party or remind Finn of his former job as a special advisor to a Tory MP. She mustn’t mock Helen Graham for her penchant for lime-­green trouser suits. ‘You use humour to deflect anger,’ Finn told her once. Ali thinks this is probably true.

			The restaurant is in Mile End so Ali can walk. She has swapped her trusty Birkenstocks for trainers and strides along the busy pavements. She has to admit that London is doing its best this evening. The sky is just darkening to azure behind the skyscrapers. Jovial drinkers are spilling out of pubs. ‘Hello, Scarlett O’Hara,’ says an inebriated city worker to Ali, probably in reference to her Ferrari-­red hair. She ignores him but it’s not an unpleasant encounter. The weather is making Londoners more cheerful than usual; some of them are even smiling. The pizza place has tables out on the pavement and Finn is sitting at one of them, frowning into his phone. Ali watches him as she approaches. Finn is tall and lean like his father, Declan, Ali’s first husband. Sometimes Ali worries that Finn is getting too thin but she thinks he looks well today. He even has a slight suntan. Bloody Yorkshire.

			

			Finn doesn’t see her until she’s nearly at the table but then his face brightens with a grin. Ali’s heart beats faster with pure love. No one else on earth elicits this intense, tigerish devotion. Certainly, none of her husbands did.

			‘Hello, love. Hard at work?’

			‘Just checking the trains for Leeds,’ says Finn, kissing her on the cheek. ‘I have to be back there first thing in the morning.’

			‘How’s the election campaign going?’

			‘Not bad. We’re ahead in the polls. Reform might split the Tory vote.’

			Ali notes that ‘we’ now means Labour. When he worked for Isaac Templeton, Finn was totally committed to the Conservative cause. Ali has never asked whether this was professionalism since he was working for a Tory MP, or whether Finn shared his then boss’s world view. Well, Helen Graham’s is very different. Far more aligned to Ali’s own politics, in fact.

			They talk about the election for a bit. ‘Helen’s constituency is in an old industrial area, lots of defunct textile factories and mills, but there’s no work in those sectors now. It’s all digital, fintech and medical.’

			

			Ali has no idea what fintech is but she doesn’t like the sound of it.

			‘Does Helen live in the centre of town?’ she asks. With any luck, the area is one huge dark, satanic mill . . .

			‘No,’ says Finn. ‘She lives in the country, near Knaresborough. It’s really pretty. The garden goes down to the river. Her kids have a great life there, hiking, swimming, riding. They’ve got a cockapoo called Dogberry and a cat called Clement Catlee.’

			Ali keeps smiling although the cute names are making her feel quite nauseous. The waiter comes over and they order pizza and a bottle of house red wine.

			Ali says, ‘Helen must spend a lot of time in London, though.’ Implication: there’s no need to move.

			‘She’s got a flat in Dolphin Square,’ says Finn, ‘but her heart is in Yorkshire. It’s difficult for her, with young children.’

			‘It must be,’ says Ali, although she knows that Helen has a devoted husband and a full-­time nanny, neither of which were available to her when Finn was growing up.

			‘How’s Georgie?’ says Ali. Finn has recently started seeing a woman called Georgina, a solicitor who lives in Ealing. Ali has yet to meet her but Finn and Georgie are coming to lunch on Sunday. Ali is already counting on Georgie to keep Finn in the capital.

			‘She’s fine. Looking forward to meeting you.’

			The waiter brings their wine and Ali takes a big swig. Finn raises his eyebrows. ‘Hard day?’

			Ali tells him about Margaret Fanshaw and Barry Power. Finn is suitably shocked. ‘How awful. That man really took advantage of Luke when he was vulnerable. That can’t be right.’

			

			‘It certainly isn’t right,’ says Ali. ‘But it might be hard to make anything stick. I’ll try, though. Dina and I are going to Barry Power’s show tomorrow night.’

			‘I bet Dina will like that.’ Finn gets on well with Dina, who is near to him in age.

			‘We’re going to invent dead family members and talk about them loudly in the queue,’ says Ali. ‘Just to see if Power has got spies listening. Dina will probably spoil everything by giggling.’

			The pizzas arrive and the next few minutes are devoted to them. Ali is pleased to see that Finn has regained his appetite. The events of last year – his former boss Isaac Templeton dying, Ali disappearing, Finn being falsely accused of murder – have taken their toll but Ali thinks that her son is getting back to his old self. It’s only when they have finished eating that Finn says, ‘You haven’t got any plans to do . . . the other thing . . . have you?’

			‘Time travel?’ says Ali.

			Finn looks around but the nearest diners, a group of young women and a lone man absorbed in a book, seem uninterested.

			‘Yes,’ says Finn. He’d been astounded to discover the true nature of his mother’s work. Ali knows that, when he found out that the Department had sent Ali on a trip from which she might never return, Finn tried to hit Geoff. It’s hard for her to imagine.

			‘That’s all over,’ says Ali. ‘Nigel came to see me today. He made it very clear. We’re just ordinary cold case detectives now. No’ – she lowers her voice – ‘time travelling.’

			‘Good.’

			‘Hmm,’ says Ali, finishing her wine.

			

			Finn looks at her with mingled exasperation and affection. ‘You miss it, don’t you?’

			‘A little.’

			‘And Jones? You must miss her too.’

			‘Very much. It’s just hard to think that she’s out there somewhere, probably very near here, in space if not in time, and we can’t contact her.’

			‘She chose to go.’ Ali knows that Jones talked to Finn before she went back to 1850 to rescue John. She’d give a lot to know exactly what they discussed but she thinks that, if he wanted her to know, Finn would have told her.

			‘I know. It’s just so strange without her. She wasn’t often in the office but we knew she was out there somewhere, working away. In an odd way, I think it made us feel safe.’

			‘What about Bud? Is he still around?’

			‘He’s gone back to the university.’

			‘Is he still working on . . . Jones’s projects?’

			‘I don’t know. She was his mentor. I think he’d find it too hard without her.’

			‘You might see her again.’

			‘I might.’ Ali thinks it’s time to change the subject. She tells Finn about Terry’s current malaise. Finn takes this seriously. He’s fond of Terry and often cat-­sits.

			‘Is it the new house, do you think?’

			‘It’s not new anymore,’ says Ali. ‘It’s over a year since I moved there. And I think Terry actually prefers it because of the garden.’ Terry does enjoy prowling the borders of his domain but he’s not a great wanderer and spends every night sleeping on Ali’s bed.

			‘Maybe it’s just the hot weather.’

			

			‘Maybe.’ Though Ali isn’t convinced.

			The bill comes and Ali offers to pay. She wants to do it on her phone to impress Finn but, when she looks in her bag, her mobile isn’t there.

			‘Damn. I left my phone in the office.’

			‘You’re always leaving it around.’

			‘That’s what Dina says. I’d better go back and get it.’

			‘I’ll walk you to Eel House.’

			‘Don’t worry, love. You’ve got an early start tomorrow.’

			Ali pays with her debit card and they walk to the Tube station, where they part with a hug. Ali can’t help the slight feeling of sadness that always engulfs her when she sees Finn swallowed up by London. But he’s fine, she tells herself. He’s enjoying work and in a new relationship. Besides, she’s seeing him again on Sunday. She mustn’t be a claustrophobic mother.

			All the windows are dark in Eel House. Ali taps in the passcode and lets herself in. She stands in the lobby for a few minutes, under the flickering overhead light, listening. There’s sometimes a faint metallic hum in this area although all the floors, apart from the third, are now empty. Ali isn’t aware of it tonight but, as she climbs the stairs, she hears something else. Footsteps coming from the second floor, the area they call Pevensie, after the intrepid children in the Narnia books. Ali stops on the landing. A chair squeaks and she hears the unmistakable sound of a computer springing into life. Should she call security? But what sort of burglar breaks in and turns on a computer?

			Ali pushes open the door. A long-­haired man is sitting at one of the desktops, the screen filling with incomprehensible numbers.

			‘Bud?’

			

			The man wheels round in his chair. ‘Bloody hell, Ali! You gave me a fright.’

			‘What are you doing here?’

			Bud pushes back his long dark hair. Usually it’s constrained in a ponytail or bun. Loose, it gives him a rather wild look. Ali wonders what Bud’s students make of him. As usual, Bud is wearing a slogan T-­shirt. Ali peers to read it. I never argue, I just explain why I’m right.

			‘I sometimes come in at night,’ says Bud. ‘Just to work on things.’

			Should Ali be worried about this lapse in security? Probably. But she doesn’t feel that she can ask Bud to relinquish his keys. Instead, she asks, ‘What sort of things?’

			Bud gives her a wide-­eyed look that reminds her of Finn when he can’t believe just how dense his mother is being.

			‘Getting Jones back, of course. I’m the only one who can do it. I’m her protégé.’

			This is said with some pride and Ali knows it’s true. Bud was apparently one of Jones’s most brilliant students at Imperial. He joined the Frozen People to work with her on the time-­travel experiment. At one time all these floors were full of people bending the space/time continuum. Now there’s just Bud, the sorcerer’s apprentice.

			‘And have you made any progress?’

			Bud rakes a hand through his hair. ‘I don’t know. Sometimes I feel very close to Jones. As if I’m in communication with her.’

			Despite herself, Ali looks round, half expecting to see the elegant figure of Jones in her jeans and designer knitwear, sunglasses pushed on top of her head. But there’s only the overhead light exposing the stained carpet tiles and the lone streamer hanging from the rafters, a ghost of Christmas Past.

			

			‘I had a visitor today,’ she says. ‘A cleaner from your offices. She said you suggested she talk to me.’ She tells Bud about Margaret Fanshaw.

			‘Poor woman,’ says Bud. ‘I often work late and one evening we just got talking. I thought, if anyone can bring that man to justice, it would be you.’

			Ali is rather flattered. She also notes that Bud works late at the university as well as breaking into his old workplace at night. She wonders when he last slept.

			‘Do you think we’ll ever go through the gate again?’ asks Ali. She recalls Finn saying, ‘You miss it.’

			‘I could take you back on a short trip today,’ says Bud. ‘Just a couple of days or weeks. That’s easy. But the 1850s? I’m not there yet. But I will be.’

			It’s hard to believe and yet Ali does believe it. She has proof, in the shape of a letter from Cain Templeton, whom she met in 1850. It was found in an old desk, and it implied that she’d see him again. Implied, in fact, that they became lovers. She has seen a sketch of herself, drawn by a Victorian artist called Frederick Tremain, dated 1853. Clearly, she went back through the gate at some point. Somehow, Bud must have found a way.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 3

			The People’s Palace is part of Queen Mary’s, the university where Ali studied as a mature student. There was an older building – Victorian, which no longer seems old to Ali – but it burnt down in the 1930s and now there’s an art deco auditorium that looks a bit like an old-­style music hall. Ali was awarded her degree there (a first in history, no thanks to her tutor who later became her second husband). There’s a rather theatrical buzz about the place this summer evening. People are chatting in the queue, some of them carrying drinks in plastic glasses and deploying purple fans emblazoned ‘Power Tour 2024’.

			Ali nudges Dina.

			‘Such a shame about Dot,’ she says loudly.

			‘I never expected her to die like that,’ says Dina. ‘In a hot air balloon accident.’ She makes a snuffling noise. Dina’s great flaw as a co-­conspirator is this tendency to giggle.

			‘She had no chance with her one leg,’ continues Ali remorselessly. Dina snorts, spilling her Diet Coke.

			‘I hope she comes through tonight,’ says Ali.

			

			‘The dead don’t come through just for the asking,’ says the woman in front of Ali. ‘Conditions have to be right.’

			‘Have you been to one of these things before?’ asks Ali.

			‘Have I?’ says the woman and seems about to leave it at that. She has the sharp-­faced look of someone who is frequently disappointed with life.

			‘Have you seen Barry Power before?’ asks Ali again, hoping a new form of words will generate a response.

			The woman relents slightly. ‘I’ve been ten times,’ she says. ‘I’ve travelled to Manchester, Liverpool and Belfast to see him.’

			‘He must be very special,’ says Ali, trying for a note of awe.

			‘He’s got the gift,’ says the woman with reverence. ‘The things I’ve seen.’

			Ali and Dina wait hopefully but the woman seems disinclined to say anything further. Luckily her neighbour is more forthcoming: ‘He got through to my grandfather, even knew his name.’

			‘What was his name?’

			‘Alfred.’

			Definitely in the top ten of grandfather names, thinks Ali. She wonders if Power tried Ernie, Bill and Harry before hitting the jackpot. She knows that people tend only to remember the correct guesses.

			But she’s wronging the mystic. ‘He knew his cat’s name too,’ says her new friend. ‘Beelzebub.’

			That’s some shot in the dark, thinks Ali, and a little disturbing that Power (and the woman’s grandfather) both chose one of the names of the devil.

			The doors open and Ali loses their new acquaintances in the hustle to get seats. Ali and Dina end up on the first floor, in the circle. They have a good view but are quite a long way from the stage. Ali had been hoping to see signs of trickery although she has only a vague idea of what these might be. Sleight of hand? Concealed doors? A ghostly microphone hidden amongst the stage lights?

			

			The lights dim and a frisson runs through the audience. The anticlimax when a slight man in jeans and a golfing jumper walks onto the stage makes Dina shake with silent laughter. But, all around them, there are gasps and even a few sobs.

			‘Thank you, friends and seekers of light.’ Power has a faint Welsh lilt which comes as a surprise to Ali and, for some reason, makes her feel more sympathetic towards him. ‘Thank you for coming tonight from far and wide. Some of you from the realm beyond.’

			Ali’s sympathy starts to abate.

			‘Let us begin,’ says Power, moving to the front of the stage. He then stands quite still, head tilted as if listening. The audience is completely silent. Ali finds herself leaning forwards.

			‘I’m listening to my spirit guide,’ says Power. ‘Violet. Who have you got for me, Vi? Thank you. I have a Helen. Or maybe Ellen. Yes, Ellen. She’s from my part of the world. Glamorgan is my guess.’ His accent becomes warmer and more pronounced. ‘Shwmae, Ellen. She was a nurse, I think. I get a strong sense of caring from her aura. She lived in a house with a view of the sea. I see the colour pink. Bright pink. Anyone recognise Ellen?’

			There’s a movement in the stalls. A shout of ‘Yes!’ A man in a purple Power Tour T-­shirt hurries forwards with a microphone.

			‘That was my auntie,’ says an excited female voice. ‘She worked in a care home. Always wore pink.’

			‘Ah, bless you,’ says Power. ‘Auntie wants you to know she’s very happy where she is. She’s saying something about a key. Does that mean anything to you?’

			

			‘Yes,’ says the woman, between laughter and tears. ‘She was always losing her keys.’

			‘That’ll be it, my love,’ says Power. ‘Well, no need for locks or keys where she is now. She’s free as a bird now. Flying over her beloved sea.’

			‘She didn’t . . .’ begins the woman but the microphone has moved on.

			‘Jim,’ says Power, looking upwards. ‘Oh, he’s a joker, Jim is. He’s got me in stitches. Jim worked with his hands. Big, strong hands. Anyone recognise Sunny Jim?’

			A woman two rows in front of Ali raises her hand. A purple-­shirted helper is on hand with the roving mic.

			‘My grandad. He was called Jim. Always laughing and joking.’

			‘Did he work with his hands, my love?’ Power is looking up to the circle, shielding his eyes with one hand against the lights.

			‘He was a carpenter.’

			Something like a sigh runs through the audience.

			‘That was a bit vague,’ whispers Dina. ‘What are the odds in an audience this big of someone knowing a manual worker called Jim?’

			‘Shh,’ hisses someone behind them. But Power’s next words stun them both into silence.

			‘I’ve got a foreign lady here. Sara . . . no, Serafina. I’ve not had that one before. She’s coming from a long way back. Or is she? It’s all a little confused. She’s a pilgrim soul, there’s no doubt of that. Anyone know a Serafina?’

			Ali and Dina look at each other.

			Serafina Pellegrini. Jones.

			

			‘Shall we say something?’ whispers Dina.

			‘Yes.’ Ali thrusts her arm into the air. The purple-­shirted man is with her in seconds. He passes her the microphone.

			‘Hello, my love,’ says the tiny figure of Power, far below on the stage. ‘I see beautiful red hair. Fiery energy. I’m guessing you’re a Leo.’

			Ali doesn’t reply to this. She is a Leo.

			‘Serafina recognises you,’ says Power. ‘She’s saying something about coffee.’

			Jones loves good coffee but doesn’t everyone these days?

			‘Serafina says she’s happy where she is,’ says Power. ‘She doesn’t want you to worry.’

			‘Where is she?’ says Ali. There’s a ripple of slightly disapproving laughter.

			‘She’s in another realm,’ says Power. ‘But, in another way, she’s still with you. In fact, she’s very close to us right now. Does that make sense?’

			‘No,’ says Ali.

			The microphone is taken away from her, even as Power blesses her and promises that Serafina’s spirit is flying free. But, before he moves on to the next seeker of truth, the helper presses a card into Ali’s hand.

			Want to continue the conversation? Contact Barry on this number . . .

			That’s obviously the way that Power reels in his clients. One thing’s for sure. Ali’s going to ring him tomorrow.

			Serafina is followed by many more Elsies, Cyrils and Marys. Then, three minutes before the end, with the ushers standing ready by the doors, Power moves to the front of the stage. Ali and Dina lean forward to see better. Power raises his hands to acknowledge the applause and, with no warning at all, starts to rise into the air. It’s quite eery, the steady ascent. Power still has his arms raised and, as far as Ali can make out, the same calm smile on his face. The audience gasps and applauds madly. Ali leans further forward to see if she can see the wires that must, surely, be making the trick happen, but a helpful blast of dry ice makes this impossible. Ali’s eyes are still watering when she makes her way to the exit.

			

			The crowd are all talking excitedly about the show. Several people notice Ali’s hair and whisper. She senses antipathy. She clearly wasn’t awestruck enough by her visitation. But the thing is, she is awestruck. She’s actually quite shaken. Unlike Jim, Serafina is not a common name. Where did Power get it from? And he called her a pilgrim soul. Pellegrini means pilgrims in Italian. Jones has published many physics books under her own name but, perhaps unfairly, Ali can’t imagine Barry Power reading them. It’s possible, of course, that Power came across the name somewhere and it stuck but that seems to go against his policy of choosing English names from the mid-­twentieth century (there was very little diversity in the audience tonight or in the realm supposedly frequented by ‘Violet’ and Power). And what about: ‘She’s coming from a long way back. Or is she?’ That seems almost to sum up Jones’s current position, a modern woman marooned in the nineteenth century. Serafina says she’s happy where she is.

			It’s dark outside but still warm. Ali and Dina walk past the main entrance of the university, not talking until they can be sure they won’t be overheard.

			‘Ali!’ shouts someone.

			Ali looks round and sees a tall figure running down the steps of the Queen’s Building. Her heart sinks. It’s not that she doesn’t want to see Ed Crane. In fact, she’s been seeing him quite a lot recently though is still not sure that she is seeing him, in the dating sense. But now’s not the time. And Dina is sure to ask questions.

			

			Ed stops a few metres away from them. He’s out of breath and Ali wonders if he’s run all the way from the top floor. ‘Ali. What are you doing here?’

			‘I’ve just been to see Barry Power.’

			‘Really? I wouldn’t have thought that was your sort of thing.’

			‘I’m full of surprises,’ says Ali. She’s aware that their conversation has a flirtatious edge, which is intriguing Dina.

			‘Ed, this is my colleague, Dina. Dina, this is Ed. He’s the curator of the museum here.’ This is how Ali first met Ed, who’s responsible for an eclectic assortment of objects amassed by the collector Cain Templeton in the mid-­1800s and now stored in the attic of the Queen’s Building.

			‘Are you undercover?’ says Ed. ‘Is this a case?’

			‘I can’t tell you or I’d have to kill you,’ says Ali.

			‘Pleased to meet you, Ed.’ Dina is obviously loving the repartee.

			‘You too,’ says Ed, shaking hands. ‘I’ve heard a lot about you.’

			‘I hope we’ll meet again,’ says Dina.

			‘I’m sure we will.’

			It’s all far too friendly. Ali manages to escape by promising to ring Ed tomorrow. Even so, Dina quizzes her all the way to the station.

			‘Is something going on between you two?’

			‘He’s the curator of the museum. I told you about him. We met up a few times when I was researching Cain Templeton. He was very helpful.’

			‘He likes you.’

			‘Why not? I’m very likeable.’

			

			‘No, he like likes you.’

			‘Honestly, Dina,’ says Ali. ‘You sound like a teenager.’ Although they used to be called the twins at work (because both have a small gap between their front teeth), Ali is fifteen years older than Dina and, right now, she feels it.

			‘Ed and Ali sitting in a tree . . .’ chants Dina.

			‘You’re being ridiculous,’ says Ali, though she can’t stop herself laughing. ‘We’re just friends.’

			‘It’s a situationship,’ says Dina.

			‘What the hell’s that?’

			‘It’s not quite a relationship but it’s more than a fling.’

			‘We’re friends,’ says Ali. ‘Like I said. More importantly, what did you think of Barry Power?’

			‘He was quite charismatic,’ says Dina. ‘I didn’t expect that. But the rest was a bit sketchy. I mean, all that stuff about Ellen and Jim was clearly just fishing in the dark.’

			‘We don’t even know that the woman’s aunt was called Ellen,’ says Ali. ‘The woman just called her Auntie. And she didn’t say her aunt lived by the sea, that was Power. I think they moved the microphone away before she could contradict him. But I know what you mean, he definitely had a presence.’

			‘And then there was Serafina,’ says Dina. ‘What do you make of that?’

			‘I don’t know,’ says Ali. ‘Maybe he found out about us and knew that Jones was part of the team.’

			‘But no one knows about us.’

			‘The Department’s not that secret,’ says Ali. ‘Bud talked about us to a cleaner at the university. But I’m definitely going to contact Power tomorrow. I’d like a chat with him.’

			

			They have reached the station and Dina leaves Ali to start the journey to south London. Her parting shot is making a heart with both hands, clearly intended to symbolise Ali and Ed.

			 

			Ali takes the Tube back to Bow. Although it’s almost eleven o’clock, she feels quite safe walking the short distance to her house. Her time spent living in Victorian London seems to have both heightened her senses and made her bolder. She remembers walking through the narrow streets, her skirts brushing against mud and worse, her head bent against the snow, assaulted on all sides by violent sounds and smells. The strange thing is, these memories bring not relief at being back in the twenty-­first century, but an almost painful nostalgia. She read somewhere that the Victorians saw nostalgia as an illness and she thinks she might agree with them.

			Ali’s cul-­de-­sac is cobbled and the street lights have an old-­fashioned yellowish glow. Perhaps this is why she feels at home here. She lets herself into her terraced house. Terry, her Siamese cat, isn’t there to greet her, which frightens Ali for a minute. But then she sees him, asleep on her sofa, his sandy-­coloured fur blending with the cushions. Ali strokes him. ‘Are you OK?’ Terry looks as gleaming and elegant as ever. His black nose is moist and his blue eyes – open in outrage at the nose-­touching – are bright. But Ali is sure that something is wrong with her familiar. She puts fresh food into his bowl and tries not to worry. She makes herself peppermint tea and
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