
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
The Time Slip Girl

by

Elizabeth
Andre

Published by Tulabella Ruby
Press

Copyright 2015 Elizabeth Andre

 


This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment
only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people.
If you would like to share this book with another person, please
purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading
this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your
use only, then please return to your favorite ebook retailer and
purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of
this author.

 


All characters and events in this book are
fictitious. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is
strictly coincidental.

 


Click here to sign up for Elizabeth
Andre’s email newsletter and never miss a new release, a book sale,
a chance for a free story or other important news.

 


Other titles by Elizabeth Andre:

The Curse of the Old Woods, Paranormal Grievance
Committee Chronicles, Book 1

Muses, Paranormal Grievance Committee Chronicles,
Book 2

The Soul of WBVR, Paranormal Grievance Committee
Chronicles, Book 3

Lesbian Light Reads Volumes 1-6 Boxed Set

Lesbian Light Reads Volumes 7-12 Boxed Set

 


Editor: Cassandra Pierce

Cover design: May Dawney

 


Acknowledgements:

Thanks to our beta readers Eden, Dave, Patty, and
Lara.

 



Table of Contents

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Epilogue

About the author

Connect with the author

Other titles by Elizabeth
Andre

 




Chapter One

London, 17 June 2014, Tuesday

 


After a couple of days in London, Dara Gillard was
most impressed by how the city’s buildings reflected so many
different time periods. In a block, she could go from contemporary
to Gothic to Baroque to Victorian to modern. People like Dara,
people who paid attention to such things, could easily be
disoriented by moving through time so quickly, but that didn’t stop
her from wanting to see more. There was fabulous architecture in
her hometown of Chicago, but it didn’t even begin to span the time
periods that the buildings in London did. And London seemed to be
better for soothing her broken heart. Chicago had too many
reminders of her loss.

Dara’s older brother, Nick, sprinted to keep
up with her as she walked briskly to the escalator that would carry
them from the bowels of the London Underground to the street.

“That girl was more interested in you than
me, you know,” Nick said, panting as he stepped onto the escalator
behind Dara.

Dara looked around. “What girl? What are you
talking about?”

Nick rolled his eyes. “The one I was talking
to on the train.”

“Oh, Nicky. You’ll have to be more specific.
You talk to so many.”

They had only been in London for two days,
but Nick, a compulsive flirt, had already collected the phone
numbers of several young women. Nick’s phone had photos of many of
them. He claimed the pictures were for reference later.

“Yeah, well, she was the last one I talked
to before we got off. The one with long, silky honey-blonde hair,
multiple ear piercings, black nail polish, short skirt?”

Dara cast her mind back to the train ride.
Ah yes, now she remembered. Dara was a bit embarrassed because what
she suddenly remembered was the girl’s seductive smile.

“I talked to her, but she kept asking about
you,” he said.

Dara chuckled. “Did she? She was very
pretty.”

“And she plays the cello. When I told her
that I play piano and you the violin, she lit up like a Christmas
tree, but that’s probably because she was imagining the beautiful
music the two of you could make together. And she liked your hair,”
he said with mock petulance.

Dara self-consciously ran her free hand
through her dark, wavy hair. A few tendrils had fallen into her
eyes, so she pushed them aside. Growing up, she hadn’t been fond of
her hair. She had wished it were straighter, less wavy and curly.
It never did what she wanted it to do. But Jenny, with her
poker-straight hair, had made it her mission to get Dara to see how
beautiful her hair was and, by extension, how beautiful she was.
She felt a slight pang when she thought of Jenny, but the feeling
wasn’t nearly as sharp as it had been a year ago.

Dara and Nick got off the escalator, walked
through the station, and stepped out onto the sidewalk.

“Where are we supposed to meet the tour
group?” Nick asked.

This afternoon, they were visiting several
Edwardian-era buildings to feed Dara’s interest in architecture.
Later they were going to a concert at St. Martin in the Fields
Church to feed the need both of them had for music.

Dara consulted her phone. “Just a couple of
blocks this way,” she said, pointing west. She started walking.

“Will you slow down?” Nick said. He took
hold of her arm. “We’ve got plenty of time. Relax. Take a look
around. We’re in London. So much to see for free if you just
look.”

Dara allowed Nick to set the pace. He was
right. London had been one of the cities that Jenny had wanted to
visit but never got the chance to. She had made a list of places
she wanted to visit before Dara had met her. When they started
dating, she had shared the list with Dara, and together they had
ticked off a few places from the list, including Bangkok, Tokyo,
Barcelona, and Madrid. It was much easier traveling to such exotic
places when you were a member of the poverty jet set, as Dara and
Jenny were. Pinching pennies, couch surfing and even busking (Dara
on violin, Jenny on guitar) on occasion had helped them travel
widely. It had been so much fun.

When Jenny died, they had been planning a
trip to China, where Jenny’s great grandparents were from
originally. London was the next stop on the list. Dara skipped
China because it seemed like such a big place to go without Jenny.
China also felt like it belonged to Jenny. As big and densely
populated as London was, it seemed easier and cheaper. Nick, who
had been to London several times before because of his involvement
in music, came with her to keep her company. Dara had done a little
traveling alone before meeting Jenny, but they had been short trips
that hadn’t required a passport. She had traveled by herself once
since Jenny’s death in a car crash over a year ago. She had flown
to San Diego from Chicago and then gone by train up the coast to
Seattle to attend a friend’s wedding. She had spent a lot of that
trip crying or finding private places to cry. It was probably too
soon after Jenny’s death to take the trip, but she had felt like
she was ready to go to London with Nick.

“Have you gone on any dates yet?” Nick
said.

“Why do you ask?” said Dara.

“I care.”

Dara sighed. “I had one. It was too
soon.”

“When was it?”

“Six, maybe seven months ago. It was a set
up. She’s a friend of Marlena’s and Amber’s, very nice. It was just
too soon.”

They walked in silence for a bit. They
passed kebab shops with lines out the door and mini-cab vendors
with drivers waiting around for a fare. A man painted in silver
posed as a statue. Tourists blocked the sidewalk, lost in their
maps. London natives scurried around them.

“You know, that date was months ago. How
about now? I got that girl’s number, the blonde on the train,” Nick
said. “She’d like it if you called her.”

“Did she say that?”

“She implied it.”

“Why is it so important to you that I
date?”

Nick stopped. “Hold up. Look. It’s not
important to me that you date. It’s important to me that you’re
happy.”

“Dating wouldn’t necessarily make me happy.”
Besides, she thought, I’m out of practice. The last person
she dated seriously had been Jenny.

“You’re right. I know. But listen. Without
any effort on your part, women notice you. I bet at least half a
dozen women since we left the train station have given you the once
over, and you don’t even know it.”

“So?”

“I just wish you’d see that you’re still
here, that people want to know you. You know you can start dating
again whenever you want. You’re only twenty-four years old. You got
plenty of time. I just wish you’d get out of yourself a
little.”

Dara smirked and then wished she hadn’t. She
knew that Nick loved her and didn’t like seeing her in pain. She
had to admit she was still hurting. She took his arm. They started
walking again.

“Thanks, Nicky.”

“For what?”

“For being my sweet big brother,” she
said.

“You’re welcome, but you realize I had no
choice in the matter.” He laughed.

“It’s gotten a bit easier. I don’t cry as
much. You know, I can look at pictures of her and us on my phone on
the train to work, and I don’t break down anymore. I mean, it still
makes me sad, but it’s not as bad as it was at first.”

“Good,” Nick said, turning his dazzling
smile on her. He had deep brown eyes and darker skin than Dara’s.
When he smiled, a little dimple appeared in his right cheek.

Dara could see why so many females, from
girl babies to elderly grandmothers, got crushes on Nick.

Dara saw a knot of people standing in front
of a building just across the street from where they were
walking.

“I think that’s our group,” she said. She
started pulling at Nick to get him to pick up the pace.

“C’mon, young man. Those old buildings
aren’t going to look at themselves.”

The tour of London’s Edwardian buildings was
interesting but moved slowly. Dara was getting fidgety. The
Edwardian style was less fussy than the ornate Victorian buildings
she had seen yesterday, and she wanted to see so much more. Nick,
however, seemed very absorbed in an old carriage clock in the
parlor that the little tour group had been herded into by the
personable guide. Nick easily charmed the guide, convincing her to
stay too long in one spot for Dara’s taste. Such was Nick’s charm
that the guide seemed disinclined to explain the finer points of
Edwardian interior design to the other members of the tour group
but was happy to do so for him. Dara wandered away from the group
and walked slowly through other rooms. She wished Jenny was here to
share this trip with her.

She hadn’t paid attention to where she was
going, and, when she did start paying attention, she found herself
coming to the end of a darkened corridor. She had a feeling that it
was supposed to be off limits, but there was no sign telling her to
stay out. Therefore, it had to be okay. Just before the corridor
ended, she came to a door that opened to steps leading down into a
basement.

Awfully dark down there, she thought.
Again, though, there wasn’t a sign that stated “keep out” or
“danger.” Must be okay. She saw a light switch and reached for it.
A flash of light, heat like a flare, a sound like the crack of
lightning and a gigantic seam ripping, and Dara fell down the
stairs. She rolled at the bottom and fell onto the floor.

She was dazed but not quite unconscious. The
dust she stirred up upon landing made her sneeze and cough. She
winced as she tried to get up and reached out to where she thought
the stair bannister was. Her hand grasped it, and she dragged
herself closer to it. The door at the top of the stairs opened. Her
head hurt. She thought she had already opened the door. She
wondered if it had closed behind her when she fell. A woman
appeared at the top of the stairs. Light from behind her outlined
her silhouette.

“It’s all right, Mrs. Newton. I think it was
just a rat,” the woman said to someone behind her. “I’ll go down
and check that it hasn’t caused any trouble.”

Then another woman’s voice, from farther
away, said, “All right, Agnes. Don’t stay down there too long. Good
night, lass.”

A rat? Mrs. Newton? Agnes. Dara started to
pull herself up from the floor. She heard footsteps descending the
staircase. Her sides ached, but it didn’t feel like anything was
broken. She sneezed, coughed and blinked a few times, trying to
focus. There was some light coming from the open door, but the
basement was dark.

The woman gasped and said, “Stay where you
are,” as she met Dara at the bottom of the stairs. “Are you hurt?
Take my arm.” This must have been Agnes.

Dara did as ordered. “I’m just a little
bruised, I think. I fell down the stairs. I’ll be all right. Just
help me up the stairs and I’ll— Wait. My bag! Let me get my
bag.”

Dara moved carefully back to the spot where
she had landed after falling down the stairs. She reached down and
grabbed her messenger bag. “Okay. Got it.”

As they walked up the stairs and got closer
to the lighted hallway, Dara noticed Agnes’ clothing. She wore a
dressing gown that was old-fashioned in the extreme. It looked like
something one of Dara’s great-grandmothers might have worn.
Maybe she was a historical reenactor? The tour brochure
hadn’t mentioned anything about this house being a living history
museum.

They made it to the top of the stairs, and
Dara got a good look at this Agnes person. She was very
pretty—light brown hair pulled back from her face and flowing down
past her shoulders in a braid, gray eyes, pale skin. She appeared
to be a few years younger than Dara, perhaps in her late teens or
early twenties. Agnes’ eyes widened as she looked at Dara. They
started speaking at the same time.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to disturb you,”
Dara said, letting go of Agnes’ arm. So this was one of those
dreams that she sometimes had, the sort in which she actually
experienced everything instead of just watched as if watching a
movie. She had had many strange dreams since Jenny had died.
I’ll just add this one to the list, Dara thought.

“Who are you? What were you doing in the
basement, miss?” Agnes asked, taking a step away from Dara. “How
did you get in the basement?”

They stopped speaking. Dara and Agnes looked
at each other, bewildered. Someone say something, Dara
thought.

“I’m sorry. I’ve gotten all turned around.
Can you tell me how to get out of here? I should get back to the
tour group,” Dara said. Perhaps this Agnes held the key to Dara
waking up.

****

Agnes kept looking at the woman who had
somehow ended up the basement, her eyes sweeping from Dara’s hair
and down the length of her body to Dara’s shoes. The woman seemed
more puzzled than frightened, although Agnes thought she detected a
little fear. This woman intrigued her, with her dark features,
bright brown eyes and her strange clothing. She spoke like some of
the American ladies she had waited on at Debenhams, but she didn’t
look like any of them. Apart from the astonishing clothing
(trousers on a woman! And her toes were poking out the front of her
shoes!), Agnes thought she had never seen anyone as beautiful as
this woman.

“You’re an American. Who are you?”
Agnes asked again.

“My name is Dara. I’m in London on a trip
with my brother. His name is Nick. Now I’m having this dream,” she
said, rubbing her thigh.

“A dream, miss? Are you asleep now?” Agnes
was confused. Could I be dreaming all this? I must be, she
thought. But then, there was another possibility.

“I think so. I must be. I mean, this can’t
be real,” Dara said.

“I’m real, miss.” Of that, Agnes was sure.
“Were you at a séance at Mrs. Albright’s?”

“Séance? No, I don’t—” Dara said.

“She does them. I’ve heard she sometimes has
a gypsy woman help her. Nellie Jones has been to séances at Mrs.
Albright’s, and she said it felt like dreaming. Nellie also said
that she saw a spirit at one of the séances she went to, but you’re
not a spirit, are you?” Agnes gave Dara’s arm a good squeeze.

“Ow! What the—?”

“Not a spirit, too solid. Are you a gypsy,
miss?”

“No. How do I get out of here?” Dara
asked.

A lot had been going on in London of late,
Agnes knew. There was the Franco-British Exhibition over in
Shepherd’s Bush, and the Olympics were going on near the
exhibition. One of the newspapers reported that millions of people
would visit London this year because of those two events and many
others. The newspapers had said that there were Africans in the
exhibition. Maybe this woman had wandered away from Shepherd’s
Bush? Maybe Agnes should have sent Dara on her way, but she
suspected that she didn’t have a “way” to go to. Maybe I should
call the police or a doctor, thought Agnes, but she didn’t. No,
she would help this beautiful, exotic woman all by herself.

“Are you here with the exhibition? You
didn’t participate in the Olympics, did you?”

“Exhibition? What exhibition? The Olympics?
Really? No. No. I’m here with my brother Nick, like I said. We’re
visiting from Chicago. Look, just tell me how to get out of here,
please. I’m sure if I leave, I’ll wake up or whatever,” Dara said.
She quickly turned but stumbled against the wall.

Agnes was alarmed. “You’re not well, miss.
You can’t leave yet.” She steadied Dara and started helping her
move forward.

“It felt like the walls turned sideways. I’m
a little dizzy, I guess,” Dara said, rubbing her forehead. “I’ll be
all right. I just need a glass of water.”

Somehow, Agnes managed to guide Dara, who
was tripping over her own feet, up two more flights of stairs and
into her flat. She assisted Dara through her tiny kitchen and into
her small bedroom, easing her down onto the bed. Agnes knelt down
and started to pull off Dara’s shoes, but she waved Agnes away.
Dara bent over but started to fall onto the floor.

“Here, miss. Please let me,” Agnes said,
helping Dara sit up straight. Agnes removed Dara’s shoes. Then
Agnes stood and gently, but firmly, pushed Dara until she was lying
down.

Agnes still wasn’t sure what was going on,
but she believed that this lady wasn’t crazy. She probably hit her
head, which would explain why she seemed so strange and confused.
Agnes didn’t see a bump, but then this woman had a mass of dark,
wavy hair that would do very well at obscuring wounds. She found
herself longing to touch her hair but pushed the impulse down
deep.

“Okay. I’ll just lie down for a few minutes,
and then I’ll be fine,” Dara said.

Agnes went to the kitchen and put the kettle
on. Tea was the cure all for everything. She put two spoonfuls of
sugar into the freshly steeped tea and stirred, taking care not to
let the spoon clink against the inside of the cup. She didn’t want
to disturb the marvelous, strange woman who wore trousers.
Trousers! On a woman! Nothing else about her was mannish. This was
all quite thrilling. Nothing approaching anything like this had
ever happened to Agnes. It was like something out of an adventure
book. Her excitement mingled with concern for the woman she had
helped into her bed. How extraordinary. How did she get into the
building to begin with? And where did she get the clothes she was
wearing? Agnes had never seen anything like them. And what’s in
that bag she carried?

She added some milk to the cup, picked it
up, and headed back to her bedroom where Dara was nearly
asleep.

“Tea for you, miss. I’ll set it here on the
nightstand,” she whispered, unsure if Dara heard her.

Agnes covered Dara with a blanket, and, when
she was sure she was asleep, she picked up the bag the woman had
been carrying and crept quietly into the kitchen. Ordinarily, she
wouldn’t dream of doing something like this, but
out-of-the-ordinary events called for out-of-the-ordinary measures.
She needed, and wanted, to learn more about this woman.

She lit a lamp and opened the bag. It didn’t
have much in it. She picked out something rectangular in some sort
of shiny wrapping. It looked like it could be a chocolate bar, but
it had the words “energy bar” on it. There were three more of these
“energy bars” in the bag. Agnes wondered if the woman was
constantly in a weakened state if she needed all those energy bars.
No wonder she fell down the stairs. They were rather small, so she
doubted they’d give anyone much energy. She put the bars carefully
back into the bag. Could there be something with her full name on
it in here? She felt around and her hand found another rectangular
object. She pulled it out. This one was flatter than the energy
bars. It was glossy. One side had what looked like black glass on
it. It was smooth. There was an indentation with a button at one
end of the smooth, glass side. She pressed the button, and the
object seemed to come to life momentarily. Startled, she dropped it
back into the bag.

She saw a pocket on the inside of the bag
and carefully unzipped it. She dipped her hand inside and fished
out a slender book. It had a blue cover on it. One side was blank.
She turned it over. Assertive, upper case letters spelled out the
word “PASSPORT.” Immediately below that was what looked like a coat
of arms, and below that were the words, United States of America.
So she was an American! She flipped the passport open to the page
with a photograph. A photograph! In color! She didn’t read the name
at first. She was so mesmerized by the picture. It matched the
woman sleeping in her bed now. She gazed at it, particularly taken
with the woman’s closed mouth in a half smile. Finally, she read
the name next to the picture and the rest of the information there.
She gasped, and she knew there was no way she could call a doctor
or the police on Dara. She would end up in Bedlam, and she didn’t
want that.

Then she heard a noise from her room. She
stood still, listened and waited. Agnes heard it again and had to
stifle a laugh. The woman was snoring! She snored just like her
brother Ted! She put the passport back into the inside pocket and
zipped up the pocket again. She extinguished the lamp and made her
way quietly back into her room where she placed the bag back on the
floor next to the woman’s odd shoes. Agnes settled herself in her
chair that was wedged in the corner of the room and thought for a
good long while about the impossibility of this woman and whether
the passport was even a true passport before saying her night time
prayer, wrapping herself in a quilt and falling asleep.

****

Dara rubbed her eyes, feeling the grainy
bits that had collected in the corners while she had slept. Her
eyes fluttered open, and she saw a ceiling that looked nothing like
the ceiling of her hotel room. It was white but far higher than the
hotel room ceiling with small patterned cornices at the edges. She
sat up quickly, still wearing yesterday’s clothes. It was early
morning, but where exactly was she? Where was Nick? The young woman
from the night before was sleeping in a chair with her feet propped
up on the foot of the bed. Perhaps this wasn’t a dream, after all?
It seemed to have been going on for an awfully long time for a
dream.

Dara was desperate to get out of this little
room, but she didn’t want to wake the young woman in the process.
What was her name again? Agnes, yes, that was it. Agnes. Dara
pushed the blanket aside and carefully swung her legs off the bed.
Her sandals and messenger bag were next to each other on the floor.
She slipped on her sandals. The inside of her mouth had a sticky
feeling to it. She saw the cup of tea on the nightstand, picked it
up and drank about half of it. It was cold, strong and sweet and
oddly refreshing. Agnes slept on. Dara had been in such a daze last
night that she hadn’t gotten much of an impression of Agnes.
Looking at her now, she could see that she was very pretty,
prettier actually than the hazy image she had had of her from the
night before.

Gently, Dara set the cup back on the
nightstand. The cup was a delicate thing. She wondered if it was
Agnes’ best china. She gingerly picked up the messenger bag and
slung it across her body. She took a deep breath and stood up. To
her horror, the bedsprings let out the loudest squeak she had ever
heard. Agnes woke up, sat up and yawned. She looked over at Dara,
who was rooted to the spot.

“You’re awake then. Good. How are you, miss?
I was worried about you,” Agnes said.

“I’m fine. I’m sorry I woke you. I was
trying to be as careful as possible,” Dara said.

Agnes smiled and instantly became even
prettier—no, more beautiful than she had been even a moment ago.
Dara hoped she wasn’t gawking.

“That’s the noisiest bed in all of London, I
reckon. You wouldn’t have got past me in a month of Sundays, miss,”
Agnes said cheerfully.

Dara sank back onto the bed, which let loose
another squeak. She must have been too tired to notice the noise
last night. She drank the rest of the tea and took a few slow, deep
breaths. She had never had a dream before where everything was so
tangible, so inescapably real, so linear. In her dreams, things,
people and places tended to jump about with no rhyme or reason. One
time she had a dream in which she was flying Wonder Woman’s
invisible jet over present-day Cincinnati, but, in the very next
moment, she was swimming, wearing only a bathrobe, in a puddle in
front of the library at the university she had gone to. And she was
not in Cincinnati. Something strange needed to happen…well,
something stranger needed to happen. If a pink bunny suddenly
materialized and hopped across the floor, that would be
confirmation that this was a dream, right?

“I’m Agnes, Agnes Cartwright, miss.” When
Dara didn’t respond, Agnes swung her legs off the bed and stood up.
She began folding the quilt she had slept under.

Finally, Dara said, “No pink bunny.”

“Pink bunny, miss? Are you sure you’re all
right? Should I get a doctor?”

“Really I’m fine. Well sort of. Something
didn’t happen that I wanted to happen. That’s all,” Dara said.
“Look, thank you for all your hospitality and for taking care of
me. I have a question. I want you to answer it honestly, and I
don’t want you to think I’m crazy for asking it. Okay?”

Agnes nodded and sat back down in the chair,
which looked old but also new. In the light, Dara could see just
how old-fashioned Agnes’ dressing gown really was. The room had no
electrical outlets. There was no telephone.

“When? When is this?” Dara asked,
gesturing at the room.

“It’s June 18th, miss,” Agnes said. “You
really didn’t know?”

Dara closed her eyes. “The year. What year,
please?”

“It’s 1908, miss,” Agnes said.

Dara opened her eyes, opened her messenger
bag, and pulled out her cell phone. She pushed the button to
activate the main screen. It didn’t have a signal or the time and
date. The battery was at 80 percent. She looked over at Agnes,
whose eyes had gone wide. Agnes leaned over in her chair, trying to
get a better look at the phone. Dara tapped a few buttons to pull
up the photos she had stored on her phone. Yes, they were still
there. The photos of Nick, their parents, and their friends were
still there. The many pictures of Jenny, with and without Dara,
were there. With Agnes still gazing at her and the phone intently,
Dara went to her phone’s contacts and dialed Nick’s number.
Nothing.

“That still doesn’t mean I’m not dreaming,”
she muttered.

“Perhaps I should make us both some tea,
miss.”

Dara nodded yes, although she figured she
could do with something a good deal stronger than tea. Agnes
bustled out of the room.

“Oh my God,” Dara said when she was alone.
Her eyes darted around the room, taking it all in, the
flower-patterned curtains on the one window, the shabby wardrobe
standing in the corner, the night stand, the wooden chair, a small
desk, the plain iron bed frame and the bedclothes that adorned it.
One part of her couldn’t believe it was true, but another part
could. That part urged her to accept the truth. It will go much
easier on you if you do and soon, it said.

She thought of her brother, who was probably
frantic with worry wondering where she was. What would he tell
their parents if he didn’t find her before they were supposed to
fly out of Heathrow next week? Then there were her friends and the
co-workers she actually liked. Most of all, though, there was
Jenny. Jenny had been dead for over a year, so it wasn’t the fact
that she wouldn’t see Jenny again that upset her. She had accepted
that. No, it was the fact that she might never see the places she
associated with Jenny ever again. She may never see all the little
gifts Jenny had given her during their time together. In a panic,
she clutched at the thin gold chain she wore around her neck. She
kept her engagement ring on that chain. At least she had that. She
kissed it tenderly and wept.

She wiped her cheeks and rummaged in her
bag, hoping she had some tissues in there. She found a couple of
crumpled tissues. She blew her nose. At that moment, Agnes came in
carrying a tray that had a cup of tea and a biscuit on it. She set
it down on the nightstand and handed Dara a handkerchief. Dara took
it and murmured a thank you. Agnes sat back down in the chair and
folded her hands in her lap. She cleared her throat.

“I must confess something, Miss Gillard,”
she said.

“What? Are you going to tell me that you’ve
known all along that this has all been a weird and freaky dream?
Wait! How do you —?”

“No, this isn’t a dream. At least, it isn’t
my dream. My confession is that I looked in your bag last
night after you had gone to sleep. I am so sorry, but I did it
because I thought there might be something in there that would tell
me who you are and where you come from. I thought there might be
something that could tell me how I could help you,” she said.

“So, you know my name,” Dara said.

“Yes, but everything else I saw in your bag
puzzles me, Miss Gillard.”

“Please call me Dara. It’s okay,” Dara
said.

Agnes smiled. “All right. Dara. Well, I saw
your passport, and it says that you were born in 1990. It cannot
be. You cannot be. It’s 1908.”

Dara got up from the bed, went over to the
window and pulled the curtain aside. Across the way was a tenement
building. In the small yard below she saw a woman bent over a
barrel filled with water. She rubbed a piece of clothing up and
down on a washboard with vigor. Everywhere Dara looked, she saw
nothing of modern London. There were no satellite dishes. People
were not engrossed in their phones. They didn’t have cell phones at
all. The London Eye, that giant Ferris wheel built for the
millennium, wasn’t there. The high rises that had popped up
over the past few years were nowhere to be seen. She let the
curtain drop and turned to face Agnes.

“I cannot be, as you say, and yet here I …
be,” Dara said. “Are there people who look like me here in 1908?”
Dara was sad and scared and genuinely curious.

“You mean your color? Negroes? I’ve seen a
few, Dara, but not many. But you’re not really black,” Agnes
said.

Negroes? Not really black? Dara looked down
at her arms. She turned them this way and that. The whole world
around her had changed, but she was still black, or rather the same
light brown color she had always been. The small scar on her hand
from touching a hot toaster when she was a child was still
there.

She breathed a sigh of relief and asked,
“Not really black?”

“The ones I’ve seen are much darker than you
are. You’re very light compared to them. You’re more toffee
colored,” Agnes said. She smiled, looking pleased but a little
anxious.

Dara decided not to say something snarky, as
tempting as that was. That would have been appropriate in
twenty-first century Chicago. She wasn’t so sure what was
appropriate for Edwardian London, if that’s where she was. She just
knew she had to try to get home, and she had no idea how to do
that.

“Um, okay. Look, I need to see if I can get
back to modern London. I was in the basement when you found me,
right?”

Agnes sprang up from the chair. “Right,
although I think you should be dressed more appropriately if you’re
going to leave the flat.”

She opened the wardrobe and started going
through the small number of dresses that were hanging inside. She
glanced back at Dara several times before picking out a long
burgundy-colored dress. Agnes held it out for Dara to see.

“It’s a little old-fashioned, but it’ll do,”
Agnes said.

Dara took the dress, and thought, I must
be going out of my mind. Old fashioned? This must be a
joke. Agnes took a brush from one of the drawers of the
wardrobe and begun to brush out her braid as if she was just
getting ready to go out for an ordinary day, not help someone get
home to a hundred years in the future. Dara stared at the dress.
She stared at Agnes.

“Go on,” Agnes said. “It may not fit
perfectly, but it’ll be fine.”

Dara draped the dress across the bed,
removed her messenger bag and began to giggle. It was one of those
uncontrollable giggles she got whenever anxiety, fear or grief
threatened to overtake her. She had giggled a lot in the months
after Jenny died. Now, she had lost Jenny, and everyone who had
ever known Jenny or Dara, for that matter. She giggled as she
undressed. She kept giggling as she put the dress on. All the while
Agnes urged her to eat the biscuit and drink more tea. She giggled
even more when Agnes guided her to the full-length mirror propped
in a corner of the room. Dara was indeed still black. She was still
herself. Everything else had changed, and the dress was too big in
some places and too small in others. And yes, by Dara’s standards,
it was more than a little old-fashioned. When Agnes remarked that
Dara was a bit big in the chest, Dara let out a loud, manic
shriek.

Agnes smiled kindly. “Don’t worry so.”

They had three flights of rickety stairs to
take down to the basement. It was all Dara could do to not trip
over the long dress. She couldn’t remember the last time she had
worn a floor-length dress. Maybe the senior prom? Dara was glad to
at least be wearing her own shoes. Agnes only had one pair. She
said they’d get her some proper 1908 shoes soon. She also told Dara
that, after they had a look around the basement, she had to go to
work. She worked at Debenhams in the accessories department. Once
they got down to the basement, Dara saw that it was a rather
depressing space. There were crates pushed up against the walls,
and the floor was mostly dirt. It looked like someone had started
to lay tile but had given up or run out of tile. Agnes picked up a
lantern from a hook and lit it. Dara peered around and didn’t see
anything except a dank, dirty basement. She didn’t see anything
that looked like it could take her forward in time, that would take
her back home. She tapped on the walls. She kicked around a few
rocks on the floor. She thumped her hand on the bannister. Nothing.
Without a word, Dara walked back up the stairs out of the basement.
She felt like crying. Agnes put out the light and hung the lantern
back up before following her up the stairs.

“I have to go, Dara,” said Agnes after they
reached the vestibule of the building. “There are more biscuits in
the kitchen. I’ll do some shopping after work, and I’ll make us
something nice for supper. I don’t expect him back yet, but I live
with my older brother Ted. He goes away and stays away for a few
days at a time. If he does come today, it won’t be until tonight.
He says he doesn’t like coming back when I’m not there.”

“What are you going to tell him when he does
come?” Dara asked. She felt lost. Indeed, she was more lost than
she had ever been in her life. She was more lost than when she was
trying to choose a university. She was more lost than when she
tried to pick a major. She was more lost than when she was trying
to figure out how the whole 9-5 thing worked. She was more lost
than the day she was told that Jenny was dead.

“I’ll tell him you’re from down the mission,
staying with me temporary like. I don’t think he’ll like it, but I
pay the rent, so there you are,” Agnes said. She started to go out
the front door.

“Wait. Is there a toilet anywhere around
here?”

“Oh, the privy. Yes, it’s in the yard in
back. And you can call me Agnes. Goodbye!” And she dashed down the
steps and up the street.

Dara stood looking out the door and noticed
a man standing across the street. If she wasn’t mistaken, he was
looking straight at her. She didn’t stare back but saw that he wore
a suit and hat. He had facial hair, a mustache and a short, trim
beard. She shut the door.

Just do the next right thing, she said to
herself. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw a very young face.
She turned and saw a little boy sitting on the bottom step. How he
managed to get there without her hearing him, she’d no idea.

“Are you real?” she said.

“What do you mean?” the boy asked.

“I think I’m real. Are you?”

The boy seemed to think about this for a
moment. “Yeah, I’m real. You want the privy?”

“Yes, I want the privy,” she said.

The boy got up and opened the front door.
“Follow me.”

“My name is Dara,” she said as she walked
after him.

“I know. I heard Miss Cartwright, miss. I’m
Billy. I’m seven,” he said.

As she stepped inside the privy, she
realized there was a lot she’d have to get used to while she
figured out a way back, most notably the smells of 1908 London. The
odor that pervaded the privy was enough to bring bile up into her
throat. She fought the urge to vomit and lost. It came out in a
rush. She quickly leaned over the raised “toilet” and managed to
get most of it in the hole. Then someone knocked on the door,
urgently.

“Miss! Miss! You all right in there?” It was
a woman’s voice.

Dara needed something to wipe her mouth
with, but she didn’t see anything.

“Are you all right, miss?”

“Yes, I’m okay. I just—It was something I
ate, I think,” Dara replied. She stood up straight and wiped her
mouth with the back of her hand. She opened the door and saw a
woman, older than Agnes and herself, but not old. Just behind her
stood Billy.

The woman eyed her skeptically. Dara pushed
a few strands of her hair away from her face in a self-conscious
gesture.

“I’m not done yet,” Dara said weakly.

The woman nodded. Dara closed the door,
pulled down her underpants and sat on the toilet. Her eyes alighted
upon a bundle of rough paper that she hadn’t noticed before. The
toilet paper, thought Dara. She sighed. As she wiped herself
with it, she winced and concluded that no one should be subjected
to such a privation as toilet paper with the texture of sandpaper,
especially not in dreams, although she was becoming less and less
convinced that this was a dream. Once finished, she wondered where
she would wash her hands. She opened the door. Billy, who had been
sitting on the ground nearby, sprang up as soon as he saw her. He
bustled past her into the privy. The woman who had spoken to her
earlier stood at the large wash tub that Dara had seen from Agnes’
window that morning. She was taking some clothes out of it.

“Don’t mind our Billy. He’s just putting
some clay down the hole. Keeps the stink down,” the woman said.

“Does it?” Dara said. “So Billy is
yours?”

“Oh goodness, yes. And that one,” the woman
said, nodding at a small girl who was sitting in a basket and
staring at Dara in the way that only small children can stare.
“That’s Emelia. I’m Mrs. Newton. Billy told me your Christian name.
What’s your family name?”

“Gillard. It’s Gillard,” Dara said. She
looked around to see where she could wash her hands.

“Miss Gillard? What are you looking
for?”

“I’m sorry. I just want to wash my hands,”
she said. She looked at the washtub. “May I?”

Mrs. Newton shrugged. “All right by me. I
only put soap in that batch, no bleach or nothing.”

Dara thanked her and plunged her hands down
into the tepid water. It was none too clean, but it was better than
not washing her hands at all. As she rubbed her hands together in
the water, she noticed out of the corner of her eye Billy walk up
to the tub and peer down at her hands. She couldn’t imagine what he
found so fascinating.

“Does it come off?” he asked.

“Does what come off?” she asked, not paying
much attention to his question.

“The color. Does it come off when you
wash?”

“The color?” she said as she pulled her
hands from the tub and shook them to get excess water off. Then she
got it. He meant her skin color. Oh dear, she thought.

Mrs. Newton passed a rag to her so she could
dry off. “You can see that it hasn’t, Billy. Silly boy.”

Dara wiped her hands on the rag. “Your
mother’s right. See?” She showed him the rag. “The color, my color,
is all still here on my hands where it’s always been.”

Billy examined the rag and looked at Dara’s
hands.

“If the color came off every time I washed,
Billy, I’d be your color by now, so my color does not come off in
the wash,” she said.

Billy handed the rag back to Dara. He had
what Dara thought was a faraway look in his eyes. “Do you think
that’s how we got to be this color? Me, my mum and dad, and Emmy?
Did we used to be your color and we washed it all away?”

Dara had no idea how to answer this.
Scientists in the early 21st century generally believed
that humanity started in Africa. It was certainly possible that
Billy’s ancestors had been a darker complexion, although it most
likely had not come off in the wash.

“Get away with you now,” Mrs. Newton said,
shooing Billy off to the side. “Stop asking Miss Gillard silly
questions. I’ve got to get this laundry finished.”

Billy jumped backwards, like there were
springs in his feet, and stuck his tongue out at his mother. He
went over to Emmy who was standing in the laundry basket
giggling.

“That boy. Don’t mind him. He gets silly
notions,” Mrs. Newton. She turned back to her work.

Dara hadn’t thought Billy’s notion silly at
all, just a bit unsettling. She hadn’t quite gotten a grip on how
she had ended up here, but she thought it might be fun to talk to
Billy sometime about his “silly notions,” as his mother put it.
Now, however, was not the time to have a discussion about race,
anthropology, history, and the origins of humanity, even with a
seven year old.

“You’re staying with Miss Cartwright?” Mrs.
Newton said.

“Yes. Temporarily,” Dara said and remembered
the story Agnes said she would tell her brother Ted when he got
back. “I’m from the mission.”

“Are you now? What were you doing in our
basement?” Mrs. Newton walked over to where a few clotheslines had
been strung up. Dara followed her.

“I got lost. I’m new to the mission,” Dara
said. She doubted that Mrs. Newton believed any of it.

“Very new by the looks and sound of you,
Miss Gillard.” She handed Dara a bunch of clothespins and started
hanging up clothes. Dara doled them out to her as she needed them.
Clearly, Mrs. Newton had no qualms about putting
anyone who happened to be standing within arms’ length to work.
Dara couldn’t help smiling, despite her predicament. Both of her
grandmothers had been the same way.

The clothespins were long and made from one
piece of wood with a slat down the middle. They were not plastic.
They were not in multiple colors. They did not have a spring to
snap their jaws around a piece of clothing, but they held on tight.
“I’m Miss Cartwright’s landlady, and if she thinks you’re all
right, then I guess that’s fine. Billy!”

The boy came running. Mrs. Newton rummaged
around in one of the many pockets on her apron and brought out a
few coins. She told Billy to go to the store and get milk and a
loaf.

“And what’s left over you bring it
all back. Ya hear?” She chucked his chin.

“Yes, Mum,” said Billy, downcast.

“Well, go on,” she pushed him gently as if
he were a wind-up toy that needed a little push to get started. And
then he was off like a shot.

Mrs. Newton resumed hanging the clothes,
mostly in silence. Whenever Dara’s hands were empty of clothespins,
Mrs. Newton gave her more. Dara didn’t know if there were more
Newtons in the building, but the amount of clothes she was hanging
seemed to be more than just those of her family. She had a vague
memory of reading in a history book, or maybe she saw it in a
documentary, that working-class women would take in laundry to
bring in extra money for their families. She wondered if there were
a Mr. Newton on the scene and what he did for work.

“Where you from, then?” Mrs. Newton
asked.

“I’m from America originally,” Dara said.
Perhaps she should have thought of some sort of cover story before
answering. Too late now.

“From across the water are you? And you
turned up at the mission?” Mrs. Newton kept hanging clothes.

Dara knew Mrs. Newton wanted an explanation,
something better than the cover story that Agnes had come up with.
Between hunger and disorientation, though, Dara couldn’t think of
anything that didn’t sound absurd, or something any less absurd
than what was probably the truth.

“My Jem, my husband, he’s been to America,
New York. He’s in the merchant navy,” Mrs. Newton said. “Well, like
I say, Miss Cartwright thinks you’re all right, so that’s good
enough for me. She’s a good one. Her brother, that Ted, now I don’t
like him one bit. You’ll meet him soon enough. He goes away and
always turns up again, like a bad penny.”

Mrs. Newton worked fast. She replenished
Dara’s hands with clothespins every couple of minutes or so. Dara
glanced back and was astonished to see how much laundry she had
already hung. This was no dream. The details, like the clothespins,
the wisps of blonde hair that escaped the bun on Mrs. Newton’s
head, the odors and aromas, were too sharp, too tangible to be a
dream. And her hunger pangs were so insistent that she couldn’t
deny this reality. The biscuit and tea Agnes had given her were
down the privy hole. She’d need food and soon. She was grateful
that Mrs. Newton wasn’t more inquisitive, at least for the moment.
Mrs. Newton now talked volubly about people, places and things that
Dara knew nothing about. Dara was content to listen to the stream
of gossip that flowed like maple syrup. Billy returned with the
milk, loaf and the change from the purchase. Mrs. Newton pocketed
the change and sent him upstairs with the milk and loaf and Emelia.
She quickly finished hanging the last of the clothes.

Dara picked up a couple of the baskets and
followed Mrs. Newton into the basement. She placed the baskets
where Mrs. Newton indicated. The basement didn’t look any different
than it had earlier or the night before. Dara could see nothing
that would indicate how she ended up here. Once they were out of
the basement, she peered around the hallway. It certainly looked
like the hallway she had walked down yesterday before opening the
basement door. She felt then how alone she was. She wondered if
Nick had noticed her absence yet. When he was in full flirt, it was
next to impossible to distract him. She wished for Agnes to come
back from work soon.

“Are you hungry?” said Mrs. Newton.

Dara nodded, and Mrs. Newton fed her bread,
cheese and tea. Then Dara went up to Agnes’ flat and lay down on
the bed. Yep, still lost, but the bed, as noisy as it was, at least
felt solid
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