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January 2011
Cassie didn’t want to be there. She looked up at her grandad sitting beside her, at
the tears in his eyes. She felt his hand shake as it held her own. She thought that
maybe he didn’t want to be there, either. Cassie also had tears in her eyes and her
hands trembled as well. She felt she’d had tears in her eyes for ages. How long had
it been? It was a Monday, the last day of January. That meant she’d been crying
for a whole week. Every day since January the twenty-fourth.

But it wasn’t over yet, and she thought she’d be crying for many more days.
Perhaps she’d be crying from now until the end of time.

People were taking it in turns, getting up and saying things about her mum.
Some of the things they said were probably even true. But these people hadn’t
known Mum like Grandad and herself. Nor had they lived in the same house as
her Mum. They hadn’t seen her mum as she’d seen her: happy, angry, relaxed or
stressed,  and  all  the  other  things  she  remembered  about  her  mum since  the
earliest time she could recall seeing her. Very few of them had seen her in pain, or
fading to a shadow, or crying with the knowledge that she couldn’t hold on much
longer.

Then Grandad stood up and made his way to the lectern. Cassie didn’t want to
look at him. Not because she didn’t like looking at him. It was because, behind
him, she would see the coffin. And that made her want to cry even more.

Her  grandad  started  speaking,  and  what  he  said  echoed  to  Cassie  more
truthfully than anything that had come from any of the others. He said what she
might have said if they’d let her. Or if she wanted. Actually, she did want to say
things but she was afraid they’d come out wrong and that people might laugh or
tell her she remembered things wrong. But they wouldn’t say that to Grandad, so
Grandad spoke for her as well as himself. What he talked about was the mum she
remembered. The mum she didn’t want to forget. The mum she would never see
again.

Eventually, the saying of things came to an end and people got to their feet.
They all started to file out of the place, this – oh, she didn’t want to give it its
name. Because she knew what happened here to dead people. She thought of the
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flames and how they’d burn through the flesh. At least they wouldn’t do it while
everyone was there. She’d be screaming if they did. She knew how the flames felt
– but only her mum had known that Cassie knew about the flames. And now
only Cassie knew.

Outside, it was sunny, though cold. She felt it ought to be raining. It always
rained on TV when there was a funeral. Why wasn’t it raining here? They were
standing amongst the flowers that people had brought. There were lots of flowers.
Cassie didn’t like cut flowers – she knew they’d be dead soon.

People were coming up and talking to Grandad, holding his hand and saying
more sad things. Sometimes they talked to her as well, but she merely nodded
and wished they’d go away.

The  last  of  the  people  came  out  the  building.  Amongst  them  were  two
women, both exactly the same height and looking like they might be mother and
daughter. The older one was dressed all in black, the younger one in a faded blue
denim jacket and jeans. There was something familiar about them, and not just
that their eyes were an intense shade of blue, the same as her own. The younger
one looked at her. Her face looked kind but there was also something that made
Cassie think the woman was scared. The older one’s face was harder, bruised on
the forehead and filled with more shadows than just those that sat under her eyes.
It  reminded Cassie  of  how her  mum had looked near  the  end.  The younger
woman lifted a hand slightly and waved to her. Then she gave Cassie a brief smile
before they both turned and walked away.

Cassie wondered who they were.



Underground

Grandad

“Told you at breakfast time I was going out!”
“Uh, what, Cassie?” her grandad spluttered. “No, I don’t rememb…”
“Yeah, like no change there,” she muttered, though not loud enough for him

to hear. “Oh, Grandad, it’s all you ever do now – forget things, that is. I keep
telling you. Write it down. Write everything down.”

“Oh, please don’t go on, love.”
“Sorry, but…”
“No, it’s my fault,” he sighed. “I know I’m not getting any better. I wish I was.

Oh, I wish I could wake up.”
“You are awake,” she said, hugging him and feeling guilty. He couldn’t help it.

That was the trouble – no one could help him, not even her. But no one was
helping her, either. She held him close – her once great big Grandad. Now he was
mostly skin and bone.

“Right,” she said, releasing him from her arms. “I’m going out now. Okay?”
His looked at her, his expression blank. “Going out? But didn’t you go out last

night?”
Cassie’s eyes shot ceiling-wards in exasperation.
“Ah, like you remember that all right, don’t you?” she shouted.
“Please don’t shout, Cass,” he whimpered, hanging his head in that way that

always made her feel bad.
“Yeah, I did go out,” she said eventually, her voice shaking more than a little.

“I went up to Aldi to get some things, cos you… well, let’s face it, you can’t do
the shopping anymore. Not if we want to eat properly. Even with a list you forget
things. Anyway, shopping don’t count as going out. It’s Saturday and I’m going
down the city to meet friends. I need a break. Is that okay?”

“Friends?”
“Yes, friends from school.”
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“Oh, I suppose so. You will be back soon, won’t you?”
Cassie sighed again. “Sometime this afternoon. Before tea, okay?”
“Where’s your mum, Cass?” he suddenly said. “Did she go out as well?”
“Oh, for  goodness sake, Grandad. Mum is… Mum is never  coming back.

Surely, you must remember that…”
He looked at her for a long moment, his brows creasing and uncreasing as he

struggled  to  locate  the  memories.  Then  his  shoulders  slumped.  Wandering
towards the kitchen, he mumbled something that might have been an apology.

How could he forget? His own daughter, seven years ago. She heard him in
the kitchen attempting to make another cup of tea. At least he could still manage
to do that for himself.

Cassie’s phone pinged and her left hand flipped the case open. She read the
text. It was from Georgia – she was bringing Mark. Well, she would be, wouldn’t
she? Like those two weren’t already joined at the hip.

From the kitchen she could hear her grandfather rattling a spoon around the
sugar bowl.

“One only,” she said. “You’re supposed to be cutting down. You’re diabetic,
remember?”

The spoon rattled at least twice more followed by the boiled kettle switching
off.

“I give up,” Cassie whispered as she opened the front door. “Bye,” she called.
“Oh, you going out?” said her grandad. “Is your mum going with you?”
“Gah!” Cassie spat, slamming the door behind her.  How could he be so… so

damned…!
She stepped out into the heat.
“Hell,” she said. It had been way cooler in the house. Here they were on the

last  day  of  June  after  a  week  of  burning  weather  and  all  the  forecasts  were
promising more of the same. The summer of 2018 was definitely going to be hell.

As she headed towards the Heartsease bus stop, Cassie fumbled in her bag for
her sunglasses.

“Nice out, isn’t it!” came a voice, which caused Cassie to drop her sunglasses.
She looked around – there was no one there.

“Bugger,” she said under her breath before hissing, “Go away!”
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It was obviously going to be one of those days. She retrieved the sunglasses
from the pavement, noting the new scratch across one lens.  She wasn’t in the
mood for this. She was already seeing red over Grandad, and now it looked like
she was in for a day of hearing and seeing other things.

Never good things, either.
It wasn’t supposed to be this way. After Mum died, Grandad was meant to

look after her. But now it was all the other way round. Not her bloody fault he
was going senile, was it? These past few weeks he’d got even worse. She’d tried
registering as his carer but the paperwork had been so confusing. Citizens Advice
was no help, so she’d given up. At least he was getting a full state pension plus a
bit  extra  from a  company one.  But  that,  along  with  the  paltry  child  benefit
payment, never seemed quite enough for the two of them to live on.

Another year, after A-Levels, I’ll be able to get a job, she told herself. Yeah, and
so much for the idea of university. There was no way they could afford the fees
and, anyway, he wouldn’t be able to cope on his own.

As she stomped up the incline of Heartsease Lane, her phone pinged again.
She groaned. Jason had called off, and she’d really wanted him to be there. The
time on her phone said just gone eleven.

I’m going to be well early.

On The Bus

At the roundabout she negotiated the Plumstead Road traffic to cross over to the
bus stop. She couldn’t be bothered to use the pedestrian crossing further up the
road. There were several people already waiting and a number 23 arrived a couple
of minutes later.

A fat woman wearing far too many clothes for the weather struggled onto the
bus in front of her.  The woman reeked of sweat but hauled herself inside. To
avoid her Cassie went upstairs to the top deck after purchasing a single for Castle
Meadow. It was about half full and, despite all the windows being open, stunk
nearly as bad as the woman downstairs.

The front seats where the cleanest air was were already occupied. She moved



6 Time Portals of Norwich

down  towards  the  back  past  the  usual  collection  of  peasant  wagon  victims.
Halfway down, an empty pair of seats on her right weren’t quite as empty as she’d
initially thought.

“Damn,” she muttered, “here we go again.”
The man was partially visible.  At least I can see him this time,  she thought.

She’d seen him before. He was often on any bus she got on.
He turned empty eye sockets towards her and grinned. “Today’s the day, time

to play, eh, young Cass or is it old Cass?” His voice, the same as the bodiless one
she’d heard earlier, cut like sandpaper across a fresh wound though, of course, no
one else noticed. She tried to ignore him and sat near the back but, although his
shoulders stayed still, his head rotated 180 degrees to face her. “Hot enough for
Hell,  such  a  delightful  smell,”  he  cackled,  adding,  “’specially  with  sonny Jim
Grandad boiling the tea and you as well.”

Cassie looked out the window. Why me? Like, what did I do in a previous life to
deserve all this crap? But she knew if she ever told anyone about the things she saw
or heard they’d say she was mental or something. So, only she and her mum ever
knew about it – and Mum was no longer in a position to tell anyone.

She kept her gaze firmly out the window trying to ignore the whatever-it-was.
It  made  several  more  meaningless  comments  like,  “You  feeling  all  elemental,
Cassie?” and “There’s no time like last week or 1988 or 2010, don’t ya know, girl.
Tickets please.”

Cassie pretended to check her phone. Actually, she did check her phone but
neither  Snapchat  nor  Instagram were  showing  anything  important.  No  more
messages had appeared saying who was or wasn’t coming today. She even checked
Facebook but that was a waste of time, as always.

Two stops further she looked up as several more people got on. Two boys sat
where the almost-man had been, though she hadn’t noticed when he’d left. There
was now no sign of him and Cassie let out a short sigh of relief. The bus trundled
down Kett’s Hill and, once the traffic cleared, turned left at the roundabout at the
bottom. Cassie clamped her teeth together and shut her eyes for a moment – she
knew what was coming.

Despite the heat, she suddenly found herself shivering. Out the window she
caught a glimpse of Cow Tower. As always, the sensation of being in a crush of
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dead and dying bodies enclosed her. A few seconds later a second wave of nausea
hit her as the bus passed the Lollards Pit pub.

Damn it. I wish I’d never gone on that bloody ghost walk last year.
Even as a nine-year-old, this area of the city had given her the creeps. But the

guy running the ghost walk had been quite theatrical. His lurid tales of death and
executions  had emphasised  the  sense  of  revulsion  and trepidation  she  already
suffered. How much of it had been true? Especially that bit about a woman who’d
been burned to death.

On the bus, Cassie was sure she could feel flames licking at her legs while her
top half  shivered.  It  was  only  by  the  time  they’d  passed Pulls  Ferry  that  the
sensation finally dissipated.

Castle Falling

Although the bus was five minutes late reaching Castle Meadow, Cassie still had
more than half an hour to kill before meeting the others at twelve. She got off,
glad to be away from the stench and people. Outside, a relentless sun pounded
down. Above her, the stone walls of Norwich Castle gleamed so bright it made
her  squint,  even  through  her  sunglasses.  As  usual,  the  ghost  of  Robert  Kett,
hanging in his chains from a gibbet mounted high on the castle wall, waved to
her as she passed below. She ignored him and headed for the mall entrance. Once
inside, she took off her sunglasses and popped them in her bag. She descended
the escalator to the lower floor hoping it would be cooler there.

It wasn’t.
But there was something else. Not an apparition this time, more of a feeling of

collapse, of stuff falling on top of her and burying her alive.
She tried to ignore it.
Maybe I am going mental. Five things in less  than half an hour – it’ s getting

downright stupid.
She blamed her grandad for sparking things off and then felt guilty again. He

can’t help it, she told herself. I wish I could help it, though, her afterthought added.
Starbucks beckoned. She fancied a coffee before meeting the others. She had
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enough time – but could she spare the money? She felt a few pound coins in her
jeans pocket and was about to go in the shop but stopped dead.

Something was blocking the entrance.
“Wotcha,  Cass,”  the  something  said,  becoming  less  transparent.  “Fancy  a

ground coffee, with lots of air bubbles? And made from scalding water from a fire
that comes straight from hell?”

Cassie  let  out  a  grunt  of  exasperation.  That  the  thing  used  to  be  or  was
supposed to be a man was obvious. It had a body, legs, arms and a head. Some of
them were even in the right places in relation to each other. But the body and
limbs had seen better days, and had probably seen them on different people – far
too many different people. The thing had three legs and at least six arms. Equally
obvious to Cassie was that no one else could see the thing – people were casually
walking through it as if it wasn’t there.

It took a lumbering step towards her and she backed away.
“Hah, you want to watch the sky don’t  fall  on yer head,  girl,” it  laughed,

brandishing a smile that  would have been far less unpleasant if  the thing had
possessed a full set of teeth.

There was a rumbling sound. It almost did sound like the sky was falling.
None of the other shoppers appeared to take any notice. The thing laughed some
more.

A woman who must have been inside Starbucks strode through the apparition
to stop directly in front of Cassie. There was something familiar about her. She
looked like she was in her late thirties or early forties maybe. Her hair, worn long,
was unkempt and frizzy. It acted in a manner that suggested it had a mind of its
own – a bit like Cassie’s had been until she’d straightened it. The woman’s hair
was nearly as dark as Cassie’s  as well.  It  wasn’t  her only dark aspect.  She was
dressed completely  in  black – boots,  jeans,  top and a leather  jacket  that  was
equipped with more zipped-up pockets than she had ever seen on one garment.
The woman must have been boiling in all that.

“Here we go again,” the woman sighed. “Okay, Cassie. We need to get out of
here. Right now.”

The woman grabbed Cassie’s elbow.
“Who the hell are you?” Cassie said, pulling her arm from out of the woman’s
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grip and backing away. A few people passing by glanced at her, wearing strange
expressions before hurrying on.

“You can call me Kay,” the woman said, advancing again on Cassie.
“What do you mean ‘call you Kay’? Isn’t that your real name?”
“Ah,” said the woman who wanted to be called Kay. “Well, that’s new. Got a

bit more bite this time around, have you?”
“More bite,” the thing repeated, laughing.
“Ignore it,” Kay said. “This one is relatively harmless.”
“What?  You  can  see  it  as  well?”  Cassie  said,  retreating  even  further.  The

woman nodded.
The rumbling increased. It came from all around though mostly from above.
“Damn,” Kay said, looking up, “the gate is already falling. Quick. This way if

you don’t want to be crushed. Hold my hand.”
“Why?”
“Ah, please yourself. Actually, it doesn’t matter with this one. It always goes to

the same place. Though,” she added, “not always the same time.”
Kay took off running in the direction of Boots. Cassie, panicking as the noise

got louder, which caused a weird rippling sensation to pass through her body,
found herself following. The shoppers around her, in addition to ignoring their
apparent impending doom, also seemed to become less substantial. Cassie was
sure she ran right through at least two of them. The sunlight, which had been
pounding through the glass roof,  grew less intense and Cassie looked up. Bad
mistake. She saw rocks, bricks and soil crashing through the glass though, after
blinking  in  surprise,  she  noticed  that  the  glass  itself  hadn’t  actually  had  the
decency to shatter.

Her legs pounded after Kay who bore right at the spiral staircase. They headed
towards the lifts and escalators that led up to the cinema. Behind them tons of
masonry tumbled down turning the main part of the mall dark with its mass.
They carried on running towards the lifts but more changes were taking place
right beside her.

“What’s happening to the shops?” Cassie gasped. She saw their lights flicker
out, the glass fronts disappear as they turned into empty, grey shells. Ahead, the
lifts disappeared while the walls were stripped of their paintwork.



10 Time Portals of Norwich

Then the whole roof was whipped away and the two of them came to a halt in
a wide open area.  They were alone.  Cassie  looked upwards and found herself
staring at a night sky along with a spattering of stars.

“What on Earth just happened? Who the hell are you?” Cassie shouted. Her
breath was not only coming in short bursts but condensing in the air in front of
her. It was now cold, very cold.

“Wait,” Kay said, standing there, hands on hips. “This could be the one with
the fireworks.”

“What are you talki–”
“Shut up,” Kay barked. “I’m looking for the path out of here. It’s not always in

the same place.”
Cassie jumped as, above them, rockets lanced into the sky. They burst into a

spray of colour and delayed noise. Then came the ‘oohs’ and ‘aahs’ from a crowd
of people that Cassie could hear but couldn’t see.

“Ah, there it is,” Kay said as another burst above them lit up the wide concrete
pit in which they stood. “This way.”

The woman started moving again and Cassie felt she had no choice but to
follow.

“Where are we?” she asked, catching up.
“Castle Mall, of course,” Kay said, picking her way towards a curved ramp

that circled up to ground level.
“This ain’t Castle Mall,” Cassie spat back.
“Yes, it is. But right now it’s no longer 2018 – it’s the early nineties, 1991 I

think. Anyway, it’s long before you were born so they haven’t finished building it
yet.”

“What? Are you kidding?”
“Get used to it,” Kay said. “We’ve got a lot  more like the last  two to get

through before we have any hope of getting you home.”
“The last two?”
“Yeah, I think the old castle gate came crashing down hundreds of years ago.”
Cassie’s mouth hung open as she followed Kay up the ramp.
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Hot Dogs

“It always starts in Castle Mall with the gate falling,” Kay explained, matter-of-
factly as they approached a solid fence that was at least a foot taller than either of
them. “Then, at the lifts, it branches. We always come out in the early nineties.
Sometimes it’s winter with the fireworks and other times it’s late summer. Always
at night, though.”

Kay located a door in the fencing and opened it which brought them out at
road level. It was packed with people. Peering over the heads, Cassie thought it
resembled Farmers Avenue, though it looked nothing like she remembered. Kay
pushed Cassie out into the crowd before closing the door behind her, checking
that the lock clicked shut.

“How did we get here?” Cassie said. “And why?”
“So many questions,” Kay laughed, pushing her way through the throng.
“They don’t seem to see us,” Cassie said.
“No,” Kay agreed. “Stand on someone’s foot, though, and they will. We’re out

of our time. It’s like it’s hard for them to focus on us so, mostly, they just ignore
us. I think they find that easier than dealing with it.”

“How does that work?”
Cassie thought she saw Kay shrug as she followed her past the Bell pub.
“Can you feel it, Cassie?”
“Feel what?”
“The  next  portal,”  Kay  said.  “Or  crossing  point,  wormhole,  gateway  or

whatever you want to call it. I prefer portal.”
“How should I know?”
“You felt the gate coming down before it happened, didn’t you? And the stuff

around the Cow Tower?”
“Er, yes. How do you know about that? Just who are you?”
“Who do you think I am?” Kay stopped pushing past people and turned to

stand directly in Cassie’s path.
“I don’t know,” Cassie said, shivering and wishing she’d worn something that

didn’t have short sleeves. Then again, she hadn’t expected to come out into 1990s
November weather on the same day as experiencing a June 2018 heatwave.
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But the woman was far too familiar. They stood inches apart and, as they were
pretty much the same height, Cassie stared directly into Kay’s face and eyes – eyes
that were as blue as her own. She had one of those déjà vu moments. Except this
was more like a ‘looking in a mirror’ moment.

“Are we related?”
“Hah!” Kay shouted. “Come on. I could’ve sworn you were brighter this time

around.”
“What do you mean ‘This time around’?”
A picture of her mother entered Cassie’s head. She remembered that same wild

hair. Her mum had never had hers straightened. It had never been straight except,
of course, near the end, just before it had all fallen out.

“Are you…”
“Your mother? Nope, close but not close enough.”
“How did you know I was thinking that?”
“You always think that first. Well, when you’re capable of thinking, that is. I

cut you off before you had a chance to mention it this time.”
Then Cassie noticed a small scar on Kay’s right cheek. Her hand moved to her

own right cheek,  to the identical  scar.  She could still  remember the fright of
toppling off her pushbike at the age of six, falling face downwards onto the sharp
stone that had cut deep into her cheek. So no, not a mirror – this was back to
front.

“Yeah, now you get it.”
“How?”
“Tell you in a while. C’mon, I’m hungry. Let’s find a hot dog or fish and chip

stall or something. Then maybe something warmer for you to wear.”

They stood in front of the library eating the hot dogs Kay had bought from a
stand  a  couple  of  minutes  earlier.  Before  them,  the  bulk  of  the  Saint  Peter
Mancroft church obscured the view of the castle and fireworks. But Cassie was
staring at the library.

“It burns down in two or three years time,” Kay explained between bites.
“So, how do I become you?”
“By failing to d…, er, to get home.”
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“But wait, you said ‘This time around’ earlier on,” Cassie said. Her brain was
in knots trying to figure things out.

“Yes, I did. Confusing, isn’t it!”
“How old are you?”
Kay shrugged. “How old do I look? It sometimes feels like I’ve been doing this

for much longer than the time I was you.”
“I– I don’t know. Forty-ish, I suppose.”
“Well, thanks a lot.”
“How come you don’t know?”
“It’s hard to keep track of birthdays when you keep dodging around in time.”
“And you keep on meeting me?”
“Yep, lost count of how many times.”
“Why don’t I remember that?”
“It’s not exactly the same you. There are hundreds, possibly even thousands of

you. All slightly different.”
“Huh! That doesn’t make sense. So, what happens?”
“Well, we often have a conversation very similar to this and then I, well, I try

to keep you safe.”
“Try? What do you mean try?”
Kay made an expression and stared off into the distance.
“Wait, are you saying that I don’t stay safe?”
Kay said nothing but stuffed the rest of the hot dog into her mouth and threw

the greasy napkin onto the ground.
Cassie finished her own off but folded her napkin neatly before pushing it into

a pocket of her jeans. How could she have turned into Kay? She could see how
the woman’s face resembled her own, but age had taken the smooth roundness
she knew from the mirror and replaced it with lines and hard angles. But that was
only the obvious visible changes – she wondered what else had changed inside.

Kay was looking around as if she was expecting company. “We need to move.
You feel the next portal yet?”

Cassie certainly felt something, but it had nothing to do with portals. She felt
scared and lost,  but also that,  somehow, this was far less of a surprise than it
should have been. It was almost as if she had been expecting something like this



14 Time Portals of Norwich

to happen for years. It was both new and familiar at the same time. And, while it
was definitely scary, she thought she should be far more terrified than she was.
How could that possibly be?

But then, something else nagged, and she became conscious of – well,  she
didn’t know what it was or how to explain it. It was something wrong, though
what could be more wrong than standing in front of  a library that had been
destroyed  before  she  was  born?  But  there  was  a  feeling  and,  also,  it  had  a
direction.

“Back that way,” she said, pointing past the church. “Maybe off to the right a
bit. Not too far away.”

“Probably one of the Debenham’s portals, then.”
“There’s more than one?”
“You’ll  see. Oh, and here they come,” Kay said, jabbing a thumb over her

shoulder towards the steps of City Hall. Cassie looked in that direction. There
were lots of people around, but, between them, something else lurked. Several
somethings.

“What  are  they?”  she  asked,  a  squeak  of  fear  tainting  her  voice.  The
somethings, numbering around five or six, stopped lurking. Instead, they flowed
towards them, their feet gliding above the ground. Their empty faces, containing
nothing more than hints  of  eyes  and mouth,  peered at  each real  person they
passed.

“Bad  things.  Nasties.  Call  them  what  you  want.  They’re  definitely  not
friendly.”

“Yes, but what are they? Ghosts, zombies or something else?”
“Nothing you’ve ever heard about. Definitely in the ‘something else’ category,

I’d say.”
“What are they going to do?”
“If they get hold of you?”
“Yes.”
“Kill you, probably.”
“What?”
“Get used to it. Right, let’s go.”
Kay grabbed Cassie’s hand and dragged her off running.
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