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      He stood absolutely still, balanced and motionless, staring up towards the cliffs. The jagged shadows almost disguised the eagle’s flight. But something else was visible, coming from a much greater distance and flying faster.


      The eagle and the other creatures would arrive at almost the same moment and that did not suit him at all.


      “Shit,” said the man.


      It was the first word he had spoken for almost a year and now the echo of the sound surprised him. So he repeated it, gradually remembering the use of his voice.
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        * * *


      


      Georgia opened her eyes and knew she was dying.


      The knowledge was at first confused, a vague awareness of the changes around her, the blurring of reality while clarifying her inner senses.


      She was alone with the suffused light of the early morning chill, the cradle of her blankets and the dreariness of a bedroom long outworn. Her body was equally outworn. She was momentarily puzzled to find it no longer fitted her. All its sensations were tired and dulled while her real self was vibrant, refusing to be imprisoned by gravity.


      The body and its ungainly weight were simply a hindrance. It had been a hindrance for many months with its plaintive demands, and its only gifts in return for all the time she lavished upon its needs, had been pain and degenerative disease. She shifted within its confines, loosening herself from its whimpering tyranny. And so the outer layer began to retreat, like the peeled skin of a stale and crinkled peach.
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        * * *


      


      Primo stood high against the fog banked boundary, watching the shapes enlarge, swooping and spitting. It had been a year since the last attack and he had almost forgotten them. That had been the last time he’d spoken aloud, and he had more or less forgotten his voice as well.


      From below, the eagle called, a high keeak like the calls it had always made whilst alive. The birds had not lost their voices as he had. This was a harpy, and had been hunting in the forests beyond the mountains, though there was now no need for food. Hunting was its nature and although it had taken him as companion, in all respects it remained true to itself.


      Primo raised his arm and it perched there, preening its flight feathers. He was not conscious of its immense weight. Here nothing weighed, nothing automatically heavy, since gravity was an expectation and a habit rather than an unavoidable force. He scratched the bird’s head, feeling the familiar bony dinosaur skin beneath the crest, the bumps where its quills grew, and all its abstract satisfaction for the irritation he eased.


      Then his concentration moved back warily to the other creatures, flying so fast that at first he thought they would pass him by. They wheeled, spiralling suddenly downwards and he realised they had come for him after all. They were harpies too, of a sort, but human ones, and they came from the plane below. Here by the cliffs they could impregnate the barriers and even the fogbanks didn’t stop them. Unable to travel deeper into the countryside beyond, they harassed the mountain and valley dwellers, flying over for sudden raids.
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        * * *


      


      Georgia’s death was now utterly absorbing; the completion not of remission, but of renewal.


      As the world of familiarities pushed her away, so her intensity of self bubbled like a fizzy drink within, a sudden Champagne of exuberance that swept her upwards. Her consciousness refocused as the recognisable pleasance of her room faded. Its usefulness, being over, the furnishings lost impetus. Life’s outlines, her perspective of nearly fifty years, altered, intrinsically, all about her.


      She had slept fitfully that night, sharing her dream fragments with the faces of her past, old memories and sweet nostalgia. Perfumed fantasies. Then she had awakened to a pastel dawn through the thin curtains and a sudden, leaping excitement. Some discomfort remained, a sharp twinge stabbing at her spine where the greatest pain had concentrated in recent days. But the brightness, the promise of escape, was stronger.


      Georgia wondered about fear. She had expected it. Death had always seemed frightening before. Life’s greatest terror was always accepted as death. She waited a moment for the fear to reassemble, but it lay in the outer corners of her mind, almost obliterated by the tumbling awareness of new anticipation. So death, when death occurred, bred not fear, but utter thrill.
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        * * *


      


      Primo strode down across the stony ledges of the foothills, carefully balancing the eagle, which gripped his forearm with claws as massive as a bear’s, tearing at the thick cloth of his sleeve. “Will you stay, and be my weapon?” he asked her, though he used no words. Telepathy was easier with the birds. She would stay. Battle suited her nature, and besides, she loved her man.


      Once she would have seen further than he did, but here his sight equalled hers. They watched, two pairs of golden eyes, as the Lower Plane Creatures sped in towards them. The brilliance of the sky faded, Primo’s sudden hesitancy causing pale wisps of cloud across the rock peaks.


      The raiders had grown masks and lengthened their own claws. At the first approach the whistle of the air confused Primo and the swirl of their leaf layered tunics. He could see only the fluttering, twisting colours, lifting behind and around them like huge wings. They bunched, tight closed formation behind the leader, and as they stretched their fingers and the teeth of their masks, they raked his face. He was spun by the force and fell to one knee. His harpy launched herself upwards, directly into the leader’s eyes. The bastard somersaulted arse over bulbous nose with a flurry of his imitation feathers, but the others came in behind. They scratched and bit, holding their victim down, pinning Primo’s legs to the rock and his face to their teeth.
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        * * *


      


      Georgia’s whole understanding of life, its routine patterns, fine sharp lines and distinct colours, continued to blur. Reality now merged into insubstantiality. Eyes still open, she watched, with more curiosity than dismay as her surroundings disassembled. What had constituted the entirety of her belief in security and the safety of familiarity, was breaking its illusionary barriers back into a whirl of colourless atoms, denying solidity. Around her she saw the world’s collapse and she smiled, quite calm as the definitions of her past existence dissolved and became lost. Physical reality rejected her. She was instead embraced by promise.


      Then she no longer knew if her eyes were open or closed for it made no difference. She was cocooned in golden light and a soaring azure infinity so intense it encompassed every colour and every shade, and sang of freedom and spirit.


      If this was death, she thought, then living was a sad, cold coast. Now the heaving blue seas pulled at her. Leaving life was a more tantalising adventure than arriving could ever have been.
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        * * *


      


      Primo did not bleed because he had no blood, but the pain was intense. High above the harpy and the alien leader still fought, each screeching, each intent only on the exhilaration of attack. Locking claws, spinning, each rending at the other’s trailing leaf and feather, they became ever more distant, furious whirling specks within the clouds of Primo’s hesitancy. He looked down again and into the faces of his captors. He remembered his tongue. “Bastards. Shitting bastards. Get off me. I won’t go back.”


      “We’ll drag you back,” said Warl. “You’ll come with us if we say so. Snivelling coward. You should have stayed with us before. You were one of us. You had no right to move on.”


      “Pissing moron. I didn’t run because I’m a coward,” said Primo. “And you know it. If you could move on, you would too. And if you drag me back now, I’ll leave again.”


      “Need a bit of time to heal first, you will,” sniggered the smaller one sitting on his ankles. “Your face is a fucking gaping hole. I reckon I’ve bitten your nose right off. Can’t be all superior anymore without a nose, can you?”


      “It’ll grow back,” muttered Primo, resigned.


      The little one sniggered again and removed his mask. The huge wooden canines fell away and beneath, the real lips were drawn back in a snarl. He leaned forwards and dug the nails of both hands into the torn skin of Primo’s cheeks, ripping inwards and downwards. Primo screamed.


      “Not too quickly I reckon it won’t,” smiled the little one.


      Primo felt the ripples of agony swell out from his face down through his ribs to his groin and into his toes until he was drowned by it. He could usually ignore pain. It was commonplace where he lived, and after all, he knew it wasn’t going to kill him. This was different. He couldn’t ignore it. When he opened his eyes again, he counted the gang and changed his earlier decision. The easier way, going back with them, wasn’t the right way after all. They’d mutilate him and leave him on the cliff edge to heal as slowly as the passing fingers of fog. That would be weeks, even with the normal time-count, and every fucking minute of it would hurt like hell. He stared at the gang, which had once been his family.


      There were nine of them, ten with the leader, all in their alien disguises like silly kids playing at superman. Tunics with leafy wings, long toothed masks and bear’s claws. And because these were costumes they grew with their own minds, the wings could be stretched out, and they could fly. But not far. Not very far at all.


      Once Primo had been one of them. He’d never liked them much but he’d accepted that he belonged amongst them. Then gradually his mind had opened and he’d moved on and up. They hadn’t liked that. But he hadn’t moved far either, for heaven’s sake. Just to the boundary between the planes, across the fog banks. And for heaven’s sake was right of course, although there was nothing that seemed remotely like the heaven he’d ever expected. So now he’d have to fight the whole gang off after all. Primo shut his mind very tight against all other thoughts, and called.


      Three hundred heard his call; the sea eagles of the ocean cliffs, the golden eagles of the snow peaks, the kites and kestrels of the fields and woods, the falcons of the long meadows and the lammergeyers of the mountain crags. The smaller birds heard him too. The ocean gulls came, and the petrels and shrikes from the beauty of their isolated islands. A lone heron came, like a pale streak of grey satin against the light. There was a flock of starlings as busy as a swarm of angry bees, and amongst them a cassowary which, since its death, had enthusiastically adapted to flight. The macaws, fury as intense as their glory and beaks like pincers, flew directly into the crowd, while a pair of sooty albatross hovered, beating their huge wings against the updraft of cold mountain wind, gouging at Warl’s neck.


      Primo’s face hung in tattered loops, obscuring all but his far sight, but he sped upwards, immediately becoming part of the flock. The falcons moved aside for him, welcoming him amongst them. His plunge was as vital. As the birds did, he attacked, becoming speed and anger. The gang could not rise against the barrier of fierce battering wings. They remained trapped below and would easily have been killed, had they not already been long dead.


      Primo spiralled and swooped downwards. He felt the wind in his hair and the sudden freeze spun through the holes in his face. All about him the birds sang, the whoops and raucous cries of their species, the gentle keening, the twittering excitement. Primo remained silent. He had energy only for a small focus now. He watched as the gang were routed. His harpy had disarmed the leader, now left huddled like a frightened child in a rock crevice. The others were running. Their imitation wings in shreds, their eyes crazed, they were escaping back to the fogbanks. Some of the birds gave chase. The raptors and the macaws flew directly into one man’s hair, grabbing and lifting him, flinging him back down again into the narrow precipice. He tumbled there, sliding down, dislodging pebbles and sand.


      Steadying his consciousness, sitting back carefully on the grass tufts, Primo rested on his heels, calming his mind. It was being calm and releasing the need for anger that had brought him into the higher plane, but at first the regular attacks tempted him back into fury. Now he was dizzy and the pain in his head thumped like knives and hammers. He began to faint.


      It was reminiscent of the Halfway House where he had initially arrived after death. Now those same green muted memories wrapped him, sending him into sleep. The calm took him and he let himself go. No point fighting it, that had been an early, well learned lesson. Adapt, adjust, accept. Let go. All those things he’d refused to do when alive. He swung his head back, allowing the wounds to lie open and undefended in the breeze. Then he realised he was being carried. The birds had him.


      He floated on wings. Eagle wings, buzzard primaries, parrot colours and the soft fluffy down of baby feathers. A host of sparrows, a skein of geese, the joyous humour of a Toucan eye beneath his mutilated ear, a cast of hawks, each one a recognisable friend, a chattering of choughs, chiaff, chiff, chiaff, the gentle, busy laughter. An exultant exaltation of larks around his neck like a collar, each bird supporting him upwards, away from the danger of the cliff edge. Primo closed his eyes and forgot he was dead. He entered sleep.
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        * * *


      


      Georgia was still breathing, though the automatic pumping of air had become strangely reluctant, as if her grasp of life would become easier without it. She allowed the last trickles to gargle sluggishly, like foam left shallow on the sand after a receding tide. As the foam does, so the breath was absorbed back, first a translucent scum, then ebbing damp until quite invisible.


      Her perceptions and her sense of identity remained alive and alert as the old habits of material life slumped, like the dull ache that they had usually been. She heard, though with sound that reverberated beyond the simplistic waves of noise she remembered ever hearing. With new ears she heard a pulse. It was not her own. Deep blue shadows rose like the billows of a pillow, holding her consciousness tucked safe within while breathing around and for her, beating with the new comprehension that welcomed her onwards. Then spirals of colour reached and engulfed her, gently, longingly sweet, the deepest satisfaction, as if now receiving all that she had ever wanted, yet had always been denied. Desire and reward became synonymous within one moment of vibration as the tunnel opened for her. Soothed, floating, cradled, feather light, she felt all the yearnings of her heart fulfilled, discovering, for the first time and at last, the irresistible meaning of truly going home.


      Her surroundings fell further back into soundless irrelevance; the blurred spillage of all her pale memories, as the tunnel took her.


      Warmth massaged her. She had never, in all the business of living, felt so safe. The boundaries of her entire existence had altered, her limitations were eliminated and her understanding of reality suspended, but she remained utterly protected and held secure by brilliance.


      The tunnel vibrated, blue gold intensity, and she moved quickly into its womb, carried by a force she could not see, but could feel. Her consciousness no longer existed within the old body, the old bed, the room, the family, the memories. She was new born. She had entered life through her mother’s womb, but she left it through another.


      The leaving was not instantaneous. The gradual development of each experience gave her choices. The tunnel widened and here, having entered its boundaries with such strength, Georgia hovered, as if waiting. Something held her still. She could, if she wished, go back. Words did not shape the offer and it was her own mind that told her, as it was her own mind that replied. She rejected the thought of continued struggle. The effort of living now repelled her. Instantly she repudiated the idea of any return to life.


      She moved faster now, arrow straight. The light was blinding but did not blind. Then, although already transcendently luminous, the far end of the tunnel opened before her and its brilliance was climactic. A dazzle beyond gold now closed her eyes. She entered it, emerging from the womb in a blaze of warmth and unutterable happiness. She opened new eyes and gazed earnestly into the purity of the new world.


      Faces were shaping in the haze, voices forming within the spangle. Someone reached for her hand. For the first time, Georgia heard words and the sounds were deliciously familiar.


      “Come on,” they said, “you’re nearly home.”


      Georgia found her own voice. It was hesitant and very young, though very much her own. “Home? But I don’t want to go back,” she pleaded. “Not anymore. I’m dead, aren’t I? That’s what’s happened, isn’t it? Please don’t send me back.”


      “Oh no,” said a voice she knew so well but could not immediately place. “This is home now. In a way, it always was.”


    


  




  

    

      

        

          
          


          

            Chapter Two
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      Dave sat by the window and looked out. He didn’t see the messy plop of the raindrops on the hydrangeas or their bounce onto the uncut lawn. He stared unseeing. He had chosen the window so that he would be left alone.


      The hesitant clink of china behind him signalled that Betsy had brought in the tea and was trying to maintain a respectful silence, passing out cups like secret diplomas, a nod of blonde curls and a wistful smile. He turned and took the cup she gave him. Through the steam, he confronted the two enormous breasts, straining against the outgrown black sheath. She nodded. He nodded. “Thanks.” Dave turned back to the window and the drizzle and the lower of the sky.


      So much dutiful black, the drifting scent of moth-balls, suits with the sheen of ancient patina, seams stretched. Whispers amongst the stirring of teaspoons, a smattering of biscuit crumbs and the handkerchief sniffs of Great Aunt Polly. Dave hunched into the chair and kept his barrier against condolences.


      Sophie stood in the kitchen and drank her coffee generously laced with whisky. All the old dears would smell it on her breath when they hugged her goodbye, but most of them would forgive her. The bereaved daughter, and therefore excused some small sins. Sophie watched the rain too, through the kitchen window, stainless steel sky over the stainless steel sink and its collection of dirty dishes. She had told Betsy she’d come in and start washing, but it wasn’t what she was doing. If they ran out of cups, then she could always unearth the chipped Faux-Minton.


      The drizzle had turned to sleet and a sudden whip-crack of thunder echoed from across the hills. “It was bright and sunny when my Arnold went,” said Mrs. Griffiths, taking two sugars. “Somehow never seemed right. Rain just fits better, doesn’t it?”


      “Georgia liked the rain,” nodded Betsy. “She wouldn’t mind.”


      Someone’s cousin said, “She’ll be watching, I reckon. I told Dave. She’ll be with you, old man, I said. Should be a comfort to you.”


      “Dave’s not religious though, is he?” said Mrs. Griffiths. “Won’t believe things like that. What’s gone is gone, far as he’s concerned. Well, that’s up to him after all.”


      Betsy eyed the scattered plates and their remaining sandwich triangles, crusts turning up at the corners like little fish tails, new caught and gasping. Most of the guests would hang around longer because of the weather but the biscuits were almost finished and the cake had long gone. “I don’t know what Dave believes. He’s only my neighbour after all. You should discuss that with Sophie.”


      “Oh well,” said the cousin, “he’ll be missing her, church or no church. They were married twenty years, and happy enough I suppose. Much as anyone can be.”


      “A fairy tale marriage they had,” interrupted Great Aunt Polly, wiping her nose and clutching the damp handkerchief between nervous fingers. “My David nursed her like a saint. And poor little Sophie, such a good girl. She was very close to her mother you know.”


      Everyone nodded again. “Such a tragic business. It’s a relief, in a way, that it’s over. Are there any sausage rolls left?”


      Sophie topped her coffee cup with more whisky, shoved the bottle back into the cupboard shadows, and wandered again into the living room. She saw her father huddled by the window and went in the opposite direction. Betsy passed her in the doorway with a tray of empty cups. “I’m sorry,” said Sophie. “I never got around to the washing up.”


      “It doesn’t matter,” said Betsy. “I’ll do it. Do you think I should make more coffee?”


      “No, don’t offer them anything else,” said Sophie, “or they’ll never go.”


      The hush of deferential reverence hung in layers like smoke, though Mrs. Griffith’s small son had the hiccups and was spilling his orange juice on the widower’s Axminster. “I’ll spread a few hints, if you like,” said Betsy. “Perhaps tell people I think you and your father need some time alone. Shall I?”


      The pelting sludge outside and the intermittent thunder created its own twilight. The guests moved with determination back into the warmth of the living room.


      “Dad’s already so morose,” murmured Sophie. “I don’t suppose it’ll make much difference to him, one way or the other. But I’d like to get off soon. Without Mum, this house is even more unwelcoming than usual.”


      “Well,” said Betsy with a sorrowful exhale, “it would be, wouldn’t it?”


      And that was really the whole point. Death was so sodding final. With humanity’s propensity for eternal hope, some more common horror, tragedy or dismal disappointment could always somehow, just perhaps and hopefully, be reversed in time. The misery could turn to happiness again and luck move in even where it had seemed eradicated. But not with death. It stopped the clock. There were no reversals. Some vital, living presence was wiped away completely and forever. The locked door. The utter negation of hope. The silence that shouts.


      Finally it stopped raining but the hydrangeas continued to drip their burden of raindrops onto the soggy lawn and the sky remained heavy.
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        * * *


      


      Georgia stretched and lay down on the long white bed. She had spent so long in bed, months of illness and all the bitter ache of physical pain. But this was vividly different.


      “Will you wake me, when it’s time?” she said.


      There was no sense of unwilling mattress, of impressions and lumps, distortions left by other occupants, of creased sheets or the ache of a pillow too high or too flat. The bed was simply a glove, feather sweet and fitting, arms of embracing safety. No blankets enveloped her but she was held. It was more cradle than bed.


      The man who called himself a doctor, laughed. “You’ll wake, when you’re ready.” He pointed to either side. “Look at the other sleepers. Some are deep in the haze. They’ll sleep for weeks. Some aren’t even really here yet. They might sleep for months. Others are bright. You can see their faces. They’ll be waking very soon.”


      “I don’t want to sleep for months,” said Georgia. “There’s my father and my grandmother waiting for me. I want to see them again as soon as possible.”


      “First you need to dream,” said the doctor. “And weeks, days, months – even years – these are words we use but they have very little meaning here. The dream is a cleansing of the subconscious. You’re very tired and need to wash all that past weight away. All that living business is so exhausting. You’ll feel wonderfully refreshed when you wake. You’ll see and hear more clearly. You’ll be more positively part of the new world.”


      Georgia felt the bed claim her, as if it wrapped love around her and cocooned her in silk. “But I’ve spent so long in hospitals,” she whispered. “Now I’m in another one.”


      “Oh, this isn’t really a hospital,” smiled the man, “and I’m not really a doctor. This is a Halfway House. Nearly everyone comes to one of these to begin with. We all arrive carrying so much worry and guilt and regret. That needs sleeping away. You’ll dream yourself back through most of the years of your past life and sort out anything unfinished.”


      Georgia sighed. “Oh, that. The last judgement,” she said. “That’s what you mean, isn’t it?”


      The doctor shook his head. “Not really. You’ll make some inevitable judgments as your mind runs through it all, but it’s coming to terms, rather than judging, that happens in the end. It can be a terrible burden, all that emotional baggage people bring over. So just whiz back through, iron it out a bit and only judge whatever you want to. Self forgiveness can take longer. But you’ll wake up soon enough. Of course everything here somehow seems like soon. Time’s pretty much a game you see.”


      A deep drowsiness was enclosing her. “How do I know if I’ve judged the right way?” Her eyes were closing. The gleam of light was fading. A calm greenness crept around her.


      “Oh, that doesn’t matter, one way or the other.” The doctor’s smile hovered within the haze. “It’s just doing it that matters. And some of this isn’t dream time anyway. It’s just simple, heavenly sleep. And that’s the best of all.”


      The voice blurred and was gone. For a brief moment Georgia was aware of slow shapes, the trudge of the past. She saw the aisles of a dark church, the shadows on people’s faces, grainy, like an old photograph. There was Dave, staring into his lap. There was her daughter Sophie, reading something aloud, clutching at the pulpit. Then the shadows closed her out and her mind moved on. For one instant the dream brightened and the pretty sunbeams of lost days glistened through a high window and lit the cheekbones of a tall man pacing beneath. His face was wet, reflecting the sun across his skin as if he bled golden tears. The utter misery in his eyes tugged at her and she began to cry. She had never wanted to leave him. Then sleep took her utterly and the man was lost from view.
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        * * *


      


      Betsy was up to her dimpled elbows in bubbles and Dave watched her from the door into the hall. “If you find a tea towel,” he said, “I’ll dry.”


      “Well, it’s your house,” said Betsy. “You should know where the tea towels are. But these can just drain anyway. More hygienic in the end. Go and rest. I’ve nearly finished and then I’ll go and leave you in peace.”


      “I’m not sure I want to be alone,” said Dave. Sophie had gone already, no offers to stay and help clean up from that direction, no offers to keep him company either. Well – no surprises there. “You could make some more tea and wait a bit.”


      “I’m not sure,” said Betsy, “I could stay a little while I suppose, but Ralph’ll be home soon and I’ve got to get his supper. He was sorry he couldn’t take time off for the funeral, but you know my uncle. He’s always up to his ears in work.”


      Dave couldn’t care less about Betsy’s uncle, it was her he wanted. Betsy was so deliciously alive. The promise of all that pink flesh and polished skin. High, firm breasts and wide buttocks under tight skirts. The only time Georgia had breasts like that was when she was pregnant. And after months of dismal grey hopelessness and the endless smell of sickness, he longed to touch life again. The dying business had been such a long drawn out affair. Now he wanted to hug and press, feel and, especially, be held. He wanted, quite ridiculously, to fuck his ample neighbour. Not make love to. Forget love. No responsibilities, no hypocritical promises. He just desperately wanted to fuck someone living and warm and kind.


      “Stay just a bit,” said Dave. “I’ll make the tea myself. If there’s one thing I’ve learned over the past few months, it’s where the tea bags are kept.”


      “Well, go on then,” said Betsy. “You make a pot while I just nip next door and leave a note for Uncle Ralph.”


      And then, quite suddenly, Dave regretted the whole idea and knew he didn’t want to after all. He reached for the kettle, and then drew back. He shook his head. “Look, sorry. Maybe it’s not such a good idea. Maybe I’m better on my own for a bit. You go on home and don’t worry about me. It’s been good of you to sort the catering and all that. Well, you could see Sophie’s no good at any of that stuff. Besides, she’s got her own life to lead now. But I’m alright. I’ll see you around.”


      “Well, alright then,” said Betsy, stripping off the rubber gloves. “Perhaps I’ll pop around tomorrow and make you some lunch.”


      “I’d like that,” said Dave, though now he wasn’t sure he would. It didn’t matter anyway. Somehow nothing did.


      Upstairs the long wall of wardrobe glared back at him from its dust. Georgia’s room. He’d slept in the spare bedroom for ages while she was ill, and now the intimacy that had once been his own, seemed unnaturally cold. Endless bottles of pills still crowded the little table. Her clothes hung forlorn, dreary slump shouldered things, unworn for so long. Drawers, full of her underwear and woollens. Dull old cardigans with moth holed elbows. Dull old memories, as moth eaten as everything else.


      He didn’t want to touch Georgia’s things. He didn’t want to tidy her out altogether. He would insist that Sophie did it after all.


      Dave sat heavily on the edge of the bed and tried to remember Georgia’s face and eyes and touch, and didn’t really see anything. The bed had been stripped and was now just a flattened, dribble stained quilt over a lumpy old mattress. He thought about Georgia when he’d first known her, young and glowing and energetic, and how they’d walked long holidays together and he’d talked a lot and she’d kept smiling and saying yes, so he’d accepted they must have a lot in common and decided to fall in love.


      Of course, things had drifted fairly soon afterwards but that’s what you expected out of marriage, with love turning first into companionship and then inevitable irritation. But he was sorry, really awfully sorry, now that she’d gone. Even nursing her had been a friendly sort of business, staving off loneliness.


      The years of separate holidays had probably not been such a good idea after all. The proof of our trust, he’d told the family. Nonsense of course. Georgia had become passionate about Tuscany and gone flitting off to Italy with various different girlfriends several times a year. God, all those endless cathedrals and museums and hillside vineyards. It had left him free to take his own breaks with his mates, Mallorca and the Algarve, and not a cathedral or museum on the roster. Fishing and golf, they’d all told their wives. Cheap booze and illicit sex had been the truth, with all those willing young tourists eager to giggle in the back seat of the hire car or share a motel room away from parental policing.


      Georgia had gone off sex anyway, and it seemed fair to get it somewhere else. He’d never felt guilty. He’d tried to be a good husband the rest of the time, whatever that meant. Well, the monthly salary and occasionally drying the dishes. Of course, Georgia had been hard work sometimes, but perhaps all women were. Silly moods and far away looks, moaning on about never going to the pictures or out to dinner. Well, for goodness sake, they had nothing to talk to each other about at home, why stare in silence over a silly restaurant table and pay for a couple of lettuce leaves and a trickle of ketchup? She kept expecting something of him without ever having the sense to really explain what it was she expected. She said he didn’t understand. Well, that had been true enough. What the hell could you do when you didn’t have the faintest idea what it was you weren’t doing? But all that had stopped when the cancer was diagnosed and they’d grown a bit closer again. Perhaps if she’d got better, they’d have had a chance to improve things. Or maybe not. Life did that – make you want things only after it was too late. So, hardly his fault, after all.


      Her dressing gown hung on the back of the bedroom door in purple shadows. It was soft and warm and Dave imagined her gentle curves expanding its folds. He smiled, reached, and picked up the cup from the table beside the bed. It hadn’t been washed since Georgia had drunk from it, the last trickles of medicine still sitting sticky like minute crystals in the bottom. He held it gently, as if it were precious, and gradually lifted it to his face. He smelled it, as if something of her might still linger there. But even the medicine had lost its scent. He ran his finger around the rim, where her lips had been. But no trace of her remained. He carried the cup down to the kitchen and dumped it in the sink.
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        * * *


      


      Georgia’s dreams led her down the passages of the years, gold threads and chiffon regrets. Her memory stumbled over the mistakes, lingering over both the worst and the sweetest moments. She held her daughter again through the whispering baby months, and then chose to hold her again during adulthood, although in life this was something she had rarely done, and should have. She saw Dave, and passed him by. She would go back to that in another dream. It would all be faced, before she woke.


      She discovered Romano standing in the small grove behind the house, on the lower steps. The Cypress cut a straight shadow across his face like a bruise. He had been thinking about her and that brought her the path to follow, like Hansel’s trail of breadcrumbs. Georgia crawled into his arms and smiled, but he didn’t feel her. She tried to touch, reaching her glimmering fingers to his damp cheek. She murmured, consoling and loving. But he did not know she was there.


    


  




  

    

      

        

          
          


          

            Chapter Three
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      His shelter had collapsed. He had been unconscious for too long and so had not mentally maintained it. When Primo awoke he found the walls crumbled and the sky, like an admonishing conscience, peering in upon him.


      Many of the birds had stayed. On a small heap of fading timbers, the harpy sat, preening her primary flight feathers. A bevy of twittering was behind his head, the sleek scarlet of a long plumed tail beside his cheek. Primo yawned, resetting his jaw, which seemed askew. He was resting on duck down. They had laid it for him. It was, as usual, perfectly sunny and the day’s energy was not diminished by his injuries. He stretched very carefully, aware of possible contortions, dislocations or breakages, and sat up.


      Gradually the birds dispersed, seeing he had regained conscious essence. As Primo carefully felt for the healing rips in his face, there were only three birds remaining, the harpy, who considered him her mate, a macaw who was snoozing, and an absent minded hornbill who had forgotten where else she had originally wanted to go. Primo scratched the hornbill’s crest. She shifted, ruffled, and settled to brood. Primo got up.


      He had, predictably, woken to agonising pain. Equally predictably, drearily so, he knew that in spite of the hurt and the severe injuries, he was destined to survive. There was no question anymore regarding survival, something he had once cared about, but would now rather have reversed. But then, had he the power to reverse it and therefore somehow manufacture another death, he would simply end up in the after-life anyway, which was exactly where he already was.


      He kicked over the last of the rubble and walked out to the shining edges of the cliffs where he had originally chosen to build, adoring the fresh sharp bite of the solitude and the astonishing beauty of vision stretching above to the mountains and their blinding white tips, with the green spreading of endless blues, greens and yellows below. The birds liked it here too, though a little vertiginous for the sparrows, grebes and meadow larks. He would build again. Inevitably and repetitiously, he would regain the semblance of home.


      Long solitude had explained many things to him. He knew that his home here would always reflect himself and his state of grace, or gracelessness. If his inner self foundered, so must his walls, for they were the natural mirror of his growth. A spirit in a spirit-land, whatever costume he chooses to wear, will always be naked. The truth of his being was displayed for all to see, for his home was himself; his surroundings were his progress thus far along the way.


      He turned and laughed, tossing the long hair back from the remaining holes in his face. Well, that very nakedness told an ugly story for any desiring to read it, for his house, never more than a sheltering hut, lay in ruins. Its place was high, but only just beyond the fogbanks that divided the third plane from the fourth. There were ten planes, some said, before you reached your potential, or even knew what it was. That was a long way to climb. Not rock climbing, but survival climbing. The struggle of a soul towards its zenith.


      He had given himself the name Primo, though sometimes he forgot it, since there was no one to call him by it. It was a name he’d taken when arriving on the third plane. Most there invented new titles. New identities. Some feared recognition from everything they’d done in life. Plenty were notorious and carried a reputation. Primo wasn’t sure he’d ever been notorious. Fame seemed an absurd thing to contemplate now, but perhaps it had constituted the original meaning of his name. Now he disliked remembering and closed off the past when he could. But long sleeps, the sleeps that crept upon him when he was sick, or lonely, or adrift, would bring back the spite of distant and deep hidden thoughts.


      There had been whisperings during this last sleep, insidious memories, thin fingers probing, squeezing, exploring and discovering. Pushing into places he wanted to lock, but could no longer fight to protect. Like the holes in his face, the sleep had poked into wounds and knocked at doors. The doors had opened. So he woke a little healed, energetic and refreshed as waking here always ensured, ready to rebuild and face again a reformed future.


      Primo thanked the harpy. She did not respond, having no understanding of gratitude. He stood beside her in the energising, curative sunshine and felt his face, smoothing along the familiar lines. His nose had grown back, perhaps a little sharper. The hanging skin was pressed again into place and the last holes would mend soon enough. He breathed in the residual pain, bent, and immediately started building. Half with hands, half with mind, he shored up the walls. The window was larger this time, encompassing the huge sweep of scenery beyond and below. He believed it a good sign. Windows were, of course, entrances to the soul. His was, therefore, more open to investigation, and lighter. Less shame. He smiled, and piled on the roof. The roof was semi-thatched, an important barrier. Let in the light but keep out intrusion. Inside felt cosy. His box bed was wider and plump, stuffed with feather and down, a bird’s snuggled nest. He curtained it in green swathed damask which whispered; shadows rustling from their branch. His mind focused and held everything firm until solid, then adding texture and pattern.


      The hornbill, finding herself unexpectedly indoors, opened an eye and adjusted her perch. Primo carried her back outside where she stretched her wings, toppled slightly, caught her balance, and went back to sleep. The macaw also continued his bird dreams, head beneath a scarlet wing.
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        * * *


      


      “You’ve not visited the boy since he slept again?”


      “He’s not ready. But I watch him,” Wilmot said. “Part of me remains always aware of him, although not to his knowledge.”


      The other sighed. “So hard, to keep a distance, when we want so much to help and comfort.”


      Wilmot smiled. “I follow the harpy sometimes, when she hunts. A most glorious bird, and I copy her flight. Such a joyous speed. She knows me, although as yet he does not.”


      “And does he know anything yet? I mean,” smiled the man, speaking half in words and half in the mind, “has he yet remembered the tragedy of his passing – the secrets – the mystery? Have you sent the boy the sleep of remembrance?”


      “No.” Wilmot no longer smiled, although his eyes remained very bright. “My boy has forgotten so deeply, and has so resisted any passing memory so vehemently, and even though he has called himself Primo, he no longer remembers why. So I will not force what he has chosen to forget.”


      “But he should face it. One day –”


      “One day, yes. Although how long is a day in paradise? And I am sublimely patient.”


      “You know best, where your own charge is concerned.” The pale warmth, where they sat on nothing in particular, had grown starlit, although there was neither night nor dark. “Look below. Is that another of your friends?”


      “Oh, Norwen.” Wilmot chuckled. “Still so proper. But his charge has recently arrived, so soon he’ll be busy. I’ll send him a sign.”


      Veering from serenity to lurid, the sky exploded. White brilliance was infused with perfume. A deliciousness of nostalgia invaded each of the heightened senses and a strange but unethereal beauty sped into firework spangles.


      The aromatic melody swirled into a stark and stunning silence.


      Standing firm on the rolling grassy pastures, Norwen looked up and raised one invisible eyebrow. “Don’t tell me,” he said faintly. “Wilmot again.”


      “Unnerving,” agreed the other spirit. “Though nerves are hardly an issue anymore.”


      “They are with Wilmot around,” said Norwen.


      “It makes one wonder,” said his companion with a telepathic smile, “whether Wilmot was smuggled onto the ninth plane, presumably by some practical joker. Or is he a cosmic punishment for us all to overcome before proving ourselves fit for the tenth?”


      Norwen laughed, no longer telepathically. He allowed the laughter to emerge into the exploding sky, unbalancing the silence. “Indeed, I have an uncomfortable idea that Wilmot may pass up onto the tenth before any of us. The perfumes are, you must agree, quite gorgeous.”


      “My dear man,” said the other spirit, “everything here is gorgeous. Except perhaps Wilmot.”


      “Bizarre. Eccentric. Insane. And the most gorgeous of us all,” murmured Norwen.


      “I hear he’s started work. That may give us some peace.”


      “Oh he started work long ago,” Norwen said. “His apprentice arrived on the third. Moving the young man up has been arduous. Wilmot takes endless care, and loves him dearly.” Norwen began to float upwards into the current of perfume, grasping each individual scent with pleasure. “My own special apprentice has just arrived you know, so I shall be busy. But she arrived already on the seventh. An easier proposition, and filled with delight. I’ve been waiting for her.”


      The other man nodded, floating up beside his friend. “Wilmot would doubtless choose the more challenging apprentice.”


      “Of course. He’s so challenging himself. He still generates desire and excitement.”


      “Would you call it that? How interesting.”


      “Certainly interesting,” said Norwen. “He remains unpredictable, but I think he would probably agree with me.”


      “If it is meant as a compliment,” smiled the other man, “then Wilmot would certainly agree with you.”
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        * * *


      


      Methodical, Sophie piled the clothes, laying the prettier things across the bed, heaping the throw-aways under the window. First woollies, lots of woollies, a mother’s practical barriers to winter. Mostly moth eaten. Mostly for the charity shop or the bin.


      But Sophie wanted to keep some of her mother’s clothes, those that were smart, and familiar, and held memories. And as she sorted she realised, surprisingly, it was easy enough finding plenty she wanted to keep. She’d want to wear them too. So much, so elegant, so expensive. Unexpected Italian labels, beautiful materials.


      Less sensible were the sarongs and the swimming costumes. Bikinis. Perhaps her mother had enjoyed those Italian holidays more than she’d let on at the time. Not such a prim culture seeker after all. No one wore a sarong on a museum trek.


      And then, most absurd of all, the underwear. Gossamer lace and designer labels. God, these things were expensive. The keep-and-treasure piles grew quicker than the chuck-out-and-forget. Sophie didn’t believe her mother could have afforded this sort of thing. Nor needed it. It wasn’t making sense.


      Her father was out, at the pub probably, making sure Sophie couldn’t call on him for assistance or decisions. She’d preferred it that way at first but being alone in the house with such a barrage of memories combined with this sudden swoop of the unexpected was becoming uncomfortable and she wanted someone’s opinion as reassurance. The plastic bin bags lay empty like squashed black balloons across the floor, puffing their little shuddered sighs as her movements rustled their inertia. Her mind felt like that too. She wasn’t understanding something.


      There was lingerie like transparent jewels, satin nightdresses so fine they could be pulled through a wedding ring. Suspenders and black silk stockings, camisoles in embroidered taffeta, knickers like ribbons of coloured daisies. Beauty worn but not outworn, washed, folded, valued. Valuable. Sophie felt as she had when she was four years old and had walked in on her parents making love. She hadn’t known at the time what they were doing but it had been strangely unpleasant and her father had been angry and her mother embarrassed. This felt like the same thing again except she was all alone and feeling angry and embarrassed in solitude. She’d thought her parents had been barely affectionate for years, yet here was the proof of their lust. Which was unfair for with anything this gorgeous, the right word had to be romance.


      Escaping the underwear, Sophie unlocked the little desk in the corner. This was only her mother’s, since her father used the big pine thing downstairs with the obsolete computer, so the bureau wasn’t full of unpaid bills, though some personal receipts had their own little drawer. But there were letters and photos and memorabilia, Sophie’s old school reports for goodness’ sake, the wizened petals of jasmine and an ancient Valentine rose, a screw of lace around a nutmeg, the broken shards of old china and the leaves of scented notelets. Sophie knew where the secret compartment was, because her mother had giggled and showed it to her many, many years ago. It had been empty then. Sophie opened it now and found it wasn’t empty anymore.


      There were a lot more letters, a hundred of them, some in a language Sophie couldn’t even understand. There were photos. She saw herself, baby cuddles, a few photos she’d forgotten ever having seen. But more importantly, there were some she knew quite well she’d never seen for there was a tall dark man against a scenery of cypresses, and others with her mother and the man together.


      Sophie finished the dregs of her father’s bottle of whisky, bundled up clothes, photos, letters and confusion into the same bag and left the house. She hurried herself back to her apartment where she quickly finished her own bottle of vodka. Then she went downstairs to find Julian.
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        * * *


      


      Georgia woke to the gentle sunshine, sat up and stretched. Opposite her cocoon the long wall of windows had transformed, reflecting light in rainbows. She did not remember such brilliance before she slept. Everything had changed.


      She had changed herself, slept away the dark storms of her life, their intensity now shrivelled to small silver trickles. She felt almost empty, like a hollow jug, eager to fill again with the bubbles of possibility lying beyond those windows.


      To either side the rows of sleepers remained. Some were almost invisible beneath their wrappings, covered by a gentle, lapping haze. Others lay beneath singing colours, great arches of light whirling in dancing tides. Dream spectrum. Her own covering had dissolved and she was free to rise.


      She walked to the windows, looking first down to her toes as she moved. She was pleased to find them recognisable, the feet she knew as her own, but polished and soft and young. No broken nails, no calluses or old bruised skin. She wore a long tunic of indeterminate colour without weight. But then, her body was also weightless. She floated. She was younger than young.


      The windows formed a visible barrier but there was no glass. She stretched a finger to find the wall but none was there. One thing ended and another began, but there was no finite point designated to such certainties. Georgia gazed through the frame onto the spread of world beyond and found that she was immediately part of the scene itself.


      The grass was more than grass and its shade was more than green. There were trees, hills and meadows becalmed beneath a sky, but each was more than such a thing had ever seemed to her before, and nothing was bound by horizon. There was no limit to her sight except her own timidity, for had she felt the desire of it, she could have seen on and on forever.


      Then she became aware that the doctor stood beside her at the window. “I love this moment,” he said, “someone’s first sight of the Summerlands. And now you see what I see. Before you slept you weren’t quite on the same wavelength. Your vibration was slower, still almost attached to the physical, and you carried its limitations. Now the healing sleep has brought you the full comprehension we each share here. Now you’re part of it, as we all are.”


      “Heaven,” murmured Georgia. “Paradise. I like the name you give it; the Summerlands.”


      “There are a thousand names,” said the doctor. “The most accurate perhaps, is the seventh plane, or the Plane of Welcome. This is where most of us arrive at first, immediately after death. It is the level of greatest familiarity. But there are others. You needn’t bother about them yet.”


      “Can I come back to you for answers,” said Georgia, “after I’ve settled in? I’m sure to have a thousand questions.”


      “You can, but you won’t need to,” smiled the doctor. “Your guide will find you first.”
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        * * *


      


      Julian said, “Darling, you’ll never throw this stuff away?”


      “I might not,” said Sophie. “Not all of it anyway. But I can’t wear my own mother’s underwear, can I? That would be gross.”


      “I’ll bet your own is a lot more shameful,” said Julian. “Those hideous rags you spinsters wear, bras with the wires poking out and saggy elastic like bacon rind after it’s been chewed and spat out.”


      “You’ve been looking,” grinned Sophie.


      “I’m serious,” Julian smacked her fingers. “Wear this heavenly stuff, stupid girl. Delight in it. Be gorgeous for once. So – your mother had an affair. Be proud of her.”


      “Well, in a sort of a way, I am,” mumbled Sophie. “But then again, I suppose I’m not. This had to be a bit more than just an affair, didn’t it? Is that good, or bad?”


      Julian played with the ribbons and the folded papers tumbling loose. “A wildly romantic orgy, my dear, and a healthy release I’m sure, for any suburban housewife. This one obviously lasted for years.”


      Sophie nodded. “So - better than being promiscuous. Which is probably what my father was. Is.” She reached over and lifted a larger photograph. “He looks nice, don’t you think?”


      “Don’t be absurd, child. Latin lovers always look nice,” said Julian. “I wonder if the dear boy knows his beloved has joined the heavenly hosts.”


      “I can’t worry about that,” said Sophie. “He shouldn’t have been screwing a married woman.” She was filling the rubbish bags now. Pills, some herbal alternatives Georgia had been trying at the end. Then the make-up with scrubby little worn out brushes and scraped out colours.


      “Don’t chuck that, it’s still got some left,” said Julian.


      “I’m not going to. It’s expensive perfume. Funny, I never knew my mother to wear perfume,” said Sophie.


      “Sounds like you never knew your mother at all,” said Julian.
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      Georgia found her home waiting for her. “I wasn’t sure we’d even have houses here,” she said. “Or if we did, how we’d get them. I mean, I’m not that silly. I know there can’t be bank loans or estate agents.”


      “It seems,” said her father, “that on this plane anyway, home happens as a matter of right. It waits for us, just as the natural place around it does. The house begins to take shape when someone approaches death. Because I knew you were coming, I was brought here and saw it, and made a few additions, preparations, gifts in a way. Things I thought you’d like. But I didn’t build it and of course I didn’t buy it. In a way, you built it, before you got here. It’s a natural reflection of your own personality, of your own state of being. If you change, grow or expand, so will your house. If you crumble, so will it. But of course, you won’t. No one does here.”


      Georgia hovered outside, gazing at the long low timbers, the little snuggled gables and the many windows. “I understand that,” she said. “Home is a fundamental part of how we feel about ourselves, isn’t it. It’s not a building at heart. It’s a state of mind.”


      “Which is what happens here, of course. Your state of mind turns into something that seems solid.”


      Glowingly and flattered, “But this is lovely. Am I really so nice inside? And it’s so real – so – earthy.”


      “This is the plane of familiarity,” said her grandmother, taking her hand. “Until we move on up, we stay very protected here without the sudden shock of coming from the physical into the spiritual. Things look very like we’re used to, the way they were when we were alive, but without the old difficulties. Life’s challenges are ironed out, because none of this is really physical at all.”


      “You’ve got awfully knowledgeable, Gran.” She didn’t remember her that way in life.


      “Cheeky brat. And watch out – I can read your mind when it’s that clear.”


      Georgia ginned. “That’ll be hard to control. There’s such a lot to get used to. Yet I’d expected stranger,” she said, reaching out to push open the door. Inside the sun blazed as brightly as out, and few shadows enclosed the interior.


      “Strange would frighten most of us,” nodded her father. “So we arrive on this particular level immediately after death and then sleep in the hospital, like you did. But we’re all individual. Some sleep longer.”


      “And,” frowned the elderly woman, “there are other levels. This is the seventh.”


      “That’s intriguing,” Georgia turned, interested. “So what happens to Hitler and Jack the Ripper? There’s a Hell?”


      “Fiddle faddle,” interrupted her grandmother. “There isn’t any Hell. But souls gravitate to their own natural level, so yes, the more degenerate, they go where the plane suits them. The lower planes – one – two – three. I’ve never been that low I’m glad to say, and don’t intend visiting.” She sniffed, lifting her chin. “No, I wasn’t shunted onto the lower planes, I’ll have you know. I came straight into the seventh like most do. But everyone climbs out of the abyss sooner or later, with help of their guides. Plane by plane. Hitler might be up here by now though I doubt it. There was a pope who recently turned up here from the sixteenth century. It took him that long to get up from the second plane to the seventh.”


      “A pope? Don’t tell me, I can guess.”


      Her father nodded. “But he’s a nice chap now. I met him. Very cheery. You only get here when you’re ready for it.”


      “But we aren’t perfect yet. That’s in the higher planes yet to come.”


      There was neither kitchen nor bathroom, but a bedroom was furnished with a huge bed, piled with quilts and velvet covers. The larger living room was distinctly familiar, the bedroom was not.


      Her grandmother said, “Just stay and relax dear. We’ll leave you to find your own peace. When you want us again, just call. In your mind, that is. Want us, and we’ll hear you automatically.”


      “That’s better than the telephone.”


      “It is the telephone over here,” said her grandmother. “The mobile phone inside the head. Well, thank goodness, since I never could use those nasty mobile phone things. Couldn’t see those horrid little numbers. Now there’s no number needed. Telepathy comes naturally here, I’m glad to say, though most of us prefer to carry on speaking aloud when we’re in company. Old habits. Well, like I said, this is the plane of familiarity.”


      “So one day we’ll move up levels too?” said Georgia. “Into higher realms? When does that happen?”


      “When we’re ready for it,” nodded her father. “But that’s probably a long way off. Especially for her.” He nudged his mother, who sniggered. “And there’s an awful lot, really a wonderfully immense unbelievable variety to discover here first. No point me describing things. You’ll find it all in your own time.”


      “So there’s time?”


      “Piffle, my dear. No clocks. No calendars. But linear direction, and – well – don’t try and know everything at once.”


      “We don’t know it all yet, tell the truth.”


      Both her father and grandmother were fading from the doorway. “Have a rest. We’ll be back.”


      They had gone. “Have a rest!” Georgia smiled to herself. “Even though I’ve only just woken up.” But she did. She found a stretch of cream linen couch and curled there, gazing through the window into the greens of what appeared to be her own unfenced garden beyond.


      Then, although her view remained framed by the outline of the window, once again Georgia discovered her sight extended, becoming unlimited, stretching onwards across valleys and lakes, encompassing a dreamscape of endless beauty, peace translated into physical presence. The semblance of the physical, but with fewer boundaries. Willing or wishing something within the natural state of the plane, apparently made it so. So she wished herself outside, and was.


      Without movement, neither walking nor with any conscious withdrawal from one place or arrival in the other, she had put herself in the position of her intention. Wish brought consequence. She was standing in her own garden, if that was truly what it was, drinking sunshine directly from the air, grass like shimmering velvet beneath her toes. Behind her the low angles of her house created no shadows. In front, there was a pond with the singing bubbles of a spring. Georgia walked over to it and sat at the edge, dipping her fingers into the water. Her reflection shaped within the ripples, her own face smiling back up at her from green spangles. “I wonder,” she thought, “if you can ever be lonely in these Summerlands. I’ve never, ever had to live alone before.”


      “You have questions,” said a voice. She was startled and looked up.


      He was a stranger. The sheen of his face and the depth of his eyes seemed more intense than her father’s or grandmother’s, even more so than the doctor she had met at the Halfway House. Since everything here appeared to mirror its state of spiritual being, she guessed at once that this was someone more developed than herself. She was immediately shy.


      The man shook his head. “Not really more developed,” he said, though they were her thoughts he was answering, since she had not spoken aloud. “Having been longer here, I recently moved up into the ninth plane. My vibrations are those of the ninth, but I choose to come back to the seventh as a guide, for a while at least. You had questions, so I heard, and came.”


      “Gracious,” whispered Georgia. “I shall have to be careful what I think about in future.”


      “Our thoughts are still a jumble,” said the man. “Mine are also incoherent and aimless unless I focus. It is only need, or intention, that creates automatic telepathy. My name is Norwen. From now on I’ll come whenever you call.”


      Georgia smiled. “What a service. I suppose you already know my name.”


      He nodded. “And you were contemplating loneliness. It’s impossible here you know. If you want company, your need becomes a call, and your family and friends hear you, and come. Now I’ll often keep you company. I’ll teach you what you want to know, and that will smooth your passage through this plane and onto the eight.”


      She was enchanted. “Thank you.”


      “But there’s something else,” Norwen said. “You see, your greatest friend here will be yourself. You’ll discover a sense of inner being far stronger than you ever could while alive. Every aspect of life here will reflect yourself back to you, inspiring self-knowledge on a level you could never appreciate before. Your home is an echo of yourself, your surroundings, everything you see will in some way be representative of your personal potential. Your entire existence here is an inner pathway deeper into your own spirit. Perhaps it always was in life, but the passage was disguised by lessons, tests, responsibility and challenge. Here, there’s no disguise, once you can see beyond your old habits and memories. We talk about the planes in consecutive numbers, as if a soul’s journey is upwards, but that’s only figurative. In truth, your road is ever inwards. We all arrive, some moment in the distant miracle still far beyond us, at prefect self-discovery. That’s the ultimate plane here. Which is, of course, God.”


      Georgia sniffed, her comprehension confused. “I was never religious. The different religions cause so much trouble on Earth. The man I was in love with believed in religion, but I couldn’t see it.”


      Norwen smiled “Most religions are man’s attempts at understanding his deep spiritual concept of the Creator, and to reach the love and acceptance of a higher force while learning what is expected of him, and what is right and what is wrong. Overly strict religious laws bring a sense of security to the fearful, but the true state of God the Source is far beyond the comprehension of any of us, either alive or here.”


      “Then I’m not expected to understand that yet?”


      “Of course not,” Norwen said. “None of us can. But supreme love lies at the kernel of our inner beings, and it’s that we grow into here, plane by plane. We gradually become our own spiritual potential.”


      Georgia remembered conversations with Romano, when they’d discussed belief. She’d laughed about his ideas of Heaven. “No demands? No need to work? You won’t even get dirty? So what do people do? You don’t believe in wings and harps, but for goodness sake, there must be something to do that matters. Otherwise it would just be so damned boring.”


      And Romano had said, “But perfection can’t ever be boring.”


      “It will be a long time before you discover perfection,” smiled Norwen. “But certainly, boredom is impossible. Such a state has no validity here, because our minds are constantly travelling towards the understanding of our own absolute individuality. In the lower planes, where deep distortions of the soul still need to be overcome, then boredom may be possible as a learning tool. The avoidance of thought which can sometimes be achieved there, may appear temporarily boring, being a state of purposeful dullness. But you will never avoid thought or you would not be arriving on this plane.”


      “Well,” said Georgia, “I’m extremely glad I didn’t book in lower down.”
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        * * *


      


      With the energy of the healing sleep still strong in him, Primo sat on the cliff edge and watched the river crash from the rocks into the valley below. He had questions but he refused to acknowledge them. If he allowed any sense of need to take coherent focus in his conscious mind, then the fucking do-gooders would be bound to turn up, all bright faced and shining with pissing enthusiasm. They’d offer him their glossy little hands and try and lead him into fucking righteousness. God forbid. And that was the trouble. God, wherever He was hiding in this miserable hole, wasn’t forbidding any damned thing, which was why this great afterlife of His was such a pissing disappointment and why Primo’d be damned if he let the do-gooders, the eighth and ninth plane rubbish, bugger in and lord it over him, telling him what to do. He’d hated those self-righteous twits in life and they weren’t any better in death. He’d do whatever was needed himself, as he always had.


      So he turned his thoughts to Warl and Pigseed and the others, which fired up antagonism instead of holy lectures on love and forgiveness, and then squatted down to a cosy hour or so of bad temper. His harpy spread her wings, blotting out the high glare of the sky, casting a round, ragged blue shadow over his face. It was something she did, in a motherly fashion, when she knew his eyes hurt him. They were hurting now because his face was not yet fully healed, and also because, figuratively, he refused to see and had turned from the light.


      The gang had been larger when he’d first died and found himself on the third plane, confused and cross. In fact, death had left him positively startled. He had expected neither the dying nor the continuation of consciousness afterwards. He had ‘always maintained that death was it – the bloody end – black blank sod-all afterwards, and forget all the silly religious nuts. He knew the truth. One big zero. And that’s how he’d wanted it. Yet had been – as usual – cheated. So, figuring out there was no sodding peace even for ghosts, he had hooked up with the first group which had offered him friendship and some interesting activity.


      Then, gradually he’d realised how boring it all was. Without the need to do anything in particular, not to steal nor to eat, no need to work nor to rest, fuck it, not even to wash or shave or shit, fighting seemed pointless. His motivation quickly dissipated and a furious dissatisfaction was all that gave him energy. The gang’s raids through the fog- banks, though their inherent unsuitability for the higher plane kept them confined to the border lands, began to press on his mind. Instead he fell in love with what little he saw of the fourth plane, its crisp high cliffs and their solitary frost. High, cold and clean. A few others of the group moved on up, usually without explanation or goodbye. The breeze took them, and they left, smiling like kids with a chocolate cake. Primo had hoped it wouldn’t be too long before it happened to him too.


      He found that the fourth was a plane of birds. As he followed the attacks into the hills, so he left the others to their battles and wandered off to talk to the eagles. Since he could now fly himself, he chose to fly with them, learning from them how to soar and roll and hover. He drifted on the thermals, eyes upwards instead of intent on the groups of third plane refugees below. Then, quite suddenly, he found he had become part of the higher plane himself. So he settled in the border hills leading into the fourth, and built his first real home. The birds often stayed with him and loved him back.


      Primo would allow himself no further reminiscences. Thinking way back beyond death to his previous life was not something he permitted himself. All that stuff about your old life rushing past your eyes wasn’t going to happen to him. There was something horrible, a golem, a memory he refused to remember, and all the dreary nonsense about what a living shit he’d been. Instead he now contemplated the nuisance of Pigseed’s raids, and how to combat future war without future pain. It was during this exceedingly satisfactory indulgence in resentment and nourishing anger that Primo decided to look in on the people he was busy hating. It might help to know that they were hurting as much as he was. Immediately he shook off the thought shadow and rose vertically into the air. The harpy followed and they flew together, his hand on her neck, her left wing beneath his belly. It wasn’t far over the peaks and cliffs to the fogbanks.


      The thick mist between the third and fourth planes was cold, as if it trapped a million cutting icicles shattered into knife tips. It wasn’t easy to cross in either direction. When he had first grown beyond the third, he had been carried through the fogs on a warm current, but now, pushing his way through a barrier which no longer welcomed him, he found reverting horridly uncomfortable. But pain was, after all, as much of a companion as his harpy, and he would not let it stop him doing what he wanted. So he whirled back through the trembling, viscous wall of dull haze, shivering as he flew, a firm grasp on the bird’s neck feathers. His own power of flight was weakened by the recent attack but he could still get off the ground, and determination was a surer ticket here than it had even been in life.


      The gang was huddled in the deep valley pastures. He called to them before landing. Truce. He wasn’t coming for another fight, wasn’t presenting himself as a free victim, one man and an eagle against ten thugs. He came only to talk. Pigseed looked up, nodded and muttered. Primo came down on the short grass before the leader and sat cross-legged. He waited, part of the usual ritual of superiority, for Pigseed to speak first.


      “You’re not one of us anymore,” mumbled Pigseed into his collar. “You fought not to come back. So why turn up now?” His battle had been in the air with the harpy and his face, neck and hands still rose in welts, skinless rips and ragged black scars. No disguising his failure.


      Primo smiled. The eagle, blinking disdainfully, hissed at Pigseed under her breath and then went to sleep. “I came to talk,” said Primo, “to make things clear. So, I’ve gone up one level. Accept it. Keep your shitty jealousy to this side of the fog-bank.”


      “So, fuck off then,” said Warl pleasantly, sidling up. Sam, the little one, came too, grinning.


      “You’ve grown your nose again,” said Sam. “But I can still see the marks of my nails over your miserable fucking face.”


      “It’s not as if you loved me that much when I was part of your stupid little pack,” continued Primo patiently. “Just because I’ve moved up, suddenly you miss me that much? And you know you can’t keep someone where he doesn’t belong anymore. So, what’s this huge desire to haul me back? Just fucking spite?”


      “So, fuck off,” repeated Warl, bored.


      Pigseed was still spitting loose teeth. “It’s loyalty, isn’t it. Being loyal or being disloyal. You were one of us. You should have stayed.”


      “You never even liked me,” Primo pointed out. “And I never liked you either. You’re a small time shit. So leave me be from now on. I’ve got my new place on the fourth, and I’m staying there. And if any of you ever manage to move up to the fourth yourselves, which seems fucking unlikely, well, don’t come building your slums next to me. I don’t want to know you. None of you.”


      “Living alone,” sniffed Pigseed, “ain’t natural.”


      “Beating up on old friends isn’t natural,” said Primo. “Though perhaps it is for you. That’s why you’re still on the third.”


      “Fuck off,” Warl glared at Primo. And this time he did.


      Primo kicked off from the valley’s scrubby grass and gravel, and swept straight up and over to the fogs. He didn’t feel the cold as he flew through, now travelling in the right direction. Once back on his own side, he settled on the cliff edge above his newly renovated home and leaned back against the heather brush, closing his eyes. The mist banks were tiring. But he’d achieved exactly what he’d wanted. He knew, as one could know here without acknowledging doubt, that the rabble wouldn’t attack him again. They’d leave him alone. He’d secured his isolation and his inviolate place on the fourth plane. Just how much that new place was worth, Primo wasn’t yet quite sure.
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        * * *


      


      “I can’t for the life of me see why you’re so upset,” said Julian. “You lack imagination, my girl.”


      “It’s my imagination that’s making me upset,” said Sophie. “Honestly, she never said a word to me, not a whisper. Gracious, Jules, she knew I wasn’t ever close to Dad. I’d have backed her up, been pleased for her. If only she’d told me.”


      “Darling, you’re not even discreet,” said Julian. “In one of those tantrums of yours, you’d have flung it in your father’s face. Go on, admit it. You’d never be the recipient of my secrets, I can promise you.”


      “That’s mean,” said Sophie, annoyed to realise it was true.


      There was a sheaf of papers, legally typed, safe in their own aged envelope. In Italian and difficult to decipher, but Julian had decided it meant property. It was the deeds to a house. The address was clear, then Georgia’s name and signature. It appeared she owned a house in Italy. Had owned. And Sophie was her only beneficiary.


      “Sweetie, think,” said Julian. “You’re richer than you thought. A home-owner, my dear. You must fly over and claim your inheritance.”


      “And pay tons of over-due land taxes and rates no doubt,” frowned Sophie. “Besides, it’s probably just a shed. A hovel.”


      “Do they have hovels in Italy?”


      “They have hovels everywhere,” said Sophie. “And these papers are dated eight years ago. Mum may have sold the place since then. She never had any money, poor darling. I honestly thought she’d left me fifty pounds if I was lucky, and her engagement ring with the imitation diamond and the gold crucifix she got from Great-Granny.”


      “Well,” grinned Julian, “you were wrong my dear, which is hardly unusual. These are legal deeds. If she’d sold the house, the deeds would have gone with it. You should find this Latin Lover first, and then plan an Italian holiday.”


      “I can’t afford it,” Sophie shook her head. “And I really don’t think I want to find my mother’s ancient adulterous boyfriend. That’s sleazy. Anyway, I don’t speak Italian.”


      “The language of love,” sighed Julian, “is international.”


      “So’s the language of deceit,” sniffed Sophie.


      “You still need to find out something about this house,” said Julian. “And discover, if you have the courage to face it, who your dearest mamma really was.”
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        * * *


      


      Georgia sat beside the pool and watched her own reflection hovering amongst the golden ripples. First it bathed, lulled by gentle movement and the sun’s sparkle on the water’s surface. Georgia reached a fingertip, and clasped hands, tip to tip, with the woman in the water mirror. Then the water sang.


      It was not the reflection, but the liquid itself and a power of its own that sang to her. The music was all melody in constant variety, a deep swimming harmony that echoed around and through her. Georgia sat in mesmerised delight, curled on the grass at the pond’s edge, and listened.


      Her reflection listened too. She watched it watch her, and smiled back. Then, because everything seemed possible and experimentation was the greatest fun, Georgia blinked and willed her concentration from her own mind into that of the water woman. Instantaneously, she was beneath the surface, smiling up at a reflection hovering above her in the air.


      The music swirled around her head. Here, under the cool greens, the singing was deeper and stronger, a strange melodic humming bass lilted with a thousand trilling liquid notes. She felt herself part of the music, as if it formed her and coloured her. She was not aware of breathing under water, nor of any coherent sense of where she was. Mermaid breath. She was merely another part of herself, almost bodiless, and thrillingly light. She sighed, and bubbles darted upwards. So she smiled, and returned to the air and her greater self.


      “If magic,” she thought, “is so thick in every particle here, then I will certainly never be bored.”


      Another voice spoke into her mind, Norwen’s voice, answering her from a distance. “When you are ready for the greatest spiritual excitement of all,” he said, “I will take you down to the sea. All water sings here. The sea is an orchestra.”


      “Why does water sing?” asked Georgia.


      “Perhaps because,” said Norwen, “it is spirit in essence, and music is the essence of creation. But there is music everywhere. When your ears are more attuned, you will hear it in the trees, in the grass, and in the clouds. Then, simply by being yourself, you will make your own.”
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      Four in the morning, when loneliness haunted deeper and darker and sadness was etched into the shadows, Romano had been unable to sleep and was up, making coffee. Living in England had not altered his habits and he still treated coffee like an indispensable medicine, so concentrated that he called it a drug. Georgia had called it poison when she first met him. Then she’d learned to drink it the same way herself. It was thinking of Georgia that had kept Romano restlessly awake. He had educated her into everything that he loved, and had learned to love her in exchange. They had been together for eighteen years.


      Romano took the cup and returned reluctantly to his bed, double bed now singly occupied, cold in the long English chill. He searched for the book he’d been reading, and tossed aside, bored, the night before. He piled pillows and settled to read, but instead of the page, watched the cracks of the window between the long curtains, waiting for the pastels of early dawn. It was a long time coming. He yawned, but could not sleep.


      He thought of Georgia now as often as he ever had and the passing weeks seemed to make little difference to the weight of her presence in his mind. She lived in his thoughts as she always had ever since he had met her, but in those years the thought of her had been a sparkle of bubbling light, an excitement of anticipation. Now it lay dark and brooding and gave him no rest.


      So he waited for each dawn to enthuse each distempered night, and stretched sore muscles to each new day. Waiting for the passage of time to cure the ache.


      English skies loomed grey and sullen behind the squash of English rooftops, and the hours plodded like cart horses. They echoed the grinding lock of her absence, the shuddering finality of her total disappearance from his life and from all the stretch of his future. Into everything the loss of Georgia, her laugh, her smile, her soft voice and the smoothing warmth of her touch, cut ice cold and vicious, a pain he accepted as inevitable in its doom-like, all enveloping nausea.


      Avoiding the temptation of indulgent sentimentality, Romano refused to relive favourite memories or search out old photographs and the passion of lovingly preserved letters. A tired man who now saw himself alone and old and pointless, he waited patiently for some semblance of normal life to reclaim him. Sometimes, though ashamed at the absurdity, he looked for her from the corner of his glance and hoped for her touch in the flutter of a draught. Then it would finish as it always did, clutching nothing more than empty and painful nostalgia. He’d assured her when she lay sick and frightened in his arms, shocked by the illness that so quickly consumed her strength, that a golden afterlife existed, the promise of holy bliss. But he had lied. He had never entirely believed it himself, not since the outgrown severity of an orthodox childhood and the threats of purgatory when all he dreamed of was football and sailing and sunshine sparkling on the water and the grapes hanging black and heavy perfumed in his father’s vineyard.


      Now he remembered Georgia’s hand creeping small into his hair, waking from long sleep with her body cradling his own, starting each day with her all his and the promise of her forever. And the sudden flash of memory was so vivid in its touch and smell that he gasped and doubled over, as if ill.


      Romano decided to go back to Italy.


      The cottage they’d shared, which he had given her, would be heady with her memory but he could live easier with that when the swallows were wheeling and the lemon sunshine lay warm on the silence. His brother was nearby and all the villagers knew him and people would ask about Georgia and he would have an excuse to talk about her again, bringing her back to a semblance of re-existence in his life, her breath resuscitated within his heart. The poppies would be flames along the roadsides and the grapes would be pushing through the vines, tiny hard seeds amongst the leaf. It would be brighter. It would be easier.


      He had stayed too long in England, sheltering his loneliness in the shadow of her former life. Somehow, the misery had become welcome because it was attached so closely to her memory. But at the end she had lain in her own distant bed and, denying his longing to hold her, to kiss her closing eyes and ease her passing, she had been alone when she went. Her wretched husband had slept apart in the spare room, and Georgia had found death unsheltered and unprotected. She had been discovered in the grey cold morning, curled foetal, and gently smiling.


      Betsy had phoned Romano at once and he had known before she spoke, what it meant. He had known at the first strident bell of the telephone. Then, throat paralysed, he had listened to the inevitable words, had thanked Betsy and hung up, and then sat very still while all the lights went out and all his emotions solidified into cramps of fear. He had stayed unmoving for three hours and felt and heard nothing.


      Day after interminable day he had then waited for the dreadful tangibility of her loss to pass. He had been unprepared for its constant weight. He had been unprepared, most of all, for its mounting presence, like some hideous monster that took up residence in his gut and would not move, however he insulted it. Its claws stayed, digging ever deeper. Sometimes, shaking himself free with the help of wine or company, he would think himself almost saved, but then a jab of red-hot memory would hit him below the belt like raw fear, and all his confidence would crumble again and lie in shreds around his feet.


      So he threw summer clothes into a case and closed up the flat, taking nothing of Georgia’s with him except the love of her, which remained unchallenged. He phoned Betsy and said he’d be back one day perhaps, but certainly not soon. He wished her well. She’d been kind. Then he ordered a taxi and left. It was raining, as it had been at the funeral, which he had not been able to attend.
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        * * *


      


      As his wounds closed, Primo felt stronger. The healing and the returning strength were not in fact dependent upon each other, but each was consequent upon the lightening of his mind, which then also lightened his mountain skies. Then the greater force of energising sun which sprang through the gaps in his clouds did the rest. In effect, he was happier. Being free of Pigseed’s sudden threats left him free of all remaining ties to the third plane. He had hated the third plane. Call it Heaven? Well, of course, no one did. Most of them called it shit but most of them went on making it shitty and acting like shit, hating everyone and the dour land that housed them.


      The fourth was frost sharp with beauty. The heights were exhilarating. Most of all, Primo loved to be alone with the birds.


      It was the macaw who brought the girl. She was very small and fine boned with a face like a series of little pointed complexes. She was beautiful too, if you wanted that sort of thing.


      She flew in with the macaw, and landed beside the bird on the short grass. She was dressed in defiant scarlet, as if she was feathered too. Primo said, “I don’t let people come here. Only the birds. You didn’t even call ahead. I don’t know you.”


      The girl blushed and hung her head. “Did I do it wrong? The macaw said it would be alright. He said you’re nice. Well, not exactly but he sort of put nice smiley thoughts in my mind. So I just followed him.”


      “The macaw didn’t say anything of the sort,” said Primo. “They don’t, you know, not like that. I know how they pass on the thoughts. Don’t tell me you hear them that clearly because I don’t believe it. He came, so you thought you would too. That’s all.”


      The girl nodded. “Yes, that’s true. But I’ve been with him a lot lately and he likes me. He comes here sometimes, so why can’t I?”


      “Because I didn’t invite you,” said Primo, “and you didn’t ask. And I don’t like people. And I don’t know who you are.”


      “Yes, you do,” said the girl. “You do know me. You knew me on the third.”


      “I hate people from the third,” said Primo.


      “You’re from the third yourself,” said the girl. “I saw you there and you saw me. You did more than just see me.”


      “I try not to remember the past,” said Primo.


      “I’m called Daisy,” said the girl, “and we tried doing things together once, but it didn’t work very well. We couldn’t finish it. You were in Pigseed’s gang.”


      It wasn’t a diplomatic memory. “I never took any notice of the gang’s females,” said Primo. “I didn’t like any of them so I don’t suppose I liked you either.” He thought for a moment. Then he said, “Did you ever get all the way through, doing – that stuff - with anyone else?”


      Daisy shook her head. “No, it never worked. Not for the other girls either. They all tried but it was very disappointing”


      It was, somehow, a relief, knowing it hadn’t just been him. “So now you can fly away again,” Primo told her.


      She hovered on the cliff edge, fiddling her fingers into the loose gossamer of her scarlet skirts. “Can’t I stay?” she said. “I don’t like being alone.”


      Primo regarded her. He wasn’t sure, and that annoyed him. He had never been indecisive before. “You’ve come up a plane then? You got through the fogbanks without hurting?”


      Daisy nodded, sensing success. “Yes, I sort of floated on the wind. But now I’m here, I want to stay and I want friends.”


      “We could try it for a week,” Primo said at last. “As long as you don’t try and make me talk to you.”


      “How will I know a week’s gone by?” she said. “And can I talk after the week’s finished?”


      “I’ll let you know, about both things,” said Primo. “But don’t follow me around either. Stay with the macaw and keep out of the way.”


      The girl teetered, unsure. “If I can’t talk and I have to stay out of the way, what can I do?” she asked. “Do you want me to cook for you?”


      “Don’t be stupid,” said Primo. “What do we want food for?”


      “I often eat,” said Daisy. “I like food. It’s something to do.”


      “I don’t want you to do anything for me,” frowned Primo. “Cook for yourself if you have to. I can’t fuck you and I don’t want to talk to you. So just keep out of the way.”


      “Then it’s not a lot of point me being here,” she said.


      “Go or stay, please yourself. You can share the house,” decided Primo, “and if you have to talk, you can talk to the birds. We could try screwing again one day, if you want. Well, we’ve both come up a plane. Things are different here.”


      The girl nodded. “And will you protect me, if anything bad happens?” she said.


      Primo laughed. “Don’t be stupid,” he said. “Are you frightened of goblins or something?”


      “I’m frightened of getting hurt,” she said.


      “Everything hurts here,” said Primo. “You just have to get used to it.”


      He went back indoors and left the girl sitting outside with the birds. He wasn’t at all sure why he’d agreed to let her stay. Moments before she arrived, he’d been complimenting himself on managing to live alone, and how much he loved it. Keeping away from invasive company. Immediately after that, she’d turned up. But Primo was learning a few things about how it all worked over here. People turned up when they were meant to and when you really wanted them, even if you kidded yourself you didn’t. So there had to be a reason to her. But that didn’t mean he had to be too welcoming. He looked out through the window and watched her play with the macaw. He couldn’t remember her from the third, but he supposed she was telling the truth about knowing him. He’d tried sex with a few, and always failed. But impotence after death seemed a lot less humiliating than it would have beforehand. Anyway, the birds seemed to like the girl and that helped.


      She didn’t look like a Daisy. If that was a name she’d chosen herself since dying, then she’d chosen badly. She looked more like an Edith or Elizabeth. He doubted if he’d want to put up with her for long. He wondered what the macaw saw in her.


      Though it was interesting about the food. Not that he wanted to mess about with that sort of boring nonsense again, but if some people still chose to eat, then it meant that you could choose to drink as well. It was a long time since he’d had a decent drink, or anything at all except for occasional stream water. He wondered how he’d summon up a vodka or a double bourbon.
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        * * *


      


      “Should I tell Dad?” said Sophie.


      “Why I even bother to be your friend,” sighed Julian, “is completely beyond me. No, dear adolescent and idiot child, you do not inform your father that you are gadding overseas to claim your mother’s illicit love nest, and possibly discover the lover she shared it with. Did it not occur to you that it would be just a trifle undiplomatic?”


      “But I can’t leave the country without telling him,” Sophie pointed out. “Mum’s only just gone. It’s less than a month. I mean, he’ll expect me to phone. To visit him. And besides, he knows I haven’t a damned penny and can’t afford holidays.”


      “Tell him,” Julian instructed patiently, “that you are desperate for a little sunshine, both actual and psychological. And that your kindly and astonishingly generous landlord and friend is accompanying you and lending you the cost of your fare. Which is all perfectly true, after all.”


      “Yes, well,” decided Sophie. “That’s alright then. I’ll do that. And you go ahead and book the flight. Since I’m pathetically unemployed, I don’t have restrictions. You just fit it in whenever you want. But for God’s sake Julian, don’t go expecting a palace. There might not even be two bedrooms. Italy’s very trendy at the moment, but that doesn’t mean it’s all gorgeous. We won’t know until we get there.”


      “What wondrous platitudes you do mistake for wisdom, dear child,” said Julian. “You’re going to be such an invigorating companion.”


      “You don’t have to come,” said Sophie.


      “Oh but I do,” smiled Julian. “If I’m paying, I’m coming. Besides, I want to meet the Latin lover.”


      “He lives in England,” Sophie reminded him. “There’s a London address on those last letters, but there’s no way I can discover his phone number and anyway, I don’t want to meet him. I just want to see if this Italian house is real, and if it’s really mine. And like you said, I need some sunshine.”
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        * * *


      


      Romano rented a car at the airport and drove south through the countryside he had always loved. Above his head the iridescence of the swallow’s wing against the sky, the strong, warm wind in the almond blossom with a flurry of pink petals in his face like confetti. Avoiding the autostradas, he followed the terracotta of the winding roads between the roll of fields, orchards and vineyards of Tuscany. Now late spring, the summer’s blazing heat already hung in the air like a promise and tickled his nose with a dry, dusty smell. The morning’s scudding cloudlets burned quickly into ribbons and were gone, uncluttering the sky to a scorched, vivid horizon. Chianti country, rich red earth, poppies like flames among the wheat, gradually Romano arrived home.
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        * * *


      


      “Interesting.” Wilmot chuckled, moving swiftly through the fogbanks into the greater openness, creating his own bow-wave of colour intensity.


      Norwen followed. “Perhaps you realise,” he said, “or perhaps you don’t. But you seem to be frightening the sixth planers.”


      Wilmot looked down through the clear air. Norwen, though flying close, remained invisible. Wilmot, who had chosen to materialize as a winged rainbow, was vibrantly visible.  Crowds had gathered below, looking up, open mouthed and excited. Wilmot shook his head and his luminous colours fluttered like flags. “I enjoy actual travel. Thought transposition still seems a little – staid. I am clearly – sadly – still far from realising my full spiritual potential.”


      Norwen laughed. Coming from emptiness, it sounded suspiciously like a snigger. “Retrogression even? Should you be snatched back to the lower planes permanently, I promise to visit.”


      “Perhaps rabid idiocy is my ultimate potential,” wondered Wilmot. “But of course, I should not confuse the natives. Perhaps – another guise I think.”


      The swirling dragon of rainbows condensed quickly and, without pause, Wilmot reappeared considerably altered and somewhat smug. The crowd below had doubled. The interest was increasing.


      Norwen blinked, several times. “If,” said Norwen severely, “you are going to remain looking like that, I’m leaving.”


      The small plump cherub grinned, but clutched his harp with determination and flew on. The streamed arch of colours had turned to neat little flapping wings of creamy swans down. He kicked his chubby calves and flexed his little bare toes. The toe nails were polished to a candy pink, which reflected the passing clouds. The breeze caught the cherub’s short blonde curls, ruffled the golden strings of his harp with a faint twang of the Barcarolle, and flicked at the hem of his bright white toga. “I was ordered not to scare the villagers,” Wilmot said, blowing out his angelic cheeks. “This manifestation at least, should make them feel far more secure. Half of them have been expecting angels to appear ever since they died. Waiting, in fact, for the reassurance of a traditional heaven. Shall I sing? Is my halo clean? Should I wave?”


      “You’re incorrigible,” said Norwen faintly.


      “Thank you,” said the cherub. The harp, entirely of its own accord, began to play Amazing Grace.


      “The conversation I had in mind,” Norwen persisted, “was more to do with the delights of once again having an apprentice. She is – deliciously entertaining. How can you resist spending time with your own charge?”


      “Resisting temptation,” frowned the cherub, “is surely what we have been learning, my friend. You, a spirit of the ninth plane, and yet you cannot resist temptation?”


      “Sometimes,” said his invisible companion, “I wonder why I bother talking to you at all. You know perfectly well what I mean, and if I really couldn’t resist temptation, then I would turn myself into a dragon and swallow you up.”


      The cherub strummed and the harp changed its tune to La Traviata. Wilmot said suddenly, “I do feel genuine temptation at times, since my poor Primo needs so much. But he’s not ready.”


      “Not ready to face the past? But what about the future?”


      The harp fell silent. “Oh, he grows,” Wilmot said. “I help from a distance. But it is the great agony of his past which blocks his future. So I am being – unnaturally – careful.”
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        * * *


      


      “No, I don’t own anything as mundane as an atlas,” said Julian. “And you’re interrupting something I consider far more important.”


      “I thought you wanted this trip,” said Sophie, abashed. “Even more than me. Strictly speaking, it was your idea.”


      “Dear infant,” said Julian through the wasp hum of the sewing machine, “what I am doing is important precisely for that reason. These are commissions for the new Hippodrome extravaganza. Until they’re finished, I can’t leave the room, let alone the country. I am a professional you know.”


      “Yes, I know. Unlike me.”


      “You are not even an amateur,” Julian’s attention was back on the cerise satin. “You are without status. I suspect you are a nothing more than a lost soul, bubbling with wasted potential. But potential for what? Indeed, no one knows. Be off with you now, and pack your squalid little bags. I’ve no time to spare.”


      “Pack my bags for what?” demanded Sophie, halfway through the door.


      “For Italy, child,” murmured Julian, straightening a seam. “Did I not tell you?”


      “Yes, but,” hovered Sophie, “you’re getting rid of me. Telling me you’re too busy.”


      “Did I not mention I’ve already booked the flights?” Julian suppressed the smile, head bent over the material. “Perhaps I failed to tell you. Yes indeed, next Monday, in just four days' time. When I finish this dress, I shall make myself swimming trunks from the remaining scraps. I just hope it’s going to be wildly hot.”


      “Every where’s hotter than England,” grinned Sophie with a little hop. “And with you in teeny cerise satin knickers, it’ll be a heat wave.”


      “Swimming shorts, infant,” corrected Julian. “I don’t wear knickers.”


      “I thought you probably didn’t,” smiled Sophie.


      They arrived at Pisa airport during the swelter of an afternoon storm. Thunder echoed over the roof tops like the anger of a Renaissance deity, tipping its relentless steel torrents across the hilly landscapes and into the valleys. It was in the lower curve of one small green valley that the cottage nestled.


      Romano lay across the bed, sleepless. His siesta, sluiced by storm and memory, had brought neither dream nor rest. During the long warm nights he slept very little anyway, so absurd to insist on pointless repetition during the day. At least at night he could walk in the moonlight, listen to the small hooting of the owls and the little scuttling’s of vole and weasel like whispers in rhythm with the beating of his heart. Certainly the nights, intensified by the beauty of shadow and the lack of human distraction, wove their own nightmares. But now the days had crept into the echo of those lonely disillusions and after a lifetime without such indulgences, even self-pity. He missed, quite desperately, the laughing. His own sense of humour had always been the candle of his life and Georgia’s defenceless giggles had made him proud of his power to amuse her.


      It had never been his own death he’d feared, but hers.


      Now the smell of wet earth and the thrum of the rain on the window were comforting. Spring’s laughter. He rolled naked from the bed, tossed on a careless dressing gown, and pattered into the kitchen. He made coffee. The smell of it combined with the smells of the rain and eager growth. The ancient stone walls of the cottage held in the damp for days after a storm, moss an insidiously waiting presence in the air, so Romano took his cup and went to the front door, pulling it open to the spangle of water drops and the warmth outside.


      Two small and dishevelled people huddled by his garden gate. They were tugging at soggy suitcases and their hair streamed.


      Romano smiled, absently closed the opening of his dressing gown, and waved one hand. The cottage was over a kilometre from the nearest vineyard and at least seven from the village, so no one used that road. Lost tourists were not common, but Tuscany had become sadly fashionable. “Posso offrire qualche assistenza?” At first he thought them two women.


      “It’s him,” said one of them in dramatic undertones. “The Latin Lover.”


      The other, taller one shivered noticeably. Her mascara was beginning to trickle down one cheek. “Quick. Let’s go and find a hotel.”


      “And how the hell do we do that?” demanded the smaller one. “We’ve let the taxi go and now we’re miles from anywhere.”


      A flicker of understanding hit Romano square in the solar plexus. He wrapped the dressing gown somewhat tighter and knotted the cord. He developed a smile.


      His taller visitor exhaled audibly, walked up the garden path and stretched a small hand from a sodden cuff. “How do you do,” she said gruffly. “I’m terribly sorry but we didn’t expect anyone to be here. Are you Romano DelMare? I’m Sophie. I’m Georgia’s daughter.”


      Romano nodded and shook the little wet fingers offered to him. “This is certainly a surprise,” he said. “You’d better come in. You are of course welcome. But I think, before further discussion, I will go and dress.”


      They followed his retreat into the narrow hallway, lugging in their cases behind them and shaking off accumulated droplets, like puppies, onto the worn terracotta tiles. The bags sagged into wet heaps and Sophie and Julian slung their dripping jackets on top. Puddles collected in the hollows of the deep red floor. Romano reappeared quickly, still barefoot, now buttoning his untucked shirt. He had no idea what he was going to do with them. He said, “I’ve just made coffee.”


      They shook their little wet curls. “We don’t want to be a nuisance,” said Sophie. “If we could just wait out the storm? Then if you could order us a taxi, we’ll go and find a hotel.”


      Romano ushered them into the wide kitchen where the low cooking range was still warm from heating the coffee pot. “You had better dry off before we consider anything else,” he said. “But in any case, I’ve no objection to becoming acquainted with Georgia’s daughter at long last. We spoke of it many times, you know, the advisability, or otherwise, of my meeting you. It was always easier, I’m afraid, not to risk your disapproval. Now perhaps we should get to know each other after all. You will have questions, I imagine.”


      Sophie paused, breathed in the warming perfumes and hung her head a little. “Well, some,” she said. “It was such a surprise, discovering the letters and photos and everything. Now it really is awfully nice to meet you.”


      “Hypocrite,” muttered Julian from the corner.


      “This,” blushed Sophie, “is my friend Julian. I didn’t want to come alone. I mean, I didn’t expect anyone to be here, let alone you. That is, some letters had a London address so I thought you lived there. When I found the deeds to this house in my mother’s name, I just assumed it would be sitting empty. Are there any hotels in the village?”


      “There are half a dozen empty bedrooms here,” said Romano at once. “You will stay, of course. Besides, there are no hotels nearby. This house stands on my own lands, and tourists have no reason to come to the area.”


      “I see,” Sophie tried not to stare around with too much curiosity. “Is that how my mother met you? I mean, if your land is all around?”


      “No,” Romano sat at the long wooden table, and poured more coffee. “We met, many years before, in Firenze. This is an old cottage, long deserted, on my family’s estate. I restored it for Georgia as a gift. It gave us a place for holidays, and a little romantic privacy you see.”


      Sophie was still blushing. “Of course. Yes. I mean, so no museum treks with her friend Katie after all.”


      Romano smiled. “No. A necessary subterfuge. I’m sorry.”


      Julian was pacing the floor, peering from windows, gazing at the antique range and the trestle benches, the beamed ceiling and hanging utensils. “So it’s your house? Not left to Sophie in her mother’s will?”


      “I’m afraid not,” said Romano. “Although I gave it to Georgia, she returned it to me some months ago, the last time we were here together, though the papers were not entirely finalised. She already knew, you see, that she had very little time left.”


      “Of course. So we shouldn’t be here.” Sophie took the coffee she was offered. “But it was such a shock, you see, knowing nothing about you all this time, and then suddenly finding out. Mum kept loads of your letters and I found them when I was clearing things out for my father.”


      “I hope,” smiled Romano, “that Georgia did not keep all my letters. Perhaps only the ones in Italian?”


      Sophie giggled. The laugh reminded Romano, very strongly, of what he had been trying to remember. “I’m afraid not,” said Sophie.


      “Well, in that case,” smiled Romano. “Since no doubt you now know a great deal about me, it seems time we became friends. I’ll show you upstairs to your rooms.”


      “So romantic,” breathed Julian. “And tragic.” Sophie glared at him. Julian pursed his lips and shook his head. “Hardly a vulgar word, darling, nor blasphemous,” he glared back.  “Romance and tragedy are always combined, especially in Italy. The very substance of opera.”


      “But not something I’ve any intention of discussing at the moment,” said Romano firmly. “If you wish to unpack – and change perhaps? Then, if you like, I’ll drive you both into the village for supplies. An aperitif before dinner I think, and then back here. I will cook you a good meal and if it stops raining, we’ll eat al fresco under the old olive tree by the little vines. You are not too tired?”


      “I’m going to love this place,” sighed Julian.
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      Georgia sat on the sand and watched the sea. Obeying no tidal rhythm, the waves followed their own music, tremendous or playful, and many-coloured within the blue reflections of the endless sky. The sand was warm and dun gold as butter, not grainy but swelling smoothly soft.


      She had slept there, not because it was night or because of tiredness, but because the water had lulled her into dreams. Then, when she had relinquished her concentration and closed her eyes, she continued to see the heaving majesty of the waves, the dance of spray and silvery lapse of foam across the sands beside her.


      She had woken to the birds. Huge white wings caressed her, filling her vision and her ears. Wild, mournful calls, red beaked, feathers like whipped cream. Sea birds riding the tips of the waves, wheeling against the current, swinging high and returning low, they played with the water. Georgia sat up, hugged her knees, and watched. They were aware of her and included her presence in their game.


      Beyond the immediacy of the coastal strip, the sea and sky merged into almost black and almost purple, violet, indigo and cobalt, white and green, silver to gold. No shade exact yet every colour pure. Spinning, salty, fresh, comprehending, this was no moon-led ocean but a chorus of spontaneity. Here the freedom of the seas was utterly true.


      “It is,” said Georgia into her own head, “so very close to being a beach, with the familiarity of the ocean. Yet it’s also so totally, completely different.”


      Norwen’s voice answered immediately into her thoughts. “Because here it can be itself, free of the restrictions of your own expectations.”


      “You call this the plane of familiarity,” said Georgia. “Everything seems to be familiar at first. But it isn’t really. It is all just fantasy.”


      “But which is the illusion?” said Norwen’s voice.


      “Neither,” said Georgia. “Both.”


      “A reality as real as any illusion,” said Norwen.


      Georgia sighed. “You over-estimate me. I cannot possibly grasp these ambiguous meanings. Are you telling me that reality isn’t real? Or that illusion is reality?”


      “That both are relative,” smiled the voice. “Here you will grow out of the necessity to relate to anything in terms of its tangibility. Truth is not always real, nor reality true. You will learn that there is no definition which remains unchanged, depending on your progress and your need. As you change yourself, so will your world, because it is simply the reflection of your attitude.”


      “That’s hard to grasp,” said Georgia.


      “But it always was this way,” said Norwen. “Your whole life was the reflection of your self and your growth. Yet because you lived within the illusion, you saw your world as physical fact, and therefore as the only reality. You thought the truth of the world around you, changed you. You believed you had to adapt to it. Whereas the opposite was nearer to actual truth – that in fact it was you who shaped your world, which had to adapt to your own expectations and your personal growth.”


      Georgia nodded. “I never understood physics either. So this isn’t the sun. And this isn’t really the sea.”


      “It is unnecessary to understand so vehemently,” said Norwen. “Such a determination towards definition, and the need to understand reality as opposed to spirit, will simply attach you to the old life.” The voice remained internal and telepathic, but instantly he stood beside her, his words echoing through his eyes. She was startled to see him so suddenly, and laughed. He asked, “Can you hear me better now that I am here and speak to you with a visible mouth?”


      “You sound exactly the same.” She sat beside him on the sand, digging her toes into the warmth of it.


      “Then which is illusion?”


      “Those concepts are obsolete.” Georgia nodded. “And were always dubious.” A slick of foam had moved from the incoming waves, sliding across the back of her hand. Its transparency was delicate, but unlike the water she was used to, it retained its colour, momentarily staining her fingers. “And the water carries its own life. Of course, so do the birds. Do all the animals share the Summerlands?”


      “They also have their own planes,” said Norwen. “Many creatures have grown to dislike or distrust humanity and wish to live apart. Others, by their natural character, prefer a separate existence in isolation or only amongst their own kind. We mean nothing to them and are therefore irrelevant. But there are those which delight in human companionship, either specific or general. Some simply find our existence around them preferable and familiar.”


      “And even the ripples of seawater have their own consciousness. I love it that the birds accept me. It’s harder to understand that the water accepts me.”


      “Then stop trying to understand,” smiled Norwen. “When you grow out of the need for familiarity to Earth-life, you’ll become part of the higher planes. Each is progressively less obviously physical, and more spiritual. If you could enter the ninth now, you’d find it surreal. You would be uncomfortably confused for there is less touch, less bodily appearance, and both sight and hearing are replaced by knowledge. But you are a long way from readiness yet. You cannot enter the higher planes until you’re ready for them.”


      “But I could visit the lower levels?”


      “Many do,” said Norwen. “Many travel down to speak to those trapped there, to help them rise. Nobody here remains without help if they want it.”


      “There’s a different sort of help I’d like,” said Georgia, staring back out to sea. “But perhaps it’s not allowed. You see, there were people I loved very much when I was alive. My daughter, and a man, though not my husband.”


      Norwen said, “You’d like to contact them. Reassure them, and yourself.”


      She nodded. “I dreamed of him,” she said. “Lying here by the waves, with that incredible music, I dreamed of Romano. It seemed terribly real. Yes, there’s that word again.”


      “Everything is open to discovery in time.” Norwen smiled. “Though time, of course, is the greatest illusion of all.”


      “I suppose I’ll have to think of time the way animals do, just accepting without counting. And I’d like to see more – the animals – the birds.”


      “Most of the birds and many other animals never domesticated, prefer the fourth plane,” nodded Norwen. “On that level, they intermingle.”


      She was surprised. “But the fourth must be awful. If this is the seventh, then the fourth is a long way down. Why would anyone like it there?”


      “You already know there’s no Hell,” said Norwen. “There are no punishments here. People simply gravitate to the plane where they are naturally most at home within themselves. The lower planes are very physical. Life operates physically, which suits those of that need. There is even discomfort, even pain. Not because it is inbuilt, but those that live there expect pain, and so they feel it. It is still, in so many aspects, quite beautiful.”


      “I don’t want to go there if there’s pain,” said Georgia. “I thought it would be exciting to explore, but probably that was just curiosity. No, there’s something else I’d like to explore far more.”


      “Ways of contacting the people you’ve left behind. I know,” said Norwen. “It can be done. But it is not easy. The vibrations of this plane separate you of course, for we live in the same physical space as Earth, but vibrating some million times faster.”


      “Can you teach me?” asked Georgia.
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      Romano sat with his legs stretched, his feet beneath the bench in front of him. Sophie sat, rapt, to the left, Julian, glazed and breathless, on his right. The little piazza café was the meeting place for the village. Behind them the narrow cobbled streets wound, interweaving, down the hillside to the glint of silver stream and the olive groves below. The flaking honey and apricot plaster of the houses leaned a little inwards, painting dark shadow stripes across the pavings, kissing their wrought iron balconies curl to curl, washing line to washing line, slatted wooden shutters faded like the sun rotted timbers of old boats, the sky’s particular sharp edged brilliance bouncing from striped awnings, bleaching the sheets hung above to dry.


      The piazza sloped towards the far church and its square bell tower. The cluster of shops glittered like dark jewels, ruby inside with ceilings of hanging salami and proscuitto, mottled hams on ceramic stands, enormous mounds of crumbling golden cheeses under sparkling glass domes. Bottles, wines, creamy rich ricotta and heaps of fresh pasta in all its shapes and designs, the sights and scents of passion. On the cobbles outside, groups of elderly men stood in the patches of shade, women gathered around the shop doorways; the delights of gossip, the study of a drowsy life, hedonistic in complacency.


      Romano had ordered Campari, then a frosted carafe of chilled white wine. Coffee now, to revive them for the drive home. “My dears, I could get used to this,” said Julian.


      “Why not?” sighed Romano. “Happiness cannot be chased, it is insidious and creeps in when you let go of the duty to be careful. Italy is a passionately careless country. That is why it is happy.”


      “The rhythms of the south,” murmured Sophie.


      “This is middle or northern Italy,” Romano corrected her.


      “Oh, for us English, all this is south,” smiled Sophie. “Siesta and wine. And especially romance.”


      They drove back to the cottage and Romano made lunch, preparing a quick salad of tomatoes, mozzarella and basil with crusty bread as warm as the sunbeams through the trees. Drizzled with olive oil instead of butter, the bread turned as rich as the shadows and snapped its crumbs across the tablecloth. The squat olive tree spread a matted silver-green shadow-field across their table, its polished fruit tiny bullets amongst the fluttering points of leaf. The wine was sharp and cold in a terracotta jug, another jug for water and the clink of ice cubes.


      Romano topped up everyone’s wine glasses. Sophie said, “I like to think of my mother doing just this. With you. Looking across at that incredible view. She did, didn’t she?”


      “Of course,” he said. “Many, many times. We spent as much time here as we could. You don’t mind? You’re not angry for your father?”


      “Oh heavens no.” Sophie raised her glass and nodded before drinking. “He was constantly unfaithful to her, though I don’t think she knew.”


      “She knew,” said Romano quietly.


      “Well, I’m glad. She should have left him.”


      “Yes, she should,” said Romano. “I know this now. But at the time - ? She thought of you, when you were younger. And I must tell you, I am married also. I am separated from my wife a long time, in fact I have not spoken to her, not even seen her, for twenty years. Here divorce is still avoided amongst the older families. But my Georgia and I, we should have broken with tradition. We should have married. Now, I regret it.”


      “You didn’t come to the funeral,” said Julian.


      Romano drank, then set his glass down before answering. He watched the swallows hunting on the wing, black arrows against the endless blue. “No,” he said at last. “Your neighbour Betsy, she said I should. But to come under pretence? To introduce myself as some casual friend? I disliked the idea. I stayed at home, and drank silently to our memories.” His eyes, deep chocolate brown behind thick lashes, reflected the moisture of the condensation on the wine glass. Sophie looked down and away. “And now is time for the siesta,” said Romano. “If you will excuse me? Leave everything – a woman comes from the village later. You should sleep too, while the sun is high, then the evening is regenerated with fresh optimism. So, until about five.”


      “My God,” Sophie whispered to Julian, “Betsy knew about him all the time.”
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      As they danced the smaller birds caught in their hair and the larger swirled above, dipping their wings like dark sails in a gusty wind. So the shadows danced too, twining amongst them, moon shades and star frost.


      The music was from the trees and the snow peaks, the breezes and the songs of the birds. And there were bats, attracted by the movement and the pleasure of it, darting and squeaking, a hundred tiny witches in their furry winter coats.


      Half flying, Primo caught the girl’s waist and felt the little bones of her body beneath his fingers. If he squeezed, he could snap her like brittle twigs. He thought he’d done that to someone once. He didn’t want to remember in case that was true. He permitted only the memory of excitement.


      Now it was a wilder excitement, the dancing with all the exhilaration of nature interweaving, and the awesome, unexpected and delicious discovery of being in love. The harpy slid from her rock perch, brushing the tops of the girl’s curls, then flew off to a higher ridge. The macaw was asleep on the rooftop. It was the smaller birds that danced, the swallows and the larks, gulls and little owls. And because it was everything, spring and autumn, night and day, the sun slid the shadows down the cliffs and the stars turned them silver as they reached the lower slopes.


      They lay afterwards, Daisy’s head on Primo’s chest, curled together in the wide bed amongst the scatter of multicoloured feathers. The bats returned to their cave. The birds continued the dance outside. The soft wing beats slowed the music and the high notes tumbled in the snow.


      “Making love,” whispered Primo. “It’s nice to be able to do that again.”


      His breath tickled her ear. “But it’s different now, isn’t it,” she said. “I mean, really different. Really interesting.”


      “Less hump and grind,” grinned Primo. “Everything just seems to happen. I seem to get inside your head.”


      “Instead of inside the rest of me you mean, like it used to be with those tired old bodies. It’s nicer this way.”


      He nodded, paused, and looked suddenly and intensely at her. “I never, ever said this to anyone when I was alive. But I think I’m falling in love with you.”


      Daisy pulled away at once and wedged herself up on one elbow. She glared down at him. “No. That’s stupid. And you said you couldn’t remember your life, so how do you know what you ever said. And I don’t want you to be in love with me.”


      “That’s silly. Why?” He looked up and frowned.


      “Boys go all soppy when they’re in love, and I don’t like them anymore.” Daisy sighed and lay down again, leaving a small chill of air between their bodies. “But then I’m tempted to get soppy too. That’s when they run off and leave me and that hurts.”


      Primo was feeling vulnerable already. “I don’t get soppy. Ever.”


      “So you’ll just get what you want and then chuck me out, and I’ll feel terrible.”


      “I told you,” he said. “Pain’s part of everything here. You just have to get used to it.”


      “It was part of everything when I was alive too,” said Daisy. “But I never got used to it.”


      “You said you don’t remember either – not even your name, you said. You lied. So you got hurt when you were alive. So what! Doesn’t everyone?” They listened to each other’s breathing, carefully unmoving. Outside they could still hear the bird song. “So you’re just a coward,” said Primo at last. “Most girls are cowards.”


      “Like men aren’t?” Daisy sat up quickly and swung her legs from the bed. “Like it’s men who have babies and do all the hard work?”


      “Oh for God’s sake,” shouted Primo into the magical muted melodies, so that everything stopped and the birds crept away and the stars went out, one by one. The music faded. “We’re dead, aren’t we? What does all that matter now?”


      Daisy pulled her scarlet silks over her small breasts and pressed a button into place. “I’m going,” she said. “I thought you were nice but you’re not. You’re just like all the others.”


      “So much for love,” said Primo into his pillow.


      He was asleep when she came back and undressed and climbed back into bed with him. He slung an arm across her hips and tucked her close, then carried on dreaming into the nape of her neck. In the morning they made love again.


      “I’m sorry,” she said some hours later.


      “Why? Did you do something to be sorry for? I didn’t notice,” he said.


      She sniffed and he wasn’t sure if it was a laugh or a sob. He was having trouble with the telepathy. It was easier with the birds. Less emotion. She said, “You’re irritating. But you’re better than nothing.”


      “Well, that’s a relief,” said Primo.


      The love making was interesting. It started in the time-tested tradition, but ended less so, as if the bodies lay not simply entwined but also merged, taking the same space, as if one absorbed the other, each equally within and without. The resulting tingle was beyond expectation. It was, Primo supposed, beginning an element of the spiritual, even though the act remained partly physical. But he still had the same equipment, and so did she. He could feel her skin, her bones, her breath. He hadn’t bothered thinking about such things before, but now he took less for granted. It was intriguing.


      But he didn’t mention love again.


      “At first you said about not talking,” said Daisy, chopping lettuce for lunch. “But now we talk a lot. You seem to like talking after all. So tell me about who you were.”


      Primo was surprised. “Why?”


      “It feels odd, knowing nothing about you,” she said.


      “No one talks about who they used to be,” Primo scowled. “It’s an unspoken rule. Leave the past well alone. We even change our names. You weren’t always a Daisy.”


      She shook her head. Now she was chopping tomatoes. “No. I was called Kate.”


      “Big difference.”


      “I’ll tell you about who I was, the little bits I remember anyway, if you tell me about you.”


      “I don’t want to,” said Primo at once. “And I wish you wouldn’t keep cooking stuff. It’s stupid. I don’t like my house mucked up with bits of pretend food.”


      “I’m not cooking,” Daisy pointed out. “It’s only salads. The meaty things seemed to upset the birds, so I stopped it. I just like eating, that’s all. It doesn’t hurt you.”


      “It annoys me,” said Primo.


      “Well, I’m not stopping,” said Daisy. “And besides, it’s not your house anymore. It’s ours.”


      “No it isn’t,” said Primo. “I built it. It’s me. You just moved in.”


      “I couldn’t have, if it wasn’t me too,” said Daisy. “Stop arguing. You’d miss me, if I went away.”


      Which was perfectly true. “Do what you want,” said Primo. “I don’t care.”


      “Then have some egg salad.”


      “Fuck off,” said Primo.


      Sometimes he decided that he didn’t really like her all that much, but it didn’t seem to interfere with the loving. He was uncomfortably aware that, increasingly, he adored her. He went for long walks with the harpy, climbing to the peaks where the wind streamed through his ears and slapped his face and made his eyes sore. When he trudged back, he was delighted to see Daisy outside waiting for him, her small mouth stretched into a dimpled smile, really glad to have him home. He liked the sex but he liked just touching her almost as much. He was curious about the way the physical was still there but different. Touch hurt, or felt good. He’d been badly wounded, many times by Pigseed and the gang, and by others that the gang had fought with on the third plane, but he’d never bled. No blood at all. Gaping, fleshy wounds, but no bleeding. Bones, toe nails, skin, breathing as naturally as always, but hair that didn’t grow longer than you wanted it and teeth that didn’t need dentists. Daisy must have a stomach, she stuffed enough lettuce into it.


      Finally he said, “Alright. I refuse to talk about my past and I don’t want to know all the boring stuff about you either. But I’m okay with just a few odd things. I mean, were you older? When you died?”


      “Yes, I was,” she said. “That’s funny, isn’t it. We seem to get back to this sort of age, like twenty nine or thirty or something, no matter what we were when we died.”


      “Sam was a kid,” nodded Primo. “He told me once. Just ten years old when his dad did him in. He grew up quick once he got over here. Most of us grew younger while he grew older. Now he’s the same age as the rest of us. So how old were you?”


      Daisy thought about it. “You tell me first.”


      Primo laughed. “You think it’ll be a turn off, if I was young when I came over and you were an old hag of eighty or something. Fancy screwing some old dear, could be my grandmother.”


      “So why do we all end up young, anyway?” said Daisy. “Everyone’s about the same. It’s weird.”


      “So we’re dead and we live with the birds on a mountain and we can talk without words and only a few moronic idiots still eat food. So that isn’t weird?”


      “Piss off,” said Daisy. “I don’t know why I bother talking to you anyway. And by the way, I wasn’t eighty.”


      It was flying with the cassowary that took Primo deeper into the huge green valleys of the fourth plane. The cassowary had taken to the air a long time ago but his legs still tended to drag in the air currents, making his flight lazily aimless with occasional hiccups. Primo clung to the bird’s bony blue crest, a useful handle as they travelled side by side. Preferring the low warmth, the cassowary turned from the peaked majesty of the cliffs and Primo discovered himself deep into unknown countryside. It was unexpectedly tropical. The straggling tips of palms scratched his knees. He had to jut his chin out to avoid the reaching, grasping arms of orchid vines, avid to find a lift upwards.


      When the cassowary turned, wishing to return to familiarity, Primo let it go and continued alone. There were villages. Amazingly, people didn’t shoot at him or throw stones as they had on the third. Here they waved. It was a long time before he went back home.


      “Nothing seemed to stop me,” he told Daisy, who had been waiting for him for ages and was sulking. “No fogbanks. Not even cold. No icicles. In fact it was balmy. I liked it.”


      He wondered if there was the choice, without asking someone’s permission, of moving house. When he’d desperately wanted off the third and had run from the gang, the breezes had taken him through the barrier, no problem. He’d arrived just the other side on the fourth plane border land, and been immediately enthusiastic. The mountains were wonderful, the birds had congregated around him and he had made his home with a minimum of effort, as if it was natural for him to abide there. Now he wondered about moving further inland.


      He still loved the cliffs and the wind and the falling streams, but he’d loved the welcoming warmth of the gentler countryside and its rich greens. Loving things now seemed to be happening all the time.
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      The explosion was black and jagged and red hot.


      The road had been dry dust, winding up the old hillside to the monastery, blistering brown and bleached grasses under the summer’s relentless determination. In these parts winter was just a sudden storm and a dash to stable the donkeys and fill all the buckets. One chill month perhaps, with looming clouds to shadow the old olives. The rest of the year was summer, greedy and parched.


      No one had ever thought it worth blowing up before.


      The bus had been less than half full. Two aged monks and a crowd of jabbering tourists impressed by the precipice and the yawn of scenery drifting below into the haze. The driver had brought his son. The boy was on school holidays and eager to get away from the daily tedium of watching the goats. He sat just behind the driver’s seat, dreaming of driving an even bigger bus when he grew up.


      The dark man had been sitting mid left, suppressing excitement. He had not been afraid. This was glorious martyrdom. His hands flicked at the bag around his neck. He waited only just long enough, impatient in anticipation. He ignited his small parcel when the bus was within just a mile of the monastery, climbing the twist of road immediately below. The bus disintegrated like splintered metal shavings. The explosion was not powerful enough to reach the old stone building above. Besides, only six monks still lived there, dividing their time between prayer, the little kitchen garden, and collecting donations from the tourists. Two were on the bus.


      Fourteen people were killed and two injured. It was the injured who suffered.


      The fourteen dead had found their conversations interrupted, a great shower of sparks shattering into a blue oasis, a sensation of heat turning to a trickle of weightlessness, and a sudden incomprehensible noise. Then they began to crawl from the remains of the bus.


      At first there was the hell of panic and fear. Then all the stench of destruction, the acid of the bomb and the billowed chemical smoke, the broken bodies and their smashed brains and bones and arteries, the baking heat which cooked blood and oil and petrol, and all the smells of the scorched countryside were annihilated as surely as the bus. Finally, even stranger than the dread of fire around them, the perfume of running water blew in like a prayer.


      They called to each other in confusion, reaching out arms for friends and family. The two badly injured lay trapped under twisted metal and wedges of blood sodden plastic upholstery. The others tried to help, to reassure and to remove the imprisoning fragments of steel. They discovered, almost immediately, that their hands would not grip and their efforts were irrelevant. Then they discovered their own bodies, inert and smashed. They recognised their physical remains. It was, without exception, a sickening shock.


      Through smoke, soot and the swirl of ashes, a thicker haze formed, enclosing them into surreality. For a moment they were blind. One of the wounded men had regained consciousness and had started to groan but he was now invisible to the others, the desperate voice of life now hidden from the dead.


      “It’s my husband calling,” screamed the woman. “I can’t find him. What’s happening?”


      “God be praised,” murmured one of the monks. “No one sent straight to the fiery gates of hell after all.”


      “Listen,” said one man. “Let’s be logical. We have to keep together. Does anyone need help? Is anyone in pain?”


      A shuffle of self-discovery, of communal examination. No one was in pain. There was a distinct lack of bodily sensation. “We’re all as light as air,” said another man. “So good. Well, at least fair enough. We’re all dead, aren’t we? The bus had an accident. Killed the lot of us.”


      “This was no accident,” said the bus driver, striding into a clearing in the mist. “This was sabotage. Terrorism. A bomb. Some bastard blew us up.”


      He had his son by the hand, staring around, belligerent. Before the explosion only the two monks had understood the language of the driver. The other passengers had been tourists from other countries. Six or seven languages and a general isolation of misinterpretation. Now, inexplicably, everyone understood everyone else.


      One of the monks was sitting on the ground, nursing his head. “I find this utterly confusing,” he complained. “Where is Brother Martin? Why are we sitting on this dusty road? If we are indeed dead, why are we not in Heaven?”


      “Because no bugger expected us, I suppose,” said the logical man. “Is Heaven set up for unexpected terrorists? And who is the one we have to thank for all this, anyway?”


      The skinny dark man with the satchel still around his neck, was standing a little apart, staring urgently through the mist away from the gaggle of bus passengers. He was waiting for glory to claim him and did not understand why he was still standing, clamped to the company of his victims when he should, as he had always been assured, be snatched into immediate golden paradise and hailed as hero, sacred martyr, lion of God and sainted saviour of the cause. He should by rights have already been standing at the right side of the Lord, garlanded with flowers, a jewelled cup of some kind of ambrosia clutched in his hand, ready for elevation to the highest of all honours. The prolonged wait for such recognition was becoming markedly inconvenient.


      “Him,” said the woman who had sat on the bus seat just behind him.


      Although it was now quite empty, the man dropped his satchel at once, and stared around him wildly. “Keep back,” he warned them. “Any moment, God will claim me. Keep away, or I shall defend myself.”


      “Oh yes,” sneered the bus driver. “How? What will you do now? Blow us up? Kill us again?”


      The woman whose husband was still alive and moaning, flew at the skinny man, grabbing his hair. The terrorist squealed. Nothing was going to plan. “The Lord will strike you all,” he screeched. “I am in the Lord’s service and He will avenge me.”


      The bomber dropped to his knees, ready for immediate vindication. The smoke, both physical from the explosion and swirling blue from the haze of confusion, swept around him and obscured his desperation. The silence seeped in upon them all. Now the moaning from the injured passenger ceased completely. The wreckage of the bus and the blood smeared road were lost in the fogs. There was no sound of crackle and blister, falling debris or the imminent detonation of the bus’s petrol tank. Nor, noticeably, was there any sound of heavy breathing, the panting of exertion or panic. Either everything was muffled by smoke, or there was nothing to muffle.


      The silence became eerie. A heavy set man walked forward and very deliberately kicked the terrorist in the face. Dead, spirit, phantom, or otherwise, the blow connected and the skinny man tumbled backwards with a yowl. He clutched his nose, but it did not bleed.


      One of the monks, sitting still on the invisible road near to the fallen bomber, looked up and sighed. “Punishment, as this young man has pointed out,” he said quietly, “is now for the Lord our God. If we are dead indeed, and it seems to be so, then we should pray for our souls and for each other.”


      “A bit late for that,” remarked the logical man. “No doubt we should have done our praying before now.”


      The second monk was already deep in prayer, crouched away from the others, his fingers so gripped in supplication that the joints appeared fused. His chanting was silent, but he seemed quite desperate to finish whatever it was he begged.


      The woman who had lost her husband began to cry. “So much for God and Heaven. What on earth are we supposed to do now?”


      “For myself,” said the bus driver, who still had a fast grip on his son’s hand, “I’m just pleased the way things are looking. I was never sure about what happened, afterwards as it were. I’m dead alright. I saw the body, large as life, stuck behind the driving wheel with its head crushed through the broken windscreen. In a terrible mess. But I’m still alive, so that’s a relief.”


      “I know what you mean, though you’re not making much sense,” said another woman. “And I suppose someone will come and tell us where to go in a while, when they see what’s happened to us. Angels or whatever. In the meantime, I’m Ethel and this is my husband Ron. We’re on holiday, our first big extravagance after we retired. Bad timing I suppose. Ron was a policeman, weren’t you dear?”


      Ron nodded. “And if I was still alive, I’d know what to do, too. As it is, I suppose arresting anyone is a bit pointless.”


      “We’ll miss the kids,” said Ethel. “It’ll be a nasty shock for them. And Mayleen’s pregnant. She wants a boy.”


      The logical man said, “My name’s Will. Wilhelm Van Brecht. Look, maybe we can’t arrest the slimy little bastard, but we can kick the hell out of him. He’s murdered us all, for God’s sake, are we going to let him get away with it?”


      “For God’s sake,” interrupted Father Spiro from his place beside the weeping widow, “is surely the whole point here. We must now let God decide in His own domain.”


      “If this is God’s domain,” said Ron, “then I don’t think much of it. It’s not what I would have expected.”


      “Nor him,” laughed the bus driver suddenly, nodding towards the distraught bomber. “He was expecting God to greet him at the golden gates I reckon, complete with awards and laurel wreathes, kiss him on both cheeks, thank him for his brilliant service in murdering infidels, and hand over a couple of virgins as the spoils of heroism. He’s looking a bit green, just finding himself stuck with us.”


      Father Martin looked up briefly, then bent his head back in prayer.


      Father Spiro was still sitting, the skirts of his coarse robes tugged over his bony knees. His beard had become caught in his rosary. “God does not reward violence and hatred. The boy is discovering the truth, alas, too late.”


      “God’s not making noticeable rewards in your direction either,” said a tall, blonde man, “for all you’re a monk. Anyway, standing around here makes no sense to me. We should start walking.”


      The girl at his side was pretty and very young. “I’m Inga. I’m his girlfriend. He’s Sven. I think he’s right.”


      Ron said, “I’m all for walking. So where to? In what direction? And do we leave that little son of a bitch behind to face his righteous and just deserts?”


      “I think all directions are the same,” suggested Inga. “We just have to move on, you know, and leave this behind. Forget regrets. Forget anger.”


      “Forget being murdered?” said the heavy set man. “Might be easy for you. I’ve left family behind, and a good business. That’s a lot of misery, for them as well as for me. And for what? Some whining fanatical little bastard out for blood and revenge, picking on innocent strangers and thinking it’ll earn him eternal Heaven? Eternal damnation, more like.”


      Where the road had been, with its scattered destruction amongst the dust and scrubby bushes, a light was moving like the passage of a river bed, first dry, then shining with flood. It was not liquid; it was the sheen of simple brilliance but beneath it the gurgle of water continued, a sound like cool, distant music.


      “I’ve left my mother,” said Inga. “I’ve left everyone I love. They’ll be so sad. But that’s not the point anymore.”


      “Come on,” said Ron. “Who agrees to move on? We’ll drag that little arsehole with us, and watch him suffer. I’m not leaving him behind.”


      “I’m not coming,” said Mary quietly. “My husband’s still alive somewhere here. I heard him moaning, poor darling, and I’ll not leave while I might find a way to help.”


      “I’ll stay with you if you like, honey,” said Ethel. “You shouldn’t have to stay alone.”


      The light was becoming brighter, and the scent of fresh water was merging with its melody. Mary said, “No, you go on. I don’t mind waiting alone. I can hardly be afraid of Heaven, can I?”


      “People keep talking about Heaven,” said the man who had kicked the bomber in the face. “I don’t see any Heaven. I see fog. This is purgatory. Don’t you lot read your Bibles?”


      “Purgatory isn’t in the Bible, idiot,” said Sven, arm, possessive, around Inga. “It’s an invention of the old church.”


      “Well it’s surely not my idea of Heaven, whatever else it is or isn’t,” said Ron. “So, do we walk or not?”


      “We walk,” said Sven. “Let’s spread out. I need air.”


      The believer in purgatory sniffed. “Air? Why do we need air if we’re dead?”


      “Well I certainly feel as though I’m breathing,” said Sven. “And you haven’t introduced yourself, which isn’t polite.”


      “Me? I’m Francesco,” said the other man. “My wife, Cinzia, and her brother Sergio. Is that enough for you? Or would you like the full details of my family history?”


      “My other brother was with us too,” interrupted Cinzia. “My little brother, a doctor. Dearest Alessandro. We’ve left him in the bus, still alive I suppose. I hope someone finds him. He was unconscious. But I hope he survives.”


      “Poor bugger,” said Will. “It’s us who’ve escaped all the pain and fire. The two left alive, they’ll have all the suffering.”


      “Well, thank you for pointing that out,” said Mary, folding her arms with a sniff. “Insensitive lout. Keep your stupid remarks to yourself.”


      They continued to stand, grouped around the terrorist and the monk who were both still sitting on the invisible road, now supported by the blurred luminescence beneath. The older monk, relaxing the fierce clasp of his fingers, ceased to pray at last, sighed as if assured that forgiveness had surely now been awarded him, scratched his neck and struggled up onto his flat, sandaled feet. The younger monk helped him up and they stood together, gazing hopefully into the light.


      Then as the gold swelled, distant forms began to shape within its halo, and distant voices like the warm buzzing of bees on the breeze. Inga pulled away from her boyfriend and turned, as if recognising something. Her face infused with the increasing light. “It’s my father. Sven, look. My father’s come for me. He died eight years ago, but he’s here, clear and happy and holding out his arms. And my grandfather. Look, can’t you see?”


      Sven shook his head. He saw only shapes, dark and hazy like aliens in a cartoon film. “What are you doing?” He grabbed her back. “Where are you going? There isn’t a road that way. I can’t see a thing.”


      Inga said, “I’m going with my father. I can see the path. It’s very clear.” She pulled away again and Sven found he was holding nothing but the spangle of brightness. Inga had completely gone.


      “Shit,” said Sven.


      “So that’s how it works,” said Father Spiro. “Interesting. Well, at my age almost everyone I ever loved has died and gone ahead. I wonder if one of them will come back for me too.”


      “It’s salvation we need, not family,” muttered Father Martin.


      Behind him other shapes were forming, voices softly calling. The bus driver and his son turned, smiling. “Little Vassili, come with us,” said the voice. The boy laughed and ran immediately into the light.


      The bus driver reached out, and caught only rainbows. “I know your voice,” he said. “It’s been so long, but I know my own mother’s voice. You’ve taken Vassilis, why not me? I’m your son. Take me too. Where are you? I can’t see you anymore.”


      He twisted, turning around and around, confused and miserable, his son gone, the voices faded. “Not your time yet, my child,” said Father Spiro. “We must all wait our time it seems.”


      “I’m in no hurry,” said Francesco. “I want to beat the hell out of this murderous little bastard first. And if that costs me a few extra years in purgatory, then so be it. I want his miserable blood on my hands. I want to break his legs, as he’s done to poor Sandro, my good brother–in-law.”


      The dark skinny man with the satchel curled where he lay, protecting his head with both arms. He began to sob. There was no golden staircase to glory, no panting, waiting virgins, no rewards or praises. He felt the first kick like a hammer against the side of his head, and the second crunched onto his shoulder. Then a boot stamped on his ankle, and he thought he felt it snap. He wailed, beseeching his God and his dead uncles, his esteemed tutor who had died only recently, and even his little sister who had been killed by dysentery two years ago. But it seemed that no one heard him and he felt the other ankle break with a pain that made him sick. He curled over, retching and heaving, his sobs catching in his throat like a gargle as he spewed, and then cried again.


      “For pity’s sake, leave him,” said Ethel. “We all despise what he’s done, but three wrongs don’t make a right. You’re just being unnecessarily brutal.”


      “I’m not killing him, am I?” demanded Francesco. “He killed me. Whatever I do, I can’t be as bad as him.”


      “Well, it’s interesting,” said Ron. “The son of a bitch seems in a bad way. You’re doing him damage, no doubt about it. I can hear his bones rattle. Now, who’d’ve thought you could bash a guy up, who’s already plain dead?”


      Wilhelm Van Brecht stood to one side, his smile extending. “This Heaven business certainly isn’t turning out the way I’d have expected.”


      “I don’t know what I expected,” said Sven, watching with interest as Francesco paused, one foot still raised and aiming. “Actually I didn’t think there’d be anything at all. Just worms. But I don’t see why Inga went away without me. That seems pretty unfair. I mean, we were engaged. We died together, after all.”


      “And my son,” moaned the bus driver. “My little Vassili. The pride of my life. Taken from me now, after all this time.”


      “Well,” said Mary, looking reluctantly behind her, still hoping for the appearance of her husband. “You know your son’s alright. I mean, he’s dead of course, but he was taken off by someone who came specially for him. Who was it? His granny? Well, perhaps she’ll come back for you presently. You know you’ll all be together soon. After all, you’re both safely dead.”


      Francesco kicked the terrorist again, bringing one large boot down on the back of his head. “I’ll break his ugly skull open for him. See if he’s got any brains inside at all.”


      The young man screamed, high pitched and sudden. “God will strike you. You will suffer for everything you do to me. My God will protect and avenge me. I am one of the glorious chosen.”


      “Looks like it,” snorted Francesco.


      His brother-in-law caught his arm, pulling him away. “That’s enough. Use your sense. Think of your own salvation.”


      “See if the bugger can walk now,” grinned Francesco, grabbing at the fallen bomber. “See if his spindly legs’ll carry the bastard, now they’re broken like poor bloody Sandro’s.” He hauled the young man up, dragging him partially upright.


      The young man stood, toppling on broken ankles that seemed, inexplicably, to support him. Francesco nodded, appreciating. “Heaven after all,” he said. “Mends bones quick as miracles. Nice to know,” and he kicked the terrorist’s feet from beneath him. One again the young man tumbled, groaning and crying.


      Gradually the others began to move away. The light was quickening. Francesco stood, peering over the crouching youth, until, losing interest, he also moved off. A sense of futility caught at him, slowing his arms as his legs grew heavy and still. He sighed. A sudden apathy slammed into him, winding him, catching him unawares. “Oh well,” he sighed, “I’m dead now anyway. I suppose nothing much else matters. Cinzia, where are you?”


      “Here, waiting,” said the woman.


      “Hurry,” called Father Spiro. “Time can be as unforgiving as hatred. You must not be left behind.”


      “I’m coming,” said Francesco. “Cinzia, take my arm. I’ll keep you safe.”


      And then, totally and completely against his will, the young bomber was lifted to his knees and began to crawl behind them. The light surrounded them all and created a pathway of glitter and warmth. The perfume of fresh running water followed, with all the melodies of a thousand streams and rivers and the great tidal rush of the oceans.
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      Getting drunk had never done this to him in the past but Dave felt slightly sick, so took longer than usual getting out of bed, even though wondering if it was even worth the effort did not actually make the bed any more comfortable. Sundays had little to offer at the best of times and this was the worst of times, but he’d have to cook something once his stomach stopped churning.


      Betsy had turned him down which was a humiliation and a surprise and added to the memories of last night which he’d sooner banish. Somehow it also added to the nausea. Betsy had always looked so damned available, short skirts and stretched halter tops. No silicone underneath and not much bra either. But evidently it wasn’t him she was after, after all.


      She had made every effort to thrust her breasts in his face ever since Georgia got ill, so he’d assumed it was a done deal. She’d come round to visit Georgia all the time, offering to cook and clean up, bringing flowers and cake and magazines. Then there had been a very hot afternoon when she’d sunbathed in her back garden wearing very little. Dave had seen better on Mallorcan beaches many times of course, but somehow semi-nudity in an English yard was less acceptable and therefore more alluring. She must have known he was glued to the window. Besides, she didn’t have a boyfriend at the moment and weren’t all unattached females dying for it? Unattached males certainly were. So he’d tried being both friendly and seductive and had made a fool of himself.


      In difficult moments other people lost themselves in their work or leaned on family solidarity, but Dave had chosen the option of drink. No one could make a satisfactorily abandoned career-dive into the civil service’s Central Ticket Office and the joys of ensuring that people paid their parking fines. It was just a nine to five and a rather feeble salary. As for family, his mother had died when he was thirty two and she’d only ever wanted him to come round and hang her pictures or unblock the sink anyway. He’d had no father, no brothers, and a sister lived in Australia which was good riddance. His only daughter was invariably rude when she bothered to visit at all, which was rare, and now she’d gone swanning off to Italy. What the hell was the big attraction of Italy to every female in his family anyway?


      Georgia had often accused him of being insensitive, which had rankled at the time, but he was certainly sensitive enough to realise his mates didn’t want him around now either. They were hardly proving to be the consolation he’d expected, becoming stupidly embarrassed and uncomfortable on sight. They didn’t know what to say to him, so they said nothing, which made it hard to have him around. He’d been widowed, for God’s sake, he wasn’t infectious. But because he felt so damned awkward, it was easier to keep out of the way, which meant drinking alone.


      Married men missed their freedom. Hence Mallorca, Benidorm and the Algarve, cheap booze and available flesh. Now the real thing, freedom legal and unencumbered, was proving unexpectedly miserable. So he’d moved back into the old bedroom, and sometimes Georgia seemed to be fleetingly there beside him, all cuddled up like long ago. Just before he drifted off to sleep vaguely pissed and moist eyed, in those grey foggy moments when reality was obscured and sadness crept in to fill up the corners, he felt Georgia’s arm come slipping around his waist, a gentle reassurance that the world was a safe place after all and that everything would somehow work out alright. And he’d blink, and sniff, and take one last look around, and there was always Georgia’s dressing gown watching him from its shadows on the bedroom door.
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        * * *


      


      The roadside hedgerows were thick with wild herbs and smelled rich with loam, and vines, and growth.


      “I am the younger son,” said Romano. “All these lands have been in my family for many generations, but it is my older brother who inherited and now manages the vineyards. I studied law instead. Useful, but dry. I had no passion for it so I sold the practise many years ago, to be free for travel and to live with Georgia when she could.”


      “That’s funny in a way,” said Sophie. “It means you’re unemployed like the rest of us.”


      “Speak for yourselves,” said Julian. He was watching the sunset through the cypresses. Like pointers to the swallow-swooped horizon, the trees were etched all across the Tuscan countryside, dark stripes against the daytime azure, framing the stars at night.


      “Self-employed is almost unemployed,” said Sophie. “The way you do it, it is anyway. But of course, we’re broke, which makes all the difference.”


      “I’m merely under-subsidised,” sniffed Julian. “You’re broke.”


      Romano smiled without apology. “And I have reclaimed my little house, denying your inheritance.”


      “Oh no.”  It was almost true. “I honestly didn’t come just to find my property and see what it could be worth. I was curious to see what was here. Really, if I think about it properly, I came to discover my mother’s dream. I don’t actually have one myself.”


      “Everyone should have a dream,” said Romano.


      “Otherwise they can’t come true,” nodded Julian.


      “More than that,” said Romano. “Dreams open your heart to magic. To possibility and emotional mysticism. To live a purely practical life is to deny the essence of living.”


      “Can’t you have a practical dream?” said Sophie. “Like getting rich?”


      “That is not a dream,” smiled Romano. “That is a goal. Both may come true, but on the road a dream will bring great joy, whilst a goal brings frustrations and challenges to be overcome. Both have their value, but a dream is indispensable.”


      He had dreamed that afternoon. After a lazy lunch beneath the Rackham olive, siesta hour with the hum of the bees and the warmth of the sun creeping through the closed shutters, he had lain awake and smiling. The voices of his unexpected guests faded as they pattered to their rooms, muted exuberance. Romano liked the continuity. He liked to see the girl sit where once her mother had. No more empty, glaring places echoing only loneliness. The girl even looked a little like her mother. He liked to cook for her as he had for Georgia, to offer the oil and wine from his own lands, to spread pleasure, as he always had.


      He was not yet asleep when the dream came.
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        * * *


      


      Georgia watched the dawn. It was her first.


      No universal night, no sun rising or setting, no seasons or passing hours controlled the Summerlands. Summer, in effect, was both permanent and absent. The dawn, a flooding majesty in a thousand blazing golden stratus, was her own concept and did not cover all her vision. It had come, symbolic, as her awakening from concentration, and signalled her success.


      Her awakening was not from sleep but from dream.


      She first dreamed of a tall man driving a winding road of scarlet poppies and swooping swallows. Then his face, beloved in all its warm familiar grain and curve, had formed in the creases of her own mind. So she had dreamed of Romano, and had spoken to him, holding him, comforting them both.


      As Norwen had explained, so she had done, and knew that as far as she was yet able, it had been successful. Spontaneous contact was often achieved. There were no rules for such events because they were controlled by other forces. But to instigate contact herself was neither easy nor comfortable for lowering her vibrations to such an extent felt like suffocation. But she had done it. And having done it, found it wonderful.


      “It will be harder as you settle further into this existence,” Norwen had told her. “A little practise will help, but once you move into higher planes, your vibrations will be even faster and you will find it virtually impossible to slow sufficiently. But then of course, as you reach the highest planes of all, everything again becomes easy for your own power will be immense.”


      “Then I must start at once,” Georgia said.


      Because Romano had been thinking of her, it had been wondrously satisfying. No heavy sensation of being back on the life-plane, but simply the warmth of physical touch again, the merging of minds, embracing love to love, like the switching on of a light bulb.


      She could not see him clearly as she once had for her eyes were no longer attuned to vision on such a level but she saw him as if reflected back from her own mind, a mixture of her memories and his presence, an awareness which took the place of sight and was an encompassing of his spirit. She knew he recognised her, and held her, loving her. She was elated and kissed him, telepathically, with all the depth of her new excitement.


      So that when the experience drifted and was gone, she awoke with such delight that the dawn shone like a spreading arch of fire. It was not being alive with him again, but it was as true, and she thought that she might repeat it, if she tried.
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        * * *


      


      The sudden knowledge of her was so strong that Romano lay almost unbreathing, afraid that if he breathed too forcefully she might disappear. At first the danger was in discovering that all the bright sensation was illusion after all. Then the intensity of her was so vibrant, so pulsing with personality that he knew beyond doubt she was with him.


      He saw nothing but the sense of her nearness was tangible. He heard, within his mind, the whispering of her promises. “You are not alone. In a way, I am still with you. Look, our separation is not so final. I am still here. I have not entirely gone. Think of me, because I am always thinking of you.”
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        * * *


      


      For the long observance of his own thoughts, Wilmot stayed alone. When finally he chose interruption, it was immediately answered.


      “I have studied,” Wilmot said, “but discover no clarified comprehension within myself.”


      “I am comprehension,” replied the voice he had expected. “And I am within your self.”


      “But you are the part of myself into which I have not yet grown,” Wilmot said. “When I need answers for my apprentice, they are there, waiting for him already. But when I desire answers for myself, I find only echoes.”


      “Echoes are also answers,” said his own inner voice. “You have known everything once, for I am you, and I know everything. It is therefore in echoes that the answer to everything lies.”


      “I am haunted by echoes,” sighed Wilmot.


      “Welcome whatever haunts you. A haunting is always – and can only be – the first hint of whatever you truly need. Abandon control. Shrink into me.”


      The swirling pyres of singing perfume surrounded him. Wilmot was at home, but his home, as his appearance, no longer held single or singular physical form. The boundaries of his shelter were framed only by pleasure. To a lesser spirit they would seem inconsequential. To himself, they were as stable and as beautiful as the walls of a singing palace of soaring stone. But now, in his shifting indecision, his fountains had become tremulous.


      “Absorb me then,” Wilmot commanded. And the power within him absorbed him as ordered, taking him deep and warm.


      “As I am the part of you” the voice murmured, “which connects your individuality to the God Source within your spirit, so you rightly call me the essence of Love. Remember that, for my Love is our Love, which is your Love and therefore always available to you when you call on it.”


      “Because,” Wilmot sighed, “I shall merge and melt and become you at the ultimate end of each ‘between’. And each reincarnation will bring me to a deeper connection, and so each between will exalt further. But during this between, I am only still on the ninth plane – a poor sad entity divorced from Love.”


      “You find such humility amusing? You are in no manner divorced from Love and know this with both heart and soul.”


      “I find everything amusing. The exultation of humour is my saviour.”


      “Replace humility with Love. What you do for your apprentice, you must also do for yourself,” said the voice within. “He is always in your thoughts. You must find places there also for yourself.”


      “Primo is almost ready for me,” Wilmot murmured. “I shall know great joy in our first meeting. My joy, at first, will be greater than his. But I shall bring him joy too, as he begins to know me.”


      His deeper soul-voice once again answered him. “It is always easier to protect others. But until you are ready for the tenth plane, you remain vulnerable to your own remaining needs. You are close, so very close. But the necessary sequence has places still unfulfilled within you.”


      Wilmot smiled. “Unfulfilled emptiness can be beautiful too.”


      “Like the boy, Primo,” said the voice. “Your apprentice is fashioned almost entirely of vulnerability and unfulfilled emptiness.”


      “I love him too,” nodded Wilmot.
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      “So what makes you think there aren’t any gangs here too?” Daisy said. “Maybe living further inland, just like before.”


      “Why should there be?” demanded Primo. “The third plane had gangs. This is the fourth. It’s peaceful and beautiful. It’s where the animals and the birds come. When I flew over, people waved.”


      “I like it best here in the mountains,” said Daisy. “No one else comes to bother us and it’s safe.”


      “That’s like hiding,” said Primo. “Being safe is just cowardly.”


      “Okay so I’m a coward. It seems like common sense to me.”


      “Well, I’m moving,” Primo told her. “I’m growing out of this hut. I want a bigger view, maybe even people. This is hardly any higher than the third, is it? It’s only just through the fogs. Really it’s just part of the border. You can still see the banks if you go past that ledge. So, maybe I’m ready for further into the proper plane. You can have this house and stay here if you want, but I’m moving. I feel restless.”


      “You once said something about loving me,” murmured Daisy. “If you really loved me, you wouldn’t leave.”


      “If you loved me, you’d come with me,” said Primo.


      “I never said I loved you,” said Daisy. “I just don’t like being alone.”


      “Make up your own mind,” said Primo. “I’m going. Not because I don’t want you. Actually, I’d prefer it if you came. I do love you, even when I don’t want to. But I can’t stay in a place I’ve grown out of. The vibrations just won’t let me.”


      “They all leave.” Daisy had the hiccups. “All the bastards leave, when they want something else. You’re as selfish as Pigseed, and I think I probably hate you.”


      Primo smiled. “Don’t be a big kid. Come with me. I’ll look after you, if you come.”


      “Piss off,” said Daisy, and turned her back.


      He left about an hour later. He hung around first, half nervous, half hoping Daisy would change her mind. Then she started cooking again, conjuring up a variety of vegetables and making a cheese sauce. The smell made him bilious. He called the harpy, and walked out.


      He climbed, enjoying the solidity beneath his feet and the effort of covering land. He had meant to fly, but found that some reluctance in his own mind was keeping his feet on the ground. The first cliffs made for hard climbing, the slipping of pebbles and the scurry of dust, the interference of misty fingers from the far barrier and the wind in his face. Then as he got lower, it was easier. He walked slowly beside the river that tumbled white from above, stopped to splash water on his hands and face, and then strode on. He found he did not sweat and nor was he breathless. No sensation of effort replicated within his body. His legs were strong as long as his determination continued. After some time he reached the lower slopes and began to run.


      It was a long time since he’d run and then it had been to run away. Now it was for the pleasure of movement, exercise and abandon. He was invigorated, the air was fresh and the breeze smelled sunny and mild. There was a perfume of foliage too, a pine scent from the tall trees and the sweeter rumour of flowers. The river travelled with him, and so did the harpy. She flew above, first ahead to the tree tops, then waiting until he caught up. She asked if he would fly. He said he liked to see the countryside he was passing through and so he’d sooner walk. She shook her top-knot-crest, sat amongst the high branches of a pine tree and slept for some minutes. Then he sat at the bottom with the trunk at his back and waited for her in turn.


      Beyond that he was in the forests. It became quickly dark and the warmth was muted between the shadows. And then, quite suddenly, something he couldn’t see but could feel very strongly, stopped him mid stride and made him frightened as hell. The fear was ice, dousing him from the tips of his ears down to his groin. Scared shitless, Primo stood quite still. It was the nastiest feeling he’d had since dying. Being torn to shreds by Pigseed’s gang hadn’t even been this bad and at least with that he’d understood what was going on. This was quite different. He nearly turned and raced back to Daisy and the cliffs, but he didn’t. He stood and stared, trying to see what was coming at him.


      There was a hole. Invisible but clearly felt, his foot hovered on the edge, the pull of the ice forced his legs forward. Before him was an utter emptiness. It called with the insidious voice of the Siren, offering complete denial of life, the seduction of infinite rest, the unutterable temptation of nothingness. The temptation of death without continuance. Without the life of the spirit. Simply without.


      When alive he had never believed in any continuation of the personality after death, which had seemed simply the fantasy of children and idiots. Dying himself, he had been shocked to find existence sustained. He hadn’t wanted it. Instant annihilation of mind and body had seemed far preferable, rather than dragging on with the same tired old struggle. He soon discovered the struggle wasn’t really the same, but it was close enough.


      Now, though no longer wishing for it, he was pulled to the brink of that old belief and the possibility, the offer, of the absolute vacuum: life obliterated in any form or essence forever. But this time he was quite, quite sure he didn’t want it. It was pulling him in and he felt sick. He wrenched his feet back away from the nothingness pit, and doubled over, and was violently ill.


      He didn’t vomit food, not having eaten any for a long time. He vomited something else and he wasn’t sure what it was. He leaned back, gasping and wiping his mouth. He’d spat out something that stank, that moved away from him and that slid quietly into the black hole by his feet. He thought it might have been doubt, or fear, or some sort of bitter tasting pride. Somehow it mattered that he find out what it was. He didn’t feel any different but he’d spewed out whatever had been holding him back. The part of him that had brought him, and glued him, to the edge of infinite obliteration, was gone from him. A voluntary cleansing. Now he shuffled further from the void, and because he still felt too ill to stand, he collapsed and crawled.


      He was shivering, conscious of cold and weariness. “The fogbanks between the third and fourth weren’t this bad,” he muttered, gasping for the warmth of his own breath. “Even before I was really ready to move up, I got through the banks a few times. Fucking chilled, but in one piece. But this is crazy. Fucking crazy. If I’m not meant to come this far, then just shove me back. I’m not a moron, I’ll get the fucking hint. I still have the mountain hut. There’s Daisy and I miss her already. Send me back there and I’ll go. No fucking need to torture me first.”


      His knees got wet from the leaf litter and fallen twigs cut his hands, but he kept crawling. At last he curled where he was, trying to regain his composure and his peace, and found he was falling asleep. He bundled himself deeper into the undergrowth in case the black pit came to look for him, and let his eyes close. Then he was in the dream.


      He was falling into the pit. Within the dream he entered it, and faced the nothing.


      Primo knew he was asleep. More than simply sleeping but imprisoned in a dream which was removed from reality, but which he was forced to experience. First of all, the pain hit him.


      It wasn’t the simple agony of his face ripping off, a punch to the groin or losing his nose. It was ice streaming through his body and his mind and paralysing his will, his thoughts and every sense remaining to him. It was the epitome of pain and an attack against the sacred safety of his inner being. He’d never looked much at his inner self but now it was turned to frozen stone, and as such became intensely evident. His face was pressed to it. He watched himself freeze.


      As the dream dragged him into the nothingness he had tried to avoid, so he clutched at the invisible, non-existent sides. He knew, instinctively, that at the very end it would be complete and total disintegration, absorbed into utter empty destruction. But before that, there were small grip holds, places where he could cling as he was sucked down, holding for a few minutes to hope before losing also that illusion of strength.


      Each scrap of balance spoke to him, briefly, before his fingers numbed and he fell deeper inwards.


      “Such pain, such suffering,” whined the first crack. “Why you?”


      “Why not?” said Primo. It was not a temptation he’d ever listened to.


      His fingers slipped, dragging against the sensationless pit sides. He found the second hold.


      “Avoid further pain,” said the voice as Primo clung, his hands digging into dust. “Give up now. Let go. It will be quickly over. Fighting is too hard.”


      “I’ve never fucking given in,” said Primo, gritting teeth against numb lips. “You’ll never tempt me that way. Pain doesn’t matter. Giving in does.”


      The dust slipped. He kicked out and found another crevice. His fingers held.


      “Poor boy. Always punishment, never reward.” The voice came from the ledge of hope. “You only ever did what you had to, to survive. You don’t deserve such treatment.”


      “Bugger off,” spat Primo. “I deserve plenty. What difference does it make? Who’s counting? Just get on with it. I’ve never given in to self-pity. I’ll deal with whatever comes.”


      He slipped again. It was a deep fall but he landed on his knees, catching at the small shelf. It spoke as soon as he gripped at the rock face. “You hold to defiance,” sneered the voice. “Such wilful, proud determination. What have you ever done, to arouse such fierce arrogance?”


      Primo stood. Not a finger’s hold, but a level wide enough to support him, for the first time he balanced, wiped his hands on his tunic, and smiled. “Done? Fuck all,” he said. “But I’m me. No one else is me. I fought all the bastards, all my life, and I never gave in. So I’ll hold to pride. No bugger else ever helped me so I helped myself. Pride is all I’ve got, but it’ll do me fine.”


      “So,” said the voice, all sibilant malice, “if pride is not to come before the fall, tell me then, who you are so proud of. Who are you, dead man? What was the name in which you put such pride?”


      Primo opened his mouth but he opened his mouth to silence. With an awed and awful dread, he realised that during the time of his chosen incognito, he had, appallingly, forgotten his original status, his name, his self. He no longer knew who he was, and all his stout pride in his existence and intensely individual independence now meant nothing whatsoever. He was no one, and he stood alone on the brink of nothing. He let go.


      His fingers scrabbled and went limp. He fell into the black.


      Then he saw below him the dividing fork. There were two pits. One led to the end of everything. The other led back into his previous life. The life he’d lived before death and had chosen to forget. It seemed, for a moment, like the greatest threat of all.
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      Renewing touch, re-lighting memories of Romano, Georgia stayed for some passing time by the sea, watching the dawn. It was prolonged, as protracted as her own wonder and as her own awakening. Only when her delight lessened, did the colours of the sky slip into pastel flowers and dip towards their ocean reflections.


      Georgia traced her fingers across the warmth of the sand. Its dampness held the last of the pinks from above. She wondered, perhaps for the very first time, why, once accustomed to some particular pleasure, it ebbed, tidal as every beauty fleetingly experienced.


      “Because,” said Norwen’s voice very softly into the back of her head, “you listen to pleasure with your heart instead of your spirit. Only spirit remains eternally.”


      “I always thought,” murmured Georgia, “that feeling with the heart was right. I mean, better than with logic or common sense. Aren’t emotions good, then?”


      “Everything is good,” said Norwen. “Because everything is part of your growth so it must be good. But the best of all goodness is spirit. Once you can experience with your deepest soul, then joy will never fade.”


      “Being dead,” she wondered, “doesn’t make me spirit automatically?”


      “You always were,” smiled Norwen. “Now, removed from the physical, you have lost the illusion of body weight and your spirit is raw and uncovered. But you are not deprived of heart or head, emotion or logic. These tools remain as long as you choose to make use of them. Once you are ready for the higher planes, you will grow out of them. Logic fades first, for it is quickly obsolete. Then emotion, which refines directly into spirit. Instead, you will purify the experience of spirit that bursts through, unadulterated.”


      “Am I close to that?” she asked, hoping.


      “The concept of close is ambiguous here,” he replied. “You have arrived, as do most, on this plane where challenge is no longer necessary. Here you merely need to emerge from your need for habit, safety, and old ways of thinking. That can be slow, but can also be fast. The choice is always yours.”


      “You’ve often mentioned the lower planes,” she said. “Is it really so different there?”


      Norwen paused. “Yes,” he said at last. “It is different because those that die into those levels are different. They are the damaged souls, those that have embraced hatred and the other deep fears. They could not yet survive on the higher planes, or even here on the seventh. They must climb up at their own pace, as we all do. It can be challenging. But no one is ever lost.”
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      He said his name was Ayakis. Cinzia had asked him.


      “Don’t talk to him,” said Francesco. “You shouldn’t even look at him.”


      “Look,” Cinzia trailed a little, appearing tired. “I don’t want to sound ungrateful and I’m not saying we weren’t happy all these years. You’ve been a good husband, caro, without a doubt. And we both loved the children. You were a good father, especially to Paola. But if we’re dead, and of course we are, I really don’t think you should be telling me what to do anymore.”


      “That’s right, hon. You tell him,” said Ethel.


      “Now suddenly everyone wants to argue,” grumbled Francesco. “Isn’t it enough we’ve all been murdered?”


      “I’m not arguing dear,” said Cinzia, still walking, still staring ahead into the confusion of cloud. “I just feel it’s time I behaved a little more independently, maybe time to start making my own way at last. My own choices, my own decisions, you know. Practise self-confidence, perhaps.”


      “My God,” growled Francesco. “The bloody woman decides to take up woman’s rights now we’re dead.”


      “Oh, shut up, will you?” demanded Wilhelm, trudging beside him. “You and your damned bad temper. You’re becoming a bore.”


      Francesco stopped walking. He stood and glared. “Mind your own damned business,” he said. “You’re a stranger here. What I do and what I say to my wife is up to me and no one else. If you don’t like it, bugger off.”


      “We’re all strangers here,” said Father Spiro. “Strangers in a strange land. Better to make friends if we can, and honour our state.” He had stopped beside the other two men and stood now, scratching his beard. “Mind you, it is all very puzzling. This lack of direction, this mist. I had hoped that someone might come for me, but it seems not to be so. Past sins perhaps. But in this fog, it’s hard to see or understand anything.”


      “We’ve given our lives to the religious calling,” grumbled Father Martin. “Past sins?  I’ve never sinned in my life. And if I had, it should have been forgiven by now.”


      “I’ve told you all before,” grumbled Francesco, moving on beside his wife. “Your lot may not believe in it, but it’s here for all to see if you open your eyes. We’re in purgatory. Simple as that.”


      “Now please don’t start a religious argument on top of everything else,” interrupted Father Spiro, who had sat down for a rest. His sandaled toes had disappeared into the blur of drifting blue. “That’s why we’re here, unfortunately, why we’re all on this side. Religious differences.”


      “Yeh. A holy war,” sniffed Sven from ahead. “God has a lot to answer for.”


      “It’s this little worm has a lot to answer for,” said Francesco. “He’ll get his golden reward soon, no doubt. An eternity of hellfire I expect.”


      “Well, that might be true enough,” said Father Spiro, “but you must be careful yourself, my son. This fury, this hatred, it is tying you to the man you despise. You will be locked together and share the misery of the eternity you imagine. You should free yourself from anger and fear while there’s still time.”


      “Fear?” spat Francesco. “I’m afraid of nothing, you old fool. And you can keep your lectures to yourself since I don’t share your religious faith either. Now we’ll soon see who’s had the right beliefs all along.”


      The haze was closing in deeper, concentrating the faint perfumes. Cinzia put out her arms, letting the mist enclose and warm her. It was when she looked up that she saw the shapes. Her brother Sergio spoke at the same moment. “They’ve come for us my dear. Look, it’s mamma and Zio Luigi. Come, quickly.”


      Cinzia looked around. “And leave Francesco?”


      Sergio laughed. “You nearly did last year.”


      Cinzia smiled and ran towards her mother. The cloud took them with a burst of dazzle and the sound of laughter. Francesco whirled around.


      “It seems she’s gone on without you, hon,” said Ethel. “Our little group is diminishing.”


      “Well, I hope it’s our turn next,” said Ron. “Can’t say I’m any more comfortable with this vapour stuff than the rest of you. And I’ve sure no desire to get stuck with that murdering bastard at the back.”


      Behind them all wandered Mary, grieving for her husband left alive. Almost invisible within the cloud was the stumbling terrorist who half crawled, half paused, still hoping for glorious recognition, spluttering and heaving on mouthfuls of the mist, and moaning faintly from the pain of Francesco’s beating. “It is a terrible mistake,” he said to his knees. “They have forgotten me. But I did as I was told. I did nothing wrong.”


      Mary eyed him suspiciously. “You still think you did nothing wrong? You must be mad.”


      The man ignored her and hung his head, coughing.


      “Ayakis, isn’t it?” Mary persisted. “You murdered us all. And you think you did nothing wrong. Or is that the terrible mistake you’re muttering about?”


      Ayakis turned, resting on his haunches, balancing with tapered finger tips. “I wish to speak to no wicked uncovered woman,” he whispered. “You have no capability to understand. What point to explain?”


      “Please yourself,” said Mary.


      “But know this,” continued the man. “What I did was a great thing. I will be admired by all those left behind. I am a martyr for the holy cause, and will be remembered for a thousand years. And when the right people inform my God of my arrival, they will send for me. I will be escorted by angels. I will feast at God’s right hand. I will be served by slaves, and crowned in gold.”


      Mary giggled. “You’re just a little boy really, aren’t you,” she said. “I’m surprised you don’t hope for an ipod and a Play Station and some of those Dungeons and Dragons games while you’re at it. And I don’t suppose you even really understand what your holy cause is all about. You just wanted to be important, and get the rewards.”


      Ayakis frowned. “I said you couldn’t understand,” he muttered. “No female could understand such lofty subjects.”


      Mary opened her mouth to speak again, and stopped. Someone was calling her and she turned and began to run backwards, the way they had come. Parting the swirl of cloud, a solid figure marched into sight. Not the nebulous dazzle of the spangled beings who came for their loved ones, but a familiar and determined shape reaching towards her. “Mary? For God’s sake my love. Are you there?”


      Mary squeaked, “Brandon,” and flew into his arms.


      “Thank heavens,” said the man, squeezing her tight. “For a moment I thought I was all alone. Then I heard your voice. What’s happened? Do you know where we are?”


      “None of us do,” Mary shook her head. “We’re all dead of course. Someone thinks purgatory. Could that be it? But you were left alive, my sweet. I thought I’d lost you forever.”


      The terrorist eyed the embraced couple and moved away. “Dead?” insisted Brandon. “You’re absolutely sure? So there’s really life after death?”


      “So it seems,” said Mary. “Of a sort, anyway.”


      “I came to on that bus,” said Brandon. “The pain was terrible. Everything was all in flames and my legs were trapped. God, Mary, I saw you back there. You lay on your back, staring up at the sky and all that vile black smoke. You were covered in blood. I kept calling you, but you didn’t move. I seemed to be there for endless hours. I could see other people too, sprawled dead. There was a head on the road. The top of the bus had come off and people had been shot through. Time moved so slowly and the pain got worse and worse.”


      “Oh, my love. Don’t think about it anymore.”


      “Then I realised you were dead,” gulped Brandon. He still held her very tight. “I shut my eyes. I asked to die. Then I heard your voice. And here I am.”


      “And no more pain?”


      “Not now. I feel fine. Better than fine. So what was it? An accident?”
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      Sophie watched Julian’s back as he disappeared into the sunset blaze between the cypresses. The cuckoo called, and the wood pigeons answered. The gnarled olives bent their fingers into the shadows, one large lemon fell from its tree and the breeze slipped behind the hills. Julian’s departing figure swayed a little, the swing of the hips and the skip of a happy man. Sophie said, “Maybe he enthuses rather too much. But he means what he says. We’re both so terribly grateful. You can’t know just how happy you’ve made us both.”


      “I know very well,” smiled Romano. “I am not embarrassed by enthusiasm. Italy is a country that enjoys excess, and yet takes none of it seriously. Life is a game here, the food, the fashion, the wine. We make love in everything we do, and then laugh at it. I am as much a product of my culture as most of us, though there is a great deal I criticise. That is another part of the game.”


      “You make everything fun,” smiled Sophie. “I know why my mother liked you so much.”


      Romano grinned. “No, you do not know why, because there is a side of me you cannot and will never know,” he said. “Nor did she simply like me. You are very British. Are you frightened to talk of love? Is it so uncomfortable?”


      Sophie blushed and nodded. “Well, when talking about my parents, it is. Did you ever meet my father?”


      Romano shook his head, a tumble of black hair. “I avoided such an intrusion. When we were together, Georgia had no husband except myself.” He watched the girl, who reminded him so much of her mother, a continuity of pleasantries as she sat where Georgia had so often sat, holding her wine glass the same way, the same self-deprecating twitch to the corner of the mouth, the same blushes. “But now the sun sinks and the night’s dew rises. Will you come into the kitchen? It is time to think of dinner.”


      Sophie followed into the old kitchen, kept still richly warm by the sun retaining stone. Through the windows the long terraces dulled their day-time colours, cypress stripes turned quite black, a cobalt sky dropped its scarlets and hurried to sleep. The scudding twists of swallow clouds hushed and calmed. She called to Julian, still admiring the view from the end of the garden slopes. The short twilight had turned purple. Julian turned and trotted back indoors. Romano smiled.


      “We mustn’t outstay our welcome,” said Sophie, accepting back her refilled wine glass. “We’ve nothing much to go home for of course. I’m out of work as you know, and Julian’s got no outstanding orders. It’s tempting just to stay and stay, so you have to tell us when you’ve had enough. Be honest and tell us when to go.”


      He looked down at her. It surprised him, enjoyably, to find he considered her as his own daughter. “You are welcome to stay,” he said. “Of course, all things have their natural end. But I like to see you here, and your friend is no problem. Stay. Stay as long as you wish it.”


      They sat at the dining table, legs stretched after good food, and were watching the late news on the television when the knock on the door interrupted them. Romano looked up. “No one comes here except my brother and his family. My brother said he might come. But it is too late. He would never come at this hour.”


      “Shall I go and see?” said Julian and went out into the corridor. By the time he had opened the front door, a nose was pressed to the back windows. The moon beams were momentarily deflected. Romano raised an eyebrow and turned down the volume on the television. Sophie went to the back door.


      Someone young beneath the weight of a cavernous pack-pack bobbed upon the step. He was bent slightly forward beneath permanently stooped shoulders and the crush of blue acrylic weight. The back-pack straps hung around him like wilted flags. “I’ve been trying to get to Siena but I’m completely lost.” His breath came in bursts. “You don’t speak English do you?”


      “Well, I’m English, but you’re not,” said Sophie.


      “I’m Australian,” said the boy, accent unmistakable. “Sorry about the trespass and everything. But Siena, you know, the palio and medieval squares. Is it around here anywhere?”


      “You can tell him,” said Romano from the depths of the kitchen, “that it’s at least a four hour walk. Due west. But if he’s hoping to see the palio he needn’t walk too fast. He has about two months.”


      “I couldn’t just rest a bit here and take this pack off?” pleaded the boy. “Perhaps sit in your garden for about ten minutes. I’m bloody exhausted.”


      “He’s smelled your cooking, Romano,” said Julian, coming around to see what had happened.


      “Tell him,” said Romano, “to come in. He can rest here for an hour, if he’s alone. Pass him a glass, perhaps.”


      “Bloody good of you, thanks,” said the boy, shuddering out of his straps and buckles. “Wow! That’s better. Hang on, I’ll take these boots off. This is a bit of luck.” He took the glass, raised it and drained it.


      He was Wayne from Melbourne whose friends had left him, distracted by the flutter of seductive Italian eyelashes. His own eyes were baby blue, and once freed and unbowed by baggage, he gambolled and tripped over the uneven flag stones and shook everyone’s hands and Romano’s twice and drank several glasses of Chianti. Then he was thrilled to accept the left-overs from the evening’s mozzarella salad, and afterwards some warmed up ciabata, and then some more Chianti.


      The television news was finishing. The President of the Republic had met with the Prime Minister and there was discussion about the value of the Euro and its effect on the interest rates. For some reason not fully explained, the Prime Minister was threatening to resign. There had been a breakthrough from a medical research team in Bologna, hailed as the greatest development since the invention of spectacles in Venice some six hundred years previously. There had been a suicide bomber who’d inexplicably blown up a bus on some Greek island, with only one survivor. A small religious sect had claimed responsibility and announced that the holy war was justified in order to punish the enemy, that the bomber was a martyr not a terrorist, and that he was now in Heaven enjoying the fruits and bounteous rewards of his glorious sacrifice. Juventus had beaten Milan three nil and the weather would naturally be fine and dry all week. In fact, all month.


      The Rai’s telegiornale was in a language understood only by himself so reaching over to turn the television off, Romano said, “There are several spare rooms upstairs. It is late. Stay the night. I’ll drive you into Siena tomorrow morning. Perhaps we’d all like an outing and Siena is quite interesting.”


      Wayne said, “That’s fantastic. I will. I’m bloody tired out. This has sure been a great day.”


      “I’ll show you upstairs,” said Sophie.


      

        

          

            [image: ]

          


        


        * * *


      


      As the sun set over the Tuscan hills, Georgia was talking to her father. She had invited him to her home and they were sitting smiling at each other as they had done when alive, smile to smile, cushions at their backs, tea and biscuits on the table.


      “This is the silliest thing,” said Georgia. “Who would ever believe in Heaven with bikkies and cups of Earl Grey?”


      “You’re new,” her father said in the old fatherly voice she remembered and used to call bossy. “This is the sort of thing we all do when we first arrive. We all grow out of it.” He paused, then pursed his lips into a smile. “Actually, some people keep on with the custom for ages, but most get bored with the old stuff quite quickly.”


      “And we stop being bored – how?” said Georgia. “More interesting things to do? More exciting? Or we just become so sublime that we simply float around being peaceful and holy?”


      Her father was clearly enjoying the biscuits. “I haven’t stopped discovering yet. This Heaven business isn’t just simply a holiday. It’s all about moving on and up.”


      “You used to say that sort of thing to me about school when I was a kid.” But Georgia paused, and added. “But it’s what Norwen says too.” She pouring tea from a very attractive blue teapot. “It might not seem like work and effort, but he says in a way it is. He says we have to grow out of the illusions and become pure spirit. Climb up into all those other planes one by one – absorbing all the lessons we passed or failed in our previous lives, and turning them into sustainable spiritual growth.” Georgia drank her tea. As her mind moved to more spiritual matters, the tea seemed to grow cold. She switched back her focus. “But in the meantime, you know – this will sound so silly, but it’s just so nice to have a matching tea set. I actually never had that before. I’m not saying it matters, because of course it never really mattered then and it certainly doesn’t matter now - but I used to think about buying a new one quite often and then never did. I just always had the old green set with marigolds that I inherited from you and Mum, and most of the cups were chipped or completely broken. Lots of saucers and not many tea plates or cups. The milk jug had long gone too. There was a sugar bowl with a broken knob.”


      “Being reminded of my old kitchen china after all this time!”  Said her father, leaning back in the deep chair with a newly satisfied grin. “Now that feels quite peculiar.”


      Georgia waited. “And being reminded of Mum,” she said at last when her father failed to take the hint. “Does that seem odd too?”


      He looked sharply at her over the rim of his fluted blue cup. “No, not odd. I used to think of her a lot. I decided to go and look for her once, but I couldn’t get a link. I’m not even sure if she’s here or still down there.” He sniffed loudly although Georgia was fairly sure he couldn’t have a runny nose in heaven. “Do you care?” he demanded.


      “I think I do,” she said quickly, “and it’s really what I wanted to talk to you about. I wondered if you were still bitter?”


      “That she ran out on me and abandoned our little daughter?” Her father slumped a little and sighed. “I did, for a long time. I was always furious when I was alive. I never got over it. You were only six, for goodness sake. And she ran off with that stupid young idiot from over the road, all long black eyelashes and reckoned he was a budding poet. Just an unemployable lay-about if you ask me. Yes, I was angry for the rest of my life. But not now. You can’t stay angry over here.”


      Georgia said, “You still sound as though you are.”


      “Well, I’m not.” He took another biscuit and chewed with slow deliberation. Chocolate crumbs drifted to the carpet and vanished. “I suppose it’s hurt pride. I’m – what’s the right word? Miffed. Yes, I’m still miffed. I wanted to find Rita and ask her why, what I’d done wrong, and if she regretted it afterwards. I wondered if she’d ever tried to find you and say she was sorry. But I couldn’t trace her and that’s left me with the whole problem still stuck in my throat. Unfinished business.”


      “Norwen told me about unfinished business too,” said Georgia. “He says it stops you moving up to the next level.”


      Her father closed his eyes and kept chewing. “I suppose I have to forget I’m being lectured by my daughter,” he said finally. “I have a guide too, of course. Most of us do. So I’ve had all the lectures, but knowing something doesn’t always make it better. That leaves me stuck but I know why and I’m working on it. Were you thinking of looking for your mother, then?”


      “Yes,” Georgia said. “Norwen says she’s been over a few years. He says she died of breast cancer like me, but went straight to the fifth. I want to go down and meet her.”


      “When you find her, let me know,” said her father. “Come and tell me what’s she’s like and what she said. That’ll help me a lot. Then perhaps I can go and help her move up from the fifth. And while I’m at it, help me move up myself. I yearn for the eighth, you know. I’m almost ready. I can feel it. So I need that one last lift ---”


      “That’s what I thought too,” nodded Georgia, sitting up straighter and putting down her cup of entirely cold tea. “I’m quite excited about it. Nervous too, but mostly excited. Did you want to come with me, first time?”


      He shook his head. “You talk to her first. See if she wants to meet me.” He took another biscuit. “These are nice. Did you conjure them up yourself?”


      “No,” said Georgia. “Granny made them for me. She said they were your favourites. She says you’re still bitter. Still angry.” She refrained from mentioning that her grandmother had been quite scathing about it.


      “Well, I’m not,” her father said, putting the biscuit back on the plate with a clink. “I’m not bloody angry at all. How can you be angry over here? That’s just like my mother. Still judgemental. And you, my girl, have even less right to judge.”


      “I’m not judging.”


      “You were.”


      Georgia smiled. “I’ll let you know how it goes,” she said. “It may take a bit of time because Norwen says it’s difficult to go down two levels, especially when I’m just new myself. But I mean to try and he’ll help me. I’ll come and see you after the visit, if it’s successful. After all, I suppose I might not even find her.” She watched her father’s face take on a tired, aged frown. He had reverted to youth since arriving some years previously as an elderly man, but now he looked suddenly old again. “Here,” she said, “have another biscuit.”
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        * * *


      


      Primo stood in absolute darkness within a silence that echoed its nothingness. He had no heartbeat to reverberate into the vacuum, no panting breath and no shuffle of feet on firm ground. He stood, but was utterly unaware of what supported him.


      The hand-holds had all shrunk beneath the grasp of his fingers and so he had fallen, finally, to the end of the pit. The end, though suggesting something finite, was neither satisfying nor explanatory, for this end, indescribably, was an infinite end.


      He was aware that he was dreaming but having died and knowing himself dead, the rules of reality no longer applied. The dream might be more real than the waking. He might never wake again.


      He was deeply aware of aloneness and yet he had been travelling with the harpy. She rarely left him, but she had not come with him into the pit. Primo felt no sense of her, no telepathic call nor eagle keening.


      And beyond the ice dread of total annihilation that faced him within the infinite end, was a terrible sadness, for he could no longer remember who he was. A wasted misery engulfed the black silence. He had forgotten who he had ever been.


    


  




  

    

      

        

          
          


          

            Chapter Twelve
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      Others had left, claimed by friends and family, disappearing into the great glitter of light that came for them. At last Father Spiro had heard his sister’s call, and rushed like a puppy into her arms, and was gone. His departure seemed to leave the remainders with a greater sense of rejection. Father Martin had called goodbye, scratched his beard, wondered if the lice had died with him and were now riding him into Heaven, and kicked sorrowfully into the haze, trudging on. His own sins, it seemed, remained around his neck as did the fleas.


      Mary, newly clasped within her husband’s embrace, looked up to see her parents watching her, arms outstretched. “Oh, my God,” she said. “I hoped – and you’ve come – and I could cry and laugh and everything together – but I can’t leave Brandon – please - not now.”


      “Oh, bring him with you my dear,” said her father. “You’ll come, won’t you Brandon? Your place is ready for you, in the same house as my daughter of course, where you’ll both want to be. First a long rest, and then your own family will be ready to greet you when you wake. Come on. Such doubts? Isn’t Heaven good enough for you?”


      “Is this Heaven then?” said Brandon, one step forward, but staring around into the drifting haze.


      “Oh no, these are the fogbanks,” said Mr. Blethal’s jovial ghost. “It’s the highway between planes. It winds between all life and death. Your party arrived rather suddenly you see, and needed to adjust your vibrations. So you took to the road before finding your proper places. Death can be such a surprise under these conditions, and takes time to settle in. Now you’re both ready for the real fun.”


      “Oh, we are indeed,” said Mary, and pulled Brandon with her.


      Brandon said, “Fun? Now that sounds like Paradise after all,” and the light took them both at once.


      The bus driver stood in a bundle of cloud and frowned, kicking his heels into the invisible dust. “My sainted mother has not returned for me. My son’s left me. The others leave - look. Me, I’m left here like a discarded jacket. No use to anyone, no excuse offered. Not even a job driving a bus.”


      “Oh stop feeling sorry for yourself,” said Ethel, patting his hunched shoulder. “We’re all waiting too. You’re not the only one. Look at that poor old monk with the moth-eaten whiskers. He’s got the grumps alright. Thinks he’s been refused admittance to Paradise, and that’s a nasty humiliation for a God-fearing man.”


      “And here’s the rest of us, stuck with the reason we’re all dead in the first place,” glared her husband, eyeing the straggling bomber.


      “Time to pray again I suppose,” sighed the bus driver, “though I did enough of that when I was still alive. I would have thought that’d do me. I mean, how much praise and adoration does the Good Lord need from one poor man?”


      “We could sing,” suggested Francesco, who had been silent since the desertion of his wife and brother-in-law. “Marching to music always helps, and the sacred songs, well they might reach the right ears. I know most of the best hymns off by heart.”


      Ron nodded. “I’ve a few favourites myself. I could lead you all into ‘Onward Christian Soldiers’. ”


      “I’d as soon a couple of rousing choruses of ‘Bohemian Rhapsody,” glowered Sven.


      “It seems,” said Wilhelm, “that we are all of different denominations. I wonder what sprightly religious melodies our friendly neighbourhood terrorist could offer us.”


      “I think,” noticed Ethel, “that this mist is lifting at last.”
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        * * *


      


      The harpy roosted, her bright crest folded down against the smooth feathers at the back of her head pointing into the shadow of her folded wings. She slept now, peaceful against the shoulder of the man she had adopted as her own.


      When he had stumbled and fallen, crying like an eaglet barely fledged and tumbling from its eyrie to an unknown depth, she had taken him in her claws and flown with him up into the tree tops.


      She stood as tall as his chest, this man so much weaker than herself, and her talons were wider than his fingers, with a grip he could never match. She had grasped him before he hit the ground, catching the back of his tunic and his arm. His tunic had ripped and the points of her claws had pierced the muscle of his bicep, but he did not bleed.


      At the tallest cleft of the Redwood she had thrust him, dangling face down, held fast by the branch and its prickle of leaf. For some time she had waited, watching. She had bent her golden eyes to the man’s cheek, feeling the warmth of him and the proof of his life. She had stored her prey like this, long ago in those almost forgotten forests of her youth. The shredded remains of her kills, the tangled limbs of capuchin monkeys and sloths, had stayed wedged as she fed, one claw vice-clamped, while her beak ripped out the meat. Now she used old skills for a new purpose.


      She had no desire for food. That need had passed her by, though she had no understanding of it. Why was not of her mental vocabulary. There was no hunger in her belly and when the fierce desire to hunt came upon her, she soared the warm blue skies and dove the forest shades for her own delight and mastery, but did not seek the prey she no longer remembered. In Paradise, an empty crop was an effervescence not a weight.


      On the cliff where she and the man had previously made their home, there had been other birds. There had been macaws and parrots, creatures she would once have killed. Now she blinked and turned her head in disdain, without either appetite or longing. She knew a deep satisfaction here that she had never known before and a strange happiness lit her life golden. Life had simply been a struggle for survival and the fulfilment of nature over rest, but now she discovered the concept of love, and greatly relished it.


      Obeying more than instinct, she took her man into the tree tops and roosted beside him as he slept, eventually dozing under the sweet heat of the high canopy.


      Way below on the forest floor was the creeping hole. She had felt its threat, a black hatred, a threatening nothingness. But it was left far away. She settled her head down into the ruffles of her neck feathers, rattled her quills, blinked twice, and snoozed.


      Primo stood in the dream. The eagle had kept his body from the pit but in the dream it had claimed him.


      From where he stood, consumed with inactivity inspired by terror, Primo could see the fork leading from the utter emptiness into the re-enactment of his past life, which he dreaded, but could no longer remember. The loss of his identity was the beginning of the nothing, but it meant something else to him too. It meant that what he had once been, which had always inspired such fierce pride in its being, was in fact so trivial that he had forgotten it altogether. It did not even have the power to outlive his death. And so he had been infinitesimal, a simple foolish vanity, a nothing after all, as sure a nothing as the fork in the pit which beckoned with the seduction of absolute annihilation. The honey sweet temptation of oblivion and cessation of all effort. The end of struggle. Even though he could no longer remember what the struggle had ever been.


      So he chose the fork leading back into remembrance.


      But when he found his name, he wished fervently that he had chosen the vacuum. He heard it at once, screamed at him from the valley, and immediately he recognised the self he had once been, and had loathed so violently. In the life he had left, self-loathing had been so ultimately vile that he had chosen the only escape. To compound the identity with a pride in its pure degeneration. He had never given in. He had lived, and embraced the force which inhabited his body, and never denied the power of its ultimate corruption. And yet, though proud of the strength of his own culpability, he had so easily, upon death, abandoned all its glory.


      The pit opened onto the edges of the desert, scrubby and harsh and dirty, with the road wide before him. At his back was the sun and above him the sun and in his eyes the sun, so that he squinted and his tongue became huge.


      Primo sat on the roadside where he had taken back the memory of his life and stared into the dust of the passing wheels. Past moments reasserted suddenly. He relived sensations caught in crystal facets, a kaleidoscope of holograms, each stab of violence containing the full horror of his life in an echo of sinking years. The pressure of his hands on his brother’s neck. Other necks, smaller, softer. The excitement of the snap.


      There had been reasons, but reason was not part of it. Excess had been a motive within itself. Now his name, so newly remembered, shouted back to him in all its fame and in all its notoriety.


      There was no longer cause for pride because there was no longer need to escape. Death had supplied the escape, and so pride had become superfluous. Yet within the sweet escape of death he had lost the purpose and remembered only the bitter, outworn hauteur. He doubled over beside the noisy dry road, and vomited. It reminded him, as he straightened up and wiped the sour bile from his mouth, of standing beside the edge of the pit and spewing something he had not understood. It had, he decided, been the same thing that he vomited now. Disgust, and with it, the cause of it. And the cause was not what he had done with his life but the honour he had taken from the doing of it.


      A car stopped. The tyres kicked hot dust and smelled of burned rubber, the exhaust belched. A woman peered down at him from the part open window. She was elderly and squinted and the dust caught in her perm like a setting spray. “You shouldn’t be doing that here, young man. It isn’t hygienic. Do you need a lift somewhere?”


      He wondered, becoming himself again, if she would be carrying any money in the prim little plastic purse on the seat beside her. It didn’t look like a rich woman’s purse. He nodded. “Yeh. I don’t feel good. It’s too hot to walk.”


      “Into town, then?”


      He nodded again and climbed into the shade of the car. It wasn’t cool, it was stuffy, but he stretched his legs and kicked off his broken sandals. He put the woman’s bag carefully behind on the back seat beside the large wicker basket, and settled himself in the front passenger seat.


      “And don’t you go thinking you can steal something from me, young man. I’ve nothing worth stealing,” she said, nose pressed forward towards the windscreen, fingers gripping the steering wheel as though it might run away with her if she loosened her hold. She was small, and the car seemed too large for her, though it was tiny and battered like herself. This was not a woman, he thought, who had driven easily through life.


      “I don’t steal,” said Primo, and knew that it was, surprisingly, absolutely the truth. His preferred vice was something altogether different.


      She did not look aside at him, but stared intently ahead at the road. Her chin sat the top of the wheel. “You look hungry young man. When did you last have a good meal?”


      Primo thought for a moment. His mind was abstracted, lingering over confusions. Re-living the past, he was now both the original and unsuspecting creature caught in the normal sequences of time, and he was equally the spirit of himself with the knowledge of hindsight and of life after death. “Eaten? I don’t know. A few days ago. I don’t eat often.”


      “Drugs instead, no doubt,” said the woman. “Tobacco? Stealing perhaps?”


      “I told you,” said Primo. “I don’t steal. I don’t do drugs either. Don’t need them. Can’t afford them.”


      “Well then, rubbish food. What they call fast food, though I never saw what was fast about it. Artificial more like.”


      “Stop blathering on about food,” muttered Primo. “Why are you so interested in what I eat?”


      “I never had a son,” said the woman, still fixedly staring ahead, though her eyes were pale and perhaps myopic. However blurred her sight, she would not, unblinking, allow the road to escape her. “I’d have liked a little boy to look after. If I’d had a son, I’d have made sure he ate properly.”


      “Food isn’t that important,” said Primo, slumping into the curve of the back rest.


      “True,” said the woman, with a first blink. “Man doth not live by bread alone. But then, a nice sandwich helps on a long drive. If you reach back into my basket, you’ll find some. Wrapped in clean white paper, and still fresh. Take one. You’re quite welcome.”


      She looked poor. “I don’t need your food.”


      “And while you’re eating,” she continued, “perhaps you can tell me something about yourself. Your name, perhaps.”


      Primo’s arm was half way over the back seat and into the basket. He withdrew it at once. “I don’t tell people my name.”


      “Well,” the woman blinked again. “I won’t insist. What people tell is up to them. My name’s Kate Askey, and I’m pleased to meet you, whatever your name is. Now, about that sandwich, young man.”


      He had taken a first bite, and was enjoying it. Old fashioned thick cut Virginia ham and tomato. Moist and not too salty. Good bread, hand sliced and grainy with a crunch at the crust. He was remembering just how long it was since he’d eaten a damn thing, and his mouth was full and appreciative. At the same time he was wondering what to tell the old woman, to keep her quiet, and happy, and not be rude. Because she was nice and he was ready to show gratitude. There were other thoughts too, as he munched. He’d never killed anyone old before.


      Then he woke up.


      When Primo woke, he felt very small. He was staring downwards through the leaves of a tree so tall that the ground was too far below to see in detail. He felt sick and raised his head. The taste of food remained, but rancid. His belly was wedged into the cleft of a tree trunk, its bark dark and rough, its soaring branches holding him against the flattened cobalt of a clear sky. Part over him and cool, was the shading and protective wing of a large bird.


      The dream had both cancelled, and then rewarded with direction. Asleep, he had repudiated the nothing, and chosen the challenge of something. Then he had repudiated all the burning heat of his proud dignity, of the self he had once lived and its desperate carnality. He could choose now, as he had never chosen whilst living, the easier path of gentle humility. But he had already remembered far more of his life and his former self than was now comfortable, and he also remembered why his subconscious had chosen to forget.


      His harpy was cooing, as concerned as a clucking chicken brooding her eggs. Primo wriggled up, slowly freeing himself from the clasp of the tree. He looked up into huge intense eyes, as round as the sun over the desert, golden circles around the pitch of black pupils. “Thank you,” he said aloud. “Did I fall? Did you rescue me?”


      She asked if any of his puny human limbs had broken, or the feeble claws of his hands snapped. He said he had broken nothing but felt unwell. She said it would pass, as all things did, and he said he knew. Then, restless with the roosting, she spread her wings and launched herself down through the thick branch cover, albatross of the forests, and on to follow the shadows. Primo unwound, spat out leaves and stood, clinging a moment to the top branch, then launching himself in her wake. Her power left a bow-wave within the air currents and he rode it, surfing warmth. His arms clipped the passing foliage until he tucked them beside his thighs, aerodynamic, fleet as a plummeting hawk.


      He brushed aside both the undergrowth and his ragged thoughts together, loosening his mind in emptiness for the next lesson. He did not know when that might come, hopefully none too soon, but he was, he knew, now ready to make a new home in the internal valley of the fourth plane, and his harpy had chosen it for him. He would build in the thickness of the woods.


    


  




  

    

      

        

          
          


          

            Chapter Thirteen
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      At first it was strange to fly. She remembered life-time dreams and the admiration of birds. Conversations as a child. “I’d love to fly. I’d love to be a bird.”


      “The poor little things die in storms, get dashed on rocks, battered by winds. It can’t be so easy, this flying business.”


      “But Daddy, it must feel lovely on a sunny day. I wish I could do that.”


      “Georgia, enough now. I’m busy. Maybe one day I’ll take you in a plane.”


      “Oh pooh. That wouldn’t be the same at all. I want the wind in my hair.”


      Now she had the wind in her hair.


      Think it, Norwen had told her as they first set off, and it will happen. Like Peter Pan, she’d said. Tinkerbelle and fairy dust. Norwen hadn’t known that story but he’d smiled, and understood. Just the omniscience of the mind, he’d said.


      Doubt had been the initial problem. “Me? Who, me? Flying, for goodness sake? I didn’t even drive very well when I was alive. I used to back into the bins on Tuesdays.”


      Norwen had not entirely grasped this explanation either, but he had asked, “Do you fear heights?”


      Georgia thought a moment. “Not really. But then – I never flew without a plane all around and under me. I trusted the jet engines.”


      “Then think of your mind as the jet engine.”


      So she had risen straight up into the dither of warming azure, and had followed Norwen’s flight upwards and onwards. It had been as blissfully delightful as she had ever imagined. In fact a great deal more so, until the fogbanks.


      “The fogbanks will be cold until you acclimatize yourself,” said Norwen. “Thick mists separate most planes and they feel warm to those who are travelling through towards their own natural places. But you are penetrating a barrier where your essence is increasingly alien. So it will be uncomfortable at first.”


      Georgia shivered. “This reminds me of having a horrid pimply physical body again,” she said. “Feeling cold. I don’t see why it should feel this way.” It was her first outright complaint, and she dared to say it, but smiled to cover the discontent.


      “Because everything here is relative,” answered Norwen. “This is the crossing to the lower levels, so is not a place which coincides with your present spiritual state. Therefore, subconsciously, you repudiate it. The vibrations are far slower lower down, whereas yours have acclimatised to a faster speed. Then your senses feel the subsequent slowing alienation as coldness, the state of discomfort being both consequent and equivalent to the difference in your own natural vibration.”


      “Oh goodness,” squeaked Georgia, “do I need to understand that? It’s just so strange to find any sort of unpleasantness over here so I hadn’t expected it.”


      “In other words,” Norwen smiled, “discomfort depends on whether you are heading in the direction of your present and natural progress, or against it.”


      “And the haze? Is that relative too?” Georgia asked.


      Norwen said, “No.” Speaking into her mind, “it is simply a barrier without specific form, being a division lacking physical substance. It divides speeds of vibration and the intermingling of these at the point where they meet will automatically be vague and vapourish, even damp. Between levels such nebulous pathways exist, closing one plane from another and equally providing a route to follow towards an entrance. The fogbanks are the Summerland’s walled highways, roads used by anyone searching for their homes after sudden death. Sometimes those who refuse to accept death will wander in the mist until they accept the truth. Others easily pass over them in the direction of their home plane.”


      First, directly from her place on the seventh, Norwen and Georgia had flown across the barrier lands of lake, soft silvery wetlands of rivulets and estuary where the wild water birds waded, casting their leggy reflections like fishing lines. Then they flew over the great expanses of the sixth plane, often obscured by cloud, often dizzily green and wide and washed in sunshine. Centrally the land was cut by a gorge of myriad colours, a great chasm of amazing depths, one side black shadowed and the other as emerald as a peacock’s plume under the sun. At the cavernous base, the land stretched again into fields, forests and the rush of cascading water. All the drama of a physical landscape, astonishing in beauty and variety, and unexpected in magnitude.


      “Not so bad after all,” Georgia grinned. “So I promise I won’t be a seventh plane snob.”


      “Of course not,” said Norwen. “All the Summerlands are beautiful if seen without prejudice. The sixth plane is a place of emotional extremes, of tumultuous energy. Just because it appears to be lower on the scale than your own home, does not make it ugly. Nor, in a sense, inferior, even though it is in effect further from the pinnacle of spiritual purity. Everything in human nature has its place.” Norwen moved closer, blocking for a moment the rush of wind and the chill of the rising shadows. He reached for her as they flew. “Now,” he said, “take my hand.”


      He had never touched her before and she was surprised at the frisson. She had found the experience of flying quite deliciously exciting, but Norwen’s touch was more so. Every particle of her being tingled.


      “It is the proximity of the spirit,” he said at once. “Although I lower my vibrations in order to travel to your level and be visible to you, my own essence remains at a far higher state of progress. Remember, this is not to speak of superiority, for each of us has this perfection potentially within us. But I have already travelled the road onwards to the ninth plane. You simply find the unexpected closeness of purity tantalising.”


      “You make it sound awfully mundane,” smiled Georgia, “but it’s actually this amazing muddle of states I’ve never known before. You’re much higher up the ladder than me and being close to you is like getting closer to God. But we’re travelling through the sixth plane down into the fifth, and that’s cold because it’s moving away from my own natural state in the opposite direction. Meanwhile I’m flying – actually flying through the air. Heavens. Just thinking of all that - it’s a miracle I’m able to think at all.”


      She felt his answering smile through the proximity of his hand enclosing hers but he said, “The fogs that form the barrier between sixth and fifth feel like frost. Keep your formation very close to mine.”


      The banks rose like dry ice, swirling vines of grasping fear. Georgia entered the blindness with a shudder. Immediately she lost height and her legs became heavy and slow. A whispering filled her head like a paralysis of doubt. Snow needles stabbed, and had Norwen not been holding her she thought she might have lost consciousness. Then his speed increased and they were through.


      

        

          

            [image: ]

          


        


        * * *


      


      They had spent Thursday in Siena, admiring, enthusing, drinking at the little tables by the piazza, first coffee, then wine, then coffee again. The sunshine had bounced from the cobbles and the old stone of the tower. But Wayne had not brought his mountainous back-pack into the medieval city, and he had not been left at the bus station or at any of the little hostels wedged into the narrow, winding alleys. Instead, he had accepted Romano’s invitation to stay a few more days. Romano had made the invitation for one reason only.


      On the way home they had stopped at a cottage tucked into a fold of the curling green and golden hills. Goats nibbled at the bougainvillea and chickens wandered beneath the olive and lemon trees.


      “These people used to work for my family on the land,” said Romano. “All their lives. So when they became too old we gave them a corner of the estate for themselves. Now they bring me fresh eggs.”


      “Positively feudal,” cooed Julian. “Utterly delicious.”


      Romano raised an eyebrow. “They won’t mind you exploring outside,” he said. “I won’t be long if you want to wait here.”


      The old people were as sun-browned and bent as their olive trees. They reached up to kiss Romano, clucking like their hens. Romano reduced himself to their level, bending, kissing back wizened cheeks. Everyone wore black, living silhouettes in a golden landscape. Sophie wandered off to sit on an old wooden bench under an arch of vine. Shaded by leaf and the first clusters of pip hard fruit, she watched Romano enter the cottage and then turned her attention to the others. Wayne and Julian stood together beside the car in the harsh sunlight, one dark head, the other nodding blonde curls. Wayne was the taller, broad shouldered now without his burden. His jeans were torn at both knees. Sophie watched the protruding knee joints and their polished strength. She smiled.


      Wayne, unaware of scrutiny, waved towards the verges of wild flowers and the winding lane beyond the fence. “Everything’s just so picturesque. Just like a fairy story.”


      Julian nodded, appreciative. “Yes. Magic.”


      But it was Wayne Sophie was watching. Her mother had discovered that sort of magic out here and she was beginning to wonder if she might too.


      Then Romano’s shadow blotted the sun dazzle and his soft, deep voice interrupted her drifting thoughts. “Wake up. Guiseppe and Natalia want to give you something before we go.”


      The old couple gave her an earthenware pot of honey, pressed it into her hands with eager nods and huge smiles, bobbing, encouraging. Sophie had learned thank you in Italian and said it. “Grazie, grazie tante.”


      “They knew Georgia,” said Romano. “They say you look like her. You do.”


      Sophie nursed the pot of honey as they drove home. It was warm and heavy. Julian and Wayne sat together in the back. Sophie felt Wayne’s breath on the curve of her neck as she watched Romano’s hands on the driving wheel beside her, then turned to watch the passing roadside and its tangle of yellow flowers, let the wind tousle her hair, then closed her eyes against glare and speed. It was an old open top, a wide white sports car, as dusty as the lanes they drove. Too old to be smart, too young to be vintage, but unpretentiously sumptuous and wondrously fun.


      “Your car reminds me of you,” said Sophie sleepily.


      Romano smiled. “Decrepit? Battered? Rather noisy?”


      “Full of character,” said Sophie.
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        * * *


      


      There were houses, clustered or singular, and now they flew low enough to see the roof tops and the sudden gleam of sunshine caught in glass. Georgia twisted, rolling through the sky as it parted for her, currents like horses tossing their manes. She flung back her own hair, felt the sparkle of the light-energy tingle across her skin, and settled, reattaching herself to Norwen’s hand. The pleasure of his touch was a caress of energy.


      “I didn’t expect such cosy little houses.”


      “Your expectations,” said Norwen, “are always likely to be mistaken, until you are more experienced in the concept of death. Remember that home is a subconscious need, and symbolic of our inner spirit searching for its place. All humanity will make an exterior home for itself until it finds total peace within the soul, for of course, soul is its own home.”


      “You said how you still have a sort of home on the ninth,” she nodded.


      “Yes. I am recent to the ninth, and so still build a shelter of familiarity. It is on the tenth plane that spirit arrives in a purity of state sufficient to eliminate the need for all vestiges of physical symbols. From that point, we begin to truly discover our own divinity.”


      “Oh, I feel far too ordinary to think of myself as divine,” she laughed. “After all, you keep telling me I’m wrong about everything, so that’s not very divine, is it? So, if our houses represent ourselves, what does mine say of me?”


      “That you have only recently been born here, and need the safety of the familiar above all things,” he said. “Your home will change and grow, as you do.”


      Georgia giggled, a little self-conscious. “Then I want a palace,” she said. “Like Versailles, perhaps.”


      “Growth is not measured by size,” he answered. “Now, this is not the time for introspection, but for outer discovery. Watch where I am taking you. The fifth plane is two planes distant from your own, with a changeful and meandering message. It is the first base up from the deep dark. Here, the arriving souls are not locked into the painful obsessions and distortions of lower life. They are eager to learn, but not yet ready for the lesson.”


      “What gorgeous autumn colours.” Georgia brushed the tree tops with her fingers, becoming breeze. “So here there are seasons. Does it rain?”


      “The occasional seasons of the fifth are part of its familiarity and its symbolic challenge,” Norwen told her. “But if you wish it, you can create rain on your own plane, as you once created dawn.”


      “And that?”


      “That is the House of Rest, entrance to the fifth,” he said. “Each plane has a door to the Temple of arrival, a place where those who need it are revived by sleep and dream. Some die directly into the welcome of a bed under rainbow curtains. Others arrive elsewhere and are then brought to the Temple, as you were. Some have different beginnings. It is all relative.”


      “Even into the higher levels? The eighth? Or ninth?”


      “None can die directly into the ninth; its vibrations separate it too greatly from Earth. The few who die into the eighth are rare indeed, and souls of immense spiritual progress. They need no hospital, no rest or recuperation in dream. But even the greatest amongst us usually arrive on the seventh, with a brief need to disentangle from life’s influences and expectations. Now, very soon we go down to land. Are you ready for what you may find?”


      She had found a copse of trees all a dither in pink beneath her feet, a delicious froth and fluff of shyest pastels, crowned in candy. Not pink blossom but pink in themselves. Their trunks as straight as sunbeams, were all washed in rose, bark peeling in a blazon of undressed blush.


      “Just flying is such a joy.” Georgia breathed deep. She had no words left for description. The endless beauty sent her spinning, speechless and inspired.


      “But we are here for a purpose,” Norwen reminded her. “Are you nervous of the end result?”


      Of course, since he could read her mind. “Actually – a bit scared. I’ll fail first time around and I expect that. But it’ll hurt. And since arriving here, nothing else has hurt at all. I’m out of practise.” She turned aside, banishing fear, asking, “Why are the trees different? Why are they pink?”


      “Independence of spirit. They wanted to be pink. All life has spirit of a sort, which here infers choice. And now -”


      There was so much she still wanted to say. That Norwen had left no passing reflection in the water they had flown over, though she had been charmed to see her own passing image, fleeting ripples of colour wearing her own face. Instead Norwen, although he was present, was made of vibrations uncatchable within the essence of the fifth. That she was cold now, and the cloud cover had begun to loom. That a dullness of both body and mind encompassed and reached for her as they neared the land.


      “We are here,” said Norwen, and her toes touched solid ground.


      For the first time since death, Georgia struggled for breath and had to remember her lungs. “She lives here then?”


      “Nearby. You are cold now because you feel the predomination of pessimism and hopelessness. Those who live here are acclimatised and feel little discomfort. Warm yourself from within by keeping your attitude positive.”


      Georgia looked around her. It was a gloomy square, paved, the centre of a township, and busy. Flowers grew between the flagstones, but were stunted. The sky seemed a long way away. People scurried, darting into doorways. Within the grey, Norwen blazed like a huge and holy light. “Now that’s disconcerting,” whispered Georgia. “You’re like a – torch.”


      Immediately she felt herself shrinking. Overshadowed, her faults and her insignificance felt silhouetted in stark evidence.


      “Indeed,” said Norwen, and had released her hand, so that the cold blew sharper around and through her. “Most people here will become afraid and avoid me. Or they will seek me, wanting easy salvation. So I will leave you here, and allow your exploration to be your own independent achievement. When you wish to go, let the wish absorb you, and you will find yourself immediately back in your own home.”
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        * * *


      


      “I am driving the lanes of Tuscany,” Sophie thought. “Me. Little unromantic me, with the cypresses and the sunshine and the wind in my eyes. In Italy, on the wrong side of the road, and beside me is one of the most handsome men in the world who used to be my mother’s lover, and behind is a bronzed roly-poly angel, who I fancy like crazy. Oh, and Julian too of course, who doesn’t count.”


      Romano’s brother was broader and shorter with a deep jigsaw of sun-etched character lines and an ingrained grin. He spoke hesitant English, his wife none, but he showed the three guests over the DelMare vineyards, the stables and antique olive presses still operating for personal use, the great cool cellars of fermenting barrels, the gleaming vats and bubbling steel paraphernalia of wine-making.


      Out in the burnished rows of vine, the last week of fumigating and fertilizing was finishing its spring-cleaning flurry, and the preparations for wire-raising begun. Luca kissed his brother and Sophie on both cheeks, shook Wayne’s and Julian’s hands. “Your mother,” said Luca carefully, “we knew her well. So good, so beautiful. She make my Romano so happy. We are so sorry to hear of the passing. We feel for him, and for you.”


      Sophie nodded. There wasn’t much to say, and anyway, he wouldn’t understand. “Thank you.”


      “He could have kissed me too,” breathed Julian afterwards. “I wouldn’t have minded.”


      “Stop pretending to be stereotypical,” said Sophie. “You don’t really want to be kissed by an old man with bristles and big teeth.”


      “Speak for yourself,” said Julian.


      She wanted to be kissed by Wayne, who was golden and muscled and blue-eyed.
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        * * *


      


      A plump, middle aged woman with a round, pretty face bustled past. The collar of her red coat was turned up against the low cloud. The scarlet wool was defiant on the shadowed pavement. The woman’s lipstick matched. Her aura was a colourless puff of cloud, turned up, like her collar, and around her chin like a scarf of indignant foggy swathes. She pushed past, then suddenly, before crossing the street, dug out with a purposeful elbow. To herself the woman smiled, the jagged thrust, hidden in casual innocence, revealing spite and envy. Georgia looked down in surprise. The woman’s disillusion was less disguised than her satisfaction had been, for now she saw her elbow pass right through Georgia’s body and make no contact. She scowled and hurried on.


      Norwen’s voice said into Georgia’s head, “You have met your mother. Now, if you wish it, you should follow her.”


      “Her?”


      She said it aloud, and the woman in red turned, furious.


      “You talking about me? I never did a thing. Mind your own damn business.”


      Georgia cringed, straightened again, planted her feet wide and reminded herself to keep her answers telepathic. To Norwen she thought, “But I have no sense of knowing her. I expected when I saw her, I’d know. That I’d somehow feel it.”


      “You are spirit, not flesh. Who was your mother in the last life, might be your daughter in the next. Or a stranger. Or your enemy. What is family relationship to a spirit? We are all brothers.”


      “Oh dear. Now you bring up reincarnation, just when I’m trying to focus on being practical,” Georgia mumbled. “But that’s a subject I’ll have to come back to another time. Alright. If that’s my mother, I’ll follow her now. Will you come and see me afterwards?”


      “If you call me,” said Norwen. “When you need me, I will always come, until you grow beyond need.”


      The woman had entered a house, tall and narrow, with rows of blind, dark windows. The door had swung shut behind her but was now rattling on its uneven hinges, blowing in the rebound of her haste. Georgia crossed the road and approached the door. It was highly polished but hung crooked and partly open. Georgia knocked and her hand passed through the frame. She shook her head, settled her mind, and knocked again. This time her fist made contact and the sound reverberated. The frame shook. The house peered down with a suspicious and disapproving frown.


    


  




  

    

      

        

          
          


          

            Chapter Fourteen
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      Primo built under the tallest redwood where the branches wiped the clouds from the sky. He used the forest silences as one of his tools, his concentration as the other.


      The house grew slowly. He had meant it to be small, matching his new polished humility, but it began to stretch, shambling across a slope and leaning, a little lop-sided, towards the woodland stream. The harpy watched, unblinking.


      The roof was pointed, with a puffing chimney, as forest cottages have in fairy tales. There was no hearth within and certainly no logs cut from the trees that breathed down upon him, which he would never chop or burn. But there was a little soft blue smoke rising from the chimney all the same, which seemed to dance in the breeze, whether there was a breeze or not.


      The windows were large and varied and reflected the sunshine and the dappled green shade. Inside there were three rooms. That was two more than Primo had ever had before. Then there was a long corridor, which led nowhere, but which refused to fade and was arched in leaf. It led directly from the smaller room. It held expectation, as yet unfulfilled.


      The main room, which was surprisingly large, was the space for living, for sitting at ease and for thinking. It was bright because of the number of windows, and it was carpeted in forest flowers. It was large enough for the harpy to enter and roost should she wish, and it was furnished with comfortable chairs and cushions.


      The next room was his bedroom and the bed was big and soft and smelled of loam. It was cooler and its corners were mysteriously shaded, although a window stretched across one wall and viewed the trees as if they were eavesdroppers to his dreams.


      The smallest room with its domed entrance to the blunt ended corridor, housed a pool. It was a woodland pool, pebble based and fronded in water fern, and very beautiful. The deeper end was busy with tadpoles and algae, the gentler bank as transparent as silvered mirror. The pool’s centre reflected not the ceiling above, which was black beamed and white plastered in cottage style, but the trees outside and sometimes the harpy as she roosted in their branches.


      He had never been as satisfied with a home, and rediscovered pride, being delighted with his own building powers and the growth of his own spirit which it demonstrated.
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        * * *


      


      “Australians are all rich, aren’t they?” said Sophie.


      “Everyone of us a millionaire.”


      “I just meant it’s an affluent country.”


      “I only said I wanted to do some shopping in Siena,” said Wayne. “Get something to send home to my mum. Okay, Siena’s expensive but I have to get her something. Don’t you ever buy presents for your mother?”


      Sophie paused. She liked Wayne’s sheepish grin. She didn’t want to spoil the mood. “Not anymore. I used to. She’s dead.”


      “Sorry.”


      “We will drive into Siena again this morning,” Romano interrupted them. “Aperitivo at the Piazza. Who wants to come, be ready in twenty minutes.”


      Cinnamon shadows and apricot lights, a gentle, whispering antiquity, the endless secrets of old stone. Siena’s medieval beauty was Julian’s inspiration. “I shall buy material that colour when I get home. Silk I think, a raw matte maybe, or slub perhaps. I shall swathe pillars. I shall make lamp shades. I shall weave tassels.”


      “Cool,” said Wayne. “I had a shirt that colour once.”


      They wandered the streets, Romano’s wide-eyed little group, and finally settled at the café tables in the piazza. “And that dear little urchin Bacchus. Cherubs everywhere. Darlings, such cornucopias of fruit and medieval plenty. I’ve never seen such opulent carvings. As soon as I get home, I shall redecorate.” Julian was reverent. “Hobgoblins and gargoyles. Baby seraphim with soft bare bums. Fauns and satyrs. Heraldic banners.”


      “So this is where it all happens,” sighed Wayne.


      “The palio?” Romano smiled. “More than a month away. Do you contemplate staying that long perhaps?”


      Wayne grinned and blushed. “Well no. I mean, of course, not to take advantage of your hospitality and everything. But I’d love to see it some day.”


      “What appeals so much?” Romano ordered four Campari sodas. “The history? Every aspect of this place is steeped in history.”


      “Yes,” said Wayne, “of course the history is what it’s all about. Back in Oz, they call it antique after fifty years. Here it’s millennia. But especially the palio. They take it so seriously don’t they? I mean, they almost kill each other. Horses die.”


      “A little bloodshed certainly adds to the drama, if you are that way inclined,” said Romano quietly.


      “It must be so exciting, darling,” said Julian, who had never heard of it before coming to Italy. He leaned forward avidly over his glass. “Not the horses dying of course, but the costumes and flags and banners and everything. Genuine old uniforms and all that gold trimming. The thunder of horse’s hooves on these amazing cobbles. All that murderous rivalry. And this piazza, and the curly stone slopes. Like a serpent, just waiting to uncoil.”


      “Oh my God,” sniffed Sophie. “You’re such a tourist.” She turned to Wayne. “And you’re bloodthirsty.” It was flirtatious, and he smiled, and nodded. “You’d probably be pleased if they brought back jousting.” She turned again. She was going to ask Romano if he had ever brought her mother to the palio. Probably. They’d have done all the local festivals. Then she stopped. A woman had come behind her and was talking across her shoulder, addressing Romano in Italian.


      Romano looked up with a blank expression. He answered the woman briefly. The woman spoke again and Sophie caught the sound of her mother’s name.


      Romano said, “Georgia? Yes. This is Sophia, her daughter. She and her friends are staying with me. Naturally, under the circumstances, I’m afraid I must decline your invitation.”


      The woman switched to reluctant English, and walked around to stand by Romano’s chair. She hid an automatic scowl. “I am pleased to meet you. I met your mother. I am sorry about – you know.”


      Elegant, dark and sleek, the woman was classically dressed and her clothes shrieked expensive. She reached out a small hand and red lacquered finger nails, bringing a spare chair from the next table, and sat next to Romano with a quick flick of perfect bronzed legs. “But carissimo, it has been an age. I give a small dinner party this Saturday, and you must come. I accept no excuses. Bring your little English friends perhaps.”


      “Wayne’s Australian,” said Sophie somewhat unnecessarily.


      The woman waved a dismissive and diamond studded hand, immediately switching back to Italian. Julian lost interest, burying himself in conversation with Wayne, discussing the colour of the Campari and the architecture of the tower. Sophie sat straight and stared. She wished she was small and dark and sleek, with thick hair that gleamed black sunbeams and legs as smooth as silk.


      Romano finally answered, given the opportunity, in English. “I think not, Bianca. Society must manage a little longer without me, I believe. I have not the slightest desire to rejoin the status game. You must forgive me.”


      The woman was surprised and taken aback, obviously unused to being denied. “But caro, you have become a recluse,” she told him. “It is unhealthy. Romano, carissimo, you must reconsider. Just one little dinner party. For me.”


      He shook his own black sheen of hair. “No,” and stood, scraping back his chair and looking down at her with a frown. “And now you must excuse me. I have other matters to attend to.”


      Dismissed and angry, the woman also stood. Impressive, beautiful, intimidating, glorious and utterly immaculate, she reasserted dignity and leaned up, kissing Romano quickly on each cheek. “Another time perhaps?”


      “Perhaps.” Romano gathered his group, helping Sophie with her chair. Sophie grinned, and tucked her less than immaculate hand into the crook of his arm. It hid her nibbled finger nails. “Home now,” Romano smiled at her. “I shall cook us all a - Putanesca.”


      The woman blinked and left, a neat figure crossing the square with the reflections of the swallows glittering across her hair like little jewels. “Sounds great,” said Sophie, grinning back.


      So grooming and unblemished detail, the unobtainable that Sophie had always coveted in magazines, could exist, and be wondrously tantalising, on free offer, and still, incredibly, be uncompromisingly rejected. Romano had been blatant in turning it all down. So beauty really could be in the eye of the beholder after all. It was a useful thing to know. And be thankful for.


      “A tiresome woman,” said Romano, patting the small hand that now gripped the sleeve of his cream linen jacket. “Your mother disliked her. And now, I hope you are hungry.”
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        * * *


      


      Primo was walking in the forest when Daisy turned up. He was particularly pleased to see her until he realised she wasn’t alone.


      “What did you bring him for?” demanded Primo kicking at tree roots, which moved quickly out of his way.


      “He came to live with me after you buggered off,” said Daisy. “I like him. He’s sweet.”


      “In my hut,” Primo scowled. “With him.”


      “There’s nothing wrong with him,” insisted Daisy. “Just because he was in Pigseed’s gang doesn’t mean he’s all bad. We all move on and up. You were in Pigseed’s gang too, but you moved up. So – Sam’s moved up.”


      “Sam’s a little shit and he ripped half my face off,” said Primo. “And come to think of it – you were one of Pigseed’s lot too. So, both of you can piss off. I don’t want you. I’ve built a new place and I want it all to myself, thanks very much.”


      “You liked me before,” Daisy looked wistful. “You said you loved me.”


      “And what a huge mistake that was,” Primo pointed out. “After I said that, you went all shitty. Besides, I don’t love you anymore. I don’t even like you.” He paused, glaring at her. “Have you been doing it with Sam in my hut?”


      Daisy shook her head and then changed her mind. She nodded. “Yes, and what do you care?”


      Primo kicked the tree again, which quivered reprovingly. “Why didn’t you come with me when I had to leave,” he asked, “instead of leaving me all alone and then following on after me when it’s too late? Fucking women don’t make any sense if you ask me.”


      “Well, no one’s asking you.”


      “You could stay,” Primo said reluctantly, “if you really want. But I’m not having him.”


      Sam grinned out from Primo’s front window. He was exploring the house. Primo had no way of keeping him out. “Same prissy little sod as always I see,” Sam said, widening the smile. “Always did think yourself better than the rest, didn’t you? Well, you can keep your frumpy old tree house. I wouldn’t live here if you begged me. I’m sticking to the hut you made on the mountains at the border. Daisy can choose who she wants to share with. No skin off my nose, either way.”


      “Which reminds me,” said Primo, striding over. “It was the fucking skin off my fucking nose you had your nasty little paws in last time I met up with you. If you don’t want a fight now, bugger off. And don’t take anything of mine with you.”


      Sam reappeared from the house with a swagger. “Like what? A stone? A couple of dried old leaves? You haven’t got anything. Forget it. You coming, Daisy?”


      “Maybe,” said Daisy. “You go back home. I’ll probably come back later.”


      Sam disappeared between the trees in the direction of the third plane fogbanks. Daisy stood her ground and Primo looked down his re-grown nose at her. “How could you want him after me?” he demanded. “You could have come with me but you chose him instead. He’s a vicious little moron. So go on, bugger off back to him now.”


      Daisy sat on the grass under the drooping foliage. She did not attempt to enter Primo’s new home. “I never had a son,” she said. “Sam’s maybe grown up over here, but he died when he was ten and he’s still sort of like that. Like a little kid. He likes me to cook for him.”


      Primo sighed, exaggerated. “Oh great. The course of true love. You have so much in common.”


      “Don’t give me that life shit,” said Daisy. “I was being honest. It’s why I like Sam, with him being like my own little boy.”


      “Even though you’re fucking him? How heavenly.”


      “Yes, well,” Daisy looked into her lap with a sniff. “That was the only way he’d stay with me. Pretty typical, isn’t it? That was the only reason you let me live with you too I reckon.”


      “No it wasn’t,” said Primo, “though I admit I liked it. Anyway, I can’t be bothered arguing. So make up your mind once and for all. Stay with me, or sod off with him.”


      Daisy stood up. “I think I have to go,” she said. “I’m uncomfortable here. Look, it’s nothing to do with Sam. I wanted to come to you, and he just insisted on coming along. But the wave length’s too advanced and I can’t breathe properly, so I can’t stay. I knew it when you left before but I was too proud to tell you, so I pretended I didn’t want you. Really I just knew I couldn’t live on the fourth, except on the boundary. So now I have to go back. Even if I really don’t want to.”


      “So why come now?” Primo was cross. He looked at her little pointed chin and her floppy blonde curls and slanted eyes, and remembered how much he’d really liked her, and how much he wanted her to stay. And she was right. He missed the sex.


      Daisy was panting, her breathing becoming noticeably forced. “The vibration’s beyond me. I’ve got to go.” She began to back track through the trees in the direction Sam had gone. “But there’s something – that – I don’t know. Binds us. Like ties us together. I keep feeling I have to find you. It’s like chains.”


      “Oh bloody perfect.” Primo frowned and clenched both fists behind his back. “Now I’m a fucking liability, am I? A nice pair of handcuffs? It’s not even that you like my company, you just feel glued to my shadow or something.”


      Daisy stood her ground a moment. “Perhaps it is something like that,” she said, a little sorrowfully. “But I like you too. Honestly I do.”


      “So – send me a letter,” said Primo.


      “The do-gooders say things like this, don’t they?” whispered Daisy. “About being tied to people for special reasons. You know. Karmic debts.”


      “Don’t recite that sort of drivel to me,” retorted Primo. “I hate the fucking do-gooders and I hate their boring dogma. I’m not tied to anyone and I don’t believe in fucking karma. So piss off.”


      She turned then, and quickly ran off through the trees, disappearing into the tall shadows. Primo stood all alone and stared at the marks of her little bare heels on the soft ground. Almost immediately they faded and Primo went indoors and sat down and looked at his pool. Then he stepped into the water and slowly lay back, letting the green surface support him, stretched his arms out in a crucifixion and closed his eyes tight. It was cool. He relaxed each tensed muscle, counting as he stretched every tendon, loosened each joint, purposefully relinquishing tension. It had been his way of surrendering when he’d first broken the barrier and started to live on the fourth but then he had done it lying on the bare, stony cliff edge. Now, in cooling, rippled water, it was blissful. He felt the tadpoles tickle his neck.


      He wondered for a brief moment how the little cockroach Sam had ever managed to move up from the third to the fourth. He further wondered what that said about him. Only a forest between them, and now on the same level.


      Then, turning his face, he saw the algae studded blur of his own reflection. It smiled gently at him. Through one wide watery unblinking eye, a tadpole wriggled, flashed its tail, and jumped, becoming a frog with a smug, golden flecked grin. It sat on the pool edge and croaked. Primo’s reflection swirled in rippled distortion, and then was still. Primo smiled back.
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        * * *


      


      “It is a long, long time since I thought of my life,” Norwen said. “Now objective memory leads to subjective decisions.” He spoke aloud. Memories of the physical brought back physical habits.


      “Everything, in the end, is subjective,” said Wilmot. “Even objectivity is subjective. Indeed, specifically so. Relish it then.”


      Norwen nodded. Wilmot smiled. They were sitting on the sea mist, lilac billows of glitter rolling in from the hesitant spangle of distant dancing spray. “I watched the old man arrive,” Norwen admitted. “It’s so long since I’ve felt anything like it. His arrival was not easy for him. It alerted me, a punch almost, a slap of reminder.”


      “You welcome it naturally,” Wilmot said, “Without illusions of coincidence, this connects to your next progressive advance.”


      “To something holding back my progress?”


      “Of course not,” Wilmot said, studying his flippers. “You have long forgiven the man, inevitably and assuredly. Nothing holds you back but the need for assimilation.” Wilmot had taken a quick swim, entering the waves as a dolphin but reappearing complete with trident and crown. Now the sun glittered on his seaweed beard.


      “Asking your advice,” said Norwen, memories now vibrant, “is like speaking to an entire closet full of animated comic books.”


      “Am I too ostentatious for you?” Wilmot doffed his coronet with an elaborate and plaintive frown. “I could always become a barnacle instead, if that would make you more comfortable. I’ve no objections, I assure you.”


      Norwen grinned. “You can be a kangaroo for all I care. Indeed, better a kangaroo than a chattering barnacle, I think. Just bounce me some of your splendidly individual knowledge.”


      Wilmot chuckled. “You know exactly what to do. You don’t need me, kangaroo, barnacle or subjectively directive signpost. Your spirit craves only final assimilation of past experience. Each scavenging memory reappears to challenge, then aids advance.” He had indeed now become a barnacle, hanging limpet-like from the misty cloud. Its hinged shell wobbled in the sun trapped sea crystals. “Your own guide, I imagine,” it added with a damp sniff, “is long advanced.”


      Norwen was, as was still possible with Wilmot, surprised at the remark. It entered his mind telepathically in a warming caress. “She entered the higher realms soon after I reached the eighth,” Norwen said. Further memories with different shades of progressive loving, travelled his mind in splendid waves of recognition. “As I shall do perhaps,” he continued, “once my new apprentice enters the eighth. How glorious it will be, when we are all in the high realms together.”


      “We shall love each soul so completely,” said the barnacle with a shiver of pleasure, “every aspect of existence will be superlatively glorious. In the meantime, I adore my own small and ravaged apprentice. He is – utterly precious to me.”


      Norwen smiled. “Your third plane child? Of course.”


      “Fourth plane – and rising,” Wilmot corrected him. “Becoming so – deliciously – close. He is within a breath – one sweet warm breath of being entirely ready for me.”


      Norwen smiled. “And thank you. I know what I have to do.”


      “You always did,” said the barnacle, licking its lips. “Very salty, this puddle. I think I shall go home. An unorthodox approach can sometimes be so tiring.”


      “No doubt.” Norwen was also leaving, his outline fading from the sea mist into a deeper mist of enveloping invisibility. “Though I imagine orthodoxy would exhaust you entirely.”


      “I have no idea,” said the echo. “I’ve never tried it.”


    


  




  

    

      

        

          
          


          

            Chapter Fifteen
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      Ayakis sat and picked pebbles from inside his sandals. The roadway, though mostly hidden beneath the haze and sudden gusts of fog, remained hard so stones and grit imbedded themselves in his open shoes, biting at the rough skin of his feet. It had become extremely chill at first and while various of the group had been called away by strange forbidding shapes that appeared in the mist and disappeared with them, so Ayakis had shivered, wrapping his skinny arms around his chest, colder than he had felt for most of his life. He was used to hot forbidding countries and the scorch of a relentless sun on his face. He had not expected the cold. He had not expected any of it.


      Now, gradually, it was becoming warmer and the fogs, though still thick, showed faint openings where the sandy soil peeped through. When he sat to pick between his toes, so he could see, just, what he was sitting on.


      He could also see his remaining enemies. His victims. The group had shrunk, but the stuffy pompous Dutchman still plodded along beside the dirty heathen monk and his fleas, lice, complaints and infections. There was the stupid bus driver and the vile American couple, holding hands now and chattering inanely. There was the tall boy, about his own age, called Sven. Worst of all was Francesco the bully. Ayakis still nursed a wounded face and an aching body. To be dead, yet in pain! He had been prepared for the agony of the bomb but dying had been utterly painless. A breath, followed by no breath, and then breathing easily again, but as if the breath came from quite a different place. The breathing felt, in fact, as if it came from outside himself. The familiar sensation of lungs and a pumping heart, of a mouth of saliva and a throat of air, all that had gone. But somehow, life continued. He had been blind to the explosion, fire and shattered limbs, had been quite unaware of the experience of a mangled and fearful death. Yet now, stumbling a foggy roadside, he was in pain after all. The angry man had beaten him and he had felt every minute of it. The scars still stung. So did the shame. His sacrifice and martyrdom had been unrecognised by the Eternal Power, and he felt as unloved and overlooked as he had always felt in life. After the beating even his victims tended to ignore him.


      The growing warmth was a comfort. Then the boy Sven looked up and smiled, and said, excited, “Grandfather. It is you? You look ridiculously young.”


      Ayakis heard the laughter and watched as Sven walked into the gold and became invisible within it. Then the light blinked out. It left an understanding, in the sudden contrast, of how dull the hazy road really was.


      “Puff. Just like that,” said Ethel.  “One minute you’re speaking to them, and then off they go. I just hope it’s us next time.”


      “Who do you think will come?” wondered Ron. “Your mother I suppose.”


      “Or your first wife,” said Ethel. “Now, that’d be an embarrassment. Do you think she knows about me?”


      “You are pathetically mundane,” interrupted Ayakis, irritated into sudden speech. “Do you think you are on some absurd Yankee picnic? You must think of God and His sacred laws, be prepared for what will be demanded of you. You must account for your sins and beg forgiveness for your transgressions. You are in Holy Paradise, not Hollywood.”


      Ethel smiled without rancour and nodded. “Well, that’s what’s been puzzling all of us,” she said. “I don’t reckon this is your idea of Paradise any more than ours. And we’re not being accused of any past faults or being made to account for them either. Hey, you pray if you want to, honey, no one’s stopping you. But family seems to come and call for those who go off into the light, not angels nor saints, nor devils either.”


      “But it’s more than likely the devil will come for you,” Ron frowned, prodding Ayakis, who moved quickly away, fearing another beating. “I never actually believed in the devil, tell the truth, but if there is one, he’s salivating over you this minute. He’ll be having boiled bomber for dinner.”


      “Fool,” spat Ayakis from a safe distance. “You understand nothing.”


      “Well, I’ve always believed in Lucifer,” said Francesco, slowing up to trudge beside Ron. “And this bastard proves it, far as I can see. Evil is as evil does.”


      Father Martin was trying to knot his beard, keeping it from tangling in the fogs. “I’ve had a clear faith most of my life,” he muttered. “I’ve known it and lived by it, pure as any human man can be. But this isn’t what I expected.”


      Ron frowned at Ayakis. “And since it’s surprised every one of us, maybe soon we’ll find out exactly who really did follow the true path all through life.”


      Ethel nodded vigorously. “Yes. Get the real story behind the different religions. See who did give the right teaching all along.”


      “I’ve told you,” said Francesco patiently, “and I’ll say it again. This is Purgatory. You lot may be surprised by where we are, but I’m not. It’s exactly what I expected. So you can keep your doubts to yourselves. I know what the true religion is, and always have.”


      “Infidel,” said Ayakis, though keeping well apart. “Fool. Sinner. You will all burn in Hell.”


      Which is when the explosion came, and the growing warmth of the mist became a blasting heat, and the faded twilight became a sudden, billowing scarlet.


      “Oh my God,” said Ethel, “it’s hellfire after all.”


      Ayakis fell flat on his face and began to sob. Ron clutched Ethel and Francesco looked up in utter astonishment. The bus driver squealed and fell over and Father Martin covered his face with his beard and his hands and began frantically to pray.


      Then the logical man stared, blinked, and coughed. “It’s a flaming volcano,” said Wilhelm. “Now how do you get volcanoes in Heaven?”


      The volcano rose in a sparking roar of flame from the depths of the pit below the fogs, and spat its violence high above. The heat was palpable but did not burn. Amongst all the other matters that no one had expected, this seemed the most unexpected of all.
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      Quite alone again, Primo lay in the gentle water of his forest pool and looked first up at the ceiling, which was clean white plaster beneath dark wooden beams, and then down at the rippled water around his body and its echo of the green and leafy reflection of the trees outside, not seen by looking up or out but only by looking down. There also, framed by branches and the breeze in the fluttering blossoms, was Primo’s own reflection, which smiled at him, whether he smiled at it or not.


      “I wonder,” said Primo, though quite silently, “if you know more than I do.” The reflection continued to smile. “I went into the nothingness pit,” Primo thought, “and you didn’t. I had no reflection there, at least, not one I could see. So what I learned there, you didn’t. So do I know more than you? Or did you know it already, and never needed the lessons I’ve learned?”


      Primo had sometimes heard the singing of the water in other places, in the high tumbling waterfalls of the cliffs where he had first built a home he was proud of. There had been streams, and a wide river. They had made music too. Now his own pool sang. The melody was faint, like the shallow weed-warm water it was, with its strange and persistent reflections. It was not a complicated song and the notes repeated, but Primo thought it mysteriously beautiful, and then he thought it sad. It sang of vulnerability. The pool repudiated the solid ceiling above and yearned to look up into the forest trees and the sky beyond, not the confines of his small home. It gave life to a thousand creatures, the darting minnows, tadpoles and their sudden, inspired metamorphosis. There were creatures even tinier, which floated or swam or hid in crevices. There were fronded plants and sluggish weed. There were the ripples themselves, which appeared to have a will of their own and clung to the freedom of choice. Yet the pool remained eccentric and unhappy. It did not love his home. Primo was sorry.


      He blinked, and turned, and immediately found his ceiling was gone. The pool reflected the same forest scene, but now the trees gazed uninhibited upon the water that loved them. On one branch the harpy roosted, her head under her wing. Had she not been an eagle, Primo thought, and smiled, she would be curled beside him in bed. It is hard to embrace an eagle, but in his mind he often did. He shut his eyes. But he still saw the woods and the bird, for, just as the pool had reflected the scene beyond the ceiling, so Primo’s eyes saw beyond his own eyelids. So he lay back and sang with the water music. The song was brighter now, thrilling and free and harmonious. The notes did not repeat. The water was now enthusiastic and deliciously, bubblingly happy.


      “I wonder,” Primo wondered, “without the roof, if I’ve lost some of my house, or gained a forest.”


      A small row of yellow frogs were sitting on the bank regarding him. Then he noticed huge claws shift beyond the tiny webbed feet and saw the cassowary leaning down to drink. The absent-minded hornbill was sitting on a chair back, and a small flock of finches had alighted on a low bush. Primo decided that he had gained a forest.
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      Romano was busy in the kitchen and Julian was helping, passing the salt and the tomatoes and pulling the heads off bunches of basil. The reflected glory of the midday sun was strong on the rows of glazed earthenware and enamelled jars.


      “Chop the tomatoes, no don’t bother peeling them, life is too short. Our own from the garden, and fresh herbs too, though until summer the leaves remain small. Melanzane from the basket, the ones we bought from the village yesterday. Now, the olive oil.”


      “Green as Columbian emerald mines.” Julian passed the large bottle, heavy as a keg. “Unpolished jewels. In England, olive oil is a washed out yellow with a tinge of brown like tannin.”


      “Now the wine, plenty of wine.”


      “To drink, my darling boy, or just for cooking?”


      “Both,” smiled Romano. “No one can cook well without the necessary lubrication.”


      He spoke to his simmering pans, encouraging their busyness, admonishing the bubbles, urging the ingredients to release their colours and tastes. “Pommodori,” he addressed them, “split and soften. Show your red Italian energy, gained from this red Italian soil. We have guests, who are waiting, and hungry, and need to be impressed by all your effort.”


      But Sophie was out, walking with Wayne. She had engineered it while Julian was busy with Romano in the kitchen. And perhaps, just perhaps, Romano had intended it, for Romano seemed to understand a great deal and just smiled, and said very little.


      There was a stream and a slightly crumbling stone bridge, but the water was low and in places the stream was little more than a gurgle and a slick of damp across the muddy bed. Wayne stood on the bridge.


      “Come on, let’s walk down over the stones. The water gets deeper further on.”


      “Romano says there are eels,” said Sophie. “I don’t think I want eels round my ankles.”


      “Don’t be such a wuss,” grinned Wayne. “They’ll be more scared of us, than us of them.”


      “Don’t eels bite?” Sophie didn’t like eels but there were other reasons. Women were supposed to be vulnerable. Men were supposed to protect women.


      He grabbed her hand and pulled her, running down from the little hillock of bridge and into the cool shadows below. They both stopped then and pulled off their sandals, plunging into the trickling stream and the suck of wet earth. There were sun freckles and wriggling things, but the water didn’t even reach to her ankles. “It tickles my feet,” Sophie laughed.


      “Hell, it’s just a spongy sludge. Come on, let’s walk down where it’s deeper.”


      “It’ll be cold.” Though probably just a cool relief from the heat of the day.


      For some time she had imagined Wayne touching her, caressing. Kissing. Now it was all going to happen at last. He was a good deal taller and Sophie gazed up, wondering if she looked feminine and alluring, or just like a silly kid with chubby cheeks and a smudge on her nose. Trying to flirt. Probably failing.


      Then Wayne bent his head and Sophie leaned up on tiptoe to meet, mouth to mouth, nose to nose, and slipped in the squelch. Before she fell he had caught her, arm around her waist and the glint of his eyes encompassing her horizon. The sweet thrill of body against body, recompense for the sharp twist to her ankle. Lips smacked like children kissing for the first time.


      He didn’t put his tongue in her mouth. “It’s lunch time. Romano’ll be waiting. We ought to go back.”


      She was disappointed. “Is it so late?”


      “Well, five minutes then,” and he grabbed her hair in one hand, her arm in the other, and pulled her down. The wet earth flattened beneath them and the water surged into her ears. Water, or eels, or perhaps just passion, but she couldn’t hear and her heart beat like hammers. Wayne’s hand moved to the buttons of her shirt.


    


  




  

    

      

        

          
          


          

            Chapter Sixteen


          


        


        

          

            [image: ]

            [image: ]

          


        


      


    


    

      The house appeared to be empty of all but shadows. They streamed from the stairwell, the open doorways and the shrouded corners. It reeked of silence and dust. Georgia called, small voiced. “Are you Rita? Are you there?”


      Georgia acknowledged the idiocy of being frightened, but her nervousness made her shiver and cling to the dusty banister.  She remembered Norwen’s warnings, and wondered if her own fear would make everything shrink around her. But being frightened to be frightened was unlikely to help. She called, “I don’t mean any harm. Truly I don’t. I only want to visit,” and hoped that her voice sounded reassuring.


      She had seen her mother enter, so the emptiness must be illusion. Georgia turned to leave and then changed her mind. She tried to push open one door, found her body passed directly through its substance, but discovered herself nowhere. The doorway was all façade for no room led beyond it. The stairs also climbed nowhere for at the height of the ceiling, they stopped. Each time she walked the hallway and attempted another door, she found she was back in the same spot. Only one room seemed to open into actual space, but here the darkness was equally complete. Outside had been two floors with rows of windows. Inside was one room with many unexpected oddly angled corners, and the windows ceased to exist. It was cold.


      “I’m Georgia,” she whispered, hearing her own voice as sadly plaintive. “I’m your daughter. I haven’t come to quarrel. Just to see you and talk to you. Will you come out?” Then, and with it felt her courage bolstered, she noticed that her own figure gave out a small light and illuminated, for just the fraction that was needed, the stark blackness of the room. Adjusting her sight to the unexpected, Georgia studied her surroundings.


      The one room was large and pillared in gloom but a central archway divided the living from the kitchen area. A wall of blank, blocked windows was carefully curtained and the floral chintz hung in thick folds, framing bare brick. Several comfortable chairs grouped around a central space, with a rug and coffee table. The kitchen – unexpectedly – housed a cooker, sink and fridge and other familiar objects, shiny and modern, though lacking the buzz of busy motors. There was insufficient light to recognise colours but a general cleanliness seemed apparent, and in spite of the shadows, a cheerful cosiness.


      Since the only light came from herself, Georgia stood very still for a moment and concentrated. With optimism and determination, she increased the glow and found she could produce an aura of golden beams. The room sprang further into clarity. It was pretty in blues and pinks and the curtains were bright poppies against a wheaten field. She was temporarily proud of herself, but the pride faded. She could not see her mother.


      “I’m sorry,” said Georgia at last. “I shouldn’t have pushed into your home like this. I suppose I was rude. I mean, I would never have done this while we were alive, but your door was open, and I can walk right through it anyway. I did try knocking first.”


      Her voice trailed into dismal futility and her bright light diminished. She turned and left the room, reluctantly waiting in the corridor for a few moments before stepping back into its outer opening. The front door still hung askew and the drear mist of an eternal twilight leaked through from outside.


      “Are you really little Georgia?” whispered a shadow from above.


      Georgia whirled back, staring upwards. The woman in the red coat sat hunched on the top step of the staircase, her head bent beneath the flat barrier of the ceiling. She hugged her knees, peering down suspiciously. She looked awkwardly uncomfortable but the shadow in which she had immersed herself had begun to come adrift.


      “Oh yes, I promise it’s me,” said Georgia with a gulp, and her light lost timidity again. “Please will you come down and talk?”


      Rita unbent and scuffled downwards, first on her haunches until she could straighten, and then shifted to a confident swagger. Film star entrance. “Little Georgia, eh? I expected Maurice to come snooping one day, but not you. I thought you’d still be over there.”


      She led the way back into her living room. Georgia followed and dutifully sat. “No. I’m here. Just a month or two ago.”


      “I’ll make some tea,” said her mother.


      Rita made tea as she had all her life. The taps gave water. She filled a kettle and set it on the stove to heat. She put tea leaves from a canister into a teapot, and stood it ready for when the water boiled. Georgia eyed her in some surprise but stood dutifully silent.


      Finally they sat and stared at each other and drank hot tea from small china cups. Rita passed the biscuits. They were extremely tasteless. Feeling she was chewing on wet cardboard, Georgia considered her words with some care. “I got permission,” she said at last, “to come and look for you. I don’t live around here. I died a couple of months ago, from breast cancer. Of course, I wasn’t sure if you were dead or not.”


      Rita scowled and put her cup on the coffee table with a rattle. “We don’t use words like that here,” she said. “If you’re going to be rude, you can bugger off.”


      Georgia was bemused. “What word?” Rita glared, staring, rigid. “Breast? Cancer? Permission?” asked Georgia. Then she realised and giggled. “You mean dead and dying? You think that’s rude? So where do you think we are, then?”


      Rita grew angrier and her cheeks flushed the same colour as her lipstick. “Oh yes, typical you are,” she said. “Don’t think I can’t see. You’re from those other levels, all high and mighty and talking so free and easy. Well, I’ll have you know we have our sensibilities on this plane. We don’t go talking about personal things and we don’t use rude words. If you’re like that, you can get back where you came from.”


      “I’m not going. I didn’t mean to be rude, but I don’t think there’s anything wrong with admitting we’re dead.” Georgia took a deep breath. “Goodness, we’re in Heaven. Isn’t that a good thing to talk about?”


      The answering silence disturbed her. The shadows were growing again, creeping in from the many corners. Georgia’s own light, affected by doubt, was fading once more. When Rita finally spoke, her voice hissed. “You’ve come to insult me. I should have known. You hate me. Alright, you might as well admit it. Then get out.”


      “Oh this is ridiculous,” said Georgia. “I don’t hate you and I didn’t come to hurt you. How could I anyway?”


      “You’re trespassing,” spat Rita. “I never invited you. Bugger off.”


      Georgia’s cup rattled. Her fingers trembled and she was ashamed to discover her own weakness, so she swallowed her own answering anger, and summoned resolve. “No I won’t,” she said, biting her tongue. “Not now I’ve got this close,” and then realised, staring through the swirls of gloom, that her mother was crying.


      Georgia stared, suddenly overwhelmed with pity. She had been disturbed by her own sudden anger, and now realised how futile her reactions had been. They had told her you couldn’t sustain anger in the Summerlands but Rita’s hot defensive anger had ignited her own. The balance of understanding had shifted, and absurdly, Georgia acknowledged a new creeping shame.


      Rita was all eyes. Georgia stuttered, choosing words then changing her mind.


      “Get out,” hissed the person behind the eyes. Georgia stood.


      She had never known her mother. This was an hysterical and increasingly strange stranger. She had no comprehension either of the woman, or the plane upon which she lived. It had been the same perhaps, so very often the same, while alive. Life’s Earth brought dissension in partnership, in learning and in conversation when those of different planes confused motives. Not a capricious misunderstanding, but differing meanings, differing goals. On Earth the separate planes were merged. No delineating fogbanks to separate, and so explain those confusions.  People believed they inhabited the same place but mentally they did not. Only the symbols were blurred.


      Georgia snapped back to the moment. Her mother had begun to struggle, retreating into the chair, eyes glazed, noisy sobbing racking the small body. So kneeling beside her chair Georgia looked up, imposing a calm she did not in the least feel herself. “You’re frightened of me? But I’m not a monster,” she said quietly. “I’m only your daughter. Do I seem so monstrous? Is it the light? I can’t help that. It isn’t a bad thing, is it? I’m sorry about saying – about using certain words. I honestly didn’t mean to upset you.”


      Rita cringed. “Of course you hate me. I’m not a fool. I abandoned you as a kid and you hate me for it. You’ve come back to punish me.”


      Shaking her head a little wildly, Georgia said in a hurry, “That’s not true. For goodness sake, I couldn’t punish you even if I wanted to and I promise I really, really don’t want to.”


      She put her hand on her mother’s knee for reassurance but Rita jerked as though stung. “Your light hurts. It’s sharp. You’ll stab me right through.”


      Startled, Georgia moved away, sitting back onto her heels. Her confusion brought Norwen immediately into her head. “She believes you are an admonishing angel. Her own guilt creates the appearance she expects and feels she deserves. The light you emanate, being the essence of the seventh plane which you carry with you, to you is a simple protection against the chills of the fifth. But to a resident of the fifth, it is a violent abuse, an accusation, and therefore is vivid and hurtful to their sight. She expected your anger. When you showed none, she felt it anyway.”


      “And this dislike of mentioning death?” Georgia asked in her mind.


      “All the terror of death which most people feel when alive, can be carried over even after death has occurred and proved itself benign,” said Norwen. “To some here, even the word retains its horror. Now you must talk to this woman and recreate the ease she needs in order to accept you. If you cannot do that, you must leave, and return another time.”


      “But I can’t comfort her. Even my touch hurts her.”


      Norwen smiled. “When I took your hand in mine, you enjoyed a sensation you considered alien. You called it an electrical pulse, although naturally it has nothing to do with electricity. This is what your mother feels when you touch her, for the difference in your vibrations is strong. It does not actually hurt her, but because of her expectations and defiant aversion to the higher planes, she believes the pulse she feels is painful. Prove your friendship. She does not believe your words. So think. There are other ways of proving good intentions.”


      Georgia slumped, partially collapsed, and sat on the cold floor beside her mother’s chair and thought. Rita’s crying subsided. She looked down on her daughter with deep suspicion.


      It was, Georgia thought, quite strange to be physically uncomfortable again. She smiled at herself. “It may seem odd,” she said at last, gazing earnestly at her mother’s rigid defensiveness, “that I don’t hate you or blame you or even feel anger about the way you behaved to me when perhaps I was once – when I was – you know – alive. But not anymore. And I can explain why.” She leaned behind her to the little coffee table and its paraphernalia of teapot, cups and milk jug. She picked up Rita’s half empty cup and patiently refilled it. The tea had gone cold.  The spout of the teapot dripped. With an effort of will, Georgia made the liquid piping hot again and handed the brimming cup to her mother. “This is very nice tea. It was nice of you to make it for me, especially considering you thought I’d come to shout at you.”


      Rita took the cup and sipped. “Everything’s better with a good cup of tea to calm the nerves. I knew you’d come for me one day. I was ready. I tried to handle it the best way I knew how. Until you started spoiling it all, that is.”


      Georgia wasn’t listening. With less effort than she had expected, she was happily producing biscuits, thick covered in chocolate, and then a cake. With a sudden effort of creative sentimentality, her mind iced the cake with pink frosting and added the sculpted words To My Dear Mother. Two tiers high and filled with cream, the thing sat like a tiara on a frilly china plate. Georgia knelt, cut the cake, handed a piece to Rita, and added a couple of biscuits onto the plate. “Is there anything else you’d particularly like? I can try and make it, if you tell me whatever it is.”


      Rita stared and hiccupped. “Well now,” she said, accepting the cake. “Now there’s a wonder, if there ever was one.”


      “A genius daughter,” Georgia hiccupped with a giggle. “But actually, you could do the same sort of thing yourself if you tried. It’s quite easy once you get the knack. I could never bake a thing – alive. My pastry went soggy and my cakes went flat. Now look how well I can bake. I could help show you how.”


      “Well, you seem mighty clever. Can you do other things too?”


      Georgia had always believed in blatant bribery. It had always worked with her own daughter when young. Come to think of it, it had always worked with her husband too. “Fix the house up you mean? Make it light and bright and bigger? New furniture? New clothes?”


      “Clothes? Oh, I can manage them,” Rita waved a dismissive hand. “They just come and I can do some alterations if I don’t like what arrives. I made this coat red. Trouble is, some of the time I can’t get it off again.” She was still wearing her coat, tightly buttoned to the neck.


      “Well, furniture then.” Georgia ate some of the cake. It was too sweet and she ate a biscuit instead. “A garden? More rooms? Do you have a bedroom?” She smiled encouragingly, though she wondered as she spoke whether she was promising a good deal more than she could deliver. If houses were the symbolic representations of the state of the soul, then altering Rita’s might certainly be beyond her power.


      Georgia’s mother was now bright-eyed. “No, and I’d like one,” she said. “But don’t tell me you came all this way just to do some redecorating. So say what you have to first, and get it over with.” She was eating her way through the cake.


      “Well,” admitted Georgia, “my father brought me up to the best of his ability after you left. He really tried. But he never explained anything to me. I suppose he was cross and confused, so anyway he just kept telling me you’d gone. Nothing else. Just ‘Your mother’s left.’ So I grew up with a sort of sadness mixed with curiosity. I was angry sometimes, but usually I blamed myself instead of blaming you, because I didn’t understand until I was much, much older. So I don’t want to hurt you or anything like that. I just wanted to get to know you. To fill in the gaps. To get back the mother I missed when I was young.”


      “Ah.” Rita sighed and put the cake plate back on the table. “Alright. That makes sense. I’m sorry too. There, I said it and I mean it. I’m sorry. It never worked out well for me either. Served me right I suppose. I was a bloody idiot.”


      Carefully Georgia did not answer. “I could try and unblock your windows,” she suggested. “Would you like to let the light in?”


      Rita brushed off crumbs and nodded at once. “Well, I don’t want people poking their noses in of course so I’d need good curtains. They’re a nosy lot around here. They’d be in my life, noses pressed against the glass, quick as a sniff. But light would be nice. Sunshine in the room. I always liked the sunshine.”


      “Perhaps you shouldn’t be so suspicious of other people,” said Georgia. “After all, your door doesn’t close properly. If your neighbours really wanted to pry into your private business, then they could walk right in. Why not risk some nice open sunny windows? I’d show up the pretty colours in this room.”


      Rita smiled, now enjoying the remaining chocolate biscuits. “Yes. You’re right. Windows. But I’d like a lock on that door too and put the hinges straight.”


      Georgia called Norwen. “Am I right? Can I deliver what I’m offering?”


      Norwen’s voice said, “Try. She’s asking, so she’s likely to be ready. Start with light and windows. Forget the lock on the door.”


      Where there were windows outside, Georgia made windows inside. It was a good deal easier than she’d imagined, though she began slowly. She’d already learned a few things from the Summerlands so she did not concentrate on the physical appearance of window frames, their size or space or colour. She concentrated on the meanings behind the symbolism, on letting in light not to the room but to its occupant, and on allowing the free passage of knowledge from the outside to the inside, and its reverse. A central smear of glitter widened and hovered and entered. While Rita sat avidly, excited and delighted, the openings formed.


      “Go on,” Rita said, moving closer and reaching out a tentative finger. “Not nasty dark old wood. Paint the frames white. I’m tired of the dark.”


      “I think that’s a good sign,” said Georgia and the white, the light, and the energy of golden sunshine flooded the room.


      “Oh my,” said Rita. “That’s lovely. Though of course, it’ll show up all the dust.”


      “I think dusting out your corners might be something you’ll enjoy doing,” said Georgia. “You do know about symbolism?”


      “Don’t preach to me, clever clogs,” sniffed Rita. “I’m no bloody idiot, you know. I may not have come in on your high and mighty level, but I’m not in the bloody bogs either. I know just what you mean by dusting out my corners. And I’ll do it too.”


      “Then can I come again?” said Georgia.


      “Yes, you can come again,” said Rita. The plates on her table were now empty even of crumbs. “And next time, perhaps you can make a nice tasty dinner. We can have a proper long chat, and then you can fix that door.”


      “Doors mean suspicion,” said Georgia. “Not letting in other people’s opinions, and keeping things secret. Shame and doubt. Stop all that, and you’ll find you can easily straighten your door yourself. It’ll just happen.”


      Rita opened her mouth and then paused. “Well, alright,” she finally said. “I’ll think about that one. But not too much snooty goody-goody stuff or telling me what I should be doing, please Miss Know-it-all. You mind your own business, and I’ll mind mine. Then we’ll get along fine. Might be quite nice having a daughter after all.”


    


  




  

    

      

        

          
          


          

            Chapter Seventeen


          


        


        

          

            [image: ]

            [image: ]

          


        


      


    


    

      Primo walked back through the forest towards the lower fogbanks that divided the third plane from the fourth, to the hut he had built on the cliffs there and to the places he had loved and valued for their beauty and their isolation.


      Living there, he had adored the accomplishment of achieving one plane higher. It had been an escape from Pigseed’s gang but it had been much more than that. He had felt, with a burnished pride and ease of heart that he had grown into himself.


      Then after perhaps a year, though the passage of time was not the sort of thing you could actually count, he had outgrown it, which meant he had outgrown himself. So now he had moved on deep into the woods with their mysterious hidden magics, and built a larger home, more comfortable, while encompassing a greater subtlety and far deeper meaning.


      But now he went back. It was the idea of karma that was troubling him.


      He went back to the boundary hut he had built which had been his very first proper home after death. He still had a fondness for it, as if it represented himself as an earnest and endeavouring child. He was sorry that Daisy was there, fucking someone he didn’t like. But it was Daisy he wanted to see.


      There had been no easy copulating on the third plane. Everyone had tried and no one had succeeded except for some unsatisfactory fumbling. Yet further down in the third on the borders to the second, one of the girls had told him there had been frequent rape. A few girls mumbled about Pigseed’s forcing them when he was lower down, but no one said it too loud.


      Primo had never been so low. His arrival had been in the upper section of the third, and an immediate adoption by the gang. Then, on the fourth, when Daisy turned up and Primo had tried again with her, it had worked. He knew why. Simple, really. He’d put a little heart into it instead of just body pumping, and the emotional part had grown. The satisfaction had seemed stunning in the beginning, like two minds merging and feelings heightened. Not just flesh to flesh stuff, but positive meaning. Primo didn’t imagine fat Sam would have any feeling to impart, but maybe that was just the illusion the little turd liked to give off. It was the silly arrogant show-offs who often felt much smaller and shyer underneath.


      Sometimes Primo walked and sometimes he flew, and the harpy went with him. The flying was best when he travelled with his hand on her neck feathers, or with her warm backdraught supporting him, but the walking felt good too. There were many living things amongst the trees, and usually it felt as though the grass beneath his feet whispered its own messages. The scrubby bushes and the little wild flowers sang to him too, and the vines and sometimes even the stones. It seemed as though every single thing lived, and in its own fashion, thought. And Primo could hear those thoughts, even if they imparted nothing to him beyond a consciousness of their own.


      There were a million insects and tiny animals. The fourth was the favoured plane of such life. Many travelled into the fifth, the sixth, and, it was said, even into the seventh. But the fourth was the favourite, for here the balance between physical and spiritual hovered in a sublime and recognisable symbolism, which sheltered each creature as it desired. And because he loved them all and delighted in their shapes and colours, Primo could see them as he walked. Had he shown fear or disgust, they would not have showed themselves to him. The planes were vast. There was space for each thing to disappear when it wished.


      Primo was prepared to fly as soon as he felt the nothingness pit, but it was no longer where it had been. The forest floor was thick in undergrowth and no opening threatened its peace. Instead, there was a fallen tree blocking his path. He was surprised. Nothing died here. Nothing could die here. But the tree, content upon its side with its great length at rest, continued to support life and leaf, bird’s nests and crawling things amongst its waving branches and occasional blossom. It had merely wished to try a different perspective. It had not fallen. It had lain down.


      Although Primo accepted the necessity for visiting Daisy and the border lands, he felt no compulsion to hurry. So he took his time. It was his time, and he took it. When, most unexpectedly, night slipped down upon them, he nested with the harpy.


      It was a large platform of sturdy and compliant twigs wedged into the high fork of a tree, a place she had built herself some time back. She had several nests, she said, in these forests. “I build too,” Primo said, squatting beside her and gazing up at the blackening sky. “The homes I build are more complicated but perhaps it’s the same thing.”


      “I build what I want,” she told him. “I have always built this way.” She did not speak in words but her thoughts were clear and sharp and bright, like her eyes. Primo curled, hugging his knees tight to his waist. The platform bent a little beneath him, with an easy creak of green wood and the pliability of a small trampoline. Although it was high enough to touch the sky, it was neither cold nor uncomfortable. The canopy roof of the forest leaf was a little below, a waving fronded sea of breezes in the branches. The harpy had chosen the tallest tree. Above were the stars.


      Primo decided not to sleep. He had not called down the night and therefore decided it had come not for him but for the harpy. She was unlikely to be tired, but perhaps, since they were passing one of her old nest sights, she had decided to visit it again, and roost after all. Now she rattled her primary quills and hunched her wings up under her feathered frills. Surveying first the surrounding scene and then the proximity of her man, she considered everything satisfactory and settled to sleep. Primo felt the soft scratch of her folded wings against his arm and smiled. He liked the touch of her. Her claws were thick and curved and strong enough to disembowel a man. Many times he had watched her flight through the trees, the spread of her huge wings and the tucked feet stretching out as though hunting, her eyes like golden moons within the deeper shadows. In admiration he watched the impossible swoop, the inevitable crash, which never came. In the intense forest thickness it was inconceivable that such speed could sustain the manoeuvrability of direction, yet she was master of all her surroundings. The shadows closed in but the bird parted them. Even with the swooping of such powerful velocity, she could judge each detail of her passage between the giant tree trunks. They did not bend aside for her and she did not tremble or hesitate. She soared like the harpy whose name she carried, and still came to rest as gently as a fluff of duck down against his arm.


      Now, tucked against the sweet warmth of her, he watched the stars. He did not know if they were real stars, and if the living humanity of his past life might be watching the same whirl of illuminated planets. For all he knew, these might be pinpricks made in God’s black paper sky, or the eyes of heavenly frogs suspended way above. The secret of the Summerland stars was not one anyone had explained to him. One day, perhaps, he would find out.


      And then, in spite of his decision, he slept. When he awoke, he realised that the coming of night had been for him after all, because of the dream.


      He had dreamed he was alive again, and was sorry.


      He was back in the jalopy with the old lady and his mouth was full of ham sandwich.


      “You’re not concentrating, young man,” the woman was already saying. “Now, I can’t reach while I’m driving, can I? Just lean over, and pass the flask.”


      Primo leaned over to the back seat again and fumbled about in the basket. It was a picnic basket and padded with cheap cotton in red checks and a faded frill. There were various packages inside and a plastic flask full of liquid. Primo grabbed the flask and opened the cork. He handed it to the old woman. She uncurled one weather beaten hand from the driver’s wheel and lifted the flask to drink. Then she stopped and shook her head. “Too difficult while I’m driving. I’ll have some later. Have some if you want. Lemonade. I made it myself. Best thing in this heat, but not so fresh anymore of course.”


      Primo drank. It was lukewarm and unpleasant. A slight bitterness from the boiled lemon pith soured the taste. “Nice. Thanks.”


      “I make the best lemonade,” nodded the woman. “Have another sandwich.”


      He’d liked the sandwiches. “No thanks. I’m fine now.”


      “Go on,” she said, still unblinking from the relentlessly rising dust of the road ahead. “I can always make some more. We won’t get to town for another half hour at least. I can tell you’re hungry.”


      Primo took one and ate it. His stomach began to settle as if all the emptiness and bubbles of bilious hunger were as thankful as he kept politely saying he was. He looked aside at the woman’s hands. She’d spent that morning making lemonade and sandwiches, slicing ham and buttering bread. Now he was watching those same skinny fingers and wondering what it would feel like to break them, one by one. They weren’t that weak, but they were ugly. The skin was shrivelled around the joints and the backs of her palms were leathery with brownish blotches. He looked at her neck. It was hidden under a cotton handkerchief, a sort of knotted scarf that covered the wrinkles. Perhaps she was self-conscious, though she didn’t seem the type. Perhaps she felt the cold, though it was a broil of a day and the desert was baking. Probably she simply dressed the way she always had. Cover-up. Prudery.


      Primo finished the second sandwich and wiped the grease from his mouth and the crumbs from his lap. He felt a whole lot better. Even the lemonade had helped, though he would have preferred water. He wondered if the neck below that silly scarf would break as easily as her fingers. Snap, snap, snap.


      He’d only ever thought of young, tactile flesh before. With a youthful neck, his fingers could press right in and find the bones under the thin, supple layer of fat. Old bones were right there on the surface – no probing necessary. He wasn’t sure if that would be more pleasurable or less. Probably less. But new experiences were interesting for all that.


      His brother had been young. Very young.


      Primo woke up. He sat, and looked at the harpy. She was awake too, and preening, crest high, one wing raised like a sail, nibbling at the under fringes of her elegant plumage. Her beak was as lethal as a butcher’s hook and far more intelligent. She looked up at him, saucers gilded, the huge round black pupils reflected his own contracted regard.


      He had been seeing a lot of his reflection lately. When something kept happening, he knew enough to recognise a lesson, though this time he still wasn’t sure what it was. But he knew what the dream had been about and he had remembered his name.


      From the harpy’s nesting site, he flew and quickly approached the soaring dark of the cliffs. The boundary with the third was a blazing white snow peak, flanked by grey fogs. Where the sun caught the ice, the refraction was blinding. For those coming up for the first time from the third, this was Heaven indeed.


      Between the crags the snows melted in the sunshine and flung themselves downwards in the shining clouded silk of cascading water, falls as deep as the mountains themselves. Their exultant thunder masked their music, but to someone who lived there, the song could be heard day and occasional night and was as pure as joy.


      There were shelves lower along the cliffs. Some were constant shelters from the water mist, others sheltered from the fogbanks. One was where Primo had chosen to build when he had first risen from the third. He could still see his hut. No one had altered it and it hadn’t faded or tumbled down as it sometimes had when he’d lived there. He’d needed to rebuild several times. Now it huddled a little, four wooden clinker-planked walls and a tip-tilted roof with no chimney, clinging to bare rock. Its windows watched the constant passing beauty of sky and water and precipice. Primo landed by the little front door, which was open as it usually had been when he’d lived there. Doors could be difficult to shut in the Summerlands.


      Daisy was sitting in the doorway, chin in cupped hands, wind in her curls. Primo thought she looked deliciously pretty. She had seen him coming but so had Sam and they were both waiting for him. Primo said, “I just want to talk to Daisy. I don’t want trouble.”


      “Well,” grinned Sam, “it’s your house, or isn’t it?”


      Primo could smell cooking. It smelled like cheese. He frowned and talked only to Daisy. He said, “Last time I saw you, when you came to find me, you talked about karma. I don’t believe in karma. It’s crap. What do you know about it?”


      Sam leaned against the outer wall and listened. Primo wished he’d go away. His irritation roused the harpy, who had taken up her old accustomed roost on a rock nearby, but he shook his head and calmed her until she narrowed her eyes to yellow slits and lowered her head into her neck again.


      Daisy patted the doorstep beside her. “It’s nice to have you back here, Primo.”


      “So tell me,” said Primo, sitting obediently. The door’s step didn’t feel as welcoming as it had when he’d lived there. It had taken on someone else’s colours. “About this karma rubbish?”


      “I don’t know much,” said Daisy, making knots with her ringlets. “When I was stuck on the third, one of those do-gooders came by. She was nice though, not like some of them, not all superior. She said she was my guide and one day when I moved right up, we’d be proper friends. She told me a few things. It was because of her I was able to come into the fourth.”


      “Go on,” said Primo.


      “Boring lies,” interrupted Sam. “You don’t want to go listening to those people. They tell you any old dick-shit, just to get you moving on. You’d think space down below was scarce or something.”


      “Take no notice of him,” insisted Primo. “Just talk to me. So – karma.”


      “Oh just that it’s not like they used to think when we were alive,” said Daisy. “It’s not an eye for an eye type of thing. But here, especially on the third and fourth and fifth, we get tied up with people we used to know. People we did things to sometimes, or old lovers or something. Good and bad – it works both ways – stuck together. Then you have to work it out. Unravel past things. Pay your debts.”


      “And how the hell do you do that?” Primo demanded. “I mean, you can’t buy them off can you? Or build them a house or take them on a holiday. So what the hell do you do? Just say sorry?”


      “Oh, maybe.” Daisy shifted, uncomfortable. “Really be sorry I suppose. Understand. Remember old lovers and start living together again, like we did. Or learn to love the person you once hated.”


      Sam giggled. “So - learn to love me, slime-face. It’s me you hate, isn’t it? Or is it just pissing jealousy, then?”


      “Stupid kid,” said Primo, though he’d meant to ignore the remark. “Go on, stick your tongue out, why don’t you? Like the little baby you are.”


      Primo started to get up but Daisy clung to him, eyes pleading. “So, is that the way it was?” she said. “I feel tied to you Primo, I really do. When you moved on without me it felt like a big hole inside. So is it karma? Were we really lovers when we were alive? I’d like to think that.”


      Primo stared down at her, pulling his arm away. “I thought you remembered your life? You said you remembered your name, and how old you were.”


      Daisy shook her head. “I do. Little things like that. I remember things about my childhood, and odd snatches later. But most of it’s so blurred. I do sort of feel I knew you, but I can’t remember who you were.”


      Primo moved away and stared out over her head towards the mountains. “Well, that’s just as well.”


      “So, dick-head,” said Sam, bustling loudly up behind, “is that what the trouble is? You were Daisy’s old man were you? And now you’re all pissed off ‘cos I’m screwing your little lady-friend. Well, too bad, turd-face. Go stick it up your bloody bird’s arse if you’re lonely. Daisy’s mine now. And so’s your miserable little slum hut. Shabby as it is. Better than nothing I suppose.”


      Primo held his breath, then exhaled very slowly. “Better than the nothing you could build,” he said softly. “I don’t think you even belong on the fourth. I think you crept over under the fogs, and now you’re just clinging to the border by your dirty little finger nails. Live in my house, steal your way into Daisy’s bed? It’s because you can’t build. And you know why, don’t you. Any home anyone builds here has to be an expression of their present state of grace. And that’s something you just don’t have. I don’t reckon you’ve even got a soul.”


      As Primo spoke, Sam was puffing crimson, working himself up into a temper. As soon as Primo paused, Sam flew. Daisy squealed and scuttled back into the house. Sam leapt on Primo’s back, and the harpy rose up from her roost and shrieked.


      The eagle shriek cut the frosted air, parting the currents like the blade of a knife. She flew straight to the struggling men and stretched out her claws, bringing back both wings as balance. Her head bent down as her claws curved out, hooked beak stabbing into flesh. She rent Sam’s ear from one side, clasped his shoulder on the other, and lifted him. Sam howled and then went silent. The harpy carried him up and out, his limbs flailing, the old instinct of hunting still strong in her. She came above the tallest water-fall, and there into the icy water she dropped him. The dumpling body was caught and drenched. Sam tried to fly, but the weight of the torrents pulled him down.


      As Sam disappeared, the harpy came back for Primo. At first he had not seemed badly injured, and then she saw the hole in his chest. He was on the ground and he had fainted. She swooped, grasping him, wings beating steadily until, even with the man’s bulk below her, she gained height. She scooped him up like a kitten and paused neither to land nor to look around. With Primo held fast and safe, she flew on and then down and passed through the first wandering fingers of cloud into the infinite azure of the Summerland’s sky beyond. From there, as swift as she had ever flown, she carried her man back down into the forests and brought him to his own home by the pool and the beautiful high trees she loved. There she laid him down and stood over him, waiting until he opened his eyes.


      A harpy’s parcel bears the holes of her claws. Primo shifted, and rubbed his wounded arms. The greater wound in his chest that Sam had made was already closing. Harpy love can do many things. Slowly, Primo sat up and leaned against his own house doorway. He managed to nod.


      “Thank you. I’m alright now.”


      “You should not go back again,” the harpy’s thoughts indicated.


      “I won’t,” said Primo. “I don’t need to. I found out what I wanted to know.”


      The eagle didn’t ask, not having the dubious skill of human curiosity. But Primo’s discovery had come from the dream he’d had in her nest as well as his visit to the cliffs, corroborated by the knowledge gained during his short unconsciousness.


      Karma meant something after all, but it wasn’t a lover it was linking him to from the past. He had realised, whether he wanted to remember or not, that the woman in the battered car, with the skinny old hands and the very sweet bossy smile, who had given him the sour lemonade and the nice moist ham sandwiches, and whom he now recognised from when he’d been alive, was quite definitely Daisy. And now, for what it was worth which probably wasn’t much, he believed in karma of a sort after all.


    


  




  

    

      

        

          
          


          

            Chapter Eighteen


          


        


        

          

            [image: ]

            [image: ]

          


        


      


    


    

      “They don’t have volcanoes in Heaven,” said Ethel. “This doesn’t make the slightest sense.”


      The lava spread in a green and black vomit with a mighty cascade of metallic flame. The heat was unpleasant, though somehow not as impossibly intense as might have been expected.


      “Well, we’re standing fairly close,” Ron pointed out, “but it hasn’t blown us away.”


      “You think it might kill us?” demanded Francesco.


      “Okay, very clever,” said Wilhelm. “But surely we ought to be feeling it more than we are. More uncomfortable. That snivelling little wretch of a terrorist felt you alright, didn’t he, when you punched him around? Well, why aren’t we flat on our faces with this thing exploding? Why aren’t we burning?”


      “Half of them are,” Ron pointed out.


      Father Martin had not yet risen from his knees and both the bus driver and Ayakis were prone on the ground. Ethel was tight to Ron’s protecting arm. “It’s hot enough for me,” said Ethel. “I don’t want it any hotter thank you. It’s quite scary. But what on earth is it doing here?”


      “Well, that’s the point isn’t it,” said Wilhelm. “We’re not on earth.”


      “Do we know that for sure?” insisted Ethel.


      “Oh, come on,” said Francesco. “We’re bloody dead, woman. Use your common sense. We’re in purgatory. I can accept volcanoes in purgatory. Who says there can’t be? You’ve got a tourist map or something? A guide book? Someone’s been here before and sent back a list of what to expect? No volcanoes maybe? So it just can’t be here?”


      “Oh do shut up,” said Ethel. “You’re getting damned boring.”


      “Whatever else, I do not believe it is Hellfire,” said Father Martin, rising from his prayer. “The destiny of this murderer amongst us may lead him into hell indeed, but it cannot consume the rest of us. I am a God-fearing man, dedicating my past years to good works and abstinence. I await the glories of Heaven.”


      “It’s not burning us,” Wilhelm pointed out. “If we want, we can just walk past. We certainly don’t have to stay here grovelling. I for one, am going on.”


      He went first, while the others hesitated. The mouth of the volcano stretched wide to his side and the spitting, sparking embers caught in his hair, sizzled, and went out. Ethel watched him go, then looked down to the roots of the raging mountain far below. Its light showed them all a bridge of fog bound archways upon which they travelled. The furnace then soared to a height beyond their sight, but the pathway continued past, and the mist fingers, although they parted for the fires, did not diminish afterwards. The road did not burn and its fragile balustrade did not singe. At the base of the volcano was nothing else, neither ground nor haze. It merely sat in space.


      “Well, there’s no point being scared,” decided Ethel. She leaned over the balustrade then stamped her feet, testing the strength of the bridge’s support. “I always used to be frightened of dying, or of getting hurt,” she said, “but I can’t die again can I, and getting hurt here seems to be a fairly insubstantial, transient sort of thing.” She moved away from her husband and stretched out her hand. The embers caught at her fingers. “Yes,” she said, “it burns a bit. It certainly stings. But not much more.”


      “Try jumping in, why don’t you?” suggested Francesco. “That should be a good experiment.”


      “I believe,” said Father Martin, “that it is an illusion. To test our strength and faith.”


      “If you’re talking illusions,” said Ron, “putting his arm around his wife again, “then I reckon this is symbolic. Anger. That’s what fire usually symbolises, isn’t it? And what have we all been feeling so much of? Anger of course.”


      “And some of us more than others,” said Father Martin with an exaggerated sigh which bounced the tangle of his beard.


      “Look,” said Ethel.


      The logical man, marching doggedly on his own, had reached the other side of the burning mountain and had stopped there. He was laughing and talking to someone that no one else could see, but a small spangle of lights centred in the haze before him. He stretched out into the golden dance, and within seconds, was gone. Once again Father Martin sighed.


      “Well, someone’s got things wrong,” roared Francesco in sudden frustration. “If you’re talking anger, then that man was as riled up as the rest of us over being murdered. And that silly young lad who was taken away before, I mean he didn’t even believe in anything. An atheist, porco Dio! And here’s me the only true believer, still waiting. Even this grubby old monk is still here, and he may have got his denominations wrong, but at least he’s a religious man and spent his life in prayer. So where’s the sense of it all I’d like to know?”


      “Never mind hon,” said Ethel. “I suppose you’re missing your wife.”


      “I don’t think it’s got anything to do with religion,” said Ron suddenly. “Certainly not with wasting time praying for your own salvation or arguing over dogma. Doesn’t all that seem rather trivial, now we’re actually here?”


      “Fool,” spat Francesco. “If you’re not concerned with religion once you’re dead, then when? It’s more relevant now than ever. This volcano’s clearly the expression of God’s righteous judgement and it’s come for that evil bastard on the ground there. Throw him in, that’s what I say. Throw him in to burn, and then we can all move on.”


      Ayakis squealed and crawled further away. He decided it had been easier when he couldn’t understand a word that all these infidel swine were saying.


      “Oh leave the poor little kid alone,” said Ethel. “Can’t you see he’s been brain-washed? He’s more confused than we are.”


      “Hush, honey,” Ron whispered, pulling her close. “There’s someone coming.”


      The lights had become dizzy, a whirling, deliciously scented swarm of sparks. The dazzle took shape and made voices. Ethel moved into the lights. “It’s all of them Ron, look, all of them.”


      “Your mother and my grandmother, I can see them both,” said Ron. “And your grandfather and Amy and Johnny and Terrence.”


      “Oh come on,” said Ethel, “let’s hurry.”


      They entered the spangled gold and blue like long lost refugees from happiness, and in two steps they were no longer visible to those left behind.


      Father Martin stood very still and watched and his eyes looked old and tired and sad. Then he started to cry. “I never did anything,” he sobbed quietly to himself. “It wasn’t me. It was their fault. They made me. Why do you reject me, Lord, when it was their fault?”


      “Oh, fine,” said Francesco with venom. “So I get left with the crazies.”


      The volcano’s intermittent explosions still raged in wild ejaculations of flame. The noise now overpowered everything else though it mattered very little, since everybody was speaking only to themselves, each following the one who walked before. It was in single file that they trudged the only path open to them, climbing up and over the narrow bridge of fogbound arches.


      “Bridge of Sighs,” muttered Francesco.


      Francesco led, ignoring all else. Gregorio the bus driver came next, chanting softly to himself, reciting prayers. The monk shuffled behind. His sandals were scorched and his feet were sore. He remained silent. Even slower was Ayakis, who was careful to keep away from Father Martin’s swinging robes, the dirty hem kicking up the dust, the long tassel of his hessian belt like the pendulum of a clock. Minutes ticking, like a time bomb.


      As they passed the fire tamed a little and its blaze shuddered and faded into its own echo, as if ashamed once faced directly. By the time they had scaled the bridge, the volcano had quite gone. There below, like the spread of a massive aerial photograph, was a landscape of great beauty. Serene and greenly golden, the stretch of valley was placid under a gentle sunshine. The path’s mists had drifted apart and the sky now seemed cloudless. Father Martin gasped and smiled.


      “Heaven, at last,” he said.


      “Dear God be praised,” muttered Gregorio.


      “Well, that’s better,” said Francesco.


      But it was a long, long way down. Suspended high on a thread of road that took them into nothingness, they could see the placid wonder below but they could not reach it. The four men grouped together, staring down at what attracted them all below.


      “So, who jumps first?” laughed Francesco.


      “We seem to be on a sort of aqueduct,” said Father Martin. “A conduit. Up in the sky. A passageway, or a carriage for new souls arriving.”


      “So we’re part of the irrigation system?” said Francesco, “or the sewerage perhaps?”


      “You’ve cheered up remarkably,” said Father Martin, more cheerful himself.


      “True,” admitted Francesco. “Looks like I’ll be getting away from you lot at last. There’ll be a way down soon, a staircase or something. I expect Cinzia’s already down there waiting, getting the house cleaned up maybe. Putting dinner on.”


      Gregorio, who had kept very much to himself after losing his son, suddenly snorted. “For a religious man, you’ve a damned silly idea about Heaven.”


      “Oh great,” said Francesco, swirling around with a scowl. “Now the village idiot thinks he can criticize me as well. And what happened to all your humble faith then? What are you expecting? A marble palace no doubt. A bus of your own with a golden garage?”


      Gregorio shook his woolly head. “I know my scriptures and I know what the good priests taught. It’s judgement first, and then the holy angels. I know what to expect. And it’s certainly not retsina and saganaki for supper.”


      Francesco opened his mouth and found himself interrupted by Father Martin. “This is not the time for arguments, my son. You are free to believe in Purgatory if you wish. Believe in a country cottage and food on the table by all means. I have no objections to your beliefs, but we can see what’s waiting for us below. Now we should combine our efforts to find a way down.”


      “Knot sheets,” sniffed Francesco.


      “Sarcasm,” said Gregorio with a deep inhale of breath, “is the humour of inferior men.”


      “If I push you off,” muttered Francesco, “then we can see how long it takes you to land. You won’t squash now, will you? Won’t die! Might be some use for once.”


      Gregorio inhaled again, expanding his solidity of chest. He was considerably larger than Francesco. “Now it’s down to pushing, is it? Well, let’s see who pushes who.”


      “Brothers, brothers,” sighed Father Martin, “this is not helping.”


      “You, you pathetic hypocrite,” said Ayakis from his somewhat distant perch, “I heard what you were muttering before. You dress as a holy man, but you’ve a lifetime of sin and guilt behind you. I heard you praying for forgiveness.”


      Francesco turned on him. “Perhaps it’s you I should push over the edge. You’re so keen on being the martyr. Perhaps you’d like to volunteer.”


      “No man is free from sin,” said Father Martin quietly to his sandals.


      “We need parachutes,” said Gregorio, leaning over the balustrade. Hearing a movement behind him, he pulled back quickly, but it was the old monk, still scratching his beard.


      “It’s a very, very long way down,” said Father Martin, peering down dubiously. “Ten times higher than my monastery. Fifty times. A hundred kilometres perhaps.”


      “Perhaps it’s a test of faith,” suggested Gregorio. “Like the fire. That volcano wasn’t really there at all, once we faced it. I’ll risk jumping if you will, Father.”


      Father Martin paused, cleared his throat and moved to the centre of the path away from the edge. “I don’t think we should do anything rash, my son,” he said. “Tests of faith are all very well, but until God sends us a sign, we shouldn’t presume too much. That would be arrogance.”


      “Or simple cowardice,” smiled Ayakis, nibbling a finger nail.


      So they sat on the high archway with both Ayakis and Francesco keeping a careful distance from the others, and stared down in hopeless yearning at the blissful beauty of a rural and golden land which lay so far below that it encompassed every horizon. Above them the fogs had drifted into the gentle wafting of translucent cloud. As the clouds danced, playing peacefully together against the warmth of the sky, so their shadows flitted like tiny scampering grey rabbits across the scene below. There was little other movement visible. No townships or villages, no houses at all. No people. No angels nor choirs of heavenly hosts. The tops of trees like minute green blobs, shifted sometimes as if caught in a breeze. The land was mostly flat though in places undulating and crossed by fields, occasionally by small woodlands, the suggestion of sandy winding lanes, and streams which caught the flash of sunshine. There was a lake which reflected the clouds but not the arching roadway and its four confused, remaining travellers.


      The sun was pleasant but neither vivid nor intense. The wind was not strong. Everything remained gentle, aimless perhaps, welcoming but unapproachable, serene but a little mundane, beautiful but not glorious. Francesco could almost believe he smelled Cinzia’s tagliatelle Bolognese, which had long been his favourite. Gregorio almost thought he heard the lilt of harp music and the soft chanting of prayer. Ayakis almost thought he saw the glint of gold and the preparation of the feast to celebrate his honourable arrival. But Father Martin thought he felt an increasing heat which could turn at any minute to the threat of hellfire, while all the hopeful illusion of Heaven below them melted away.
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      Wayne came to her that night. Sophie had left her door open a little, a welcome to the moonlight, to the creeping shadowed warmth, and to pattering feet. The moon was nearly full and its rising puddled in pearly stripes across the floor boards. Impossibly romantic.


      Wayne climbed into the big white bed and cuddled up beside her, one hand tentative across her breast. “You’re sure you want this?” whispered warm breath in her ear.


      She’d made it clear enough that afternoon under the bridge. “Oh yes. I’m free to make my own decisions you know. Romano isn’t my uncle or anything.” She wrapped one leg around his.


      “Julian’s told me all about everything. It’s a good story. Romano’s nice. It’s amazing of him to invite us all to stay here. Especially me. I mean, I’m no one.”


      “Stop talking,” said Sophie, and kissed him. His tongue tasted like dinner’s red wine.
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      “Was my mother so terrible?” Georgia asked with a small sniff. “She’s selfish perhaps, and silly. But is that so bad? Why is she on the fifth plane, while Dad and I are on the seventh?”


      “What your mother did in life is not for me to see,” said Norwen, who was not present but simply in Georgia’s head. “Nor can I judge her state of mind, nor her spiritual progress. I would never judge anyone, and now rarely even myself. But each plane welcomes those who are naturally a part of its vibrations. There can be no mistakes and no punishments. Each soul arrives where its expectations, according to its state of mind, take it. There is no hell. The lower planes exist because they are fashioned from the attitudes and expectations of those who live there.”


      “But my mother doesn’t like where she lives,” said Georgia. “It’s not what she wants at all. Her house is horrid and pokey and cold and dark. She’s jealous of people like me who live on the sixth and seventh.”


      “Exactly,” said Norwen’s invisible smile.


      “She’d be happier with me,” insisted Georgia.


      “Happiness comes only from peace of mind,” said Norwen. “Total peace of mind begins only on the eight plane, when spirit begins to free itself from the pull of the physical.”


      “But you’ve talked of reincarnation,” continued Georgia. “So you’re saying we have to forget all the nonsense of physical life – become wonderfully spiritual – climb up the scale of higher planes – and then get shoved back down to earth again into a new life? That sounds so pointless.”


      Norwen laughed. “You are thinking in terms of purely physical references,” he said. “I will give you an outline of the spirit dimension. Though, because you do not yet understand spirit entirely, the explanation will be over-simplified.”


      Georgia sat in her own garden, a rough tangle of avid green life, of flower and shrub and hillock. Already Norwen had told her that her garden was a symbol of her emotional state, and so she had been gardening. The growth there was rich and smelled sweet, but it was hopelessly untamed. She lay now, looking up into the incredible infinity of what appeared to be a sky above, and smiled, and nodded. “Go on. I’m listening, very carefully. What you call over-simplified will probably seem dreadfully complicated to me.”


      “Not at all,” said Norwen’s thoughts. “It begins with a basic understanding of what you call God. Yes, of course, God, whatever name we give Him, is the creative force of utter Good. He exists everywhere. He therefore exists also in you. You carry the seed of Goodness within you, and always have. It is your foundation of divinity, and from it grows your potential and your individuality. That part of God which is personal, for He is also impersonal and abstract, resides within our own personalities.”


      It was the warm dither of Norwen’s voice, merging with the sunshine and the peace, the perfumes and the comfort, which lulled Georgia into a sleep so soft and so sweet that she continued listening, and absorbed what was meant and not only what was said.
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        * * *


      


      He had not come to her that night. After three nights of loving, Sophie continued to leave her door open but on the fourth, Wayne had not climbed into her bed, had not held or kissed her, and had made no surreptitious excuses the next morning.


      Warm hours had snoozed into days, each bee in poppy buzzing sunshine snatched by a cicada twilight, then flooding into the magical owl swooped night, and finally Wayne’s arms on cool crisp linen and caressing fingers in her hair.


      It never lasted very long and couldn’t be described as Earth-moving. But it was immeasurably sweet and she loved him. He had stopped wearing plastic anoraks and became increasingly bronzed, bare chested and admirable. He’d switched from hiking boots with unravelling seams and scuffed leather, to rubber flip-flops. He was the first Adonis of her own age that had come her way in a long while and after the wretched, hopeless drudgery of nursing her sick mother, this boon of touch, of caring, physical loving, was the gift she’d looked for.


      It was the brilliance and contrast of orange sandals and Hawaiian shorts that attracted her notice from the shade of her favourite olive tree. She had wandered off from the sleepy stone patio where Julian sat enwrapped, listening to Romano’s rural memories and entranced as much by his lounging elegance and lilt of accent as his stories, and had gone to look for Wayne. Wayne was alone under the olives, lost in his own thoughts.


      “Am I interrupting?” interrupted Sophie.


      Wayne was already smiling, having watched her approach. “No. Sit down.”


      She hadn’t intended to say it, but she couldn’t resist the query. “Have you gone off me?”


      Wayne grinned. “Don’t be so bloody silly.”


      “But you didn’t come last night,” she said, sitting down cross legged beside him. Some of last year’s fallen olives were still sticky on the grass.


      “Perhaps I didn’t eat my spinach yesterday.”


      “If you don’t want me, you don’t have to,” said Sophie. “I mean, we’re both free. Just tell me if you don’t want to anymore. It’s horrid just wondering.”


      “You’re such a baby,” said Wayne without rancour. “You think in clichés. How old are you anyway? Seventeen?”


      “Eighteen,” said Sophie. “And why do we have to do everything in secret? Romano won’t mind. Anyway, I think he knows. He sort of seems to know everything. He seems to look right through me sometimes.”


      “So do I,” laughed Wayne. “You’re so transparent.”


      “Well, whatever,” Sophie looked at her toes. “I’ve made my feelings pretty clear. The rest is up to you.”


      Wayne leaned over and took her hand and squeezed it. “Look, don’t be hurt. Of course I like you. And since you don’t approve of secrets, I’ll tell you something I wasn’t going to. Stop me if you prefer – but it’s about your mother.”


      “What do you want to know?” said Sophie, surprised. “You said Julian had told you everything about my mother and Romano. But anyway you’re right, I don’t like secrets so just ask whatever, and I’ll tell you.”


      Wayne shook his head. “You don’t understand. I’m not asking. I’m telling. Look, I’ll have to explain something first.” He still held her hand. “Do you believe in being psychic? In mediums and things? Or are you impossibly against that sort of thing?”


      Sophie had thought about it a great deal in the first days after her mother’s death. “I’m open minded,” she said carefully.


      “Well, I’ll tell you then,” said Wayne. “See, I’m psychic. Always have been. Actually it was stronger when I was a kid, but I think that’s normal.”


      Sophie waited for him to get to the point. If he was going to say he’d had long chats with her mother, then she would laugh. “Go on.”


      “There’s a presence in this house,” said Wayne at last. “I don’t know who it is, but it’s probably her. Your mother. After all, with you and Romano both here together, this is where she’d be pulled, isn’t it? I just thought, since it’s pretty strong sometimes, if anyone wanted, I could do a séance.”


      “Oh, heavens,” said Sophie. “What would that entail? Maybe Romano wouldn’t like that. Do Catholics approve of séances?”


      Wayne leaned forward like a puppy rubbing noses. “Some people hate the idea. They’re frightened or shocked. Others refuse to think about it, or say it’s evil. Your Romano doesn’t strike me as the sort of person who’s rigid or easily scared. Anyway, I’m offering because I’m interested. If no one wants to take me up on it, then that’s fine. But ask him.”


      Sophie nodded. “Okay I will. I think it might be exciting. If Romano says yes, then I’d love to. Fancy being able to talk to Mum.”
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      Primo did not dream again and his life became calm. Then his home began to grow.


      Quite quietly, when he was expecting no alterations since his mind was not noticeably expanding in any direction, the corridor which had previously led nowhere but into solid shadow, turned suddenly into a small warm room. It was more colourful than the others, windowless but curtained throughout in huge swathes of purple and crimson, deep and dark and a little secretive, moving incessantly with the whispering of taffetas and the murmurings of memory. The floor was carpeted and thickly luxurious. Without furniture, it somehow seemed complete just as it was, furnished in lush mystery, texture and colour.


      He was accustomed to doing his own building, and although what then transposed itself onto the atmosphere was not usually exactly what he had imagined, at least he was always aware of his own very conscious part of the creative process. He had wanted a swimming pool, a place of healing waters and cool soothing thoughts. As usual, he had first spent some time in contemplation, and had then walked its boundaries, imagining, summoning its transposition through his mind. He had been delighted with the result, with the manifestation of leaping, living pond, of plant and creature, fish and frog, and eccentric, self-willed reflections which had come partly from his own inner spirit and partly from the forest itself. Building had become like this. His earlier efforts had been less than he had hoped. Now they were more than he could possibly have wished.


      But he had not consciously built the new room. It had therefore developed from what had been a blocked potential.


      He was experienced enough in Summerland surprises to understand the meanings, but, sometimes, some things still amazed him. He had no particular use for the new room, but he was exceptionally pleased with it. It felt like home.


      He was in the pool, where he spent many thoughtful or less thoughtful hours, and was simply contemplating the fronds of a forest tree directly above, when he heard something. The sounds which accompanied his life were usually natural sounds, of beetle and lizard, cricket, weasel and bird. This was different. It creaked and banged like someone chopping down his walls. So he jumped out of the pool and ran wet footprints into his main room of living. He suspected Sam, Daisy or some other intruder, but there was no one and no intrusion of human voice or belligerent thought. He sat on his favourite chair, which was deeply cushioned though somewhat ragged at the back from eagle claws, and listened. His clothes were immediately dry and he felt warm and safe.


      Then the noises came again and he got up to investigate. That was when he realised that his home was expanding all around him.


      The recently new room of opulent materials had now unexpectedly sprouted a bed. It was a deep and beautiful bed with a coverlet of sage like the undergrowth outside. It was curtained in autumn russet, saffron gold and earthen browns. He already had a bedroom which he liked to rest in, although he preferred the pool. The pool supported him free of solidity. The waters held him in abstract and unchallenging beauty and he could stay there almost indefinitely, having requirement neither for food nor exercise. He didn’t bother to get undressed, and he did not attempt to wash himself in any sense, either mental or physical. He just floated. When he finally clambered back to solid ground and left the waters to the crawling, swimming things, he was always almost immediately dry. He would also feel inexplicably cleansed.


      Lying on a bed held a different fascination. It was dark and soothing in a more logical sense, whether or not a night time accompanied it. But Primo could not see, however attractive bed might be, that he needed two of them. A nasty suspicion crossed his mind. He didn’t want Daisy back anymore.


      He was standing in the new sprouted room, surveying the bed of curtains and shadows, when a voice came into his head that he had never heard before. It said, “You called?”


      “No I fucking didn’t,” said Primo at once. Strange voices in his head were something he certainly hadn’t asked for.


      “But you did,” insisted the voice rather plaintively. “I heard you. You wanted explanations. That means asking.”


      They paused, both waiting. “Go on then,” challenged Primo. “What question? What answer? And then you can piss off.”


      “Well, since you’re being so polite,” said the voice, “perhaps I won’t bother.”


      Primo grinned and sat on the bed. “First of all,” he said aloud, “you can give a name. You obviously know mine. Or one of them anyway. So what’s yours? I’m not going to chat to any old shitty nameless demons. And you can get out of my head and let me see you properly.”


      “Is that a proper invitation?” inquired the demon.


      “I suppose so. A reluctant one,” said Primo.


      “Well now, that’s better,” said the voice. “And while I’m at it, I know both your names. All three in fact. You okay with that?”


      “Not much pissing choice,” said Primo. “Come on then. Show yourself.”


      He was small and extremely old. Bent, aged and silver bearded, he looked like a caricature of Father Time. “How do you do,” said the apparition. “I’m John. How do you like the new room?”


      “Not a demon after all I take it,” smiled Primo. “But haven’t you overdone the wise old sage thing a bit? I thought everyone goes backwards or forwards to their prime age over here. Don’t tell me your optimum age is two hundred or something?”


      “Oh well,” said John, “I thought it would make you more likely to take me seriously. If I turned up the same age as you, only better looking of course, you might not even listen to me.”


      “John who?” said Primo. “You could be Jack the Ripper for all I know.”


      “Now that’s a rather unfortunate analogy under the circumstances, isn’t it?” said the stranger gently. “Perhaps we should keep the conversation away from murder and mayhem for the time being. Now, how about a glass of something?”


      Primo wondered if he was blushing, and then realised his thoughts would be, even if his cheeks weren’t. “I don’t drink. Haven’t drunk anything since I died. I’m surprised you do. This food and drink stuff is just a waste of time.”


      “Depends what’s in the drink,” said the old man, and passed a tall goblet of steaming orange liquid, complete with bendy straw and sparkly paper umbrella. The umbrella gave a quick twirl. The old man smiled encouragingly. “Try it.”


      Primo got up from the bed and took the offered glass. It was elaborate with Grecian designs, and the trembling hand that passed it was as young and strong and supple as his own. Primo remembered vividly what old hands really looked like. Blotched and blemished, skinny with loose skin and stiff joints. He banished the vision and sipped the drink. It tasted positively wonderful and suddenly invigorating. “Yeh, alright, it’s nice. Some sort of drug? Vitamin booster? But I mean, couldn’t you do that directly without all the steaming bubbles and pretend stuff? I’m not a complete idiot. You don’t have to patronise me.”


      “Stop criticising the details,” said the man, drinking from his own identical goblet. The umbrella went up one nostril and he had to flick it away. It bent sideways with a discouraged sigh. “I’m doing my best,” continued the man with a slurp. “This is my first time after all. Virgins all! We’re both learning.”


      Primo stared back at him and refused to smile. “So, under this heavy disguise, who the hell are you really?” Primo demanded. “You’re just another of those do-gooders, aren’t you? I suppose you’re going to tell me you’re my heavenly guide.”


      “That’s right,” said John Somebody. “And I warn you, I’m most persistent. Now are you going to throw me out?”


      Primo sat back down on the bed and gazed at the tremulous figure in its worn white toga. “No. You can stay for the time being. Just answer the questions you think I was asking. But next time, if you think there will be a next time, you can drop the funny costumes.”


      The old man stirred his drink with his finger. The bubbles immediately became excited and exuded some dark green smoke while the umbrella straightened up and gave another twirl. “Where shall I start? Your mind is so positively clogged with questions, it looks more like a flooded sewer. About Karma? Yes, it exists over here. But it’s a whole different business to the daft earth idea. All that childish coming back as a cripple because you kicked some legless guy in your previous life? No, that’s not the way it works. The world would be entirely peopled with cripples, all hating each other. Next question. Why your house is expanding? Pretty obvious, isn’t it! You’re growing out of the narrow old confinements of course. That’s why I’m here too. You’re finally ready for me.”


      “Patronising old twit,” muttered Primo.


      “No doubt,” smiled the man. “I’m your guide, aren’t I?”


      Primo laughed. “So we have to have something in common?”


      “Naturally,” said John. “It wouldn’t ever work if we both thought in entirely different ways. I’m from a higher level, or I couldn’t be of any use to you. But apart from that, we’re much the same.”


      “So, what were you in your last life then?” said Primo, with a sudden stare.


      “Well, not what you were, you can bet your life on that,” John said. “But it’s not what you did or didn’t do that matters just at the moment. It’s how you think. And you’re thinking in questions.”


      “Well, get on with it then,” said Primo. “Answer the rest of them, if you can.”
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      They had been sitting on the bridge for so long that they were all feeling extremely stiff. No staircase had miraculously appeared in the clouds. No mystical aeroplane had materialised, nor a set of parachutes, para-gliders, or winged angel messengers with outstretched hands to offer an easy way down. They had hoped, at first, that walking a little further would supply a solution, but it had not. The walkway had simply come to an end. The fogs had reformed and within the sudden damp mist, the way had finished. The huge arch in the sky that constituted their narrow path, had come to such a sudden conclusion that everyone nearly fell off. Instead they had clutched at each other, teetered on the edge, and quickly backed up. Then, ashamed and embarrassed to discover themselves all entwined with the men they so heartily despised, they had shuffled off separately and sat down, legs swinging into the nothingness, (Father Martin nearly lost his sandals) clutched the balustrade and peered down to the place they longed to be.


      “This is bloody ridiculous,” said Francesco. “Someone’s got something wrong. Why should we be suspended up here in the sky, with nowhere to go but back? It doesn’t make sense.”


      “I fear,” said Father Martin, “that we are meant to find our own way down.”


      “Rubbish,” sniffed Ayakis. “If this is Paradise, which it has to be, then someone is supposed to come and get us. There’s been a mistake. Maybe the right message never got to the right place.”


      “You think Heaven might have an even more inefficient postal service than we did?” demanded Gregorio. “Even back home, they’d have got a phone call through by now, and come to pick us up. My bus was always reliable. I was always at the right place at the right time. Well, never more than an hour late anyway.”


      “I don’t think they have a bus service in Heaven, my son,” sighed Father Martin with a superior sniff.


      “Well, I hope something happens before night comes,” said Gregorio. “We’re so high up. I wouldn’t like this in the dark.”


      “Idiot,” said Francesco, more for something to say than anything else.


      “I have faith,” insisted Ayakis. “Someone will come for me.”


      “Yes,” said Francesco, “and damned soon I hope, because you’re getting on my bloody nerves. And I know who’ll be coming for you. He’ll have horns and a nice long forked tongue.”


      “Stupid children’s tales,” said Ayakis with a toss of black hair. “You and your nonsense about Purgatory. And what is this then, this land below? Purgatory? Hell? Don’t you realise how puerile your silly beliefs really are?”


      “Not like yours I suppose?” demanded Francesco. “Call me puerile? You - you’re a blatant loony. Whatever nonsense you were brainwashed with certainly is disproved now, even you must see that, cretin though you are. Now at least have the sense to admit you murdered us all for fucking nothing.”


      The clouds had thickened and Francesco swallowed a mouthful mid-sentence and began coughing. Ayakis started to answer him, but stopped, suddenly blinded by the damp swirls of enclosing fog. Gregorio shouted out, frightened to find himself alone. “Are you all still there? I can’t see a thing.”


      “I can’t see anything either,” shouted back Francesco, interrupted and choked by the swirling damp. The fog was beginning to freeze.


      “Quick, come close,” called Father Martin, “hold onto each other, or we shall all fall into the abyss.”


      “More like you’ll pull me over the edge,” yelled Francesco in growing panic. The ice was in his mouth, his throat, and his chest. He felt it closing him off from life.


      “It’s like dying all over again,” whimpered Gregorio.


      “It’s worse, far worse,” said Father Martin. “Dying was no challenge. I saw bright blue and floated for a moment. Then I was standing solid beside the bus with all of you. But this is terrible. What is happening?”


      “They are coming for me,” squealed Ayakis, shivering but suddenly triumphant. “This is the beginning of your utter annihilation. They are leading me to God while you infidels face your final destruction.”


      “I must insist,” Father Martin shouted louder, “if we don’t hold to each other, we will all fall. Our only chance of safety is to pull together. If poor Ayakis is deluded into wishing to stay isolated, then so be it, but for the love of Christ, the rest of us must hold hands and keep close.”


      Finger tip felt finger tip, hands clasped tight, curling, gripping, damp, cold palm to palm. But it was more than the three of them, it was four. Ayakis, not yet trusting entirely to his righteous salvation, clung to the monk beside him, and Gregorio to his right. Opposite, just a sharp nose and the glare of fiercely belligerent eyes, out of the obliterating mists Francesco faced him, himself gripping to those either side. They huddled there as their sweeping arc of bridge began to sway and then disintegrate beneath them into the haze.
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      It was a theatre, more superbly and exotically splendid and far more beautiful than any marble palisade in life, soaring higher than any man could build for it would have challenged Icarus. Above, like dancing rainbows exploring an eternal labyrinth, colours swirled. They became patterns, loosened, separated, and then, in kaleidoscopes of invention, became colours which had never before existed.


      “And you say it’s a theatre?” said Georgia, rapt and still, gazing to the flaming pinnacles. “A theatre for what? Why so huge and amazing? I would have thought it would be a church at least. A temple of some kind.”


      “My friend Wilmot,” sighed Norwen with exaggerated patience, “would no doubt tell you to open your mind and discover such matters for yourself.” Norwen now stood beside her. “And he would tell me to take you by the hand and fly through the puzzles, laughing at such simplicity. But,” and Norwen nodded, abandoning the sighs, “That is not my way, although sometimes I wish it was. So let me explain in words more bland and banal. There are churches, mosques, temples, shrines and chapels on some planes. Especially on the sixth, where new arrivals expect the comfort of their chosen religions expressed in solid form. The people congregate and worship. To most, it brings great spiritual pleasure, and often significant progress.”


      Had she been on earth, her limitations of sight would have blinded her to the entirety of the incredible theatre, but here, unrestricted by the illusions of science, she did not have to stretch her neck or turn her head. Vision was unhampered by horizons. She was still, however, restricted by the capacity to wonder.


      “But all religion is one here,” continued Norwen. “Arrivals to the seventh plane learn to accept that Love unites, not separates. We also realise that understanding spirit and the source of the Source is a private and personal matter. You do not need any temple beyond your own mind.”


      “I get that,” said Georgia. “But why a theatre?”


      “It encompasses all presentations of creation,” said Norwen. “We tend to call it a theatre because here we still need words to communicate, though it might as easily be called a gallery, a museum or a library. It operates on many levels. You can come here to explore the truth of history. You can come to read, to watch ballet, opera or plays. You can choose to act yourself, or paint, or sculpt. It is a great concert hall, and the music of all lands is performed here. It is everything that is beautiful in the creative arts which those recent arrivals from life still choose to practise.”


      Georgia felt her body bubble up, alive with enthusiasm. “So you don’t need to be an actor. I don’t need a ticket. And I shall come here very often.” She grinned, spreading out her arms as if to begin her soliloquy. “I had no special talents myself when I was alive, but perhaps I can learn some here. I mean, I could learn to play the harp and sit on a cloud.” She giggled. “Or play the piano perhaps. I always wanted to learn as a kid.”


      “Of course, many do those things,” said Norwen. “Come to learn, to watch and listen to all the artistic genius of history. Those who die do not immediately relinquish the desire to practise their skills, and here of course they can achieve far more than they ever could when hampered by the physical.”


      “And on your plane?” asked Georgia suddenly, intrigued and imagining vast galleries of art, literature and outlandish achievement. “Do you have even more beautiful places? Even greater theatres?”


      “There is no simple answer to that,” smiled Norwen. “From the seventh plane onwards, the spirit’s existence loses its physical pretence. All the illusions of solidity begin to evaporate, and the essence of true spirit takes over. By the ninth plane, creation is breath and no theatre is needed to house what is inherent in every wave and particle of growth. In the meantime, what you see here is the greatest physical representation of accumulated artistic talent that could manifest. Spend days here if you like. Weeks. There are no limits.”


      “I wish I could bring my mother,” murmured Georgia.


      “Ah, yes,” smiled Norwen. “Now that is another subject altogether.”
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        * * *


      


      “Yes, she visits,” said Romano softly. “I feel her. You must surely feel that too.”


      “No, I don’t,” said Sophie. “Well, perhaps in a way I do. But it isn’t enough, is it? It’s so nebulous and I feel I ought to be sure, so then I tell myself I could be imagining it. Breezes where there shouldn’t be breezes, you know, things like a sudden movement in the big pot of geraniums indoors when there aren’t any windows open. But then I think, well it could be vibrations. Just a lorry going past outside.”


      “Lorries don’t go past this road,” Romano pointed out.


      “Yes. Well no. I mean exactly, but it just could be. The first lorry ever, and I happened to feel the vibration which moved the leaves of the geranium. You must know what I mean.”


      “Oh, I do the same thing,” Romano smiled. “I think we are cowards in such matters.”


      “But I’m not scared,” said Sophie. “I couldn’t be scared of seeing my own mother.”


      He laughed. “I don’t mean frightened of ghosts. It is our own idiocy that worries us, the pathetic desire to feel the presence of the one we’ve lost, which matters so much that we cannot risk being wrong. We simply fear to be deluded.”


      Sophie nodded. “Yes, that’s it. So, would you like to try what Wayne suggests?”


      “I am not sure,” said Romano eventually and carefully, “that Wayne is the person I would care to trust with the details of my personal emotions. Nor do I feel I would choose him as the ideal messenger in such a delicately unusual situation.”


      “But he’s the psychic one,” said Sophie. “At least, he says he is.”


      “Absurd hypothesis,” smiled Romano, “but interesting too of course. Do I understand that you are enthusiastic?”


      Sophie nodded vigorously. “Either it works or it doesn’t. But I’d hate not to try. If it does work, then it’ll be so exciting and that’s worth risking possible disappointment. Don’t you think?”


      “Life is full of disappointments,” murmured Romano.


      The sun, a golden blaze, shot between long black fingered shadows from the cypresses, snoozing in the softer sun trapped tangle of wild flowers and dozing beneath the olives, carpeting the shadows in white and yellow. Bee-drone; muffled lullabies, and hard to believe in the dangers of the supernatural while the land smelled like honey and clover and fat black grapes.


      “Georgia loved this time of year,” said Romano sleepily. “The early summer, when all the growth of this land is so spontaneous and rich. She would come, if she could.”


      “Then you agree to try?” Sophie leaned forward.


      Romano laughed. “I could hardly refuse, nor do I wish to deny such a possibility. But I should like to talk to Wayne first myself, and see what he promises.”


      “I don’t suppose he can promise anything,” dubiously, “but he seems to think someone’s often here.”


      “This land carries echoes of three thousand years of building, ploughing and earnest human endeavour,” said Romano. “There will be a hundred ghosts wandering here, for those sensitive to seeing such things. I do not expect Wayne to guarantee Georgia’s appearance. I was simply thinking of denying entrance to others.”


      Sophie wrinkled her nose and squinted into the sunshine. “You don’t believe in evil spirits do you?”


      Romano paused before answering. “No. Nor do I believe that harm can come to those who have no malignant motive in calling to the other side. But I am no expert on such matters. We know so little.”


      “I wouldn’t mind talking to some Roman soldier or Etruscan farmer,” said Sophie. “It’s Mum I really hope will come of course, but anything would be exciting.”


      “You are charmingly susceptible to a variety of avenues for excitement,” said Romano, smiling again. “Such youthful exuberance! I am too old to expect excitement so easily. But if your mother will accept your friend Wayne as an avenue between worlds, then I shall be deeply satisfied. It would be the fulfilment of everything I could hope for.”


      “I’ll tell him,” said Sophie.
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      Georgia stood on her mother’s polished doorstep, took a deep breath, and knocked. With an effort of concentration, she stopped her hand going straight through, and she stopped the door swinging open on its lopsided hinges. The knock reverberated into the building.


      “Oh don’t be so silly and just come in,” called Rita. “I know you can walk right through if you want. And you are my daughter after all. No locks and keys where family’s concerned.”


      Well, that was new. “And I went to all that trouble to knock first and be polite,” said Georgia. “Where are you?”


      “In the kitchen,” said Rita. “I’m just making some tea.”


      Georgia sat on the new padded armchair, floral and bouncy. “Tea again? You know you could just summon it up if you wanted,” she said.


      “I like to make it properly,” Rita called back. “That way I know I’m getting something real.” She came in carrying a tray, teapot and cups. “But you could make some more of that nice cake if you like.” She put the tray on the coffee table and sat down opposite Georgia. “I never had any breakfast.”


      Georgia closed her eyes, opened them again and dutifully handed her mother a small plate of sliced cake.


      “I’ve been thinking a lot since you were last here,” admitted Rita through a mouthful of crumbs. “And I can see the sense in some of the things you say. I hope you noticed I’ve got more light in now, and those lovely big windows can get really sunny. But don’t go getting above yourself. I don’t see the sense of everything. Frankly, some of the symbolism stuff you talk is a load of rubbish.”


      Georgia blinked. “You’ll have to take that up with God.”


      Rita wasn’t amused. “Now there you go spoiling things. That’s blasphemy, young lady. Spoken in Heaven too. You ought to be ashamed of yourself, and you from further up as well. I suppose you say things like that just to shock me.”


      “So you concede we’re in Heaven?”


      “Well, it’s not much of one,” said Rita. “You come from a nice cosy bit I suppose, but I got the dreary part as usual. They say everyone’s equal, but it’s not true is it, not even over here. Mind you, it gets jumbled up from there to here and those who had it good before don’t always get it good this side. There’s this big, big movie star just a few doors down, though I can’t remember his name now. You’d recognise him if you saw him, but names and reputation and stuff fades here doesn’t it? Anyway, when he arrived he expected a palace with everyone so impressed and loving him like mad, but he got stuck in a horrid dark little house just like mine and he was furious. Now he won’t talk to a soul and won’t go out, and he just sits and glares out of his teeny little window. I’ve got nicer windows than he has.”


      “So everyone is equal then,” insisted Georgia, thinking of Norwen’s speeches.


      Rita shook her head. “I had it poor and dreary before, and I’ve got it poor and dreary now too,” she said. “But I’m ready to admit one thing. You’ve helped since you turned up. Nice windows, nice cushions. The new light shows up all my things really well. So, fair’s fair.  That’s down to you. I mean, I always had windows outside, but now I’ve got them inside too, and it’s got real pretty. Mind you, it shows up the dust too.”


      “I always had that trouble when I was alive. You dust the bottom shelf daily, the next shelf up weekly, and the top shelf monthly.”


      Rita pursed her lips. “Your father didn’t bring you up to be much of a housewife, then!”


      Georgia regarded her mother with surprise. “Should he have?” Then she shook her head, banished the cross remarks, and said, “I don’t seem to get dust anymore.”


      “Yes, well, you wouldn’t, would you,” said Rita. “No dust, no grime, no things falling over. So like I said, you got to live in the nice bit higher up.”


      Georgia abandoned her cup of tea which was going cold. “Honestly Mum, you seem to want me to feel guilty about that. Accusing me – as if I took the biggest slice of cake and made sure you only got the crumbs. For Heaven’s sake, stop putting the blame for all your own misfortunes on other people.”


      Rita stiffened. “Who’s blaming who? I know I did wrong, back then. When you were little, it was my fault. There was that pretty lad who I fancied and Maurice was always getting headaches. So, I went where the fun was. I was bloody stupid of course, but I was very young. I’ve told you before, if you want an apology, well, you can have it. I’m sorry. I apologise. But I won’t say no more.  It wasn’t easy, being poor with a grisly baby and a miserable sod of a husband. You try it.”


      Georgia sighed. “I did.”


      Rita giggled. “Well, if you’d had more bloody courage, you’d have left them. You obviously didn’t take after your mother.”


      “I just had a long affair instead,” admitted Georgia. “And now I think I should have left my husband and gone with my lover. But at the time, your example wasn’t exactly encouraging. I was a bit haunted – but well, perhaps – at least my daughter was a lot older.”


      There was a short silence. “Self-righteous bitch,” Georgia told herself, but did not say it aloud.


      “So what?” demanded her mother. “What’s that got to do with courage? Easier for the kid when it’s still young enough to get used to another woman, and forget the old one. I bet you never even missed me.”


      Had she? Could she even remember anymore? “Dad never married again,” said Georgia, looking quickly down into her lap. “Anyway, what happened to the poet or whoever he was?”


      “Bloody useless git,” sighed Rita. “Didn’t last long. I found another, then another. I was never happy. No luck in money, nor blokes. I bet Maurice would be pleased to hear that.”


      Well, he might, actually, and Georgia knew she’d tell him the next time she saw him. She smiled to herself... “Of course he wouldn’t. Dad’s not like that,” she said, knowing it was a lie. Could you lie in heaven? Maybe on the fifth plane you could. “And stop thinking selfishness is the same thing as courage,” she said. “I was selfish too. No courage. But indulgence. And that was the bit I loved best of all.”


      “Sex, you mean?”


      “Oh, Mum,” said Georgia, eyes back on her lap.


      “I like it when you call me Mum,” said Rita. “I’ll make some more tea.”


      Georgia felt she might vomit tea, and shifted uncomfortably in the over-stuffed armchair. “It’s so nice and bright in here now. Tell me everything you’ve changed.”


      “I’m glad you’ve noticed,” said Rita, sitting down again. “It all took a few days and a lot of hard work, but I reckon I got it right in the end. I’ve got a big mirror in the kitchen too, and that reflects light. It’s the light I really like. It was so bloody dull before.”


      “Yes, and that’s fantastic,” Georgia was suitably enthusiastic. “I mean, think of symbolism, so you’ve chosen to see the light. That’s just wonderful.”


      “Well, no need to get excited,” Rita said. “And all this symbolism stuff you go on about, well, I didn’t ask for any of that. It’s not my choice. I just want to get on with my life.”


      “Your death, you mean,” interrupted Georgia. “You’re not still denying that, are you?”


      “Well,” said Rita, “I’m alive now, aren’t I? I’m certainly not lying down dead. I feel alive, so stop complicating matters. Keep repeating those same old bossy lessons, and I’ll stop inviting you around. Honestly! You’re dead, Rita, face facts. It’s all relative, Rita. Think about the symbolism, Rita. Dark is dark so let in the light, Rita. Well, I’m sick of having other people’s ideas shoved down my throat. I’ve heard all that stuff before, never fear, and I don’t like it. You’re as bad as those prissy goody-goodies, so stop being so bloody bossy.”


      “So you’ve had visits from people before, trying to help? What did you say to them?”


      “What do you think?” scowled Rita. “I’ve a mind of my own and I don’t like people interfering. But you, well you’re my daughter so it’s different. But just don’t take liberties. Now I think I’ll go and make a symbolic cup of bloody tea after all, since now I need one myself.”


      “I’ll make more cake,” suggested Georgia, despondent.


      She was into the top layer of icing when Norwen jumped into her head. It was sudden, and made her jump too. “I’m glad you’re here,” whispered Georgia, too confused to keep her voice silent. “I’m not being subtle enough and Mum’s getting fed up with me. I’m not exactly practised with this teaching business. What should I do now?”


      “Stop trying so hard,” Norwen answered. “Your mother’s spiritual progress is not your responsibility. Relax and trust. Enjoy discovering her and let her discover you. If you must feel obliged to teach, then teach by example. You are not your mother’s guide.”


      “Does she have one then?” asked Georgia. “She’s never mentioned it.”


      “So, what’s that all about?” demanded Rita, bustling in with the tea. “It’s that telepathy stuff you’re doing, isn’t it? So just stop it. It’s rude. While you’re in my house you can bloody well restrict yourself to talking to me instead of wandering off into your head. I don’t like it. It’s worse than mobile phones and that silly textating stuff.”


      “I was talking to my guide.” Georgia glared. “Don’t you have one too?”


      Rita poured the tea with a dismissive scowl. “Oh, I told you. People used to come. All superior and showing off their fancy auras. Always talking about love and soppy forgiveness. I sent them packing, like everyone else in this street does. We don’t like snobby do-gooders here and as soon as one of them turns up we all go inside and slam our doors. That shows them.”


      Georgia couldn’t resist the answer. “No wonder you’ve been sitting in the dark for ages.”


      “I’ve heard all that stuff before,” said Rita. “Now it’s my turn to talk, so try listening for once. You’re so keen on this symbolism stuff? Right. So let’s have some more changes around here, and you can help. I reckon you’re better at it than me, so how about a vase of flowers? A window box maybe, and some pretty ornaments on the mantelpiece. And while you’re at it, I’d like the recipe for that nice cake you keep making.”


      Georgia was obediently concentrating on chrysanthemums when her focus was interrupted. Someone was shouting from across the street outside. Rita stood and went to look out of the window, peering suspiciously from the shadow of the curtains. “Come on,” she said, turning back to Georgia. “Something’s going on. Let’s go and have a look.”


      “It’s your name being called,” said Georgia. “If you’ve got other visitors, I’ll leave. I can come back another time.”


      “Hang on,” said Rita.


      Someone was pushing through her front door. Impatient with the ill-fitting barrier, the man had decided to walk straight through. He was large and bearded and looked pleased with himself. “I did knock, but no one heard me,” he said, booming slightly. “So anyway, you’re being called from the other side. We heard it, my wife and me. It’s you lot they’re asking for.”


      “Looks like most of the street has heard it too,” said Rita crossly as a large crowd began to group around her front door, several others pushing into the living room. “Bugger off, all of you. If it’s for me, then I can answer it myself thank you very much.”


      “A telephone call?” asked Georgia in total confusion.


      “That’s her,” someone shouted. “It’s not for Rita, stupid. It’s for that woman she’s got visiting her. What’s her name, Rita, her in the pink dress? What’s your name love?”


      Avid faces pushed in upon her. “Me, I’m Georgia,” she said, stumbling backwards.


      “That’s the one,” shouted several together. “Come on, get your call, love. We’ll help you set it up.”


      “Was me got the call first,” bellowed the large bearded man. “I should be the one sets it up.”


      “Bother,” said Rita, trying to push several hefty bodies from her room. “My first call ever, and half the bloody street gets in on it.”
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      They sat facing each other on the banks of the pool, toes in the water. The sun blossomed on a circle of water-lilies, which had not been there before.


      “Oh well,” said John, hitching up the damp hem of his toga, “if you’re going to be attached to the old idea of cause and effect, at least relinquish the insistence on sequence.”


      “And how am I supposed to do that?” demanded Primo. “Even supposing I wanted to, that is. Things happen in some sort of order, even over here.”


      “They never did,” said John, “which is why cause and effect was always a dodgy idea. But hang onto your outworn beliefs if you wish. Far be it from me to upset your smug sense of security.”


      “Patronising old twit,” said Primo again. “I’m not fucking stupid you know.”


      “Which is why you have fewer excuses,” said John. “Think about it. A soul needs a set of lessons. Gets reincarnated. So along come the appropriate lessons. Cause and effect! Except that the poor sod firmly believes that what’s happening to him is the cause of his misery. He doesn’t realise that the misery is the cause of what’s happening.”


      “Still cause and effect,” sniffed Primo, kicking away a frog that was getting amorous with his toe.


      John shook his head, long silver hair, long silver beard, and wedge of tangled silver moustache. “But the effect doesn’t relate to that particular cause,” he said. “The lessons he’s getting relate to something he did in a previous life which made him ready for a new potential to be fulfilled. He increased his potential, and to live up to that he needed a couple of difficult experiences. But those harsh experiences weren’t punishments, they were rewards for having grown spiritually, expanding his potential for further growth. The new set of events flooded in to encourage that growth. They weren’t caused simply by what he did at all.”


      “Okay. Maybe I’m stupid after all.”


      “Look at it this way. You’re alive, three lives ago,” said John, picking up a stick and making lines in the soft earth by his side. “I don’t know who you are. King Charles, Julius Caesar, it doesn’t matter. But you’re an earnestly affectionate young chap with a lot of credulous energy. You try hard, you write sentimental poetry or something, and so you manage to increase your spiritual potential. You stretch it a bit, like elasticated stockings. Which, of course, is what material living is all about.”


      “Okay. So I’m a saint with varicose veins. Go on.”


      “Well, maybe not a saint, but you try to be nice to your wife and you read books, so you grow.” John peered at Primo from beneath his singular ledge of silver eyebrow. “So, having struggled to do your very, very best, you promptly die. Young, I suspect, before you become thoroughly jaded and stuff up the good work you’ve achieved so far.”


      “Doesn’t sound like me at all,” said Primo.


      “Quiet,” said John, “and listen. You have a pleasant few years in Paradise, and finally agree to reincarnate. You and the Source work it out and agree on the perfect destiny for next time around. With a few groans, you get it together, and get reborn. And what are you born as? A nice handsome prince as a recognition of all your previous efforts? No, like hell you are. You’re a poverty stricken idiot with a club foot, and your mother is a vicious old hag who hates you because she already has thirteen kids and not a penny to feed them with and can’t afford condoms and it’s ancient Mesopotamia anyway so there aren’t any chemists.”


      Primo grinned. “So, who’s she, this poor old hag of a mother? Someone I stole from in the previous life? My sister, who I spat at?”


      John grinned back. “No way. She’s the sweet little boy who used to live next door, who you always gave sweets to even when you were in a rush to catch the train.”


      “Carry on,” nodded Primo. “So my mother’s the angelic little boy from next door, who now has thirteen brats and hates us all. What delicious surprises come my way next?”


      “Oh, the usual misery,” said John. “You grow up starving and beaten. It makes you sour. You end up beating your own wife and abusing your own kids. You spend ten years in goal, and get shot by a passing street gang by mistake on the first day after your release.”


      “Cosy,” nodded Primo.


      “So, that’s your beautiful reward for being so good the time before,” said John. “See, it was a reward in a way. Perhaps, more accurately, a prize. First prize. You were given the chance, the encouragement, in fact the certainty, of regression, in order to start again and fulfil your increased potential with the full understanding of how to fill it. Though no regression is actually a regression of course. It’s another form of growth, since sometimes you have to experience the depths and move on in spite of it – though really because of it. Growth depends on regression sometimes. See? No nice sequential straight lines.”


      “And the next life after that?”


      “Guilt, remorse, and some sort of behaviour to justify the remorse that you’ve already got stuck in your gullet from the last life, which you can’t even remember.” John scratched his beard, which was tickling inside his toga. “And, what’s even more confusing to someone with an insistence on believing in simple cause and effect – the sequences of these lives could go backwards. Depending on when society’s conditions are suitable for the new experiences you need, that is.”


      “Bugger off,” said Primo pleasantly.


      “So,” continued John, “when I tell you that your house is expanding because you’ve met me, because talking to me has increased your awareness, it’s no good bleating about how the house grew first, before I even turned up, though naturally you had to be ready for both. Sequences don’t matter and cause and effect is just a code. Forget karma as some primitively brutal eye for an eye type of rubbish, since that nonsense is as short sighted as any eye for an eye stuff automatically would be. And by the way, you might not be an idiot, but sometimes you’re bloody stupid all the same.”


      Primo, unblinking, surveyed his visitor. “You don’t sound at all like one of those bloody irritating do-gooders.”


      “And how many,” said John, “bloody do-gooders have you ever allowed to get close enough to talk to you anyway? Yes, I thought so. So how the hell do you know what they sound like?”


      “Not like you,” repeated Primo. “And they don’t look like you either. So why all the Ghost of Christmas Past stuff?”


      “Oh, I always fancied a bit of dressing up,” said the old man. “I used to play-act a fair bit when I was alive. I just thought it might amuse you. Start you listening.”


      “And I don’t like the name,” said Primo. “John’s a totally boring name. Unimaginative. Common. It doesn’t suit you.”


      “And I suppose you think Primo suits you?” John smirked slightly beneath his beard. “Yes, my Latin was fairly good in the old days, I know the meaning of that at least. Call yourself First? So is that arrogance, or wishful thinking?”


      “Well, to be absolutely honest,” said Primo, “which I hope you appreciate since it’s not a habit I usually indulge in, I can’t actually even remember why I picked that. I certainly never was a Latin scholar. When I first came over, I just wanted to hide my own identity so I chose another. I must have had a reason for taking that name but I don’t remember.”


      “Oh, well,” said John. “As it happens, I know the answer to that as well, but it doesn’t matter now. I’m happy to call you Primo. And if you don’t like the name John, you can call me Wilmot.”


      “Please yourself,” said Primo.


      “I usually do,” said Wilmot.
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      Within the swathing knotted mists and their chilly damp, the four fugitives from the bus explosion clutched to each other’s arms, pressing the panic of their bodies into an alignment of hated necessity. Their feet scrabbled desperately as the bridge on which they stood disintegrated. First one leg, and then another, lost security until no solid ground at all remained beneath them. Gregorio began to whimper.


      Then Father Martin gasped, smothered a yelp, and said, “My children, do you feel the wind? It’s alright. We are floating.”


      “It’s alright for you, you old fool,” spat Ayakis. “You’ve got those long skirts. You wear your own parachute.”


      “Well,” said Father Martin with a less than benign grimace, “hang on tight. It’s rather damp up the nether regions, but I’ll see you all down. Have a little faith.”


      “Sweet Jesus, faith in what? The bloody north wind?” wailed Francesco, his grip like claws on the monk’s arm.


      Gregorio whimpered a second time, having scratched his leg on the top branches of a tree. From a great height, they were descending increasingly fast and in minutes they were amongst the leaves, kicking foliage from their faces and the snag of twigs from their clothes.


      Ayakis was becoming excited, stretching down for solid ground, immediately wriggling free from the desperate embrace of his companions. “See. I have done it,” he said, tripping away between the shadows of the trees. “I am in Paradise at last. Now they will come for me.”


      Father Martin had kneeled and was kissing the ground. Old leaves from the undergrowth, little thorns and some damp earth attached themselves to the length of his beard. Gregorio leaned forwards and helped him brush them off.


      Francesco stood straight and stiff and watched the dancing, elated figure of his murderer disappearing between the bushes. “Stupid bastard,” he muttered. “Well, at least now we can get rid of him.”


      But Ayakis was not going far. He came scampering back almost at once, face ashen. His great enthusiasm was paralysed into sudden disillusion and fear. “There are creatures,” he whispered, trembling. “There are wild things. Monsters with huge teeth are waiting there for us. We cannot go further.”


      “Snivelling coward,” shouted Francesco, striding forwards. “There aren’t any monsters in Heaven.”


      “Perhaps,” said Gregorio, cowering back, “we are not in Heaven.”


      “I thought you didn’t believe in purgatory?” said Francesco, busy peering under bushes and into shadows.


      “But I believe in hell,” whispered Gregorio. Ayakis had manoeuvred himself directly behind the larger man. Gregorio looked at him over his shoulder. “You, you’ve brought us all to this, you devil. If you hadn’t killed me before my time, I would have grown old and venerable. I would have made peace with the Lord.”


      “Perhaps,” suggested Father Martin quietly, “we should all confess our sins now and free our souls from wickedness, to move on in a state of grace into the true paradise we hope awaits us.”


      “I’m not telling you my private confession, you old fraud,” said Francesco. “For a holy man, you’re not doing so well it seems. What did you do then, to bring you amongst the sinners? Molest little choir boys?”


      And Father Martin promptly burst into tears. Gregorio moved quickly away from him. “Is that true father? What did you do to get held back with us?”


      “No,” sobbed the monk, tugging at his beard. “I sinned, but never like that. I loved the little children, all soft and innocent. Then it was the women who tempted me, but they were willing, I swear. They seduced me. I had no escape.”


      “Women,” nodded Gregorio with greater sympathy. “They leave a man no peace. I admit I beat my wife, but she asked for it. How could I resist, when she spoke to me with such lack of respect? And her breasts in that white cotton petticoat! Everything was done to antagonise and entice, and then reject. How can any righteous man stay strong in the face of such incitement to debauchery?”


      Francesco stared at them both in amazement before hooting with laughter. “What a pair of old hypocrites. Both scared of your own pricks! I was certainly master in my own house, but I never beat my wife nor would ever have considered such a thing. An Italian knows how to treat a woman.”


      “Yes, one after the other,” sniffed Gregorio. “I may have given my dear Helena many beatings though only under severe provocation, but I was never unfaithful to her. Never.”


      “Probably impotent,” smirked Francesco.


      Ayakis, staying close and looking frequently and warily towards the far trees, now exploded into vehement indignation. “You infidels,” he spat, “with your libidinous devilry. You have no discretion, no respect. You disgust me with your foul talk and your violence.”


      “Violence?” roared Francesco. “Look who’s talking!”


      They had forgotten all about the monsters, but it was the moment that Pigseed chose to walk into the sunny clearing and introduce himself. He had been enjoying himself for some time, eavesdropping from a distance. New arrivals on the third plane were his speciality and he was dressed appropriately in his best leather hide, crocodile patterned leggings and carved wooden mask with a massive curve of false canine teeth.


      Everyone, including Francesco, promptly threw themselves onto the ground. Pigseed laughed, and beckoned the rest of the gang to follow him.
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        * * *


      


      Primo was caressing the harpy in his new bedroom. She did not always enjoy coming into the house, though she frequently roosted above his open roofed pool-room. This time, however, he had brought her indoors himself. He had fallen in love with his curtained bed, and since he was already in love with the eagle, he liked to enjoy them both together.


      He relaxed on the sinking billow of mattress, lounging against the padded back-rest, surrounded by the continuous movement and song of the taffetas and silks, shaded by the thousand tones of saffron, gold and russet. Against his chest with her beak snuggling his neck, the harpy lay in an ecstatic devotion of slumber. She was snoring. Primo called it a purr. His fingers combed the back feathers of her powerful wings, scratching a little at the back of her neck, fingertips crawling then to the top of her head where her itches usually congregated.


      She was a large companion with which to share a bed, being a bird of unusual size, but her weight did not affect him here where the physical existed only as an eccentricity of expectations, so Primo shut his eyes as the harpy did, and began to snooze.


      When he opened his eyes again, there was a remarkably beautiful young woman sitting beside him. He had neither heard nor felt her arrival, but he could damn well see her now and was distinctly surprised. His reaction woke the eagle, who blinked twice and squawked before spreading her wings and stretching, which almost knocked both Primo and the young lady off the bed.


      The apparition was gorgeous, and more voluptuous than saintly. With magnificent blue eyes, long strawberry-blonde curls, a delicately pointed chin and the sweetest unfurrowed smile, she looked like a benevolent but provocatively appetising Madonna. She wore, with a deep furrow of cleavage, a long belted gown of blue silk, exactly the same colour as her eyes.


      “What the fuck?” said Primo with distinct irreverence.


      “I take it you weren’t expecting me,” said Wilmot.
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        * * *


      


      “I don’t think I even like her,” said Georgia, biting her lip. “And you can’t strike me dead for not honouring my mother and having mean thoughts in heaven, because I’m dead already. So I just have to be honest. I’m sort of glad she ran away and abandoned me as a kid. I’d have grown up to hate her. I used to think Dad was a pain, but she’s worse. We have nothing in common. Are you sure she’s my mother?”


      “Do you imagine,” asked Norwen gently, “that I did a google search to find her, and so could be mistaken?”


      Georgia was too glum to giggle. “So why don’t I like her? I want to like her.”


      “You’ve grown a great deal over the years of your life,” Norwen pointed out. “As a child perhaps you had more in common with both your parents. But as you all three grew in experience, so those experiences took you in different directions.”


      “So why am I bothering to spend all this time and effort helping someone I don’t really like who no longer seems like my mother?”


      “Because,” said Norwen with gravity, “you enjoy it.”


      Georgia paused, bit her lip again, started to speak, changed her mind and said, “Yes. I do. And I like helping her. Is that disgustingly smug? And I like being able to show her things, and I even like feeling superior. But that’s not nice of me, is it.”


      “But human,” Norwen suggested.


      “So should I stop?”


      “Of course not,” said her guide at once. “Continue with what you enjoy. Your efforts help her a great deal. Eventually you may well find that you like her after all, once you understand her more deeply. And her attitude, needs and gratitude will teach you even more than your father’s explanatory lessons do. We always learn more when no one is attempting to teach us.”
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      As the pale green shadows strengthened into evening, they sat around the long table, Romano at its head and Wayne to his right. On the other side sat Sophie and Julian, holding hands in nervous anticipation. “If I go into a trance,” said Wayne, “you have to make sure I don’t fall off the chair.”


      Romano smiled somewhat carefully. “Is this likely?”


      “Well, no,” admitted Wayne, “but other people do that, don’t they? I do sort of feel like it’s a trance when I call on the other side. Things go different and blurry. I mean, it is all real, you know.”


      “Oh, we believe you, of course we do,” said Sophie. “Don’t we, Julian?”


      “Without a doubt, my darlings,” said Julian. “Just tell me what to do. I’m happy to light candles, fetch the wine, close my eyes, anything you all think might help get us in the mood. Will the table rise up, do you think?”


      “I doubt it,” said Wayne. “It never has before.”


      “I trust not,” said Romano. “It is a very heavy table. Besides, I am rather fond of it the way it is.”


      “But I wouldn’t mind a glass of wine,” said Sophie. “It might help me relax a bit. I’m not scared of course, but it’s all a bit, well, nerve-racking.”


      “An excellent idea,” nodded Romano. “Lubrication is so good for the throat.”


      Sophie and Julian retrieved the wine from the fridge, grabbed glasses and corkscrew.


      Wayne said, “But don’t turn on the light. I don’t want candles and all that theatrical stuff, but not electric light either. This murky twilight is perfect.” He accepted a glass of wine, and smiled. “I reckon I’m ready. What about the rest of you?”


      They nodded. Sophie and Julian moved closer together.


      At once Wayne said, “I told you someone was here. They’re coming through already.”


      Three pairs of eyes watched him intently. Julian stopped breathing.


      Wayne continued, “I’m getting a message.” He closed his eyes, bowing his head a little, hands tight clasped on the old wood, wine glass forgotten. “It’s quite strong. I’m getting a T, a Ted or a Thomas perhaps. Tamsan? No, it’s a man. Todd. Terry. Well, anyway, he’s fine. He says he died of a heart attack. Does this mean anything to anyone?”


      It didn’t.


      “I have someone called Jim,” said Wayne. “He’s saying something about yellow hair. An auntie, or maybe a daughter. With blond hair. Or perhaps it’s him who’s blond. And there’s a Dotty or Dorothy, who seems very eager. She’s showing me roses, or perhaps its rhododendrons. I think she was a keen gardener.” Wayne’s voice was getting faster, like a small engine fired from an invisible source. “Now there’s a Sean. Name’s definitely Sean. He died recently, a blood disease, leukaemia perhaps, but he says he’s fine now and really happy. No one should worry about him.”


      “Believe me,” said Romano gently, “we don’t.”


      “There’s an old woman,” Wayne said. “Someone’s granny. I think she’s Hungarian. Does anyone have a Hungarian Nan? Her name’s Juliette, or Joanna or maybe something Hungarian that just sounds like that. I can hear her quite clearly. She wants to send a message to her granddaughter.”


      Julian looked hopefully at the others. They looked blankly back. “I don’t think any of us have Hungarian grannies,” said Julian. “I have a French one, but she’s still alive. In Bristol.”


      “It’s going cloudy,” said Wayne with a touch of disappointment. “But I can still hear something. Oh yes. Now there’s a middle aged man. Says his name’s Norman. Used to be a builder. He died suddenly. He’s showing me a ladder. Perhaps he fell off it. I’m not sure.”


      Romano poured another glass of wine.


      “Is there anyone here who recently lost a brother? No? Well, a sister perhaps? No?” Wayne sighed. “Everyone’s crowding in. It can get confusing. Now there’s two women. One of them died at Christmas, a few years ago now I think, but she’s talking about a Christmas gift she never got. Or perhaps she means dying wasn’t a good Christmas present. Anyway, she’s wearing a red coat and I think her name’s Rita. Mean anything to anyone? No?” He sighed again and reached for his wine glass. Romano leaned over and refilled it. “Things are getting muddled,” said Wayne. “There’s a kid called Paul in a dark uniform. Maybe died in the war, but he doesn’t look old enough. And a big man with a dark beard. He’s got huge shoulders and a bit of a beer gut. I think his name’s Bert or Benny or Bernie. Anyway, he wants to talk to his wife.”


      Wayne opened his eyes again and looked around with a slightly sheepish smile. “Well, I suppose it’s fairly obvious his wife isn’t here. This happens sometimes. They just push in you see and it’s hard to siphon out the ones that don’t matter. That is, of course they all matter, but they aren’t all relevant.”


      “I am sure we sympathise,” said Romano. “Perhaps a short break would be in order. We have plenty of time, if you would sooner continue with this tomorrow?”


      “I don’t want to give up yet,” said Sophie. “I really thought we’d get Mum. Would tomorrow be alright for you Wayne? You’re not totally exhausted or anything?”


      “Tomorrow would be just great,” said Wayne. “I can try and clear my thoughts between now and then. Some mediums have guides you know, and that makes things easier, but I never got a guide. All those Red Indians and ancient Egyptians, it sounds so silly and that put me off.”


      “I’d love to get a Red Indian,” sighed Julian. “Medicine beads and peace pipes and all those luscious feathers. It’s all so deliciously exciting.”


      “I’m not sure I’d call it exciting so far,” said Sophie. “But if you can get all those other people, I’m sure you can get Mum too, if we keep trying.”


      “Perhaps,” suggested Wayne, pushing back his chair and raising his glass, “you could try calling on Georgia tonight, all of us. Sort of ask her if she’ll agree to come through next time.”


      Romano stood rather abruptly, and the others followed him into the kitchen. “I bet he always talks to her, every night,” Sophie whispered to Wayne. “And I bet she comes through to you tomorrow. Which reminds me. Are you coming to me tonight?”


      Wayne smiled and squeezed her groping fingers. “So impatient? But I think maybe not. Perhaps I need to conserve my strength.”


      Chattering, whispering, disappointed but conserving the excitement of optimism and hope, the group retired to the kitchen, the hub of the house. The echoing anticipation of the other room was banished. Romano carried his glass to the old cooking range and began to heat the iron hobs. The others automatically grouped around, passing the pots, knives and ingredients, group therapy, sizzling olive oil in the pan, the red juice spilling from tomatoes, each face peered over to admire and absorb the perfumes.


      Romano mothered his guests with a gentle, almost puzzled charm, as if he had not quite decided or discovered why he encouraged them all to stay, to sleep and to wander, and to invade his home, his privacy and his pain. But he felt needed, not used, and it kept the desperate future a little further away. “And if this works, and she comes indeed,” he murmured to himself, “then I will understand it all at last.”


      “What was that?” said Sophie. “Did you ask for oregano?”


      He smiled and shook his head. “Not this time. I was talking to myself. A bad habit of those who usually live alone. Now, let us carry our plates back into the room of shadows and séances, and discuss the next step over dinner.”


      At the same table and sitting in the same places, they watched each other eat. “You still want to, don’t you?” insisted Julian, crumbling his bread. “Do it all again tomorrow I mean. We can’t give up now.”


      “Heavens, yes,” said Sophie. “I’m keen as ever.”


      “Well, personally I find it all too exciting,” said Julian. “Not totally successful yet, but still such fun. I’ve a few dead relatives myself of course, but I just couldn’t think of anyone with the names you came up with. I daresay I’ve known the odd Terry or Jim from time to time, but no one special I can remember. But you did get a Rita tonight, and actually I did know a Rita once. She was the girlfriend of some guy who rented my basement before Sophie came, but I only met her once. Besides, she’s probably still alive.”


      “I had a grandmother called Rita,” said Sophie, putting down her fork. “But I never met her. As it happens, she ran away with a gigolo or something and left my mum as a baby, so it couldn’t have been her who came through.”


      “It was probably Rita Hayworth,” said Wayne, pulling a face.


      “And you said she was wearing a red coat,” said Julian, laughing suddenly. “I mean, what has that got to do with it? Don’t tell me that people still wear coats in Heaven, because I just don’t believe it.”


      “Admittedly we have hardly achieved what we set out to do,” said Romano. “But this is no judgement, since our aims were highly questionable. Perhaps the satisfactory conclusion we hoped for is impossible. We cannot always expect our prayers to be answered.”


      “I suppose you lot are really wondering if I’m just an idiot,” said Wayne. “Or a fraud. I mean, I know I’m not exactly paying my way while I’m here, but being a back-packer doesn’t mean I’m a liar.”


      “I do not for one minute think you were making it up,” said Romano, once again pouring wine. “Had this evening been a trick, I am quite sure you would have tried to be more convincing. A dishonest man would have given us what we wanted, and included a long and loving message from Georgia.”


      “Well, I suppose you’re a bit sceptical for all that,” Wayne said, “and I wouldn’t blame you.” He shook his head, as if clearing the static from both worlds. “But I hear these voices, honestly I do. I get a weird feeling like fingers up the back of my neck, and then I hear things. But sometimes it gets so jumbled. I’ll try harder next time.”


      “Maybe you should try less hard,” suggested Sophie. “Then you’d get fewer people.”


      “Of course, it wasn’t very focused this evening,” admitted Julian, almost defensive, “but Wayne’s hardly a professional after all.”


      “I think,” said Romano, as everyone looked at everyone else, “that I will retire early tonight. Please help yourselves to the wine, and do whatever you please, although I would ask you not to hold another séance in my absence.”


      ”Oh, we wouldn’t, not without you,” said Sophie. “I think I’ll go to bed soon myself.”


      “I fancy a walk under the olives,” said Julian.


      “I might come with you for half an hour or so,” said Wayne. “It’ll put me in the right mood. Besides, I love this land in the dark. All those scuttling things and owls hunting and there’s still plenty of moonlight.”


      The moon was sliced narrow and pearled but its halo was insistent when Romano awoke after midnight. The blankets had fallen from his bed and left him more consciously alone, the shutters part open to the evening’s warmth, now susceptible to the night’s chill. Perfumes of honeysuckle and lemon blossom crowded past the moon’s crescent, the olives delicate grey and polished pewter in the fairy light. It had rained a little, stringing diamond facets along the vines, caught briefly by the witching hour. A silver world in a silver light. Something moved along the old stone wall, a cat chasing mice, disappearing again beneath the shadows.


      Romano padded bare foot down to the kitchen. Passing Julian’s room he heard soft voices, no distinct words, friends discussing tomorrow’s plans. From Sophie’s room there was the snuffle of childlike snoring, then quiet. He filled the coffee pot and set it to boil, poured himself a Sambuca while he waited, and wandered out into the silent privacy of the garden. The grass was still wet, spangled with glitter, bathing his feet, the good rich earth of Tuscan generations, the inheritance of his family. Red earth, fertile earth. It had stopped with him.


      His brother, the worthy inheritor, carried that destiny forwards with a solid, dependable ethic of work, children, grandchildren, hope and confidence. He himself had carried nothing but the weight of vague disappointment and lost love. He was not sure if it mattered, but it was a sense of failure he felt now, so strongly, since Georgia’s death. And he had called to her, but she had not come.


      Sophie woke shivering, the touch of a bad dream still damp at the back of her neck. She pulled her blankets up to her ears and blinked away the memories. The black nothingness hole of the dream had whispered of death, rejection, and abandonment. She had discovered herself alone, palely insufficient and inescapably flawed. The moonlight intruded, its knife stripe from the swinging shutters directed across her eyes. She crawled from the warmth and scurried to the window to shut it out. She sneezed. She had to open the casement to reach the shutters, then discovered the air was milder than she had supposed. She paused, staring for a moment at the tall, slim figure standing beneath the thick stretched branches of the great fig tree on the terrace. She watched him for a moment as he bent to stroke a cat, lifted it, its dark fur against his face, then set it down. It bounded away and he turned back to the house. It seemed as though he shrugged, as if accepting something he had not wished to know, then drank from the glass he carried and pushed open the door, entering the long passage below. Sophie sighed, watching still. For a moment, just a fleeting moment amongst so many shadows, it seemed as though another shadow lived and moved, no cat but a figure passing between worlds, reaching out and then caught back. Disappearing into the starlight.


      The sky throbbed with starlight as the moonglow sank, a million pulsing stars in their milky spilling swirls. In a universe so vast, surely there would be room for the dead.
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      Wilmot arranged his skirts and crossed his ankles. There was a quick glimpse of fishnet stockings, black leather garter and a gold anklet.


      Primo leaned back again and the harpy, having removed herself to the less tremulous security of the head board, now leaned down and nibbled at Primo’s ears.


      “That was bloody disconcerting,” said Primo.


      “I’m glad you think so,” smiled Wilmot. “I try to please.”


      “I didn’t say I was pleased,” said Primo.


      “Yes you did,” said Wilmot. “I can read your mind and besides, you enjoy being disconcerted as long as it’s unthreatening. Most people do, unless they live in a mental suburbia.”


      “I don’t think I ever met anyone who lived in suburbia,” said Primo. “Certainly wasn’t the country I came from. You don’t strike me as the sort of person who knew much about suburbia yourself.”


      “Oh, I had my placid moments,” said Wilmot. “The last life was fairly plastic from time to time. The two before that were more interesting.”


      Primo sat forwards, momentarily dislodging the eagle from her grooming. “You remember them all? God, I can barely even remember the last.” He leaned back again and frowned. “Not that I want to.”


      “Which is the problem of course,” said Wilmot. “But I’m not here to discuss my past lives nor the whole philosophy of reincarnation, and logical thought is such a plodding, self-absorbed absurdity. I don’t mind explaining a few things, but it’s inspiration you need, not lectures. And certainly not logic.”


      “Inspire me to what?” demanded Primo with deep suspicion. “You might pop up in an entertaining way every now and again which I admit relieves the boredom, and anyway, I don’t mind some of the lectures. I was thinking about karma before and you came and obligingly ironed out some of the wriggles. That’s okay. But don’t fucking think you can bring your shit-arse fucking prissy poetry stuff down here. I’m not playing anyone else’s games. You want to be my fucking guide, then you do it on my patch, and I ask the fucking questions and you answer if you want. Apart from that, you can take your silly disguises and piss off.” Primo leaned further back, absorbed into the high swinging shadows of the bed curtains. The harpy’s crest reared up. She sensed discord and hissed. “And if you don’t like my fucking language,” said Primo, shoulders hunched sullen and defensive, “you can go find some other bastard to guide into your stupid fucking holy land.” His chin sank into the collar of his tunic and the wrinkles of his neck.


      Wilmot grinned widely. “Strangely enough,” he said, “I never was much perturbed by the vocabulary of the bedroom or the gutter. But I tended to be a little more inventive with it myself. My conversation invariably stretched to more than the repetitively vulgar. Now. About inspiration.”


      “As long as you don’t start getting fucking religious,” muttered Primo.


      “Religion,” said Wilmot, regarding his very pink finger nails, “is what happens when humanity finally notices the power of the spirit, and then tries to usurp it by excluding pretty much everyone else. While naturally the only way you can start to acknowledge the power of the spirit, is by including everyone else. Even the idiots.”


      “That hardly sounds very saintly,” said Primo.


      “Oh dear, I doubt if anyone ever accused me of aspiring to sainthood,” smiled Wilmot. “Now then. Where were we?” He hitched at something beneath the dress, then sighed deeply which increased the cleavage alarmingly. “Garters, you know,” he added, still fumbling. “They tend to slip down and wriggle around. Most disconcerting, especially when they pull at your knickers.”


      “How can I listen to serious shit when you’re swishing your petticoats?” demanded Primo.


      “You don’t like the dress? I thought it rather pretty myself.” Wilmot stroked his silks back into order. “The joys of transvestism. I always wanted to experience everything.” He smiled prettily with a widening of buoyant red lipstick and inserted a pearlised finger nail into his neckline, twitching it down with obvious satisfaction. “If I’d known such possibilities were the province of the dead, I’d have arranged my own demise earlier,” he said. His voice, unaltered with his gender, remained somewhat incongruent.


      “Suicide? Isn’t that another of your deadly sins?”


      Wilmot pouted witheringly. “Please, how boring. Even you fourth plane rabble can’t believe that nonsense. You think someone who’s so utterly miserable they face the eternal fear of the damned and blink themselves out of the only life they know, arrives over here only to be punished yet again? What a mean spirited ideology. No. But in any case, I didn’t actively promote my death through suicide, at least, not recently. I was accused of shortening my life a couple of times by attempting to enjoy it too much, which always upsets the earthly authorities, and I did once manage to fuck myself to death, which turned out to be no fun at all as it happens. But suicide always seemed too boringly messy. However, I prevaricate. I’m not here to talk about myself. At this rate they’ll have me back in angel school before I get my girdle off.”


      

        

          

            [image: ]

          


        


        * * *


      


      In bed again but not in slumber, Romano stretched, muscles drawing in the warmth from the shape where his body had lain before, the outline still impressed. The coffee had comforted him, the Sambuca more, but he felt somehow old, and somehow worn, an unravelling jumper thrown to the back of the cupboard.


      His parcel of youthful protégés, the reminder both of his usefulness and of his age, slept in untroubled conscience. He stared up at the high flaking ceiling and its first drift of dust webs trailing from plaster rose to cornice. Windows now unshuttered, the light was a pale tracery in mournful echoes.


      He had been black haired once, hard muscled and strong. Now silvered temples were the first steps to doddering decrepitude, straggling grey amongst the black silk, eyes bloodshot, flesh sagging. Georgia had smiled about character lines, Romano had seen only contemptible degeneration. Now none of it mattered.


      Did she miss him, he wondered, even fleetingly, as he missed her. Did the dead miss the living, as the living missed the dead? Was there space, in a spirit’s free soaring heart, for the love left behind?


      Across the room the moonlight pooled, then sprang. Splitting suddenly into a twin shaft, it illuminated the carved wooden cross Georgia had once given him, which now hung above his bed. Romano looked up and smiled. Seemingly apt but too easy, Romano dismissed the temptation to feel her close or to imagine a message in the moonlight. He turned, kicking off the tangle of sheet that now trapped his legs. At the same instant he felt the passing of a cool hand across his forehead, a whisper of encouragement and a reminder of something he could no longer grasp. He smiled and reached out but there was nothing there. Or something. But if it was something, it was a something he did not dare believe.
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      Wilmot and Primo stood under the trees. Wilmot had reverted to being an old man, as wizened as before, in white swathed tunic with a purple edging. Still skirts, but a dress more Roman senate than courtesan. “Do you want me to come with you and hold your hand?” said Wilmot.


      Primo grinned. “Hardly. Pigseed would die laughing. Well, he’s already dead of course. Can you die twice?”


      Wilmot said, “Not until you’re born again. But since you’re sadly ashamed to be seen with me, I’ll let you get on with it alone. I’ll see you later.”


      Primo set off directly from the forest clearing by his own front door. He rose higher, flying on the warm thermals, then looked down, seeing Wilmot standing there a moment before disappearing into a rainbow spangle. Primo cleared the tree tops and increased his speed. The harpy joined him at once, with a smoother, swifter alignment of wing to wind, her crest flattened back against her head and her eyes as bright gold as the sun above.


      From a great height he saw his mountain hut and Daisy sitting alone outside, staring out to the white gushing sweep of waterfall. She was chopping carrots. She did not sense his nearness or look up, which was convenient since he wasn’t ready to speak to her again yet. He travelled on into the narrow pass of the mountains. The peaks were snow covered and for a moment before the fogs enclosed all sight and sound, the sunlight hit the pure white and sang in a note of astounding beauty. Primo understood, looking down in delight, why he had adored living there. He had moved on and was glad to have moved on, but the astounding brilliance of life in the mountains was still something he thought he would like to do again. He wondered if the boundaries between the next planes, the fourth and fifth, were also marked by mountains, precipices and high jagged passes, partially lost in mist and the damp haze of the fogs. If so, and if this was a Summerland pattern, then he would arrive there one day perhaps, moving to the first level of the fifth, if Wilmot, old devil that he was, could help him rise.


      If he lived again on the cliffs, Primo thought he would miss the forest. But in the forest, he missed the sharp solitude of the mountains. Indeed, it was the split of his personality, and the secrets of his past, that Wilmot had now sent him to resolve.


      “To get me ready for moving up to the next plane?” Primo had asked. “Or just to complicate what was a simple and contented life before you turned up to spoil it?”


      “Spoiling other people’s lives is what I’m good at,” Wilmot had smiled back. “While you’re flying back to sort things out, you can plot your revenge and work out how to spoil mine. In the meantime, concentrate on yourself.”


      Primo had grinned. “Vindictive old bastard.”


      Wilmot had cackled in a carefully ancient manner. “Vindictive bastard I’ll happily accept, but less of the old. Actually, I keep dying young, it’s a habit I must learn to break. So I thought I’d try old over here. Trouble is, I’ve tried manifesting a toothless gape but the teeth keep growing back. You’ve no idea how difficult sustaining a decent disguise can be.”


      “I can’t say I sympathise,” Primo had said, just before leaving the forest house and setting off in direct regression for the third plane.


      Once through the shudder of the fogs, the scrubby meadows of the third stretched like a pebble-dashed moorland below. Ahead, across the sullen river waters and through the conifer woods, a road, dark as tarmac, marked a highway downwards. Wide enough for solid traffic, the road was straight and purposeful and could lead its followers directly down to the banks of the second, or instead, to the edges of the fourth. It was a division of the third and led, according to personal growth, either up or down. Primo followed down. When the road forked with a sideslip into a hollow and barren valley away from the small township beyond, Primo took the fork. Pigseed’s gang were sitting around the campfire. The gang had swelled.


      Primo slowed, circling downwards. As duty, convention, manners and pure common sense advised, Primo called for permission to land.


      Pigseed stood and kicked logs and ashes back into the circle of fire. He looked up and scowled. “Who the fuck asked you back? You left us, remember?”


      “Get on with it,” said Primo, hovering. “Can I come in, or not?”


      “Bugger off,” said Warl, peering up at him.


      “Come in,” said Pigseed, “but leave the fucking parrot behind. I can’t stand that bird.”


      Primo nodded to the harpy, who shrieked and spat, then wheeling, flew off to the branches of a small tree nearby. “Only since she ripped your eyes out a couple of times,” smiled Primo. “But we’re not here for trouble. It’s questions I’m here for.”


      “I’ve got no questions for you,” said Pigseed, squatting back down beside the warmth of the flames, poking at them with a stick.


      Primo landed beside him and stood, looking down. “My questions, shit-face, not yours. I want to know things. You answer properly, and keep to the truth, and I’ll make a deal with you.”


      “What’ll you give me?” said Pigseed, looking up with a sudden sharp glance.


      “We can work something out,” said Primo, “once I’ve seen how much help you can give me. It’ll be a fair deal, you know me. I’ve always been fucking fair.”


      “It’s weapons I want,” said Pigseed.


      Primo shook his head. “I won’t give you that. I’m not making stuff you can wound some other poor bugger with. Besides, I doubt if I could make them anymore.”


      “No weapons, no shit-arse deal,” said Pigseed, losing interest and returning with a sullen frown to the fire.


      Primo sighed. Everything down here was always such a long and boring struggle. Nothing could ever be achieved quickly. “I see you’ve got new members,” he said.


      Warl pointed to the four new faces around the cooking pots. “Came in a couple daytimes back. You should have stayed with us, puke-head, we’re getting more powerful every day. You got a new gang up there on the fourth?”


      “I live alone,” said Primo, aware that such a remark would seriously diminish his reputation. “I like being alone. I don’t need a gang.”


      Warl sniggered. “No one want you then? Or are you all shitty cowards up there, and can’t keep a gang together?”


      Primo kept one eye on his harpy. He could call on her at once if anyone launched a sudden attack. But he didn’t expect one. He was higher onto the fourth now, and his vibration would separate him just enough and make him appear bright and daunting. He ignored Warl and turned again to Pigseed. “You know you can trust me. I’ll make you something worthwhile, once I’m sure you can give me the information I want. Walk with me away from this moronic swill, and I’ll explain.”


      The new comers were a mixed flock and looked wan. Not one appeared pleased to have been absorbed under Pigseed’s protection. One looked respectable, a business man, dark haired and stout with belligerent, staring eyes. He still wore his smart shirt and tie. There was a fat man with black curly hair receding from a low forehead into a bald patch. Most people grew their lost hair back immediately once arriving in the Summerlands. This man had not. It was a sign of deep pessimism, and the distrust of those around him. The retention of life’s blemishes was unusual and always told a story.


      There was a skinny kid, haunting black eyes and a sour mouth. But it was the fourth new member that fascinated Primo. He was old and heavily bearded and looked a little like Wilmot’s farcical disguises. Seemingly he’d brought his lice with him since he was scratching continuously. After a man’s death, lice usually adopted a new carrier back on Earth. This had been a faithful infestation indeed, to have died along with their host. But none of that was the main point of interest. It was the old man’s clothes which interested Primo, for he was dressed as a monk of some kind and still wore his heavily decorated rosary. Primo nodded to the monk. “Nice company you’ve found! You’d do better to join a monastery. I’ve heard tell there’s one around here on the borders somewhere. Someone like you shouldn’t be in Pigseed’s gang.”


      The monk looked up eagerly. “A monastery? Bless you my son. Where? What denomination?”


      “I don’t know,” said Primo. “Around here somewhere. You don’t need maps in this place, you just call, and it’s a monastery, not a temple or a mosque. Doesn’t that make it the right sort?”


      The monk looked away, biting his lips, which already seemed sore and scabbed as if they’d been burned. “I cannot relinquish the one true religion, not even for my personal comfort. The salvation of my soul depends on my faith. I must be loyal to my belief in the Lord.”


      Primo laughed. “A lot of faith you’ll show, attaching yourself to the nastiest gang on the third plane. But it seems we all get saved in the end. Your soul, for what it’s worth, can’t be destroyed. Good luck to you.”


      The monk scowled. “It seems we’re already in hell.”


      “Believe what you like,” said Primo, “but it’s not hell. Call on one of the do-gooders to come and help. There’s an endless supply of them just waiting to get their hands on your delicate little soul.” He paused, thought a moment, and laughed. “Mind you, some of the do-gooders are a whole lot more fun than others. Call someone. You’ll get what you think you’re worth.”


      The monk shook his head, becoming tearful. “What I deserve? Then God help me, for I deserve the hell I see around me.”


      Pigseed, standing beside him now, gave Primo a shove. “Stop ranting on, puke-arse. You’ve got right fucking boring since you’ve moved up. If you want to walk and talk with me, then move it. I’m not waiting on your highness. I remember when you seemed a decent fucker, just like the rest of us.”


      “It’s remembering I want you for,” said Primo, beginning to walk across the scrubby plane away from the campfire and its spitting embers and bubbling pots. “I want details. Everything you can think of.”


      Pigseed walked faster. “About what? I come up from the second before you ever arrived here and joined my lot, but I’m not talking about the second, so don’t bother asking.”


      Primo raised an intrigued eyebrow. “That bad, was it?”


      “Piss off,” said Pigseed. “Mind your own fucking business.”


      “Okay. It’s my business I’m interested in, not yours,” said Primo. “I want to know everything about my own arrival. Every fucking detail you recall. And if you lie, I’ll know. So tell the truth, and tell it all.”
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      “It is simply closer for the lower planes,” said Norwen. “Their vibrations are slower, and therefore more closely aligned to those of physical life. Unless a medium is highly psychically skilled or trained, or works through a guide from our higher planes who has great experience and can manipulate the vibrations, then they will attach first to those souls on the fourth and fifth planes still eager for connections to life.”


      “That’s – just – sad,” said Georgia abruptly. They were each sitting on clouds. The clouds were rose tinged and fluffy, but they marred the purity of the sky and Georgia knew she had inadvertently made them herself from her own distress.


      The pause lengthened as Norwen waited, his smile growing. But Georgia said nothing more. “I believe,” smiled Norwen, “that you were about to say it wasn’t fair.”


      “Oh dear, so I was,” admitted Georgia. “I ought to know better than that, oughtn’t I? That’s why I stopped myself saying it. But I still thought it.”


      “I do hope,” said Norwen, “that I have already come some way in eliminating your old expectations of justice and judgement, of equality and of apportioning blame.”


      “I’m not such a bad pupil as that,” said Georgia with a small sniff.


      Norwen’s smile widened. “I was hoping it wasn’t that I’m such a poor teacher.”


      Georgia laughed, shaking her head. “I just can’t believe that people still alive, who’re desperately trying to talk to the loved ones they’ve lost, can only reach those on the lower planes. But you said the majority of all souls arrive directly on the seventh. Surely you can’t mean souls arriving on the seventh won’t ever be able to contact their relatives and friends?”


      Norwen laughed. “You might as well blame God.”


      “Destiny then?”


      “Nothing is ever quite so simple. What happens is always meant, though I wouldn’t always call it destiny,” said Norwen. “For now, think of it as intention. Intention is the gravity of the physical universe.”


      “So intention makes the world go round? Not love?” The idea did not appeal and Georgia frowned.


      “Love is the Source of meaning and meaning is the source of intention,” said Norwen.


      “So whoever was calling me,” said Georgia, “won’t ever get through. What if it’s someone I really – really – miss – and want to talk to?”


      “There are a thousand ways of making contact, and where there is deep love then the path opens,” said Norwen. “This can often be spontaneous. Especially in the first few days of your arrival in the Summerlands, sudden connections are common.”


      “I felt him. And I dreamed of my daughter. But no spontaneous visitations.”


      “Experiment,” said Norwen. “Here there are no restrictions on time. Or on learning.”


      There was only one other question worth asking. “Are there dangers?” Georgia said at once.


      “Humanity acquires the habits of evil while alive,” Norwen said, “which may then bring that soul directly to the first or second plane on death. These are spirits you might call dreadful. But once their habitual behaviour is no longer possible here, where physical contact with those living is impossible because of the barrier of differing vibration, then the living cannot bring danger to the dead, and the dead cannot be dangerous to the living. Anger and fear are possible interactions, but not evil. No real damage can ever be done from soul to soul. Each soul, however degenerate it may have become, carries the kernel of its sacred Source within it.”


      “When I was alive,” remembered Georgia, “people were often frightened about séances, mediums, and ghosts.”


      “Fear,” Norwen reminded her, “is the opposite of love and faith. Fear forgets the power of our Source.”
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      Pigseed pointed. “I didn’t see you actually come over did I, stupid prick. You went straight into the hospital. Most do.”


      Primo stared. The building soared against the blue summer sky, white marble sparkling, roofed in white, pillared in white. The marble had a semblance of translucence. Its polish reflected the passage of the birds, wide white wings sweeping the white austerity. Then, like the delving of tunnels or the pulsing of veins, it showed its life. It was not marble, but a spiritual acceptance symbolised in stone. He could have sworn he’d never even seen it before, let alone stayed there.


      “I don’t remember,” said Primo. “How the fuck did I forget something like that?”


      Pigseed shook his head. “I came through on the second. They’ve got a hospital there too. We called it the fucking crematorium, but it’s just a sort of tomb really. They sling you into one when you die, you wake up in another over here. No big deal. Nothing special to forget. Nothing special to remember.”


      “They’ve got doctors in there then?”


      “I don’t remember,” said Pigseed, shook his head again and grinned. “What the fuck. Who cares?”


      “So, what happened when I came out of hospital?” demanded Primo. “You picked me up pretty quick. You got people waiting at the gates or something?”


      Pigseed started laughing. Then he couldn’t stop. He bent over, heaving for breath. “I can remember that okay. Sure. You were a snivel-arsed little bugger, scared shitless about dying. What a fucking rabbit. Waiting for divine retribution, you were, expecting to get pickled in flame or get a stake shoved up your arse. What a scumdrip. I did you a service, taking you into the gang.”


      Primo had several blatantly vituperative profanities that came instantly to mind in answer to that, but if he said exactly what was in his thoughts, then he’d get no more cooperation, so he smiled instead. “A sweet thought. Fucking kind of you. So, you saw me come out of this place? You actually saw me?”


      “I’m not fucking blind,” said Pigseed.


      Primo smiled again. Perhaps. But he was well nigh fucking deaf. Pigseed’s telepathic abilities were about as impressive as his cultural finesse. He wasn’t – and just as well – picking up on what Primo was thinking about him right now. “So, I came out of those big doors? Looking scared?”


      Pigseed relented. Outright lying was hard for the dead, even on this level. “Well, maybe not scared. Pissing stupid.”


      “Describe it,” said Primo, prepared for the inevitable insults. He could read between the grimaces and he’d know the truth.


      Then things happened in a way he had not expected. First he saw Wilmot’s smile, disengaged, as if it floated, sea-gull style, in the air of his mind. Then he saw the events taking shape as Pigseed explained them. The words, however crudely expressed, faded. Instead Primo saw the happenings, himself watching himself, and so watched in vivid truth his first entrance onto the free Summerlands, planes of death.


      He stood first, as nervous and doubtful as Pigseed had described him, on the white marble steps. The tall man beside him was speaking. “Every soul is individual. What happens to one, will not happen identically to another. I wish you would have stayed longer. Perhaps much longer. But you have chosen to leave and are free to do so. You have not gained all you could from your stay here.”


      “It wasn’t much,” Primo heard himself saying.


      “Already you dismiss the benefits, however small,” the other man pointed out. “Negative attracts negative. See instead the glories of this land stretching before you, its beauty and warmth. Everything you see here is its own true self pulsing with new life. Each flower, each tree, each creature, is itself in ultimate essence. You could also be that, if you look beyond the negative.”


      Primo stood hunched, lost and confused. “I didn’t want to die yet. I wasn’t ready. And at least dying, if I had to do it now, should have been the end of everything. I didn’t want to carry on. I’m fucking worn out. I wanted to sleep and sleep and never wake up. I didn’t want some fucking bouncy Heaven waiting, all sunny and bright and fucking endless. Who asked for life after death, anyway? Can’t I say no?”


      The doctor smiled. “You have many choices in the Summerlands, but not that one. Find yourself a home. Build it strong and private, and go inside and try to sleep if you reject experience. You’ll wake up eventually, but you may achieve a long, deep sleep first. But be careful. There are many dangers on this particular plane for those who want only escape and see only the negative.”


      “I slept in the ward back there,” Primo waved into the rich green shadows of the open hospital doors behind him. “But I dreamed. I woke up because I didn’t like the dreams. What use is sleeping, if you fucking dream?”


      “If you’d accepted the dreams and the teaching they could give you,” the doctor said gently, “the learning would eventually have taken you into an even deeper sleep. Then utter rest would have overtaken you without the interruption of dreams. You didn’t allow that to happen.”


      “No,” admitted Primo. “Fucking true. All that dreaming shit took me back into life and everything that fucking happened, bit by bit. Jesus, doing it once was enough. I wasn’t going to have it forced down my fucking throat a second time.”


      “Absorbing past memories after death, clears them,” said the doctor. “It is an exercise of freedom, to remember the life you’ve left. You chose not to do that. You rejected memory. You have the right to accept or deny, and you chose to deny. If you now regret that choice, then build yourself a home and sleep deep within it. Absorb the dreams and the memories, and you will wake utterly refreshed, probably directly onto a higher level than you find yourself here. But this is my advice and you are perfectly free to ignore it.”


      “I don’t need your fucking advice,” muttered Primo, “and I don’t give a shit about levels and planes and all that crap. So Heaven’s as fucking class conscious as everything else, is it? One for the rich, another putrid slum for the poor. I might have guessed.”


      The doctor smiled. “Not class. Just suitability. It’s vibration that decides your level. Your whole spirit resonates to a vibration that must be the same as the plane where you reside. These vibrations are faster than the speed of light, so you’re completely invisible to the people alive on Earth. You couldn’t breathe if you went to the wrong plane. It would be as though it rejected you. Only guides, like myself, who learn how to adjust their vibrations, can visit other lower planes for long periods.”


      Primo glared. “What for? Fucking tourism? Better drug dealers?”


      “The anger you carry,” said the doctor, “keeps you on a plane that vibrates far slower. But when you are ready, you’ll move up. Personally I believe your mind and spirit should have taken you directly to the fifth plane on death, but your pride in anger slows you down and so you are here on the third. I can do no more for you now, but I wish you great happiness.” He turned, and went back into the hospital, disappearing into the swirl of curtained shadows. Primo stood alone and desperately vulnerable on the steps. He didn’t move for some minutes.


      The Primo of now watched himself and the memories crept back. He remembered seeing the sweep of meadow and the distant woods, remembered the awe when noticing how no horizon obscured or limited his view. He was on the brink of discovering the beauty of it, when Pigseed’s gang had turned up.
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        * * *


      


      Georgia returned to the fifth plane and visited her mother. Rita was baking bread. For one moment, the enticing perfume was delicious even to Georgia.


      “Wholemeal,” said Rita. “It’s less fattening. Best for the heart, they say. And real butter. At least, Dottie says it’s real. There’s a little farm with cows over the hill outside of town.”


      “Better for the heart,” said Georgia, sitting beside the laden coffee table. “In case of heart attacks? Or high cholesterol?”


      “Don’t play high and mighty with me, miss,” said Rita, spreading scones. “I live the way I want. I told you that before. You don’t like it? Then don’t come.”


      “Pooh.” Georgia ate a scone. “Don’t daughters always nag their mothers?” It was, after all, extremely pleasant. “And you must have been a really good cook – before,” she said with self-conscious caution.


      “I was, and no good reminding me of how you missed all that as a kid, because I don’t need you rubbing it in,” said Rita. “Kids may like nagging their mothers once they grow up, but remember it’s mothers who ought to nag their kids. What was Maurice like anyway? Fed you on take-aways I don’t doubt. Rubbish in cellophane.”


      “We couldn’t afford that,” said Georgia. “He learned to cook. He was a bloody good father, honestly he was. But I didn’t come to talk about him. Really I came about the phone call the other day. You know, when everyone else pushed in and we couldn’t get through.” She paused.  Talking about Romano with this woman, mother or no mother, just didn’t feel right. Eventually she said, small voiced, “Do you know who it was?”


      Rita frowned. “Big Bernie heard the call first. It was him knew it was for you. Some kid with an accent, he said.”


      Georgia couldn’t think of any kid with an accent who would be trying to contact her. “An Italian accent perhaps?”


      “How would I know?” said Rita. “We never really got through, did we? Anyway, it was fun while it lasted. My first call, as it happens.”


      Georgia blinked. “Yours or mine?” And then felt ashamed of herself for saying it.


      “Alright, be like that,” scowled Rita. “So much for high fallutin’ top of the class levels, and thinking you’re better than me. The call was for you, I know that. Still didn’t get through clear, did it?”


      “Sorry. I’m just a bit upset.” Georgia wondered if she was blushing, wondered if Norwen would be ashamed of her, then wondered why she was feeling so shy about it all anyway. So she sat up straight and said, “I think it might have been the man I was terribly in love with. Or it could have been my daughter. Did I tell you you’ve got a granddaughter?”


      “You mentioned it,” sniffed Rita.


      “My Sophie,” said Georgia, with a sniff just as loud. “and I miss her so horribly.”


      “Feeling sorry for yourself, miss?” demanded Rita.  “Is that allowed in heaven?” She clasped her hands tightly and sniffed again. “But you went straight into the seventh, and I ended up on the fifth. So you did something right.”


      “But you wouldn’t even like the seventh,” Georgia shook her head. “The planes aren’t rewards. One isn’t even more beautiful than the others, not really. You’re comfortable here. You wouldn’t feel right on the seventh. I wish I could take you and show you. You’d probably think it was boring.”


      “All churches and heavenly choirs?” suggested Rita.


      Georgia sniggered and stopped herself. “Not at all. But more telepathy, a bit less physical and different sorts of fun.”


      “Opera? Libraries? History lessons?” nodded Rita.


      “Stuff like that.” Georgia did not admit that she had attended none of these things and had no special knowledge whether they existed or not.


      “Alright,” said Rita after a pause. “It sounds proper boring after all. Maybe I’ll just aim for the sixth, and leave the seventh to all you silly snobs. In the meantime, I’ll make some more tea.”
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      “I started off travelling with a couple of friends,” said Wayne. “It was more fun with company.”


      “Then why did you split up?” asked Sophie.


      Wayne pulled a face. “They both got hooked up with people they met. One left in Naples. He got a job on a yacht. The other one, she met this tall dark brooding Italian in Rome who kissed her hand. Too much temptation.”


      “The lure of the Latin Lover,” nodded Julian.


      “It has been known,” murmured Romano.


      “Oh, no worries,” said Wayne cheerfully. “But it’s a hell of a nice change to be back amongst friends you know. It’s a bit risky hitching alone, and there’s no one to chat to. I even thought of trying to get some work picking grapes or something and then buying a car, but seems it’s the wrong season. No grapes to pick. Besides, all Italians drive these real flashy cars.”


      “We tend to confuse elegance of design and potency of machine with virility in this country,” smiled Romano. “In every country men do this a little. Here it is a national pastime.”


      “But your car isn’t so grand,” Sophie pointed out. “Beautiful of course, and a sports car, which is a bit macho perhaps. But it’s old.”


      Romano inclined his head and smiled. “Indeed, like myself. A well-used Saab well past its prime, and covered in the dust of this good Tuscan countryside.”


      “Well,” grinned Wayne, “back home I’ve got an eighteen year old Ford with a bashed in spoiler. That makes yours pretty virile by my standards.”


      Romano surveyed his small brood and chuckled. “So I am still Italian after all.”


      They had dined outside at the long table under the fig tree, backs against the candle lit moss of the ancient crumbling Etruscan wall. A scuttle of tiny lizards had sunned themselves on its ledge all afternoon. Stone eaten by ivy and the sleeping coma of two thousand years, warm breezes through the tips of the cypresses, tree roots gnarled into the red earth. Now the long shadows had turned day to evening and the candles were hissing in the dew fall.


      “So – séance time. If we still want to do this,” said Wayne, “I’d sooner we did it inside. Does anyone mind? Or don’t you want to do it at all?”


      “We do, darlings, don’t we?” insisted Julian. “It would be such a disappointment to abandon it now.”


      “Then we go inside,” said Romano. “Bring your glasses. We leave the crumbs for tomorrow’s starlings.”
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        * * *


      


      Georgia stood in the doorway, and watched her mother’s confusion. Rita turned, arms outstretched, staring first to one side and then to the other. “It’s so light. Look. Don’t you see it? I put in those windows you helped me with, and now it’s got so bright I can’t see. We don’t have summer, we don’t have hot days. So where did all this sunshine come from?”


      Georgia frowned. To her, it looked absolutely no different at all. The pretty curtains framed the wide windows and the murky lemon light slipped through, dancing a little in the dust and highlighting the polish on the stainless steel in the kitchen, fridge, cooker, pots and pans. It was exactly as she had last seen it. “If it’s brighter, then isn’t that nice?” she suggested. “Isn’t sunshine good?”


      “Don’t be stupid,” said Rita with heavy scorn, “and don’t go making out I’m stupid either. Of course sunshine’s good. Good? It’s bloody lovely. Just lately I’d even been wondering if these nice new windows were worth all the bother, when the only light that comes through is that dreary little bit of cloud. I’ve even talked about it with the neighbours, but they don’t think it’s dreary and dull at all. They think it’s bright and sunny and they call me blind. Cheeky sods! And then I woke up this morning and there it is, just blazing in. I can’t see my own teapot. Everything’s just a golden glitter. Now I am blind.”


      “I don’t understand,” said Georgia. Bewilderment made her cross. “Frankly, to me it’s just as dull and gloomy as ever. I mean, where’s the sunshine?”


      “Well now,” said Rita, offended but studiously polite, “as it happens, you always just seemed real shiny to me. I expect it works that way, like those irritating goody-goodies who drift in sometimes to poke their noses into our business and try to lecture us. Call themselves guides, but if you ask me they’re just busy-bodies. Well, they positively glitter. No wonder we send them packing.”


      “I don’t mean to shine or anything.” Georgia stared down at her shiny feet. “I don’t try to look different. It’s the way the vibrations work. I don’t belong on this plane, so I seem to shimmer. That’s all. My own guide seems like a beacon when he’s on my plane, because he comes from higher up.”


      “Well now, that’s what I was trying to explain,” said Rita. “But the thing is, now you don’t so much. Well, you still do a bit, but not as exaggerated. Perhaps I’ve got used to you, but there just isn’t that much gleaming around you anymore.”


      Georgia smiled with sudden delight. It was the first bit of good news for some time. “That must mean your own vibrations are speeding up,” she said in a rush. “Maybe you’re being called. You’re certainly being told something. But of course I’m not your guide so I just don’t know what it is.” She paused, then hurried on, “Of course, I’m not anybody’s guide. I’ve not been here long myself.”


      Rita stopped twirling around in the middle of the room and flopped into the armchair, sitting rather tremulously, knees together, a little bemused and almost timid. “Me? Calling me? What for? I’ve done nothing wrong, honest.”


      “Sit quietly in the light and listen,” Georgia decided. “I don’t think bright lights could mean something wrong. Sounds more like something very right to me.”


      “But I don’t want someone telling me something into my head,” said Rita, her voice suddenly fading to a whisper. “What if I’m told to go and do something I don’t like? If anyone tells me something bloody peculiar, then at least I’d sooner it was you. I’m not keen on strangers.”


      “I really can’t understand why you’re so suspicious of everything and everyone,” Georgia shook her head. “You must know you’re totally safe whatever happens. Now all that fear of death we all used to have doesn’t count anymore, so what is there to be scared of?”


      Rita fiddled with her fingers, staring into her lap. “You know.” Georgia shook her head again. She didn’t know. “The unknown,” continued Rita. “Anything could happen over here, couldn’t it? How do we know what’s possible? What lives up beyond – and what lives down below. This is much scarier than being alive where the worst thing was just being run over by a bus.”


      Georgia blinked. “The trouble is,” she said in a distinctly motherly voice, “you don’t believe you’re worthy of nice things. That’s what it is, isn’t it? You expect the worst, because you think you deserve the worst. I have a feeling that all this is about forgiving yourself.”


      Rita glared. “What’s this then? Bloody silly psychology stuff? Who do you think you are, to tell me that? I’ve nothing to forgive myself for, I’ll have you know.”


      “Well, the light can’t be a punishment, whatever you think,” Georgia interrupted. “It’s something good. It has to be – I promise. Go and stand in it. Listen to it, if you don’t want to listen to me. In the meantime, I’m going home.”
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        * * *


      


      Pigseed aimed a kick. Francesco moved but wasn’t agile. Stiff and sore, he felt increasingly restricted, unable to breathe easily, as if all the pain of death which he had utterly escaped at its moment of conclusion, had come to trouble him now. He felt, quite simply, as though he was dying.


      “You fat prick sucker,” Pigseed said as he kicked. “It’s your turn. Get up and brew the coffee and check the still. Lazy fucking turd.  You’re fucking useless. Don’t know why I ever bothered picking you up.”


      “Don’t go making any of your vile burned coffee for me,” said Primo, looking down with dislike. “I never drank it while I lived here, let alone now. And I don’t want any of your shit home-stilled whisky either. It’s a foul concoction. If you weren’t already dead, it’d fucking kill you for sure.”


      Pigseed sniggered. “Got to keep the slaves in order. The coffee’s not for you. It’s to keep them busy. Don’t want them getting clever ideas about running away, do I. Not like you did.”


      “Well, no risk of you moving up, is there,” remarked Primo. “It’ll be a fucking eternity before you move off this plane. Must have been a pissing miracle that you crawled up from the second.”


      “I told you not to talk about that,” Pigseed glowered. “You want to pick my brains, I said okay, I’ll tell you about when you first got here. Nothing else though. Don’t push your fucking luck.”


      Francesco obediently climbed to his feet, stumbled across to the huge bucket of water and dipped in the pan he was carrying. He then returned to the camp fire, the pan now brimming with water. Having spilled a good quantity on his ruined shoes, he set it to boil. He was gasping for breath and clutching at his throat as he sank back down to watch the flames, carefully keeping his distance from the other gang members.


      Father Martin sidled close. “You’re sick, my son. Let me help you.”


      “With what?” demanded Francesco. “Medicine? Prayer?”


      “Prayer,” nodded the monk dutifully kneeling. “I pray for all of us. This place is hell indeed.”


      “Fool,” interrupted Ayakis gleefully, holding his hands to the fire. “Pray to your infidel saints, it will do you no good for they do not exist. This is all the paradise you deserve. I admit I expected more, but in time some angel with discover me and take me up to the higher temples. For the moment, it is warm and pleasant at least. You deserve the torments of hell, so be thankful you have escaped the everlasting fires.” Francesco was coughing louder now, as if he might vomit. Ayakis pointed a long and tremulous finger. “See. This one is already sickening with the plagues of the hell he deserves. His gullet, choking with the vile words of blasphemy he speaks, is closing upon him. Soon he will swoon in agony.”


      Primo, though impatient to return to his own plane, looked down, momentarily diverted. “Got a cheery one here, Pigseed. Where did you pick him up?”


      Pigseed nodded. “Nice little suicide bomber, they tell me, just the sort I like to fucking chew on. These other three new ones got blown up at the same time. Fucking good joke. Swells my gang just the way I like it.”


      Gregorio had started to sob. Father Martin patted his shoulder. “The saints will help us, my son,” he murmured.


      Primo laughed. “Forget the saints. Might just as well pray to your favourite football team. Or Marilyn Monroe. Fucking saints are made on Earth. No one knows any over here.”


      “In the higher realms of course,” said Father Martin. “In this pitiful place, no saint would dream of coming.”


      “Very saintly of them,” nodded Primo. “But take my word for it, there aren’t any. Everyone arriving here goes to the level that suits them, that’s all. Indeed,” he smiled to himself with a sudden vision of Wilmot in fishnet stockings, “you’d be surprised at the types you get upstairs.”


      Ayakis was absorbed in the discussion of sainthood. It was the most fun he’d had in days. “See, even you infidels bicker amongst yourselves. You fight over your own lies. None of you admits the truth. You belong in hell, all of you. Your flesh should be flayed forever, boiling oil should burn your blood and skin into festering holes, your bowels should dissolve in the flames and cover you in suppuration and the evil stench of your own excrement. This will happen when they find you. Your evil will devour you in an infinity of pain.”


      Pigseed’s interests, although not nobly inclined towards any religious belief whatsoever, were happily awakened by the prospect of an infinity of pain. He kicked Ayakis hard in the ribs. Ayakis yelped and rolled over. “You, you prick,” announced Pigseed, “anyone dissolves any bowels around here, it’ll be me fucking dissolving yours. Then I’ll make you lick up your own shit, believe me. In the meantime, shut the fuck up.”


      Primo, bored, began to wander off. He wondered if he had yet discovered enough. He wanted his own home and the pristine peace of the forest, the pool and the curtained bed. He wanted silences, and the soft sounds of nature, bird and breeze. He walked over to where the harpy was roosting, her wing arch hunched up across her face, head tucked under, eyes shut. Primo leaned forwards and scratched her lowered crest. The harpy sighed, a small blissful croon like a happy chicken, and settled deeper into sleep. Primo turned back to Pigseed. “Was I this angry then?” he asked, nodding towards Francesco and Ayakis. “When you found me outside the hospital and dragged me back here, was I like them?”


      He remembered it now. He knew he’d been consumed with a bitter rage. He could feel it again as he looked at the gang strung out around the fire, smelled the hot acid of the brewing coffee and the stink of old food and rubbish chucked in among the ashes. Pigseed was grinning. “Too fucking true. You were ripe for us. And as for dragging you back here, you trotted eager as a fucking puppy. No kidnap needed. You nearly licked my feet, you were so keen.”


      Primo almost blushed. He remembered thinking he’d found friends. And they had been friends in a way. They’d fuelled every particle of his fierce resentment and fed him on violence. It was the diet he’d chosen himself. “And these stupid pricks? The new ones? They didn’t even go through the hospital?”


      “They came direct,” said Pigseed. “That happens sometimes. Not fucking often, but sometimes. But I don’t give a pig shit how they come. They come, that’s enough. I take what’s on free fucking offer.”


      Primo nodded. He was losing interest and prepared to leave. It was Francesco who diverted his concentration. Francesco was having what seemed like an epileptic fit. His out flung arm swung though the scalding embers of the fire and tipped up the pan of boiling water. The pan flew. The water splashed in a silver, hissing arc. The kettle spun into the height of the flames, the water spiralled as if by some fantastically intended design and the full force of the liquid heat cascaded into burning rivulets directly across Ayakis, who collapsed, screaming in a fury of squealing, scorching pain. Beside him Francesco still writhed, clutching his chest and gasping. The two men seemed entwined, each separate yet combined.


      Primo jumped back. Pigseed laughed. Gregorio sat forwards eagerly. “You wished boiling oil and all the flames of hell on us, you devil. Well, you brought it on yourself.” Ayakis continued to scream. His skin was puckering, the whole surface of his body shining and virulent.


      “Interesting,” nodded Primo, contemplating the huge welts that erupted in oozing puss across the burned man’s face, neck and hands. “His own curse back fired, did it? I’ve never seen that happen before. Almost makes me glad I came.”


      Ayakis clawed at his fingers as the nails visibly split and began to fall away. The top half of his tunic was peeling into ribbons. Even Pigseed seemed surprised. “Yeh, you’re fucking right,” he said to Primo. “I couldn’t do that if I fucking tried. What d’you call that, then?”


      “Fucking retribution,” grinned Primo. “And what about this other one?”


      Francesco had not been splattered by the boiling water, but he continued to writhe as though burned. “Tied together I reckon,” said Pigseed, scratching his chin. “It’s that fucking karma stuff I suppose.”


      “No, karma doesn’t work that way,” said Primo, delighted to air his own recent education on the subject. “But they must be stuck with each other for some reason or other. One killed the other you said? That stupid fucker blew the other one up? That’ll do it every time.” And then he thought about himself and Daisy and how she’d said she felt tied to him, and he quickly shut up and turned aside.


      Pigseed shrugged. “Call it fucking karma, call it fucking destiny, I don’t give a shit. But they’re stuck like glue. You’re right. It’s interesting. I reckon philosophy can be a right fucking laugh after all.”


      They were standing shoulder to shoulder, Primo and Pigseed, regarding with abstract curiosity the squalling agonies of the two men struggling at their feet, when the clouds above shifted slightly, and several of the gang looked up, listening intently. Primo heard the words very clearly in his head but it wasn’t the voice of Wilmot, or of anyone else he knew. It was the slurred, deep veined voice in resonating slow motion, of a complete stranger, and obviously, from another plane. At first, Primo couldn’t make out what it said.


      Francesco had heard it too. Still choking and still in pain, he rolled over, sat and stared upwards.


      The voice remained telepathic but there were few who didn’t hear it, and few who did not eventually understand it. One of the gang got the sneezes and Warl started to giggle. “It’s one of them fucking mediums from down there.”


      “It’s for me,” spluttered Francesco. “I can hear it.”


      “We can all hear it, you donkey turd,” said Pigseed.


      “But I think it is for him,” said Primo, focusing. “The link seems to find him. It’s his message. I’ve never had one of these myself. What’s he supposed to do now?”
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        * * *


      


      “I hear an F,” said Wayne, eyes closed. His hands were clenched, his head slumped. “He sounds so angry. But I can’t understand him. He’s talking in a foreign language. Sounds like cazzo.”


      Romano blinked, looked up and smiled slightly. “Really? How interesting.”


      “He’s dark,” said Wayne, “dark and angry. He’s saying he was killed but I can’t understand properly. It’s as if there’s a translation only half working.”


      “What translation?” said Julian. “Do you mean they have people with headphones like the United Nations?”


      “Hush,” said Sophie. “This is fascinating.”


      The room was thickly shadowed with one small table lamp lit against the far wall. Its beam was pale, creating a solitary angle of vision amongst the long greys. The four people sitting around the table were grained in shade. Wayne was breathing abnormally slowly and his voice, also slow, sounded as though it came from a distance. “He’s talking about a bomb. A holiday and a bomb on a bus. Francis. Francis from the sea. I don’t understand it all and he seems to be having trouble breathing, but the voice is clearly pronounced. I think he’s shouting at me. ‘Il cazzo sporco assassino e qua’. Then ‘Sono morto. Sono fottuto. Cinzia anche, ma lei mi ha abbandonato. Sono perduto in purgatorio.’” Wayne shook his head, pushed his chair back with a grate of wood on tiles, and sighed. “Jesus. I’ve never had it so loud before. That guy was really yelling into my brain.”


      Romano was staring at him very intently across the table. “You spoke of Francis and Cinzia. From the sea.”


      “Did I?” said Wayne, still trying to clear his head.


      Romano nodded. “You spoke some fairly accurate Italian, which I know perfectly well you do not either speak or understand. My name is DelMare, which means in loose English, of the sea. I have a cousin Francesco, who is married to Cinzia. He has this same surname. A few days ago on the news, we heard of a bomb that blew up a bus. I have no idea if my cousin was involved in that, as I have no contact with him for some years. We are not close. But this Francesco tells you he is dead, and that his murderer is there with him. I find this most interesting.”


      “Yes, well,” said Wayne, wiping his forehead, “that’s all a bit scary. But if I spoke Italian, then that ought to convince you. I mean, I can’t be making it up.”


      “I have doubted the wisdom of this whole enterprise,” said Romano gently, “but I have never doubted your integrity. Tomorrow I will make enquiries as to the whereabouts of my cousin and his wife. In the meantime, I do not think I wish to continue this séance. If everyone is in agreement, I believe we should end it here.”


      “Wow,” said Sophie, rather pink. “It’s unexpected, isn’t it? Anyway, we’re not getting Mum, that’s for sure. I didn’t know about the bomb of course, since I don’t understand the T.V. anyway, but if it’s your cousin, I mean, that’s awful. So let’s stop it now.”


      “I wouldn’t mind,” said Julian. “I thought it rather exciting myself. But it’s not my mother after all. And not my cousin.”


      “I’ve had enough,” said Wayne. “I think I’ll go to bed.”
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      “Forgetting has nothing more to do with a bad memory, than procrastinating has to do with laziness,” said Wilmot. “It is all motivated by inner fear. And I do wish you wouldn’t retreat into blank idiocy when you simply decide it’s easier to ignore me.”


      “Fuck off,” said Primo predictably.


      “You must admit,” said Wilmot, rather plaintive, “I do try and make myself hard to ignore.”


      It was true. Indeed, he was rather charmingly attired with a pair of large antelope horns in the gazelle style, a very long rather hairy tail, and a close fitting suit in brilliant red velvet. He had also grown a small neatly pointed black beard. The horns, protruding from his own short but windswept hair, looked a little heavy, but he balanced them with aplomb.


      “I’m not fucking amused,” scowled Primo. “Piss off.”


      “This constant reference to the more common bodily functions,” said the devil, “and in particular those which we do not actually any longer indulge, seems to me thoroughly retrograde. Pissing and shitting, though favourite words of yours, especially in the subjunctive vernacular, are dreary activities at the best of times. I am delighted to find the physical circumstances no longer relevant. Death has a lot to commend it.”


      “You sent me back to the fucking third to get my memories back,” Primo said, “and I got them and now I don’t want them. All this making me think, is a fucking bore. It mucks my head up.”


      “Dear, dear,” said Wilmot, twirling his tail. “I had no idea your head was so delicate.”


      “Bugger off,” said Primo.


      A slow smile tipped the corners of Wilmot’s mouth. “Speaking of memories! Yes, I had nearly forgotten that one.”


      Primo looked up and raised an eyebrow. “I would never have taken you for gay. Is that what you’re talking about? Buggery? I reckon it must hurt like buggery. That’s what they say, isn’t it?”


      Wilmot nodded, though carefully so as not to dislodge his horns. “The word gay meant something entirely different in my time. Indeed I rarely succumbed to either connotation of that particular vocabulary, though delved into both implications on occasion. I once believed in an excess of experience with which to fire the imagination. Can I now assume that my more mundane memories have rekindled your own, and that you are momentarily prepared to abandon the sulks?”


      “I wasn’t sulking,” said Primo. “I was pissed off.”


      “Another confusion of vocabulary,” Wilmot sighed, “and a return to obsolete bodily functions. Never mind. We evolved spirits of the higher realms must be patient I suppose, and remain tolerant of fourth plane trash. Especially of fourth plane trash which ought to be sitting complacent on the sixth, but hasn’t the courage to move his arse.”


      Primo looked up with interest and laughed suddenly. “Evolved spirit of the higher realms?”


      “Except for the horns and tail of course,” said Wilmot. “I did try the cloven hoof, but I fell over.”


      Primo laughed again. “Go on then,” he said. “Tell me your own memories, since I’m none too keen on regurgitating my own.”


      Wilmot leaned back against the heavy curtained bed head, adjusted his horns, and closed his eyes. “My memories? How stunningly boring. I really should point out that this is supposed to be your therapy since I finished my own fully three planes ago. However, since you managed a whole sentence without reference to any form of excrement, a mere passing reference to vomit being temporarily acceptable, I may indulge you. Just briefly.” He tented the tips of his long fingers and smiled, eyes remaining shut. “Put it this way. Two of my more poetic incarnations within the physical have blessed me with a name you despise; that being John, sometimes adorned but always unabashed. I now hear that the whore’s customer is regularly known as her john. To me, this seems most apt.”


      Primo shrugged. “Most amusing. I thought you were gay.”


      “What a lamentable lack of imagination you have,” sighed Wilmot. “My dear boy, I chose to enjoy everything, and preferably an excess of everything. I was quite simply addicted to experience. At various times, I was accused of being addicted to the bottle and the whore, to profligacy and the appealing hedonism of self-indulgence, but none of these described the self I knew myself to be. One thing I was not addicted to was self-denial or self-delusion. It was only experience I chased, both of mind and body, and an escape from the horrendous suffocation of my soul which the stultifying hypocrisy of society has invariably embodied.”


      “So you were a snob,” nodded Primo with some satisfaction. “A wordy show-off prick.”


      “How well you’ve come to know me,” Wilmot smiled. “A prick, but a cultured prick, addicted to experience. A busy prick, but a clever one. Have you come to know yourself as well?”


      Primo glowered again, shifting lower into the mound of silken covers at the other end of the bed. “We’re talking about your faults. Remember?”


      “Forgetting is not my problem,” Wilmot scratched an ear, where his horns had slipped lopsided. “It is you who have chosen to use your memory as a poor workman’s tool, ignorance imitating innocence and fear disguised as anger. The typical subterfuge of the lower planes.”


      “Fuck off,” said Primo.


      “I frequently did,” said Wilmot. “Indeed, I turned dying young into a hobby. But such a world of thought there was to explore, all stifled beneath the rigidity of dogmatic organised religion. Of course, I was naive. The church’s habit of denying independent thought led me to disavow a god I had tried to adore. I wanted to love a god who was surely the Creator of all the knowledge I worshipped, the instigator of all that welter of inspired excitement. Instead I was told that our god forbade any exploration into the discovery of his marvels. It was less challenging to believe such nonsense, and turn instead to cynicism. But I continued to search through the delights of experience, dismissing only a god who had become superfluous. History, of course. Society has changed, though not enough.”


      Primo wondered where his harpy was. He wondered if Wilmot would be offended if he just left the room and went off to find the eagle. Wilmot’s conversation had begun to annoy him, even though he’d asked for the discussion himself. He decided to get up, and apologise briefly, and leave. Then he found himself saying, “I didn’t like religion either. God was the church. Any old church. So I didn’t like God.”


      “A common confusion,” smiled Wilmot. He flexed his bright scarlet calves. “But a foolish one. Has any man, who carries the kernel of sacred spiritual intellect within him at all times, the excuse of mistaking religion for God? Certainly not! I did it myself. I do not excuse my stupidity. I worshipped leaps of inspiration, yet used my brain on such a mundane level that I cancelled belief in the very Source of inspirational creation.”


      “Big deal,” muttered Primo.


      “Bigger than you might suppose,” said Wilmot. “In general, my goals were not entirely wrong but my sense of direction was hopeless. I attempted to aim for glory through its arse end. It is rather a waste of good living, to wade through the shit of emotional effluence, expecting to discover joy hiding there.”


      Primo smiled. “That’s what I did too. That’s what you’re saying, isn’t it?”


      “I believe I am,” said Wilmot. “How astute of you.”


      “Patronising prick,” said Primo fondly.


      “I think,” continued Wilmot, “I’ll take you on a journey.”


      Primo stayed solidly where he was. The bed was comfortable. The swirl of curtains which framed the bed, the room, and its occupants, whispered softly with a rustle of doubtful anticipation. The saffron silks mingled their gleaming shadows with the deep green taffetas while the shade swirled. “With you looking like that?” demanded Primo.


      “Be brave,” smiled Wilmot. “You’ve been seen with worse than me in your life.”


      The curtains parted and Wilmot rose immediately upwards. The air glittered, its waves separating for him. It was as if his aura swelled and turned to fire.


      Primo was caught in the warming, massive up draught and rose too, held within the spiralling spangle. Looking up, he watched Wilmot’s aura turn from gleam to golden sheen and on into a burst of brilliance so stunning, it was as if he became the sun god himself. Primo flew, but at first, reluctantly awed, kept his distance. “Alright,” he said, laughing. “I admit that’s impressive.”


      Wilmot had not looked back since Primo’s bedroom ceiling had burst open for him. “It’s not my own true self I have the slightest intention of displaying,” he said directly into Primo’s mind. “It’s yours.”


      Whether Wilmot still wore the Lucifer costume was no longer possible to see. He was a ball of fiery light. Primo shaded his eyes. “I’m coming. Wait for me.”


      “Keep up,” Wilmot called back. “You are perfectly capable of keeping up. Simply stop believing yourself behind.”


      So they flew together above the great forests of the fourth plane, rising ever higher. Since no limits of horizon restricted his view, Primo saw the stretch of the Summerlands in a blink, the eternal gold and green below and beyond him, above and all around him. The barriers of fogbanks blew away and one plane merged directly into another, each vision of mountain and valley, each sparkle of river, each cool undulating meadow patterned in a rosary of wild flowers, no ending, no beginning. The breezes played in the long fronded grasses of the savannah, heads of buffalo raised above the pollen, misty eyed in the sunshine, watching the figures fly high above.


      They flew through flocks of birds, the great soaring inspiration of the arrowed geese, the darting billows of finches and swallows, the curious path of pelican, the swirling black balloon of the tumbling swifts. Primo looked down, but his harpy had not followed him. This was a flight beyond her call.


      Wilmot was gaining on him. Primo flicked his thoughts, and came alongside. He decided, quite suddenly, that if he did not tighten within Wilmot’s aura, he would drop, and burn. He was flying far beyond the confines of his own plane’s comfort. He reached his hand directly into his guide’s golden energy and clutched at the comfort there.


      The mountains were like teeth, dropping into the precipice of avalanche, a cascade of freezing white in a thousand shades of blue. There was a marsh where the land rose from silvered pools, scrubby reeds tipped in bright emerald fuzz, winding waterways shrinking back from shallow banks. Primo saw his reflection like a fleeting shadow, just the passing of a feather so far above. Wilmot left no reflection at all.


      It seemed, with the dissipation of the fog barriers, that all the planes were one. The levels did not stretch one beyond the other, nor climb like hillside steps. Interposed, shaped equal, swirling in one gorgeous, glittering mass of astonishing beauty, all one Summerland, all contained within one mind.


      Primo, safe in Wilmot’s aura, understood. There were no barriers. No separate planes. The fogs were the boundaries of people’s minds. Where they lived was one vast splendid countryside. Each was blind to another because of their own thoughts, slowing or quickening their personal vibrations of existence and understanding. It was separate levels of belief, and understanding, and expectation, not of land or space. The planes were created in each spirit’s mind.


      And then they came to the ocean.


      It was far, far more than water. The crashing waves were not only waves, not only fierce indigo, or flying spray. The turquoise shallows were not only foam and surf and lapping, languid liquid.


      “Tell me,” said Primo.


      “The pure symbolism of the spirit,” said Wilmot. His voice had changed. It was liquid too, like liquid gold. Wind in water. He seemed excited. Elated. Primo felt it too, but it was almost too much for him.


      “There is one more thing,” said Wilmot. “But be prepared. It will burn you. The pain will be almost unbearable, but you are used to pain. Once you thrived on it. You have this sort of courage, and you have the audacity to face it. I know you very well, my young friend, and you can do this. Will you try?”


      “Jesus,” breathed Primo. “I’ll try everything. Addicted to extremes of experience, like you were. Take me on.”
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      “I want to show you something,” Rita said, “so this isn’t really just a picnic you know. Well, to be honest, that was only an excuse. I brought a few sausage rolls and there’s a thermos of tea in the basket, but really I just wanted to bring you here, and make it a big surprise.”


      “That’s – interesting,” hoped Georgia. “Is it a pleasant surprise – or not?”


      “A lovely one.” Rita was exuberant. “And just wait till you see the sausage rolls.”


      Georgia had dutifully carried the basket. Now her voice changed. “Sausage rolls?”


      “Don’t get ratty,” said Rita. “I’m in a bloody good mood, so don’t go ruining it. And if you must know, I didn’t make them properly. I used your trick. Just summoned them up, you know, out of my mind. It was quite exciting. And they’re not bad for pretend stuff.”


      “I’m not hungry,” said Georgia, although aware that she sounded childish.


      “Would you prefer sandwiches?” suggested Rita. “Or how about that nice chocolate cake you always make?”


      Georgia relented. “Anything. Honestly, I’m just happy about the nice surprise. At least – I think I am.”


      “We’re here,” beamed Rita. They had come across a small country lane, pushing through the opening in the low hedge and then past a copse of elms, pretty in all seasons of foliage. There under the dancing sunlit shadows of the trees were three cottages, snuggled warm, wide windowed, two storied and peaked roofed, with flowers in their window boxes and polished red doorsteps leading to polished red doors. One of the doors was open and a faint sound of music was creeping through the opening, like lemon candle light from the shade.


      “This place is lovely,” Georgia said at once, putting down the picnic basket and moving to the cottage with the open door. “It’s all delightful. I love that tune. It sounds so familiar. Do you know someone who lives here?”


      “Yes.” Rita giggled. “Me. I’ve moved. Come on in.”


      She pushed open the door and led the way inside. Georgia followed, looking around, entranced. “Oh, how clever you are. I love it.” There were no deep shadows, no blind, confused corners leading nowhere. The small wooden staircase wound upwards but did not stop blocked at ceiling height.


      “There’s real rooms upstairs,” said Rita.


      Georgia turned. “But no kitchen?”


      “I don’t need that anymore.” Rita shook her head. “It was getting so boring, all that cooking and washing dishes. And the dusting. As soon as I wiped, back the dust came. But I still want my lunch and a decent cup of tea from time to time, so don’t go thinking you’ve talked me out of all my old habits. I’ll live my way like I always told you.” She giggled suddenly. “Not that I’m saying I won’t ever have tea and cake again. But I’ll make them out of my head, not on the cooker.”


      “How could you live any other way here?” said Georgia, sitting herself happily on one of the many wide chairs. “This is so comfy. I really love everything. How did you find it? Don’t tell me you built it yourself?”


      “Well now, shows you’re not such a clever clogs after all,” smiled Rita. “I was brought here of course, and this was waiting for me. In a way I built it, I just didn’t know that’s what I was doing. I did one thing you told me last time. I went and sat in that light. You remember the light?”


      She certainly did. “And I kept thinking about it after I left you last time. I was sure that light was something exciting.”


      Rita nodded, “Well, you’re right, it was. I sat there for hours I reckon, and just dreamed. It was exciting alright. I had so many thoughts, and so much went through my head. I met someone in that light too. Only in my mind of course, but it seemed so real. She was special. Knows even more than you.”


      Georgia grinned. “So you’ve met your guide at last?”


      “Yes.” Rita sighed. “She’s my own lovely angel. I’ll even admit this – I wish I hadn’t been so pig-headed before, and let her in when she came first time. I’ll be seeing a lot more of her now. Anyway, after ages in the light, thinking to myself and then talking to Darial, then I knew. I just left my house and Darial came with me, and brought me here. She said I’d made it with my own thoughts, especially sitting in the light when I’d finished it all off ready for me to move into. I’ve been here ever since. In fact, I only went back to the old place this morning just to meet you there, and bring you here. I’m glad you like it.”


      “It’s all gorgeous. Honestly – beautiful. I love it and it’s very near the borders to the sixth plane, you know that, don’t you?”


      Rita nodded. “I know it. I’ve moved right up. You helped with that of course, and I’m grateful, but Darial says I did most of it myself.”


      “I think we all have to do everything ourselves,” said Georgia, thinking aloud. “But everyone helps everyone else. So I came at the right time to help you, but of course you helped me too.”


      Rita looked pleased. “Well, that’s a bit of a surprise though it’s nice of you to say so. But I reckon all I did for you was make a good cup of tea from time to time.”


      Georgia waved towards the picnic basket left beside the doorstep. “We could have tea now. I honestly wouldn’t mind a nice cup of something hot. This is just so cosy. Like grandma’s house in the forest. You know. Little Red Riding Hood.”


      Rita giggled again. “So I’m grandma? Or the big bad wolf? But I know what you mean.” She fetched the thermos and poured two cups. The tea steamed. “I like the neighbours too. There’s only two other cottages, and one has a couple, husband and wife, though they say they weren’t ever married when they were alive. Never even knew each other. But now they’re happy together. A nice couple, they are.”


      Georgia drank her tea. “You see, you’ve helped me in all these ways. Cosy things, family things, mummsy things. Getting to know my real mother after all this time, and feeling good about it. Understanding what happened before, and what’s happening now. And speaking of husband and wife, there’s Dad. He wants to meet you. You don’t have to of course.”


      Rita drank her tea, peeping over the cup’s brim with a frown. “Maybe not yet. He’s got to be faced one day I suppose, but I can’t say I think about him often.”


      “He thinks about you,” said Georgia. Maurice had denied it, but Georgia knew. He was comfortable living on the seventh but bitterness and stuck memories were holding him back from going further.


      “There’s this other neighbour,” Rita avoided the subject of her long unseen husband and waved a generous arm to her left. “He lives in that nice little house right next door. Swedish he is. He was rather young when he came over, but we all look about the same age now, don’t we. Anyway, we’ve made friends.”


      Georgia stared. “You mean romantically?”


      “Sort of.” Rita put her empty cup down on the table and suddenly stood up. “Look,” she said, and began to take her coat off. The red woollen coat which she had worn like a suit of armour, barricaded in stiff respectability ever since Georgia had met her, now came away. Rita simply took it off, and laughing, threw it to the back of a chair. Underneath she was wearing a dress of flounces, pretty in cotton and chiffon with sweetpea colours and a low scooped neck. Then she shook her head and the tight permed curls loosened and tumbled down to her shoulders. “There,” she said. “I’ve been dying to do that. It happened to me days ago, when Darial showed me how. I only put it all back the same way this morning so I could surprise you. So, what do you think?”


      “I think you look great,” said Georgia. “Younger than me. Prettier than me. I hope your Swedish boyfriend appreciates what he’s got.”


      “Oh yes,” grinned Rita. “He does. I can promise you that.”


      

        

          

            [image: ]

          


        


        * * *


      


      The night was companionable, gathering together those who shared its shadows. Sophie had sat apart, leaving the three men to talk over their glasses of grappa. At first she had read, curled happily into the creaking cane of the old garden chair. Then the evening had cooled and she had wandered inside, letting the drift of masculine conversation become a distant buzz of football, car engines, travel to foreign places and the memories of old friends. Then she was in the silence of the long, high ceilinged rooms with their innate elegance, their antiques, gold framed paintings, flaking plaster walls and ornate carved wood. It was not her home so she had not delved too deeply or explored in any detail the rooms where her mother had once lived, but she sometimes imagined her there, sitting in the sunshine, curled in the shadows, happier than she had ever known her, for here she had been loved and in love. Sophie had only ever known her mother as a forgotten woman, unwanted, middle aged, unfulfilled. She had never really known her at all.


      There was a slight creak of floorboards behind her and she whirled around. “I want you to have this,” said Romano.


      He held a large wooden box, plain polished, with a tiny lock. The key was missing and Romano lifted the lid. Sophie stared in astonishment at the jewellery she had never known her mother owned. The amber caught the gentle light from the wall sconces, the silver lay on the velvet interior in heavy serpent links. Square emeralds between pearls, lapis like vivid eyes in a gold face, rubies as dark as jet and opals like tiny fires. “Oh my God,” said Sophie which was all she could think of to say.


      “Georgia could never take these things to wear in England,” said Romano. “They were my gifts to her over many years, but they would have caused problems with your father, so she kept them here. She wore them often. We had a good life, though spasmodic. I am not a poor man and I liked to buy her the things that looked so beautiful on her. Now they must be yours.”


      It didn’t make sense. “You have to sell them or something. How can you give me things this expensive? You hardly know me.”


      Romano smiled and shook his head. “On the contrary. These are no longer mine, not to sell or to give to another. Nor do I believe I will ever meet another woman to love. At the moment, the idea seems absurd. Everything here belonged to your mother and she would wish you to have them, this I am sure. Indeed you are no longer a stranger, and I hope I no longer appear intimidating or intrusive. I believe I have come to know you very well. Many of these jewels will suit you I think and the rest you can sell. They are yours to do with as you think best.”


      Sophie shivered. “This is the strangest feeling. These things seem too grown up for me. Don’t you see me as silly and ineffectual?” She put her fingers under the gold chains, letting them weigh against her palm, cold and heavy.


      Romano chuckled. “Your youth is not a barrier, it is an opportunity. Georgia spoke of you often, even though we had decided it was better not to meet. You are as she described. I have pleasure in watching you. Do you mind?”


      “Gosh, no.” Sophie shook her head, eyes still reflecting gold and silver. “I know you do. I sort of imagined you were thinking what a twit I am.”


      “Am I so remote? So patronising? I hope not,” said Romano. “You lack self-confidence. Perhaps these will give you a measure of what you lack. Confidence inspired only by affluence is a weak foundation, but you can build upon it and create your own determination.” Now he was holding out something else. “There is also the bank account.”


      Sophie blinked, hardly breathing. “Bank account?”


      “Your mother had a separate account here,” nodded Romano. “It was necessary that she have access to everything she needed for those occasions when I might be absent for any reason.” He handed her the small package, closed with an elastic band. “Also yours now. There is quite a reasonable amount I believe. No, do not give it back. You must know I am a rich man. I do not need this. It was hers. Now it is yours.”


      “It’s a dream.”


      “Enjoy your dream,” he said. “There is no telling how long a dream may last.”
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        * * *


      


      Warl leaned over and poked Gregorio in the ribs, poked and prodded until his ribs felt cracked and bruised. “Fatty,” crowed Warl. “Fucking fat ponce. Go get me something to eat.”


      Gregorio hunched over, cuddling his knees and protecting as many of his vulnerable parts as he could. He lowered his eyes, not daring to look straight back. “No.”


      “You shit,” yelled Warl, kicking now. “You’re my slave. Do as I fucking tell you.”


      Gregorio stared across the camp fire to the others still sitting there, their outlines blurred by the dance of the flames and the shimmer of heat. There was Ayakis, darkly brooding and now saying little. His frequent outbursts of hatred and insult, predicting hellfire and the punishment of infidels and blasphemers, had lately stopped. He had become morose and usually quiet. His face, neck and hands still showed the hideous scars of the burning coffee which had almost flayed him just a few days ago. His finger nails had started to grow back, but the man was still in pain. He could barely lift his legs, nor hold anything beyond his food bowl.


      Francesco was also silent. He had not spoken at all since the accident with the boiling water and since the call had come for him from the other world. He had answered that call, as if hoping that someone from somewhere would hear, and come and save him. No one had come and now Francesco, although he continued to splutter for breath, holding his chest as though his lungs were bursting against his ribs, spoke no word at all and nor did he eat or drink. He stared into the fire, lost in memory or thought.


      Father Martin had made friends with Blister. Blister was a long-time member of Pigseed’s gang who was now proving susceptible to religious conversion. He sat for hours with the old monk, listening to the stories and the sermons. Father Martin felt needed, and was content.


      Warl kicked Gregorio again. He had only just returned from a raid deeper into the third border lands, and although the gang had brought back no kidnapped slaves, they had presumably won their battle and were neither hurt nor depressed. Warl was ecstatic, and very hungry. “Heat up that stew, fuckarse,” ordered Warl. “Move it.”


      Gregorio wriggled backwards. “You saw what happened last time with that pan,” he mumbled. “I’m frightened of that fire. I won’t go near it.”


      “Get up, donkey turd,” insisted Warl and aimed another kick.


      As active additions to the fighting force, or at least as efficient slaves, the newest arrivals to the third plane were proving singularly disappointing. Ayakis could barely move. He could neither walk nor use his hands. Francesco was too breathless to crawl. Father Martin was rather too slippery to manipulate, had rigid ideas about what not to do, and was beginning to dampen the enthusiasm of some of the gang. Only Gregorio now seemed worth the effort of his capture.


      But Warl’s kick missed. Gregorio had rolled sideways and the kick swung wide. Warl stumbled forwards, unbalanced. In immediate fury, he turned back and Gregorio saw his eyes turn as small and red as the angry bull his father in law had once escaped in the fields below the monastery mountain. He gulped. Then he did the first thing he thought of. He staggered up and he ran. He ran away from the fire and the gang and the dreary ashes, sparks and heat. He bent his shoulders and concentrated on his sandled feet, and he ran and ran until his bruised ribs hurt like hell and his head felt dizzy and his breath raged like the edge of a saw against the sides of his throat. His mouth gaped open and his tongue swelled huge. The panting became impossibly raw although the few seconds of thought he allowed himself rebelled against such sensations. He was dead after all. He couldn’t be breathing, but he was, and it was just as well. He went on running.
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        * * *


      


      “Now I like her after all,” Georgia said quietly.


      “You always did. But you allowed irritation with the façade.”


      “I’ve met the boyfriend,” said Georgia. “He seems nice. Sven, he’s called. Immature and sweet and just the right sort of boyfriend for my mother. She’s helping him too, because he’s pretty confused.”


      Norwen smiled into her mind. “Most souls on the fifth plane are still confused. Otherwise they would move to the sixth.”


      “Well, he died very suddenly,” explained Georgia. “He says he was blown up by a terrorist. It sounds quite dramatic and no wonder he’s confused. Besides, he was always a staunch atheist. It was a bit of a shock I imagine, first the explosion and having to come to terms with sudden death, and then finding he was still alive.”


      “They are very near the upper boundaries of the fifth to the sixth,” said Norwen. “Soon they will move up. They will help each other, and you can help them both.”


      ”Once they’re on the sixth plane it’ll be so much easier to visit,” nodded Georgia. “It’s awfully trying, getting down to the fifth. It feels so terribly heavy and dull and sluggish. It’s always such a relief to get back home here and relax again. But I’ve really grown to like my mother.”


      “You arrived directly onto the seventh,” Norwen pointed out. “A seventh plane spirit should be capable of liking most of those he meets. Even those who have once harmed him.”


      “Well I don’t fancy challenging that theory too far,” smiled Georgia. “No need to go marching down lower than the fifth, thank goodness. I doubt I could find much sympathy for anyone on the first few planes.”


      “They are even more to be pitied,”


      “It’s actually the life plane I really want to contact,” Georgia said with a deep breath. “Sometimes I think I hear him calling. I can see him if I try, by sitting very still and bringing light around me. I like to sit beside water, it helps me concentrate. I look into it and see reflections in the ripples. Then the reflections blur and it’s as if he’s there. Like a beautiful wandering shadow.”


      “You can go further into his mind,” said Norwen. “You can call him, as you call me, and the water will carry your thoughts. It is a good medium, for it is symbolic of spirit. Practise. When I return I will help you.”


      “Return?” asked Georgia. “Do you have to go away?”


      “I do,” said Norwen. “There was someone I knew once. He was not a friend. When I was alive and very young, I met a man in a way that terrified me. Because of him, I relearned both fear and anger, to which I had not previously succumbed. It led to my death. But I have thought very little about him or the circumstances of my dying, for I arrived directly onto the seventh plane and found those of my loving family who were waiting. Now that man has arrived over here. I need to find him.”


      Georgia paused, surprised. “Now that’s a challenge.”


      “I forgave him long ago,” smiled Norwen. “Forgiving does not mean I condone what he did, but his appearance in my life was as right and as planned as any other. His behaviour taught me lessons, gave me the experiences I needed at that time, and concluded the learning I had already designed for myself before my birth. But now I need to speak to this man. I am not his guide and he is not yet ready for any higher guidance, but help must be offered.”


      Georgia stared. “Could I do that? I don’t think so. How do you know he’s died?”


      “There are invisible emotional ties between spirits who have deeply affected one another, whether those ties be of love, or of pain.” Norwen’s voice was already fading from her mind. “I know he has arrived here, just as you will know when your daughter comes, or anyone whom you love. He died very unexpectedly I believe, although he is quite aged. The death was sudden and tense, and he has been confused, just like your mother’s friend. But this man has gone straight to the third.”


      “The third must be horribly black,” Georgia shivered.


      “There is very little light,” agreed Norwen, “although those who inhabit that level find it acceptable for it resonates in tune with their own states.”


      “Well, I wish you luck,” Georgia shivered.


      Norwen laughed. “Luck? There is no such thing as luck. But even if there was, I would hardly need it. This will be an exercise of unadulterated love, and an interesting journey. But it will not last long. I doubt I will be welcome.”


      He left her mind abruptly, and Georgia felt him go, almost as if a small wind had brushed the back of her head. She got up then, and walked outside. The sky was its usual cornflower blue and the unseen confines of her garden glittered in the sunlight. She wasn’t sure if there was any true sun, but there was brilliance, and there was warmth, and there was tremendous energy. She sat beside the pool where the same sunlight poured across and turned the water golden. She concentrated, filling herself with the power of the light. Then she saw him, and she felt him close, and touched him back.
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        * * *


      


      He was hopelessly lost and the fogs were damp and clammy. Gregorio pulled the old anorak around him, trying to keep warm. He was more sorry about the swirling foggy blindness than anything else. He had originally arrived in fog, travelled a high arched path of fog, and now he was lost in fogs yet again.


      He had run until he was sick. He had stopped only when he saw the huge swirling barrier of mist rise up before him, and leaning over, had spewed at his feet. He’d actually felt better afterwards. It was as if he’d spat something out, fear maybe, or perhaps anger. But now he was cold and he desperately wanted to see.


      There was the danger of Pigseed or Warl or another of the gang creeping up on him when he couldn’t even avoid them in the fog. Not that he could run any further. He was weak and exhausted and felt very ill. Now he was also cold. Maybe he’d vomited out fear, but he was as sure as hell frightened again now.


      They had stopped chasing him quite soon after he’d darted away. The pounding footsteps behind him had stopped, the echoes of a few sniggering catcalls, Warl’s loud cackle, and then nothing but the breeze in his hair. The stink of the camp fire had died away, but Gregorio had kept running. He had only slowed when he came up against the mist.


      Now, stretching out a careful hand, he felt rock. Cold damp stone, which he started to climb. He didn’t think he’d have the energy, but somehow he managed, and he climbed high. He couldn’t see that he was high, but he could feel it. The air was fresh and cut sharp even through the murk. There was a pleasant cleansing fragrance to it. He’d always loved the mountains and had lived either on them or at their base ever since he was a little boy, and now he didn’t find it difficult to discover a foothold or feel for a crevice or ledge to cling to. It all seemed comfortable and vaguely familiar, not just the exercise of the climb or the craggy touch of rock against his groping fingers, but the dependable solidity beneath his feet, the scent of moss and the sounds of the wind. Somehow, ridiculously but dependably, it felt like home. He also realised it wasn’t sapping the remainder of his strength, it was adding to it. He started to smile.


      Then, out of the clouds, came the last thing he might have expected. A small plump hand reached out and grabbed his fingers. His great flat palm closed around it, delicate and safe within his own. It began to pull him towards it. He went willingly. Then, even more amazingly, he heard the loud and unmistakable squawk of a Macaw.


      “Hurry up,” said Daisy. “It’s chilly. Are you hungry? I’ve just baked pancakes.”


    


  




  

    

      

        

          
          


          

            Chapter Twenty-Nine
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      There was no further sensation of speed, nor did they seem as distant from the elements beneath them. Primo lifted his feet, bare beneath his usual loose trousers, expecting the somersaulting turbulence to soak his toes. The waves heaved, thrown by some untouchable force, crashing, hurtling, singing. The music was innate, a violence of melody without discord. Wilmot hovered but the ocean below continued to revolve.


      Already Primo was gripping within the light of Wilmot’s aura, that sheen of energy which had surrounded him since they left the fourth plane forests. It had a tangibility and Primo felt it kept him safely close. Now Wilmot reached out from within his brilliance, and took Primo’s hand. The shock of contact was remarkable. Primo thought it was the first time they had purposefully touched and he remembered electricity and the dangerous charge it might ignite. This was that, but more. The shock was orgasmic. Primo gasped and clung.


      Wilmot, recognising the reaction, smiled. “Not me, dear boy. It is simply the attraction of a lower to a higher vibration. In life I was often accused of having, and shamelessly using, a certain charisma. But it is hardly required that you fall in love with me here. Vibrational magnetism demands an attachment without unusual affection. This is an effect you will acquire yourself as you rise to the higher planes.”


      His clutch to Wilmot trembled. “It’s all a rather remarkable experience.” Then Primo laughed. “Now I’m even talking like you.”


      “I have decided to involve you in an even more remarkable experience,” Wilmot said. “You might say it is most improper and almost without precedence, but then, I can hardly be expected to conform to respectable normality, even as a Heavenly guide. Are you ready for anything?”


      “You can fucking bet on it,” said Primo.


      “It will be shockingly uncomfortable,” continued Wilmot. “Indeed, it may be the most painful experience you have ever encountered. Does this dissuade you?”


      “Of course it doesn’t,” said Primo.


      “Remember only this,” said Wilmot. “You must not attempt to release my hold on your hand. I doubt you would accomplish such a thing however hard you tried, but in panic, you might achieve something of the kind. You must not. Is this understood?”


      “Fuck off,” said Primo, wild with exhilaration.


      “Indeed,” nodded Wilmot. “And I can naturally assure you, should you require any such assurance, that you will encounter no thing and no sensation that you literally cannot bear. You may not fully appreciate your own potential, but believe me, I do.”


      “I’m not scared,” said Primo loudly over the crashing of the waves and their strange music.


      “Fear is hardly something I expect of you,” said Wilmot. “So let us begin.”


      They did not move. There seemed nothing to begin. Then, as Primo watched, holding his breath, the oceans became insane. The rolling, tossing violence of each wave became an immensity of crescendo. The colours leapt and the water became fire. Everything spun in an orchestra of creation. The spray twisted into white spirals, water to foam, foam into crystal cities. The music was huge enough to ride. Primo breathed water.


      They rose higher. Wilmot’s grip on Primo’s hand burned. There was more fire above. Below the storm, while above the volcano of the clouds spat golden flame. Primo thought, “He’s taking me to hell after all.” The pain began very suddenly and was more ferocious than he had even expected.


      It ripped through him and tore him apart. Wilmot had warned him not to release his hand, whatever panic might inspire it. Primo clung. He would not have tried to escape had God Himself appeared to order it. Wilmot was the only safety, the only sanity in a torment of impossibility.


      Through his head, bursting the skull and frying his mind, down through every particle of his body until even each toe was agony, the pain travelled. It explored his capability until it found his very last vestiges of strength, and rested there, licking at the edges of his spirit. Inside, in absolute surrender, he screamed, but his throat was too tortured to make the sound and his screams ravaged only in silence. His eyes were squeezed shut in horror, concentrating on stretching what more he could take.


      “Open your eyes,” said Wilmot. He had to say it twice. “It will be better,” Wilmot said gently, “if you open your eyes.”


      Primo tried. He blinked. His eyes were swollen, the veins cemented into pain. But he opened them, very slowly, and sighed. He had closed his sight on a ravenous destruction of deformity, the distortion of everything beautiful into a tempest of monstrosity. Now all pain vanished. He opened his eyes again on total calm.


      At first he could not understand what he was seeing. His mind was unable to translate his vision into tangibility. He had no concept of comparison. It took time. Then he began to comprehend.


      There was nothing solid and it did not need to be solid because indeed, nothing had ever been solid anyway. The rushing excitement of atom upon atom was glorious within itself. The colours were colours that had never been seen before, each utterly individual and unique. Each state was symbolic of another, and that other was symbolic of itself. Movement was intrinsic within each static option, each singular was doubled, each multiple alone.


      There were endless rolling meadows but they could not be seen. They could be felt in the perfumes and the touch of breeze, in the sheening of light and shade and the whisper of utterly poignant nostalgia.


      There were parks and woods, mountains, lakes and seas, but all were there in essence and not in the rigidity of visible fact. They slumbered, woke, and slept again, their essence fluctuating beside the minds of the spirits that travelled within them. It was living symbolism and so abundantly exciting that Primo thought he would cry, but did not, because he had lost tears, lost eyes, lost face and head and body. He looked down at himself. He still felt Wilmot’s hand crushing his own in a steel grip, but there was no hand. Both he and Wilmot were pure golden aura, drifting like warm serenity on the perfumed currents.


      Music threaded him to his own essence and entwined with the melody of the plane. It was creation in composition. He could sense it all and so touch everything but there was only the flooding delirium of pure beauty, translating itself gradually into knowledge.


      Primo began to know. The deepest knowing of the deepest things, the entire secrets of the universe, became his possessions by right. He understood in a second everything that he had ever cared to wonder on, and everything he had never even contemplated to discover. Then his knowledge spread to universal spirit and he knew things he could not hope to understand. He grasped things he could not grasp and saw things he could not see.


      He became aware of the other spirits around him. Their minds touched his briefly, and moved on. He could not enter their thoughts but they entered his, alighting in humour and delight, until Primo felt he had been threaded through light and spun into spangles. He felt he had become music itself, recreated into its first tunefulness.


      Then Wilmot drew him closer, his invisible fingers entwining into a touch more intimate and involved, new peaks of music and colour. A sublimity of joy awoke in Primo and sent him flying.


      Wilmot said softly into his mind, “The planes of the Summerlands which separate all souls, are not fashioned by space. They are created by the state of mind. It is the soul which makes his own temporal existence whatever that may be. I wanted you to see beyond your own assumptions. I wrenched your state of mind from its preconceptions. I remade you. You now see my place and this is where I live. This is all my home. You are on the ninth plane.”


      Primo whispered. “How can I be?”


      “I have just told you how,” Wilmot said patiently. “But it cannot last long. Once I released your hand, you would spiral back so quickly that it could burst your soul. Even within my protection, theoretically you could expire.”


      “I’m dead. You’re saying I could die again?”


      “No. But you could become so damaged that your mind would take lifetimes to recover. I have rearranged your mind but it would quickly become deranged if I forced it to continue in a state it cannot properly contain. Since I do not intend either of these dangers to actualise, we will now return to the fourth plane. The trip home will not be painful. It will simply entail cool convalescence, but you must not remove your hand from mine until we pass the fogbanks. Are you ready?”


      “No,” said Primo. “How could I be? I want to stay here. I don’t actually care if I die again. This marvel is worth exploding for.”


      Wilmot laughed. “We will come again one day,” he said, and the beauty fled away.
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        * * *


      


      By the moon glitter of her pool, Georgia lay entrapped in silence. Within the shadowed enclosure of her own eyelids, she continued to see the endless expanses of her plane, but could also concentrate on the tiny details she wanted to enlarge. She made herself as small as the specks of pollen on the flowers beside her shoulders. She bathed herself in light. She thought then only of Romano.


      Her focus became so minute that all vibrations ceased. She passed from the bursting speed of the Summerlands to the slow swinging clouds of physical life. Light became shadow.


      She could watch him gradually impinging on the back of her mind, just as she might see a moving photograph but from a distance, through smoked glass and without clarity of sound. What she could not see, she imagined, for she knew already exactly what he would be like. Then what she imagined became the truth, Romano entered her thoughts, and smiled in his sleep, and saw her.


      She lay down beside him and entwined her legs between his, as she always had each night when they shared their lives. She felt the warmth of him and he curled closer, bringing the curves of her body against the curves of his. She felt the echo of his dreams as closely as she felt his arms around her. She snuggled in and breathed Earth breath. She whispered into his ear and told him how much she loved him. Then she kissed him. “I am not dead,” she said. “I live. Oh my beloved, I am with you so often and think of you as you think of me. There’s no need to miss me, for I am here.” And in every way she knew how, she made love to the man she still loved.
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        * * *


      


      It was a day perhaps, before he moved from the bed. Eventually Primo got up only because the harpy demanded it.


      The curtains of the room had lulled him for all the time he had taken to think about what had happened and to relive and remember, hanging desperately onto the remaining echoes of what he had learned. He clung to each scrap of the experience that still made any sense. Most of it, now he was back in tangibility and the appearance of physical solidity, made no sense at all. He could no longer imagine how he had seen invisibility or touch abstract colour. The soaring excitement of pure knowledge floated now out of reach. His mind was no longer Wilmot’s, it was merely his own, and it could not grasp what it had done.


      Then, when he had lain still for all the time the eagle permitted him, he allowed her to arouse him and he stood up and shrugged himself back into the small outlines of his life. But they did not satisfy him. He began to pace, furiously, going out to march under the trees. He climbed the trees, he flew over them, and he called Wilmot. He heard Wilmot’s laugh. “Why? Manage without me until you’ve trained your memory alone. If you want to go forward, first try going back. I’ll come, when you want more than just to insult me.”


      “Guides are supposed to come when they’re called,” demanded Primo.


      “No,” laughed Wilmot into his head. “They’re supposed to come when they’re needed. That’s not the same thing. And besides, I rarely ever choose to do what anyone tells me I’m supposed to.”


      “Fucking pervert,” said Primo with a reluctant shrug. “Piss off.”


      “If you insist,” said Wilmot, and even his laugh disappeared.


      Primo sat beside the forest stream and watched the sun sparkle, reflecting through the leaves above. Beneath the water surface, the weed and fish and tiny insect lava were as visible as in any clean water creek on Earth. But there was a difference. He could talk to the creatures. He could tell the frogs his ideas and ask them to come to him, and they would come. He could enter their thoughts if they were at peace and open to him. There was not much he learned there, for their minds were small and content, but he delighted in the exploration of these other levels of need, of sensation and of experience.


      But it was the harpy whom he understood. She had few needs but she knew emotion and her thoughts were direct and vibrant. When he had first known her, she had attempted to feed him and he had accepted it, though the mashed scrummage that she brought had given him no sustenance. She had come to him during those very first days after his escape from Pigseed’s gang. He had flown from the third in a fury of disgust, so high and so fast that not one third plane warrior had attempted to follow or drag him back. He had entered the fogbanks without fear, and suddenly found them warm. He already knew where he was. The gang had often raided into the first crags and valleys of the fourth, and so he knew his way. But this time, and he was delighted and thankful, instead of the revulsion of cold, clammy damp and rejecting vibration that pained sharp in his lungs, he felt welcomed. So he had lain on the bare rock, and curled his knees to his chin, and sighed, and slept. The harpy had awoken him with the razor tip of her beak in his face and a mouthful of sludge forced between his lips. They had loved each other from that moment on.


      He had made friends with all the birds and many had come to him. Some had stayed. Some had come only when he needed them, or when their own pleasure in flight and exploration had attracted them to his aura and the sparkle of the mountains. But with the harpy it was different. For a long time they nested together on the first high, narrow border of the lower fourth. Then of course, when he moved deep into the forests, she had come too. This was her natural home.


      So when Primo flew up from his woodland base and across the pinnacled tree tops to discover the further edges of the fourth which banked the fifth, she flew with him, and helped his flight with the warm currents of her huge wingspread. He found the journey easy and pleasant and nothing stopped him until he came to the next fogs. He had seen no mist when he had travelled with Wilmot, all the levels had become one without separation, but here, with his mind his own, he was blocked by barriers of cloud. They rose in a swirling hideous freeze, billowing out to bar his passage. Beneath, visible only in patches, was a river of immense width. The fogs rose from this like witch silver. Not mountains here, but water. Primo could not pass.


      He returned home and walked for a long time in the forests. The harpy flitted above his head, moving from branch to branch. When he looked up she was there, her great head cocked to one side, regarding him. Her crest feathers, her crown of majesty, stood erect, disturbed. She knew he could not rest and therefore did not rest herself. When Primo sighed and stopped, and sat beneath the tallest tree with his back against its trunk, she came down, swooping between the outstretched branches, and roosted beside him. He put his arm around her. Instead of tucking her head beneath her wing for sleep, she snuggled it beneath his arm, lowering the dagger of her beak into her own breast feathers. Her crest flattened. Primo scratched the back of her neck, feeling below the down fluff to the spiny bumps of her skin. She cooed, then slumbered, gently snoring. Primo closed his eyes and began to dream.


      He was back in the car with the old woman. Now he knew the woman was Daisy, but in the dream he did not. He wasn’t Primo, with the weight of a huge eagle snuffling at his side, he was a sad young man driving a dusty flat road, and wondering what it would feel like to strangle the woman who was offering him sandwiches.


      “You should have a girlfriend, good looking young man like you,” said Kate Askey. As she spoke to him, she continued staring straight over the steering wheel at the dry hot road continuing relentlessly before them. Primo wondered if she should be wearing glasses. It didn’t look as though she was seeing that well. She rarely blinked, as though the road might veer away from her as soon as she took her gaze from it. “Perhaps,” she went on, “you still live with your ma.”


      He shook his head. “No mother. No girlfriend.” He didn’t want to talk about himself but it didn’t hurt that much to be polite. He’d learned to be polite. It got him further, in the end.


      “I’d have liked a little boy. Even a little girl. I always wanted a baby. But it wasn’t my fate, after all.” She’d said all that before. She seemed trapped in a repetition of dreary thoughts.


      “You could adopt.” A stupid thing to say. It was just to say something, to keep talking rather than just thinking. His thoughts were as repetitive as the old lady’s remarks.


      She didn’t answer for a while. The silence dropped Primo back into the thoughts he didn’t want. He didn’t want them, but he enjoyed them. He began to imagine in more detail what it would be like to kill her. Her neck was scrawny and his thumbs wouldn’t have to push too far. He would hardly even have to squeeze. The skin wouldn’t feel soft and smooth and lush, but the bones would crack quickly. Brittle bones would sound good. The snap would be loud and sharp.


      He wouldn’t consider raping her of course. That would carry no pleasure at all, with her flabby thin thighs and concave belly. Just thinking about it made him feel his teeth were on edge, like that sort of squeak that chalk made on blackboards, and the top of his head went sour. He shook his ears clear, and smiled to himself.


      No girlfriends. Well, of course not. There had been, but they didn’t last long and he had just the best way of getting rid of them. That fucking rubbish about being a good looking young man, well that was sick pissing old lady talk, flattering him because she was getting all mummsy, or perhaps just because she was blind as a bat. He knew what he looked like even though he always avoided mirrors. Thin face, prominent cheekbones, thin nose, haunted fucking big stupid brown eyes. Eyelashes like a stupid girl’s and silly curls like a girl’s too. He didn’t ever comb his hair and that helped, but he still did his best not to look in mirrors.


      But somehow he always managed to get the girls when he wanted them. The last one had been luscious. He had imagined strangling her for weeks before – before he -well just before. And rape had never been necessary after all because, strangely enough, they had all been just too willing.


      His reverie was interrupted. The old lady said, “So where’s your mother, young man?  Hope you visit her often. Mothers are just the salt of the Earth you know.”


      Primo frowned and took a deep breath. He ended with a mouthful of grit. “She’s dead.”


      “Oh dear, dear, dear.” Kate was clicking her tongue, more brisk than sympathetic. She never took her eyes from the road through the dusty windscreen. “Now that’s so sad. Tell me about the poor lady. When did she die?”


      Well that was something Primo most certainly had no intention of talking about. “She’s dead, that’s all. A long time ago.”


      “And you all alone since just a little lad? That’s a real shame. And your daddy? Did he look after you?”


      It wasn’t a subject Primo was prepared to consider at all. He said, “I’ll have some more of that lemonade, if it’s okay. It’s a real stuffy day.”


      “I can’t open these windows,” said Kate. “It’s just too dusty. Hotter outside than in I reckon. You help yourself to all the lemonade you want, young man. I can make some more when I get home.”


      Primo took the flask from the basket again. The drink was foul but he didn’t care. It was true he was thirsty, and more importantly, he had wanted to change the direction of the conversation. After drinking, he offered the flask to the old lady. She shook her head, and he fished over the back of the seat and shoved the flask back into the basket. It was a well filled basket and he wondered if there was anything more edible or otherwise alluring in it. He began to imagine strangling her again, and the daydream shifted into discovering that her basket was full of fifty dollar notes, or gold doubloons or some such. Sin, lust, total pleasure and then riches too. Well, everyone said dreams sometimes came true.


      He blinked back into reality and said, “You live in town then?”


      “Oh yes, near enough,” she said with a vigorous nod. “I’ve lived there all my life. It’s a nice little town, and real friendly. You intending to stay long?”


      “That depends,” smiled Primo after a pause. “Depends on a few things, as it happens.”


    


  




  

    

      

        

          
          


          

            Chapter Thirty
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      “Are your olives special or something?” asked Sophie. “I suppose the tree is really old. Is it too old for good olives? I ate one. Sorry, but it was quite horrid. Did I just get a bad one?”


      Romano eyed her in some surprise. The British frequently amazed him. “They need treating first,” he smiled. “They should not be eaten straight from the tree.”


      “Oh sorry.” Sophie went back to the long window that led into the kitchen. Romano sighed and stretched. The twilight was sinking into the first glow of sunset. It would flare in glorious flagrancy between the far cypresses and Romano would stay until the last rosy glow left the sky in greys. He had always considered the sun his friend, whether high and hot, dawning or sinking.


      He was feeling unusually replete. He had slept the sweet siesta of the untroubled conscience, and he had not been alone. He would not discuss his experiences with his young guests, but he would relive the memories in private and the hushed thrill of it would remain with him for a very long time.


      He had rejected the sensations at first for he feared foolishness, self-delusion, and finally disillusion. But it had been too strong, his reluctance to believe was overcome and finally he had known it was true.


      For months he had eaten little and drunk a little too much, but it helped sleep, which was an escape less demeaning than other indulgences might be, and sleep was healing except for the dreams. But then, lying on the wide white bed, eyes closed but mind awake, his doubts had been kissed away and he had felt her so close, her breath warm and her body vibrant. He had felt her kisses against his eyelids, and a soft humming as if something vibrated against and then within him. She touched inside his head, her knowledge of him stroked the length of his body, her arms tight around his back. He felt touched by rainbows, he drowned in the smell of her and drank in the warmth of her. Then his consciousness drifted away like a blown candle flame and he sank into dreams, redolent of her presence.


      Now he watched the sunset and let his mind course future plans, almost as if he himself were absent, still lost in languid happiness. He would, he thought, involve himself again with the family business. He would take the wine to England, since he already owned a house there, spoke the language and knew the people. He would enlarge the export market, and expand necessary contacts into new friendships. And while he was there, for Georgia’s sake but also because he had begun to like her, he would encourage Sophie and offer her the support she undoubtedly needed. He would adopt responsibility and become busy. It would help pass the time. It might even make time pleasurable after all.
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        * * *


      


      Ayakis held the bowl up to his mouth and drank. The water tasted of ashes. It never quenched thirst or cooled his throat. To the others he shouted about Paradise, but silently he knew, with all his heart, that he was in Hell.


      The surface of the sooty water, oozing from the cracks in the clay drinking bowl, reflected, though distorted, the bitter anger Ayakis felt within himself. He had been betrayed by death and it was the ultimate betrayal, for it was Almighty God’s rejection. He could see, looking down and stilling the water, the reflection of the open red flesh of his nose, the welts and raised scars around his eyes, the puckered wounds around both cheeks and the dreadful fleshless scabs of his lips. Everything hurt. These were the judgements and punishments of hell.


      It was not such a terrible hell as he had been taught to expect. It held some pleasures and far fewer tortures, but the true Heavenly rewards were withheld. Something had gone wrong. It had also gone wrong for the other passengers of the bus, for they were not all with him and not all suffering as they should. As he did. Most had been met by their deceased family and taken into a sweet, welcoming light, a glow of seeming happiness. Now even the fat bus driver had got away. It was possible of course, sometimes he told himself it was probable, that all these had been swept off to a place far worse, the deepest Hell of the afterlife, and were now burning in the disease ridden flames of eternal damnation. But it was rare that he could convince himself of this, and rare that he didn’t admit, reluctantly, that they were all happy in Heaven while he was not.


      He was, since he was now capable of very little else, left mostly in peace. He was not liked, which pleased him, so he was included neither in the camaraderie, nor in the requirements of slavery. He was rarely kicked or beaten by the gang nor ordered to serve, for he was now so obviously weak and ineffectual that further insults made no difference. He made himself silent, and so was almost forgotten. This was a pleasure of sorts but where he had been flayed by the boiling water, the pain remained. It lessened over time but it never left him entirely, even while he tried to sleep. It was a small compensation to see that Francesco, although never touched by the water he himself had dropped, was also in constant discomfort. The scabby old monk however, seemed happy enough; especially now he was busy converting some of the gang with his obscene ramblings.


      The gang were loathsome. They believed only in their own relish of brutality, and practised violence without need of reward or motive. They delighted in power and practised its aimless indulgences in the absence of any other activity to fill their empty minds. The trouble was, and Ayakis recognised it increasingly clearly, his own mind was just as empty. Without the living zeal of his all absorbing goals and the ethnic teachings which had inspired his every action before death, he was as lost as those around him. More so, for they had the power and he was utterly the victim.


      So, when the angel of light appeared, he was convinced without any slightest tremor of doubt that it had come for him at last.
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        * * *


      


      Gregorio sat cross legged and ate his pancakes with berries and syrup. He ate pancakes quite often, also salads, pasta in tomato and cream sauces and cheese sandwiches. He ate cucumber tzatziki frequently, and occasionally even spanakopitta. Daisy had learned how to cook spanakopitta from him and he was quite proud of the recipe. Frankly it never came out quite the way he remembered it, but he enjoyed it all the same and the little dig of nostalgia was an added pleasure.


      Daisy adored him. That was quite a nice surprise, since it was a fairly long time since he could ever remember anyone even remotely adoring him, but he had more doubts about Sam. Sam was a brat, and as an adopted son, he was both too big and too noisy.


      “But I always wanted kids,” said Daisy. “Sam may look older now, but he was only a little boy when he died. And died so sadly too. Don’t you feel sorry for him?”


      “No.” Gregorio shook all his nice dark curls. He had recently discovered that his receding hairline had begun to grow back and his hair, of which he had once been so proud, was again shooting through his scalp thick and strong. “Why should I? I got murdered too. I was a decent, hard working man with an obedient son. He was taken from me, murdered the same time as me, and then taken by the lights. My old mother came for him but she wouldn’t take me. Now that’s a hard thing for a decent man to swallow.”


      “Poor lamb,” said Daisy. “I’ll make it up to you, I promise. But surely that’s all the more reason for you to want Sam as your new little boy.”


      “He’s not a little boy,” Gregorio pointed out. “He’s a big muscly bugger with a vile temper. And come on Daisy, I’m not an idiot, he was your boyfriend before I turned up. He wasn’t your son at all.”


      “Things here are what you want them to be,” shrugged Daisy. “He’s our little boy now. He’s real happy with the idea, and so am I. So you have to be daddy.”


      Playing mummies and daddies wasn’t really what Gregorio had in mind as the perfect heavenly experience. But then, nothing had turned out at all as he’d imagined. “But the little bastard’s nearly as big as me.”


      “If you make a good daddy,” Daisy said firmly, “Sam’ll get littler. He promises he will. And he says he’ll be a good boy. He didn’t like dying so young. He missed all his proper childhood, poor little thing.”


      “I suppose,” admitted Gregorio, “that I ought to sympathise. I suppose it was rough. It was rough for me too. And how about you? How did you die?”


      Daisy frowned. “You know, I’m just not entirely sure. Some things fade so quick.” She paused, stirring the hot milk for cocoa and staring at the tiny simmering bubbles and the whirlpool the wooden spoon made in their midst. “I sort of remember. I know my name. I changed that when I came over, though now I’m not sure why I did that either. I just didn’t like my name I suppose. Kate it was. But there was something about the memories I wanted to chase away, so I chose Daisy instead. I can remember being older too. Well,” she looked up at Gregorio with a quick smile, “not that old of course. Just older than Sam. Frankly I think my life must have been pretty boring. I just can’t remember dying at all. The next thing I remember was waking up in hospital on the third plane. The doctor said I’d slept a long, long time, and that I’d needed it. Then I felt quite fresh you know, and happy to have forgotten most things. But I remember having no kids. I so very much wanted a little boy of my own.”


      “And now you’ve got Sam but a big lout like him isn’t going to curl up in your arms. You can’t sing him to sleep at night.”


      “Oh, can’t I?” said Daisy. “Just you watch.”


      “Well, we’ll give it a try I suppose,” said Gregorio. In all honesty, he seemed to be getting younger himself these days. The bald patch had gone, the waistline was slimmer, the muscles less flabby. He needed a mirror. He had an idea that a handsome young man might stare back at him.


      “Well, it’s my house,” said Daisy, “so what I say goes. And promise you won’t go moving on too quick.”


      “I won’t move,” Gregorio assured her. “I like it here. If you want, I’ll do a few repairs. I used to be quite handy about the house. I could even build us an extension.”


      “I like my house the way it is,” Daisy pursed her lips. If he altered too much, she wouldn’t feel so much in charge. She’d have to share ownership. Then Gregorio would start bossing her around, instead of the other way about.


      “Okay, but it’s very small for the three of us.” It was a simple hut, shabby and rather dull, but he loved the mountains, and he loved the fresh air and the solitary cleanliness. He didn’t really care what the house was like. Home was the snow above and the waterfall with its faint sparkling song, the deep shadowed ravines and the mossy smell of happiness.


      With the gang, there had been no shelter at all. Various gang members had tried building something and others had erected tents. But the winds had blown everything away at once. When kidnapped slaves had been kicked into building some lean-to or hut, the sticks had immediately collapsed so the vicinity of the camp fire and the surrounding piles of refuse had constituted the only concept of home. It had been open and unconfined which should have felt free, but there was nothing remotely free about Pigseed’s gang site. The weather was usually plain and dreary without either storm, rain or bursting sun shine, so sleeping in the open had been painless enough. But it had certainly never felt safe, nor comfortable, nor welcoming. This did. Gregorio blessed his good fortune. God was remembering his prayers at last.


      Unlike Daisy, Gregorio had forgotten nothing of his past life. He remembered quite clearly beating his wife, bullying his son, and cheating his bosses. Somehow, none of that mattered anymore. On arrival he had feared discovery and exposure of his deep wickedness, had even accepted the first barrages from Warl and Pigseed as rightful punishments for his previous life of sin and meanness. All that was past now. He’d treat Daisy well. And he would try and be a good father to Sam, even though he didn’t like him. Tolerance, that was the word. Living here would make everything worthwhile.
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        * * *


      


      The three cats sat curled, content on the bed. Primo eyed them with doubt. The harpy, having long abandoned hostility towards the increasingly strange apparitions entertained by her human, perched on the headboard and regarded the three cats with baleful contempt.


      “Alright,” sighed Primo. “I give up. Which one are you?”


      The long haired white Persian blinked china blue eyes and yawned. In the middle, a small tabby was fast asleep, its fluffy tail curled around like a blanket. On the left, a large black and slightly boss-eyed tom stared back, raised one paw, flicked its whiskers, and said, “I do think you should be able to recognise your own guide by now.”


      “That,” said Primo, “would take a genius. And, as you keep telling me, a genius is the last thing I am.”


      The black cat twitched both ears, stood, arched its back, and turned back into Wilmot. Then he sat beside the Persian, stroked it as it purred loudly and majestically, and smiled. “But you are, it seems, becoming accustomed.”


      Primo grinned back. “You’re being nice to me. That presumably means there’s a fucking long lecture coming.”


      “Do I lecture? How boring,” said Wilmot. “What I am actually waiting for, is your opinion of your most recent experience. Or shall we call it a holiday?”


      “You know exactly what I thought. What I think.”


      “But,” said Wilmot. “I want your words. Because I want you to recognise what you think you think, which will be slightly different to what I know you think.”
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        * * *


      


      He hadn’t come all that often lately, so Sophie was particularly pleased to have Wayne back in her bed. When he didn’t come she missed the cuddles and the private chatting, but most of all she felt rejected, as if perhaps she had made a fool of herself by chasing him in the first place. He never seemed an over-keen lover, and although she was hardly an expert, she knew sex could be somewhat more enthusiastic than this. But you couldn’t come to Italy without discovering some element of romance, and maybe Wayne wasn’t actually Italian but he was at least satisfactorily foreign, and besides, he was just so nice.


      The love making hadn’t started yet but they were wrapped up together, and had kissed and stroked a little and now Wayne was on his back staring at the ceiling shadows. They often talked for ages like this, when he came to her room at all.


      Sophie said, “So don’t you ever feel inferior? I suppose you don’t. Well, you’re not inferior of course, so why would you feel it? I mean, it was just so lovely the other day when that really superior woman turned up in Siena, and hung all over Romano, and he just sort of politely pushed her off and turned down her invitations. You didn’t seem impressed by her either, and that was really nice.”


      Wayne shifted sideways and stared at her a moment. He seemed momentarily astonished. “God, women are so stupid,” he said. “I barely even noticed her. None of us even know who she was.”


      “Well, of course we know,” sniffed Sophie. “It was just too obvious. She was after Romano, she came on so strong, and he turned her down. Didn’t you even take an interest?”


      “Why should I? It wasn’t my business,” said Wayne. He paused, eyes back on the ceiling and the single trail of dust. “I think I mucked up that other stuff though. I’m really sorry I never got your mum.”


      Sophie nodded into his shoulder. “I wish you had. It would have been so brilliant. But maybe it’s just as well.”


      The following morning as she stood bathed in sunshine watching Romano make coffee, she remembered the conversation. Coffee was all Romano ever took for breakfast. Julian was making toast under the grill. Wayne was still upstairs presumably asleep, but no longer in her bed. He’d crept out in the early hours, had kissed the tip of her nose goodnight, and gone back to his own room. She hadn’t minded. There had been the best sex before that, better than usual. Her dreams afterwards had been good too and then with the bed to herself she hadn’t had to worry about her own possible snuffles and dribbles and snores and all those things people do while unconscious which can turn off a prospective lover.


      The sunlight pooled over the worn pine of the kitchen table. Romano sat opposite her and watched her spread her toast. “I must admit,” he said pleasantly, “I have never understood this British passion for burning good bread each morning and covering it in a slick of butter, which they then scrape off again, scraping on and off with a sort of mesmerising concentration. They then ruin all that effort of perfection with a cap of marmalade. Very strange. It is a ritual which fascinates me. The symbolism of life perhaps, spreading on, then take back, maybe some type of therapy with which to face the day.”


      ”Oh dear,” laughed Sophie, “I don’t think it’s anything that philosophical.”


      Julian was stretching, exuberant. “I don’t need therapy. Everything is positively delicious this morning. The birds are singing, the sun shining and everything is alright with the world. Sweet Tuscan days, floating on sunbeams.”


      Equally enthusiastic, Sophie grinned. “Yes, isn’t everything lovely. Italy compliments us.”


      “And we are suitably flattered.” Julian nodded happily, crunching on toast.
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        * * *


      


      “I approve the tattoos,” said Primo. “I used to think about getting one myself. They were just getting popular when – you know. Not that I remember.”


      The person standing beside him was young, distinctly unbeautiful, and rather skinny. “But clearly you remember something then?”


      “Well of course I do. Bits and pieces.”


      Wilmot scratched his Mohawk. The central line of ginger tufts sprang tall from his scalp, finished in a lavatory brush curve of bristled ends. The colour was somewhat virulent. “The horns were easier,” Wilmot sighed. “This itches like fuck.”


      “Fucking doesn’t itch,” said Primo. “At least, it never did to me. If it did to you, then you probably had scabies.”


      “Talking to you,” said Wilmot, “is invariably such an exhausting business. I frequently wonder why I bother.”


      “You must like me,” Primo said. “You keep coming back.”


      “I’m your guide,” Wilmot said. “It’s a punishment for all my wicked indulgences in past lives. How do you like the new clothes?”


      “Not bad.” Primo nodded. “Don’t tell me you were a punk rocker in your last incarnation.”


      “Dear boy, certainly not,” sighed Wilmot. “I would never have had such abysmal taste. Taste was always my favourite deity. I approved irreverent choices, but never the shoddy. In any case, this style was way after my time. During my last life, this denim business was strictly the attire of the rural worker, in particular of those wading through animal dung.”


      “Cowboys,” suggested Primo.


      “No doubt, but irrelevant, my child,” continued Wilmot, “I am here to discuss your sins and not my own, nor those of others, neither human nor bovine.”


      “It’s a bit hard to take you seriously,” Primo pointed out, “when you look like a delinquent adolescent with a safety pin stuck through one eyebrow.”


      “You feel the safety pin is too much?” Wilmot sighed. “I knew it. A lapse in judgement I fear. I apologise. As I mentioned, the costume is a little after my time, so I am somewhat inexperienced. I bow to your better education in such matters. I hope the rest is suitable?”


      “You mean the ripped pink T-shirt with the skull and cross bones on the back, I suppose? And the nipple rings. Very pretty.” Primo was happy to keep the conversation away from his briefly mentioned sins. “I especially like the black eyeliner. But your legs are a little skinny for such tight jeans. I bet you can’t breathe in those. Come to think of it, I don’t suppose you need to. However did you get them on?”


      Wilmot smiled with a lift of one safety pin pierced eyebrow. “Silly boy! Do you think I invent this absurd nonsense as if it were a wardrobe, and then have to struggle to dress myself? I assure you, that’s not how it’s done. As it happens, I create my appearance directly into your mind.”


      “Shit,” said Primo with an involuntary step backwards. “Get out of my mind then.”


      “But so much fun,” insisted Wilmot. “And it’s not as if I roll around in there, or even hang about on the threadbare fringes. Your mind is far too uncomfortable a place to linger in.”


      Primo glared. The pleasurable atmosphere fled. It meant that the man who had taken him, in such faith, to the glorious magic of the ninth plane and had initiated him into the first secrets of true spirit, knew all his hideous secrets after all. He must know about the strangling, about the dreams of rape, the vile things he’d done, and relished, during his life just gone. “And you keep on telling me to remember. You fucking know I’ve remembered. And you know what I’ve remembered. So, you don’t even have to ask fucking permission to get inside my head?” He paused, waiting for a reaction, and received none. Wilmot continued to study the tattoo of a coiled cobra which encircled his wrist. “So, now you know everything,” Primo went on. He smothered a hiccup. “So stop pretending to be my fucking friend, and piss off.”


      “Friends,” mused Wilmot, still examining the outstretched fangs of the ravenous serpent etched around his arm. “Now, have I ever spoken of friendship? Such a thing is possible of course, but I doubt it. I am simply your guide, and friendship is something that grows with acquaintance. It does not arrive fully formed. I may have addressed you as my friend at some time of course. I tend to have loose habits of speech. Next time perhaps I should dress as a leprechaun and call you my darling boy.”


      “Don’t bother,” said Primo. “I won’t answer. I don’t fucking want you here. You can bugger off.”


      “How tedious guilt is,” said Wilmot, sitting carefully on a rock. His costume might exist only in Primo’s mind, but Wilmot was still dubious about splitting his jeans. “There really are a few things I should explain before buggering off. Firstly, that in effect, you have already given me permission to get inside your thoughts. Secondly, telepathy, even on my level, does not include much detail, nor those boring personal things that humans tend to clutter their heads with. Emotions stay invariably private, because apart from other more complex reasons, they are just too revolting for anyone else to want to read. Swimming into your emotional quagmire would drown me in silt and sludge before I could lift my nose ring out of the muck. And it’s a very nice nose ring, don’t you think?”


      “If you can’t read them,” grumbled Primo, “how the fuck do you know my feelings are that fucking bad?”


      “Intelligence, dear boy,” said Wilmot. “I am positively notorious for being astute, and in comparison to you, I am sufficiently superior to make some highly educated guesses.” He smiled and stretched his legs to the water beside which they were sitting. “Besides,” he grinned, “I cheat.”


      Primo shrugged. “You’re a hard fucking idiot to be cross with. But I have enough trouble with my thoughts and memories so I prefer to keep them to myself. At least until I choose to tell you. And what’s more, I hate the boots.”


      “Dear, dear,” said Wilmot, lifting one hob-nail booted ankle. “Have I gone too far again I wonder? A habit of mine I fear. Undoubtedly hideous boots.”


      “So telepathy, even from someone as perfectly superior as you,” insisted Primo, “doesn’t give automatic access to every single little bit of the other person’s thoughts?”


      “Certainly not,” said Wilmot, having switched his attention to his nipple rings flashing sapphire in the low light, which were evidently becoming uncomfortable. “For me, reading your mind is similar to the way you read your eagles. Indeed, your level of intellect is probably similar.”


      Primo dropped the sulk and smirked. “Which is why you thought me worth taking up to the ninth plane, and why I could do it too, even if I was under your aura. I still made it. It hurt like the shits, but I made it.”


      “Indeed you did,” smiled Wilmot, “So kindly behave like the advanced being I actually consider you to be, and not like a spoiled brat from the third.”


      “Tell me about telepathy then,” said Primo.


      “A prevarication, but one I will allow,” said Wilmot, crossing his ankles which showed a flash of candy pink socks beneath the boots. “Human thought exists on many levels until the spirit purifies its memories and desires and emotional baggage. Thoughts waft through the mind like flecks of gauze and threads of cotton, disconnected and aimlessly floating. Some will, illogically, wind themselves around the jutting edges of your brain and become absorbed into the consciousness. Then others, frequently with little innate connection, will attach, gluing one end to another in any ludicrous sequence, until the benighted spirit whose mind is so tainted, believes he has discovered something of importance. A drifting thought with such adhesive qualities is of no more consequence than those which remain disconnected, but because it sticks, it enters the memory banks, and becomes cohesive with the personality. To enter this conglomeration of boredom with telepathic intent would be utterly pointless.”


      “It sounds so fucking unexciting,” said Primo, “and you’re boring me rigid. But do carry on.”


      “Telepathy alights only on the upper surfaces,” nodded Wilmot. “It can hear those thoughts which are purposefully sent as direct messages, invariably in words or pictures. Abstract messages are more difficult both to send and to receive. Naturally, I can do both. However, I can also detect the upper level of the memory banks, the general mood, and any of the more disciplined machinations of the brain. The brain being the country cousin of the mind of course.”


      “Piss off,” said Primo, though he smiled.


      “So,” Wilmot continued, “let us begin again. We were talking, if I remember rightly, about your memories. Going back before you can go forward. And more specifically, about what we can now, in general, call your sins.”
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      The being seemed so explosive with light that no one dared approach it. It blazed brighter than the flaming bus when the bomb had detonated. Its brilliance was far greater than the usual do-gooders who turned up from time to time and gave a few lectures while Pigseed and the rest sneered, sniggered, and threw the occasional stick. This creature was even more magnificent than the rising sun turning golden over the hills. No one had ever seen anything quite like it.


      The camp fire had been burning high, recently built up with a new logging from the woods across the meadow. Now it guttered in shame. Each flame, held in place within the gang’s minds and not in fact by the illusion of collected sticks which they so erroneously supposed to be the source of their light and heat, now faltered and faded into a glow of ashes. Norwen stood beside the rising smoke and stared around him. The gang moved away. A few got up and ran. The rest shifted backwards and hung their heads.


      It was therefore from a distance that Norwen eventually spoke. He spoke directly into Father Martin’s mind. He said, “I have come to offer you progress. Do you acknowledge me?”


      Father Martin, like some of the others, had fallen flat on his nose. Being unsure how the words in his head had alighted, he did not answer. Ayakis however, although afraid of the momentous majesty with which this being seemed endowed and the brilliance of his aura which could hardly be faced but certainly not ignored, scrambled up and ran towards him, finally throwing himself at Norwen’s feet. There he attempted to kiss the angel’s toes. “Master,” squeaked Ayakis tremulously, “I am here. You have come for me at last.”


      Norwen answered aloud. “I am not your master. I am neither angel, nor messenger of God. I have not come for you. Why do you believe that your acts of hatred, of vengeance and of self-regard, should earn you reward in Paradise?”


      Ayakis gasped, gulped and then began to sob. His head hurt very badly. As he cried, the pain in his burned eyes and broken nose was aggravated. “Master,” he repeated, “I acted out of love for the Lord. I did what I was taught was right. If I did wrong, it was the fault of those who persuaded me.”


      “Every spirit,” said Norwen softly, “is responsible for what he thinks. Your actions do not constitute sin, but your thoughts do. You sought personal reward through intentionally promoting the suffering of others. This is why you remain here. In time you will rise. In time you will be as I am and travel down to help others, but that time is not yet. I am not come to help you. You are not ready.”


      His crying became screams, and Ayakis grabbed at Norwen’s ankles. The swirling golden blaze of light burned him and he shrieked, drawing back his hands. “Don’t leave me here. I did only what I thought was holy.”


      “That is a blasphemy far worse than personal hatred,” Norwen said directly into his mind. Ayakis blanched. “To thrive on hatred is the choice of a regressing soul,” continued Norwen. “To impute that hatred to God is a terrible sin. Consider this, while you wait.”


      “But I’ve already been punished beyond any deserving,” Ayakis yelled as Norwen moved away towards Father Martin. “Look how I’m disfigured. Look what I’ve been made to suffer. It is that fool who burned me, when I did nothing to him.”


      Norwen was walking towards Father Martin, but he stopped then, and turned. “You cursed him,” Norwen said. “Any curse made in the Summerlands, on whatever plane, will turn against the instigator. Practise blessings, and the bliss will return to you.”


      Father Martin had sat up, facing the miraculous being he now knew had come for him. He was afraid, and was hugging himself, rocking backwards and forwards. Norwen stopped beside him, and bent. “Come with me,” he said. “We will not go far, but come walk with me. I have things I need to say.”


      Quivering, Father Martin rose and followed Norwen. They walked together away from the gang, towards the copse of trees ahead. Father Martin tried to keep up. Finally he said, “Lord, what you said about hatred and not apportioning blame, I know those things. I know why I’m here in this wretched place, instead of rising to the higher planes like Father Spiro. I don’t blame anyone else except myself. But I’ve been trying to do right. Like you said, give out blessings and they’ll return to you. I’ve been helping the lost souls here. I’ve been converting them. I’ve done good work in the name of the Lord.”


      Norwen smiled but shook his head. “You have been trying to make some reparation,” he said, “but only now that you find yourself in misery. Before, when you still lived, you made no effort to repair the terrible harm you did to those in your care. You did nothing because you feared your sins being discovered, and shame coming to yourself. Now you simply fear punishment. You do not try to help others from love, but from guilt and fear. Where there is fear, there is no love, for each of these will cancel out the other.”


      Father Martin nodded. “You’re right. I understand. I am trying to help others because I fear for myself. But at least I’m trying. Does that count for so little?”


      “But you are attempting to convert your companions into the dogma and doctrine you barely believe yourself,” Norwen said, “not into understanding of love and forgiveness. Unconditional love is not bounded by intolerance, nor the favouring of one belief above another. Your attempts to convert the wicked are pointless. You must attempt only to convert yourself.”


      “Show me,” said Father Martin. “Take me away from here and teach me. I promise to learn. I’ll do everything you tell me.”


      Norwen laughed. “It doesn’t work that way. Nor am I your guide. But I can tell you how to save yourself, if you are ready.”


      “Anything,” begged the monk.


      “You did not arrive into the Temple of Rest here on this plane,” Norwen said. “Because your mind was corrupt and your fear absolute, so you missed the one experience which might have helped you avoid this wretchedness. Most souls die directly into the temple and they sleep until they are ready to wake on the plane that suits them. This did not happen to you. Go there now. It has many names – hospital, palace of welcome, half-way house. You will find it quickly if you set off with intention.”


      Father Martin nodded eagerly. “A young man passed by here some days ago. He told me there was a monastery near here. I wanted to find it before but I didn’t know where to look. I’ll go there now if you tell me the way.”


      “I am not speaking of the monastery,” said Norwen. “There are many churches of varying denominations and places of prayer and worship on this plane, but none of them can help you. They all preach division and they shelter the frightened, therefore encouraging fear itself. I am speaking of the hospital which is the only true place of refuge here, into which most souls die and are then reborn onto these Summerlands, which you call Heaven. There you can sleep. During that sleep, which is far more than normal sleeping, you can dream yourself free of self-hatred. It is a sleep of pure nourishment. You can learn to forgive everyone, including yourself, so would be unlikely to return to this place afterwards. You would either move upwards onto the next plane, or stay on the third but without being trapped by the brutality and slavery here. All these choices are yours.”


      Father Martin bowed his head and sighed. “And be alone?”


      “You are never alone,” said Norwen.


      “Then who are you Lord, to tell me these things?” trembled Father Martin. They stood under the trees. A breeze shifted the canopy of golden leaf, and Norwen’s blazing aura lit the clearing as if the sun had come to rest there. Father Martin stood shivering, unable to face Norwen directly. His light was too bright. “You say you’re not an angel, and not my personal guide. But you came for me, not for the others. Am I chosen? Am I blessed, if I do what you say?”


      “You are already blessed,” said Norwen. “Every soul is sacred.”


      Father Martin shook his head. “I don’t understand,” he said. “You give me no credit for what I’ve been trying to do. You haven’t even spoken to the others, Warl and Pigseed and the gang, who are surely far more evil than I am. What I did wasn’t so terrible. My punishment is excessive. At least lead me to this hospital you speak of. Show me where it is.”


      “If you begin to walk,” said Norwen, “in any direction, but with the intention of finding help, you will find it. There are no mistakes on the Summerlands.”


      “But you could take me there,” said Father Martin. “It’s a hospital? You could tell the doctors to look after me and give me special care. If you’re no angel and not my guide, why did you come specially for me, if not to give me special care?”


      “I am a human spirit, like yourself,” smiled Norwen, “but through time I have risen higher through these planes and I now come from the ninth, whereas you reside here on the third. I entered the Summerlands directly onto the seventh a long time back. Before that I was a living child, as human as any other, and brought up in the same church you believe in yourself. I knew you. You would no longer remember my name, but we knew each other. You were my family priest.”


      Father Martin began to cry. The tears rolled like glistening dew down the lines of his face and into the tangle of his wiry white beard. He tried to wipe his nose on the sleeve of his habit, which was already badly soiled.


      “You abused me,” said Norwen softly, “as you abused my friends. There were so many of us, you will not remember me as distinct from any other. But you remember very clearly what you did.”


      Father Martin choked. The sobbing was making him nauseas. “Yes. It’s true. I knew I’d have to face my accusers one day. But it wasn’t my fault. I had such terrible urges. They came from the devil. I couldn’t control myself.”


      “As I told your companion,” Norwen continued, “it is not your actions you need to repair, but your state of mind. Your intention was to harm the children who were in your care. You abused their trust and turned the love of God into the fear of the devil. But the devil does not exist. There is no such creature, only the degeneration of the regressive spirit.”


      “You spoke of love and blessings. I truly loved all those little children,” insisted Father Martin. “I didn’t mean to harm them.”


      Norwen shook his head. “I know your mind,” he pointed out. “You knew very well the harm you did. You tried to deny it to yourself, but you knew. You raped me across the pulpit when I was eight years old. I hanged myself from the olive tree in my mother’s back yard when I was nine. The misery this brought my family followed in a direct line from your actions.”


      “It’s not fair to blame me for everything,” Father Martin had fallen to the ground and was trying to clutch at Norwen’s ankles but the light burned his hands, as it had Ayakis. “It was the terrible urges. I couldn’t help it.”


      “In fact I blame you for nothing,” nodded Norwen, reaching out to help him rise. “I blamed you when I first died, but I learned differently. Every spirit must take responsibility for the course of his own mind and the development of his intentions. You must take responsibility not for me, but for yourself. I have told you who I am only because you asked for explanations.”


      “Then you won’t help me?” faltered Father Martin. “You haven’t come to help me at all.”


      Norwen sighed. “You’re mistaken. I came with the pure intention of offering aid. My help could lead you quickly into happier circumstances if you choose to accept it.”


      “I was a tortured soul,” Father Martin insisted. “I was riddled with terrible urges, but I tried to resist them. I was tempted over and over but I tried to be good. When I realised all the little boys were impossible to resist, I left that parish. I went to work in a special hostel for women of loose morals. But they tempted me too. I was beset with wicked temptation.”


      Norwen nodded. “Indeed. You continued to rape. You abused the women you had offered to help.”


      “So I left that place too,” said the monk, becoming desperate. “I joined a monastery. I lived my last years among a few old men. You see, I went away from all the places where temptation was too strong.”


      “You left because the incriminating evidence against you was becoming impossible to avoid,” Norwen said. “You hid in the monastery. You should not lie to yourself.”


      Father Martin turned away. “You only want to see the worst in me,” he said. “You haven’t come to forgive me, only to accuse. Well, I’m sorry. Truly, I’m sorry. But you shouldn’t have come. Who are you to list my sins, when you’re a sinner yourself? Suicide is a terrible sin. You’re no better than me.”


      “My life, although I was a child, was not utterly pure,” Norwen answered gently. “But suicide is no sin in itself. The disregard of the terrible suffering such an act can cause to those left behind, is invariably deeply wrong. But it does not constitute sin in the manner you mean, and certainly does not compare with the misery you perpetuated in your long lifetime of abusing those smaller and weaker than yourself, who were placed in your care and trusted you. So, yes, I have accused you, though it was not the reason I came. I came to help, and I have offered help. If you accept it, I will come again, and offer more.”


      “All you’ve done is told me to go to hospital,” sniffed Father Martin. “You haven’t even told me where it is. You think I should go wandering off into the wilderness all alone, in the hope of stumbling across one little building in this great wide land. I might die of starvation or cold before finding anything at all.”


      “You are being absurd,” smiled Norwen.


      “I don’t think I need a hospital,” continued the priest. “I’m not sick. I’m badly treated, that’s all. I know I was wicked, but I’ve said I’m sorry.”


      “You are sorry only for yourself,” said Norwen. “But I had little expectation of helping. I came, but I believed it unlikely that you were ready for me. However, before I go, remember this. The hospital is your ready salvation, and it is remarkably easy to find for anyone who truly looks. Have the desire to find it, and it will be there. You are already on its doorstep. Leave the gang and go out and search as soon as you tire of the problems inherent here. But don’t wait too long. The brutality of this place can be infectious.”


      “If he doesn’t want your help, then help me,” said a voice from the wandering shadows. Francesco had crawled, inch by inch, from the camp to the trees. He hoisted himself up by the lower branches, and faced Norwen as well as he could. “Dear Lord,” he said, his breath caught in his throat. “I’m more desperate than any. For the life of me, I have no idea why I’m trapped here. What have I done? Why am I punished? What must I do?”


      Norwen paused, reading his mind. “You should not be here,” he answered. “This is not your rightful plane. You cannot breathe, because your natural vibrations are too quick for the third. You should be on the fourth. Indeed, perhaps on the fifth. You are suffocating.”


      “Then I beg you, help me,” wailed Francesco while Father Martin stood aside, glaring. “Am I still bitter because I was murdered? Perhaps I am. I hate the vile creature who killed me so unjustly. You said that hatred is the worst crime. Am I such a criminal then, that I need stay in this terrifying place?”


      “Forgive first Ayakis, and then yourself,” said Norwen. “Your bitterness and anger have tied you to the man who murdered you. He is here on his rightful plane, and chaining yourself to him has kept you alongside, where you should not rightfully be. Free yourself from all your feelings towards him. Then walk towards the rising sun and you will find the hospital. It is a great white building that reflects the countryside and the sky, and it welcomes all the dead who come here. There you can sleep for as long as you need to recuperate. When you wake, you will find yourself on whatever plane you should properly stay. It will not be here. You will have freed yourself from Ayakis, from fury, from fear and from hatred.”


      “I will,” said Francesco, staggering and gasping for breath. “I’ll go now. Which way does the sun rise?”


      “As soon as your intention is ready,” said Norwen, “you will see the sun rise directly before you.”


      “Yes,” said Francesco. “I understand that. So I’ll go now. If I don’t make it, I’ll keep trying until I do. Thank you. Bless you. I know you didn’t come for me, but you’ve made everything clear.”


      “Then you were ready,” smiled Norwen. “When any man is ready, his teacher will come. I am not your personal guide, but no doubt he will find you while you sleep in the halfway-house.”


      Francesco turned abruptly and began to make his way back through the trees. He stood straighter and held his shoulders back. His breathing was strained, but he no longer choked. He disappeared into the long shadows.


      Father Martin sniffed. “So much for your help,” he said miserably. “The sun isn’t rising over there at all.”


      “It is for those who can see it,” said Norwen.
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      “You’re sending me back then,” said Primo, “to face her and tell her. That’s it, isn’t it? I murdered the fucking old woman and she’s forgotten all about it, so I have to go and remind her and admit it and ask forgiveness. And you think she’ll pat me on the fucking head and say there, there, dear, never mind. I don’t care if you strangled me and broke my scrawny old neck and strung me up in a barn to die while you sat on the straw and ate my fucking sandwiches and watched me shit myself. I forgive you. Forgive me? Like fuck! She’ll scream her bloody head off and claw my eyes out. You don’t know Daisy.”


      “True. I’ve never had that pleasure,” said the young punk rocker, scratching the itch around his nipple rings. “However, my meagre ignorance concerning your late lover has nothing to do with this exercise. Besides, none of the things you’ve envisaged will happen.”


      “Fucking come with me then,” said Primo. “And fucking see.”


      “Oh, I intend to,” agreed Wilmot. “I wouldn’t miss it for the world. Are you ready? Or do you intend to prevaricate a little longer?”


      Primo promptly changed his mind. “You can’t come. If I’ve got to face Daisy, then I’d better do it alone. I deserve whatever she does to me, so fair enough. But how the fuck would I explain who you are, for a start? If I tell her I’ve got this warped guide who dresses up as fucking Christmas trees, she’ll laugh me off the mountain before I can even hope to beg forgiveness.”


      Wilmot smiled gently. “Explain me as you like, dear boy. Since my favoured disguise ensures that I don’t glow my bloody head off, I’m unlikely to upset any of your prejudiced little playmates.”


      “So why can’t you just look like who you actually are?” demanded Primo. “Why the make-believe? Fuck, I don’t even know what you really do look like.”


      “Looking like an exploding firework has its uses under certain circumstances,” said Wilmot, “but a ninth plane light tends to frighten the plebs. The lower planes get scared shitless, or just offended. There’s this wild prejudice against do-gooders amongst those who desperately need a little do-gooding. Makes them feel almost as inferior as they are, no doubt. Something you might possibly empathise with. Anyway, that’s the main reason I use dress-ups, just to douse the aura. I also happen to enjoy it. You think we shouldn’t have fun once we get to the ninth plane? Dragging around lecturing the dull and ignorant such as yourself, would be most unrewarding otherwise.”


      “Piss off,” said Primo.


      “Let us piss off together,” smiled Wilmot cheerfully. “I suggest we fly direct, accompanied by your eagle. She seems distinctly impatient.”


      The harpy was sitting on the roof above them, ruffling her primaries. Her golden stare was accusatory. Aware that flight was imminent and instinctively understanding the need to travel, she had already been waiting too long.


      The air felt colder than usual so Primo knew he was depressed. The harpy moved close, stretching her vast wingspread beneath as if to support him. Her utter loyalty warmed him. “I really don’t want to do this,” said Primo. “But I suppose I have to. You probably know best.”


      “Indubitably,” said Wilmot. “As always.”


      “Of course,” said Primo, gulping in the cold cloud, “if your silly costumes are only in my mind, Daisy’s going to see something different. So who the fuck do I say you are?”


      “It is what you say about yourself that matters, not what you say about me,” said Wilmot, executing a neat dive. “But your lady friend will see me exactly as you do, which will be less confusing for everyone. However,” he hovered a moment, looking down, “I intend to stop first in the valley at the mountain’s foot. There’s something else I want to say to you, and it needs to be private. It will make a difference. The choice to go on will then be yours.”


      Already the mountain rose up before them, a series of wild dark crags, damp trickling with the ooze of a hundred waterfalls and clinging damp moss in a thousand shades of emerald. The music of the mountain was spinning with the dancing water drops. Although the fogbanks to the third plane were across the other side of the peaks, here the sheer rock wall was barely visible through the silver haze of spray and song.


      Primo frowned, turning away. “You’ve been talking to me for the past day and a half. I’ve confessed everything, non-stop. Fuck me, what more do you want? I’ve said out loud all the filthy, wretched things I remember doing. I’ve opened my head to you and shouted every putrid detail so you know all the slimy, disgusting facts already. I’ve cried on your fucking shoulder, for God’s sake. I don’t even have the faintest idea why you still want anything to do with me, but since you do, I’ve nothing more to give. I’ll kiss your feet if you want, fuck, I’ll kiss your arse, but all my pissing vile memories are done with. Alright, I was a shit foul prick and I hate what I was and what I did but I can’t undo anything until I get born again. So what now?”


      “That,” said Wilmot, “is what you’re about to discover.”
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      There were rainbows in great arches above the theatre. Georgia sat beside her father, listening to the magnificence of the concert. The music thundered with awe and with inspiration. Her father was lost in the thrill of it, his eyes closed. Georgia kept her eyes open, watching the eclipses of the rainbows above. They were musical fountains, the other side of creation, tune into vision.


      Somehow it did not interrupt the orchestra when Norwen spoke directly and silently into her mind. It did not interrupt her concentration, and seemed even to enhance it. “I have returned from the lower planes,” said Norwen. “I am still physical enough to enjoy the return to the faster, more loving vibrations. So I will be with you, and enjoy your first concert through your ears.”


      “Thank you for telling me about this theatre,” Georgia enthused. “It’s glorious and wonderful and incredible and absolutely enthralling. And somehow, just sitting here listening to music, I seem to be learning something. I know things I didn’t know before. It’s all jumbled up in the melody.”


      “When you are ready to know something, there are many avenues to learning,” said Norwen. “As I have already told you, you yourself are one of mine. I have missed you.”


      “That’s amazing,” said Georgia, startled into actual voice, which her father took as a passing reference to the beauty they heard, even though in fact it was an answer to Norwen’s silent remarks.


      Georgia understood, simply because Norwen had previously explained the laws of attraction in some detail, that as her guide, he must hold certain qualities of character and personality that united them, partially in similarity and partially of contrast. At the time of the explanation, she had replied with a typically physical reaction. “So if we’d met while we were both alive, maybe we’d have been brothers. Or lovers.” And Norwen had laughed and said perhaps. “But in life, what brings people together isn’t merely a simple attraction,” he’d continued. “We meet and partner those who mirror the lessons we need in that lifetime, we hate in others what we already loathe, but do not necessarily recognise, in ourselves. The motivations for earthly events are always complex and refer more to need than to pleasure. Hopefully, as we grow, the two become synonymous.” “Well, that’s the way everything happens now,” Georgia had replied. “I’m being allowed the most glorious experiences, and they’re all good for me. But then of course, it’s a whole lot easier once you’re dead.”


      She remembered that conversation now, sitting beneath the swirling colours as her mind blazed with the amazing and mystifying music. It seemed unutterably delicious that a spirit as evolved as Norwen should choose her company, and even miss her in her absence. Yet they were not in any respect partners. They were not even friends.


      “I consider us friends,” Norwen interrupted into her mind. “Do you not?”


      “Thank you,” Georgia said. “I would truly love to think so. Is that a sign I’m growing?”


      “Apart from my guidance, it is your travels to the lower plane to visit your mother, and your treatment of her, that has helped you grow,” Norwen said. “When you go again, you will find her friend Sven, whom you will not instantly like. You will also discover her guide, who is Darial from my plane. You will, naturally, like her a great deal.”


      Georgia had switched her replies to silent telepathy. “And should I take my father?” she asked. “He wants very much to meet my mother again. He knows it’s a blockage he needs to overcome.”


      “He must not use contact with another to overcome his own repressed emotional trials,” said Norwen, “and you must not involve yourself in another’s problems, which you cannot fully appreciate. Before introducing each to the other again, you must have your mother’s permission, which she is not yet ready to give. She has not conquered her own sense of shame. First she must learn to forgive herself. Your father must also learn to forgive before he can face the past.”


      “Alright,” nodded Georgia. “I get the point. I have to mind my own business.”


      “It’s not that you have to,” smiled Norwen, “it is that you may, with freedom and impunity, do so. You wish only to mind other people’s avenues of learning because you care, and feel responsible. Relax. There are powers with greater insight than yours, which take that responsibility. You do not need to shoulder such concern for those you love. Giving love is quite sufficient, being the ultimate and most useful gift. What happens need not concern you. It is in sacred hands.”


      She settled back then, reabsorbing herself into the music. It entered her mind as the telepathy did, and began to solve the knots that remained there. By the time her father smiled and got up to leave, Georgia was asleep. She was dreaming of the music that soared still through her memories, and sped into her deepest thoughts.
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      Romano’s dreams were of a fast beating heart and the lightening jab of utter loneliness. He woke to thunder and the rain. The louvered shutters had loosened their latch and were rattling in the wind for the storm was sudden and a mild evening had turned to drama. His dreams had been dramatic in hopelessness, one echoing the other.


      It had been proved to him, and the memory remained alive, that Georgia was not entirely lost. Although she was removed, the denial would not be eternal.


      But at three in the morning when the sun denied the earth its energy, it masked its indeterminate secrets in great distortions of mind while trust, faith and the straight path became impossibly winding and once clear goals became lost in bewildered cloud. A good time for nothing except wistful memories; the mind’s music in a minor key and the contemplation of shadows into suicide. The helter- skelter of blood sugar and the sudden belief in predestined failure.


      Romano shook his head clear from foggy fingers of self-pity, rolled from the bed and shrugged on a robe. He pattered bare foot downstairs to the kitchen and filled the coffee pot. Before lighting the gas, the fresh ground beans perfumed the damp air and snapped him fully awake. He smiled and waited for the pot to bubble. He was surprised to hear someone else pacing the corridor outside.


      “I’m sorry. I hope I didn’t wake you.”


      Romano indicated his coffee cup. “I was up already. I imagine the storm has woken us all.”


      “Oh well. To be honest, I’ve been awake a lot lately.” Wayne accepted the proffered cup and Romano filled both. “Probably a guilty conscience.”


      Romano smiled. “Sometimes circumstances demand we try to fulfil others’ expectations. But perhaps sometimes we should try a little less.”


      Wayne paused, blinked, stared at Romano a moment, and nodded. “Yes, well, that sounds as if you know more than I’d realised. I expect you know pretty much what goes on here. You don’t mind?”


      “There are many things in life that I mind. But we are all adults. A mistake to one man is success to another.” Romano drank his coffee, leaning back against the cooking range, watching the storm continue to pound through the long unshuttered windows.


      Wayne went to stand in front of the dark glass, his back to Romano, staring at the leaden sleet. “I reckon I owe you,” he said. “And I don’t just mean money. Okay. That too. Food, and bed and everything else, it’s been fantastic. True blue. I’m grateful.” He turned and faced his host again. “It’s time I went, isn’t it?”


      Romano refilled the coffee cups, and stood, stirring in the sugar. “I haven’t actually asked you to leave.”


      “Perhaps you should have,” said Wayne. “I’m sorry about the other stuff too. You know, the séance.”


      “Don’t apologise,” said Romano. “I found it interesting and I know it was genuine. Even though you did not contact Georgia, the exercise could be said to have been successful. I am not, in fact, entirely sure I would have wished you to be the go-between for Georgia and myself. For Sophie however, it would have been a blessing.”


      Wayne smiled. “I’m not sure anything to do with me could be called a blessing for Sophie.”


      “True. But that is up to you,” said Romano. “As is telling her the truth.”
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      They sat, Primo cross legged and Wilmot outstretched, by the deep pool of the grandest water fall. Above them the cliff wall created its own shadows. No direct correlation between the angle and any direction of the sun commanded the shape and force of shade, nor of its substance. Where each shadow lay was a personal choice. Some were almost haphazard. Others were sharp and black and Primo thought, almost sinister.


      The shadows relaxed and the two men sitting within them accepted the lines of pale and grey, of dark and golden upon their faces. A particularly bright strand of sunlight caressed the punk rocker’s Mohawk. Wilmot put on sunglasses. They had purple lenses in scarlet frames and did not really match the rest of his costume. His words were considerably less comical than his appearance. He spoke through the haze of water sheen where the falling cascade bounced back in a flurry of silver dampness, like ten million dancing stars. Wilmot said, “I want to talk about your memories.”


      It seemed endless, a black hole of repetition, memories regurgitated into infinity. Primo took a deep breath, sadly disappointed, and said, “What, yet again? Screw you.”


      “You have no idea how to,” answered Wilmot cheerfully. “However, since screwing specifically relates to your former life, it therefore constitutes a memory. Let us continue.”


      Primo said, “You fucking know. I’ve talked. Do I have to humiliate myself all over again? What for? I was a monstrous shit and it disgusts me, but I can’t fucking die again can I? If I could, I’d let some poor bugger strangle me slow, just to get their own back, but it doesn’t work that way. I’m ready now to face Daisy and start the big effort, atonement and everything. So what more?”


      “Atonement for what?” said Wilmot, rather more gently.


      “Oh fuck,” Primo gulped. “Do you want me to go through it all, over and over?”


      “I am actually suggesting something a little different,” said Wilmot, and lay back, hands clasped behind his head. Where he lay, the water did not pass and the grass beside him remained strangely dry. Something of Wilmot’s hidden aura gleamed through, a pale sparkle which rejected the natural fall of the vapour.


      Primo was soaked. “Tell me,” he said, leaning forwards.


      Being so close to her old nesting grounds, the harpy had flown on and was now unseen, back on the peaks where Primo had built his first home. Without her Primo felt even more vulnerable but some fleck of instinct kept him still and waiting.


      “We have already established,” said Wilmot, “that your memories are brutal. They encompass dreams of cruelty achieved by the abuse of power, and indulged over time. Have you by any chance, amongst your other newly acquired recollections, remembered why you discarded your real name on arrival in the Summerlands, and why you chose the particular pseudonym that you did?”


      “Primo?” said Primo and shook his head. “Not really. I didn’t want my real name, that’s obvious. It was probably well known. I was a murderer. Serial killer. Was I executed in prison? I suppose I was. That’s something I don’t remember. But I wouldn’t have wanted to carry that name over here, would I.”


      “You have so consistently blocked all your memories,” Wilmot sighed, “that you are even confused as to what you remember and what you do not. When you died, you see, you came directly into the hospital on the third plane, which was your natural point of arrival. There you should have slept for a very, very long time. Perhaps an eon. You would have cleansed almost everything from your past, and your dreams, although not always easily, would have enabled you to understand. You would have relinquished blame, bitterness, guilt and confusion. Everything would have been neatly ironed out in the sweet scented never-never, as it is planned to be. But your ever bilious pride refused to give up the power of control, and your nauseas fear blocked, one by one, the memories which you were meant to relive and categorise. You rose from your hospital bed still quite unwashed. Yes, indeed, most unhygienic. It did you a great deal of harm and you remained in a state of ignorance and regression, thereby naturally attracted to the aimless violence of the third plane gang where you believed you belonged, although you did not. Your choices were absurd and inspired by self-loathing.”


      ”But I left there eventually,” muttered Primo. “I got away.”


      “One of the few ventures to your credit,” nodded Wilmot. “However, it is not your actions which I now wish to analyse. It is your state of mind.”


      Primo groaned. “Shit. Must you? Must I?”


      “Indeed we must,” said Wilmot. “You, with all your vaunted memories of lust and sadism, should not now be fearful of a little dark delving.”


      Primo looked sick. “Go on. I take it you don’t object if I spew?”


      “Spew away,” smiled Wilmot. “But you must also listen. First I wish to point out that I am not a great admirer of logical thought. I consider it the timid man’s refuge when he dare not take the leap of inspiration. However, in this instance I believe you must begin with the most logical sequence. Start, dear boy, with childhood. It remains the part of your last life which you have persistently failed to revive.”


      “If I try and dredge it up,” Primo pondered, “will you let me off facing Daisy?”


      “We are not yet at bargaining level,” said Wilmot. “We are at master and slave, and I believe I am playing master. Therefore you will simply obey. We will start with your birth.”


      “Shit,” said Primo. “How the fuck am I supposed to remember that?”


      “During your very brief interlude in the hospital of your arrival,” continued Wilmot, balancing one scuffed and booted ankle on the bony point of his knee, “you began to relive the deeper and more unpleasant of your memories. Instantly, instead of allowing each consequent frame past your barriers, you closed your mind and erected barbed wire. Cowardice, dear boy, the shameful arrogance of cowardice. You could not admit the horror of what you quickly supposed your soul to be. Cowardice is not your customary sin of choice, yet from that denial it was two steps to banish memory altogether. You forced yourself awake and left the hospital, determined to forget everything of what you had been. That is a great deal of brick wall for you to demolish now. So we will start at the beginning.”


      “You sent me back to the hospital,” said Primo. “I did what you told me and I even met the doctor. He didn’t tell me anything. What Pigseed said didn’t help either.”


      “Of course not,” agreed Wilmot. “In spite of my persistent attempts to nudge your feeble mind into the proper avenues, you have equally persistently avoided discovering anything at all useful. Both those exercises you mention could have opened memory paths, but your innate resistance insured no doors opened. So now I am forcing the issue. I really cannot have you wasting your potential like this any longer.”


      “You sent that fucking vile nothing hole too, didn’t you?” demanded Primo suddenly. “I never thought of it before. Of course, I hadn’t even met you when that happened. But it was your shitty black hole, wasn’t it?”


      “Naturally, dear boy,” said Wilmot, closing the smile of his eyes behind his purple lenses. “I have been trying to dig you in the ribs ever since you marched out of the third plane hospital a long time ago, bleating about how you never asked for life after death and would have preferred total annihilation. You then started to block every remaining particle of memory. Memory, after all, is a valuable tool. Did you think it had been presented to your psyche simply as a means to remember how to masturbate, or the easiest way to tie your shoe laces? Instead, you turned one of God’s most valuable gifts into a forgettery.”


      “Well, I still can’t remember being born,” muttered Primo, sullen. “Nag all you want, but that memory’s gone.”


      “Your excretion from the birth canal is not the relevant point,” said Wilmot patiently. “It is what you were born into that I am asking you to recount.”


      Primo swallowed hard and watched a centipede navigate the short damp grass by his elbow. “Mother and step-father,” he mumbled obediently. “My father was already dead. Hot desert and a rundown shack. Tumbleweed and turkey vultures. No water. No mountains, no rivers, no waterfalls. No forests. Lots of fucking bleached out sky.”


      “You conveniently turn to memories of the land, and not of the people,” smiled Wilmot. “Tell me about your mother.”


      “Always tired,” said Primo. “Little and pretty and fucking exhausted.” His voice had lapsed into a chant, almost lost beneath the swell of falling water and the gurgle of the deep pool. Wilmot was listening to his mind, however, and not his words. “She used to shout a lot, but she was alright. She tried.” Primo glanced up, frowning. “Look,” he said, “do I have to do this? It’s making me feel fucking sick. I know what I did and so do you. So what’s all this childhood puke then? Finding excuses for the warped little prick I finally turned into? Putting the blame on the poor sad misunderstood boy gone wrong?”


      “Never,” said Wilmot firmly, “even in my wildest dreams, and I assure you I’ve enjoyed some deliciously wild dreams in my time, would I ever consider finding you an excuse for anything. Excuses are as fundamentally deceptive as is the concept of blame. Now, if you have finished whining, please continue.”


      Primo sighed and stretched slowly out beside Wilmot on the ground. Whereas Wilmot appeared to enjoy a bed of soft dry green, where Primo lay was distinctly wet, but he stayed and, like Wilmot, clasped his hands behind his head and closed his eyes. It helped him concentrate. Rediscovering the machinations of his memory meant clearing away the rust of stiffened hinges and took much silent effort. It was beginning to hurt. To his left the pool of the water fall sang gently beneath its silver mist of droplets. Somehow, the song began to help.


      “Then she had another kid,” said Primo at last. His voice was now a whisper. “My little half-brother. That’s what you want me to remember, isn’t it?”


      “Yes,” said Wilmot. “It is. Go on.”


      “They were alright, my mother and step-father. They meant well. They didn’t have the time for gushy stuff and they weren’t the sort of people to hug much. A bit life-beaten, like the parts of the desert where nothing managed to grow. But they tried. My real father’d been killed by farm machinery before I even got born, speared by some mechanical pitchfork or other. No one ever explained much. I just sort of felt he hadn’t bothered to hang around for me. I mean, being abandoned before I even got born. I had a bit of a complex about that. I was pretty stupid I guess.”


      “It was your later stupidity that hindered you more,” said Wilmot. “But we will get to that afterwards.”


      “Okay,” said Primo. “I’ll keep to the fucking point. You want me to talk about Gary. He was born when I was five. I hated him on sight. All that soft pink, when I was scorched brown without an ounce of flesh, so I loathed the little bastard. I was as jealous as shit.”


      “Is shit prone to jealousy?” wondered Wilmot. “No matter. Tell me about this interloper into your family’s affections.”


      “Well, he grew up,” said Primo. “I grew up. He grew up. Until I was nine and he was four. Just four years old, poor little bugger. He followed me around but not because the little brat adored me or anything. None of that younger sibling hero worship crap. My mom just kept saying, go play with your brother. So he did, even though I didn’t want him. I used to pinch him. Nice big fat yellow bruises on all that plump pink bouncy flesh. He still toddled after me, obedient and fucking stupid. He was a real bore. I couldn’t go off and run, or kick balls or any of the things I wanted to. I had to hang around and walk slow because Gary couldn’t keep up. After school I helped my mum, didn’t have much time off to play. But when I did, I had to look after Gary even though he stank. You know, dribble and shit and farts and stuff. He was a right puke stained little bastard. Probably got born with a faulty digestive system. Anyway, I didn’t like him.”


      “I think,” mused Wilmot, “that you have made that fairly clear. You now digress.”


      “I’m not digressing,” objected Primo. “It’s the whole fucking point, isn’t it? I hated the little turd, so I broke his fucking neck. So now you know. Well, obviously you knew already. And I’ve said it. Can I go now?”


      “You did not merely simplify your life by removing the main cause of irritation,” said Wilmot. “You make it sound delightfully sensible. But I think not. I’m afraid you really must describe the situation with a little more objectivity. After all, you are dead now. The dead have certain advantages. Reduce the emotional static and return to the story.”


      Primo stayed silent for several minutes. He allowed strains of peace to enter his mind from the pool and its music. His memory came back in pictures, like turning the pages of a children’s illustrated book. He said softly, “Gary was grizzling. He wanted something to eat. We were pretty much always hungry. I had a slice of stale bread in my pocket. I used to save stuff like that, stealing it out of the kitchen when Pa wasn’t looking. A few crumbs helped keep the pains away when I was real hungry, but this time Gary kept on and on, so I took the bread out of my pocket and shoved it in his mouth to shut him up. He gulped down the lot and kept on for more. I didn’t have any more and I was fucking starving myself. He was chubby and I was skinny as the vultures, so I picked up a stone and gave him that. Spite I suppose. Anyway, he bit hard on it and then started to scream his bloody head off. Just kept screaming and screaming and kicking out at me. Well, I never had been a particularly nice brother, what with the pinches and stuff ever since he was in the cradle, so I suppose he pretty much hated me too. So there we were running around this big open blazing dust ridden fucking desert with him yelling his head off and me just about crying and telling him I’d let the coyotes get him if he didn’t shut the fuck up. Then I tripped and wrenched my knee. This shit pain shot right up through my leg. Okay, that’s an excuse too, but it still fucking happened. My ankle started blowing up. I was furious. I just grabbed the little bastard and threw him on the ground.”


      “We seem to be giving the impression that what happened next, occurred in the violence of provoked and uncalculated temper,” murmured Wilmot. “I believe some exaggeration is about to enter these recollections and turn them into fable.”


      “Piss off,” muttered Primo. “I was angry. Fuck, I was furious. I was nine and knew sod all. My knee and ankle were fucking killing me and my guts were rolling around half starved and my head was bursting.”


      “Where we are lying, you are getting wet,” Wilmot pointed out quite gently. “The longer we stay here, the wetter you will become. You may even begin to sink into the sludge and start growing papyrus from your ears. Therefore I suggest you hurry up, are very careful about the truth, and proceed to the climax.”


      Primo sat up suddenly and stared out across the water. The flying spray in his face was sharp and cold and fresh. He breathed it in. “Alright,” he said. “All that was true. I was starving and I did hurt my ankle and I was fucking pissed off. It was a last straw type of situation. I felt fucking sorry for myself. But no excuses, because I knew what I was doing. I’d thought about it before so it was calculated. I only thought for two seconds or something and the reaction just happened, but it was planned in a way because I’d lain in bed thinking about doing it for four years. So Gary was lying on his back wriggling around in the dirt and squalling up into my face. I pressed my thumbs into his neck. I kept pressing.” Primo turned, looking straight down at Wilmot’s placid expression. “But I swear I didn’t actually think I’d kill him. I wanted to. I just didn’t think I’d have the strength. I heard this sort of snap, like splinters cracking, but I didn’t know if it was bones or just some twig he was lying on. I was so fucking surprised when his eyes went all glazed and he stopped squealing and sort of flopped. I kept kicking him, telling him to stop fucking about and get up. But he didn’t of course. He was fucking dead.”


      “So you supposed,” agreed Wilmot. “Were you guilt-ridden?”


      Primo thought for a moment. “Later I was,” he said at last. “Not then. I was frightened but I wasn’t really sorry. I’d wanted rid of him ever since he turned up and at last he was gone. It was a feeling of power. That snap stayed with me for years and years though. Half horror, half power. When I felt sick or frightened or just fucking miserable over the years, which was pretty much always, it was that snap I relived. I can do anything I want, I used to think. Snap! It’s done!”


      “Very well,” said Wilmot. “For the moment we will leave it at that. But remember that same feeling of power can be a surreptitious perversion of power, and to someone innately powerless its comfort is utterly subversive.” He smiled, as if feeling comforted himself. “Now you can visit Daisy.”


      Primo sat still, his head bowed. “Must I? I’m fucking worn out.”


      “The exhaustion of unlocking memories which you had no right to banish in the first place, is no motive for procrastination,” said Wilmot. “Procrastination is always an ugly and self-deceiving veneer for fear, and we will not relinquish progress for fear at this stage. The choice is naturally a free one, but I expect you to make it for all that. I shall come with you, and we will not stay long.”


      “Well, I suppose that’s one small consolation,” said Primo.


      They flew directly up the cliff face, the snows far above them, the fogbanks beyond. On the wide ledge with its back to the rock and its window to the water fall and the cornflower sky, his first home greeted Primo once again, but it was now fully occupied. The harpy sat waiting, wings folded, eyes huge and belligerent, on the little pointed roof. On the doorstep a large dark man sat podding peas. Primo did not know who he was, but he recognised Sam. Sam was sitting in the sunshine, swinging his legs over the edge of the precipice and throwing pebbles down into the ravine. Invisible inside the house, Daisy was singing.
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      “Seppia in nero,” said Romano, more to himself than to the group clustered around him.


      “With rice,” nodded Sophie, watching with some misgivings as Romano lifted the handful of pale squelching cuttlefish from the package to the marble slab by the sink. “So I’ll put the water on to boil and then go toss the lettuce.”


      “Luscious,” murmured Julian. “All luscious, I’m sure. But those huge dead eyes are watching me.”


      Wayne grinned. “I’ll help Romano. You go uncork the wine. He’ll be expecting lubrication as usual.”


      Romano, neatly snipping the little sack of liquid ink from its clasping sinews, smiled and nodded. “Indeed I will. Cold Orvieto this evening I think. A special meal deserves a special wine.”


      Wayne chopped onions and garlic, Romano cleaned and sliced the cuttlefish. Sophie added salt to the big saucepan of water and then went off to prepare the salad. Julian poured the wine. “Some of that for the sugo,” said Romano.


      “One glug or two?”


      “Six. And now the tomatoes.”


      “Gosh,” Sophie came up to watch once the head and eyes had been discarded and the slim white rings of cuttlefish looked less like an animal. “What an amazing cook you are. You’re learning all this, aren’t you Wayne? You’ll be a great cook too.”


      “And what a useful husband he’ll make,” smiled Julian, busy setting the table.


      Romano combined the rice, the sugo and the fish. “I imagine Wayne is not yet contemplating marriage. He will soon be heading for France.” Wayne had his eyes lowered to his glass. Romano watched him, smiling. “Is this not true?”


      Wayne blushed, aware of the sudden silently fixed attention of everyone in the room. He began busily passing plates as Romano dished up. “Well, yeh. Sometime soon. I mean, I can’t overstay my welcome can I now?”


      Sophie took her plate and sat rather drooped at the table, Julian opposite her. “France, then? Soon?”


      Julian forked his risotto. “But I’m sure you’re still welcome. No one’s asked you to leave.” He looked up as Romano sat. “Surely you haven’t asked him to leave?”


      “Indeed I have not,” smiled Romano. “But young men become restless and there a great deal of world still to be explored. Yes?”


      “I was talking to Romano the other night,” admitted Wayne. “I was saying maybe it’s time I moved on. I didn’t mean tomorrow or anything. I mean, being here is just so great. This dinner is fantastic.”


      “Well, it’s Italy, isn’t it?” said Julian, brightening. “Incredible food, incredible clothes. Even the language is pretty. Lilting. Musical.”


      Sophie nodded, smiling again. “Yes. Words sound so much better in Italian. Primavera. Bellissimo. Amore.”


      “Never mind about the words,” said Wayne, glad of the change of subject. “All Italians talk with their hands.”


      Romano carefully tucked his hands under the table. “I believe we tend to be effusive in many ways. We talk also with our clothes, our passions.”


      “Clothes reflect your personality, don’t they,” nodded Julian with an envious eye to Romano’s loose linen suit. “And the bank account too of course.”
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        * * *


      


      “Well clothes reflect a person’s personality, don’t they,” said Daisy dubiously, staring at Primo’s unexpected and uninvited companion.


      The young man being stared at, grinned widely. His Mohawk quivered. He tapped his bitten fingernails on the torn knee of his jeans and the distinctly grubby protuberance of bone beneath. “Never think it,” he said. “Clothes reflect your weaknesses, complexes and neuroses. However, the logical inference that I’m therefore a raving lunatic would be a slight exaggeration.” His sapphire nipple rings were reflecting the silver polish of the cutlery on the table. “Indeed,” he continued cheerfully, “I am perfectly sure that any judgement you might choose to make of me would be entirely erroneous.”


      Gregorio passed the peas.


      Daisy dished out the mashed potatoes. “I really haven’t the slightest idea what you’re talking about,” she said, though she was looking at Primo and not at Wilmot. “And I wish you wouldn’t bring odd people here.”


      Wilmot allowed the description to pass without comment. Primo shook his head at the potatoes. “It’s my fucking house. I’ll bring who I want.”


      “It used to be your house,” Gregorio pointed out. “Now it’s Daisy’s. And mine. And Sam’s.” The last was said somewhat reluctantly, but Sam smiled, content. In fact he was looking smug, while his large frame was cosily cosseted in a downy blue baby-grow which seemed even more eccentric than Wilmot’s torn adolescent punk. Not unsurprisingly, Wilmot seemed unperturbed. He passed Sam the gravy. Sam removed his thumb from his mouth and poured gravy over his potatoes, peas and eggs.


      “And you shouldn’t be eating eggs,” frowned Primo, the only one not now sitting at the table. “What does the macaw think, you eating eggs? What does the hornbill think?”


      “They’re not macaw eggs, silly,” said Daisy. “And the hornbill left me. I thought she’d gone to the forest to find you. She probably got lost. Anyway, they aren’t real eggs at all and everyone knows that. But they taste all right. You’re just a food snob.”


      “I’m a non-food snob,” glared Primo. “It’s pathetic to eat at all.”


      Daisy shoved a forkful of egg into her mouth and proceeded to chew forcefully. Primo looked across at Wilmot, who remained cheerfully seated at the table, although he had politely declined the offering of lunch. Primo shook his head silently. Wilmot nodded back, but suggested, “Start slowly. No need to rush in where angels, quite literally, fear to tread.”


      So Primo ignored Gregorio and Sam and said directly to Daisy, “If I said I wanted to talk to you outside alone, I suppose you’d object.”


      “What do you want to talk about?” demanded Daisy, fork poised.


      “Something personal,” said Primo.


      Daisy slammed down her cutlery and stood up. “It’d better be something nice,” she said and marched, somewhat defiantly, from the front door. Primo followed her. Gregorio scowled, looked at Wilmot, and then bent his head back to his food. Sam glared and pushed his chair away from the table. He was trying to listen, but, catching none of the distant conversation either audibly or telepathically, he then climbed from the chair (the baby-grow was restrictive, especially around the groin and knees) and edged to the door. Wilmot smiled, and gently lifted one finger. Sam stopped, quite suddenly, one foot airborne. He discovered, in silent fury, that he could not move. He could not speak, shout, or even grimace. His anger was locked in a passive exterior. Wilmot nodded, and continued to smile. Gregorio smothered a twitch of a grin, and went on with his lunch.
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      Sven had grown a little older, Rita a little younger. “Everyone’s prime,” said Darial, “is different. And the amount of time and effort we take to revert to it over here, is also different. But there are fair generalisations as well. For instance, most of us have a prime age that feels inside to be around thirty to thirty five. So those who die young have to grow older to reach that state, and we older folk have to get younger.”


      “But we’re not really thirty years old,” said Georgia. “That’s exactly how I feel now, but it wouldn’t make sense, would it?”


      With the sunlight directly on her face, Darial looked ageless. “While alive, we each have a state,” she said, “which coincides with the progress of mind where we feel most ourselves. It doesn’t have to be when we discover wisdom, though it often is, or health, or happiness. It may be our moment of greatest challenge and difficulty in life, or of success and equilibrium. It’s just as our attitude reaches that point of emotional stability and character growth when we feel we’ve arrived at being ourselves. That’s the age we call the prime. In Earth years, it’s around the thirty three mark for most of us. The actual years are irrelevant of course. But that’s what we are inside, so it’s what we stay at in the Summerlands. Here, in every way, what we feel like, we actually appear as. So that’s why most of us end up looking like thirty year olds, whether we died at eight or eighty.”


      “It’s nice looking younger,” said Rita. “I hated that raddled old face in the mirror, and Heavens, I never felt like such an old person inside.”


      “Exactly,” smiled Darial. “Now your outside matches your inside.”


      “It’s only just happening to me,” Sven pointed out, “even though I’ve been here some time. At least, it feels like some time. It’s a bit hard to count days when there aren’t any proper sunsets or dark nights, but you get a feeling for time passing don’t you.”


      Denying the logical passage of time, the trees above them were flaunting the full seasonal variety of leaf. Golden autumn at branch tips eddied into rich green around the trunk. The pale transparency of paper red edged the upper reaches. Through the leafy cascades, the sunlight dappled and pooled. Sven was talking about slowly growing older but the light made him look very young.


      “I got back to thirty odd almost as soon as I woke in the hospital,” said Georgia. “It didn’t take me any time at all. Of course, I didn’t notice until I saw my reflection, and it was so young and pretty, I couldn’t believe it was me. Then I was thrilled. I’d forgotten what a young me had been like...”


      “It depends on expectations,” said Darial.


      “Well, I never even got to any hospital,” nodded Sven. “I just got exploded over here. To be honest, it took me ages to work out what was happening. I’d never believed in God or Heaven or anything either, so I was bloody confused for ages. Tell the truth, I used to be pretty rude to people who believed in God. I called them idiots, so I felt a bit of an idiot arriving here. But it was just endless fog. That seemed just plain unfair to me. A clean comfy bed would have been much nicer.”


      “Sudden, unexpected death can be quite a learning experience,” said Darial. Her halo of brilliance spread around her as golden as the sunlight, but more vital. It spiralled as she moved, like a gleaming gossamer cloak. “There are a lot of different ways of dying,” she continued, “and an equal variety of death experiences on this side, but the hospital is the most common. Some people who miss the hospital arrival, go back and find it afterwards.”


      “My Sven doesn’t need doctors,” interrupted Rita. “Don’t go sending him away now. He’s fine with me. I’ll look after him.”


      “And you’re so near the path to the sixth plane,” said Georgia, who was overcoming the challenge of accepting that her mother’s boyfriend seemed so much younger than herself, and somewhat more callow too. She remained polite – the habit of a lifetime’s practise in respectable suburban society, and smiled.  “I suppose you’ll be moving up any day.”


      “As long as me and Sven can move together,” sniffed Rita. “I won’t go, if he can’t come.”


      “Oh, I’ll come,” said Sven. “I’m not intending on hanging around. I don’t see why I was sent down this far anyway. Don’t they say the seventh plane’s the usual welcome level?”


      “Your state of mind and spiritual progress chooses your plane of arrival,” smiled Darial. “That creates your own spirit vibration, and your vibrations take you to your place of suitability. You aren’t always conscious of the reasons.”


      “Well, it’s alright here,” said Sven, nodding towards the cottage where he was now living. “Long as it’s not just meant as a slap on the wrist for not believing the right things, then I’m not objecting. But if a move up is close, that’s okay with me. And while I’m at it, about these clothes. I’ve been stuck in these dirty jeans ever since the bus blew up. How do I get rid of them?”


      Rita sniggered. “I’ll help you get them off, just wait.”


      “As I explained about looking a certain age,” said Darial, “it is your inner state of mind that creates your appearance. There must be some blockage that makes it difficult for you to change your clothes.”


      “You’re saying I keep thinking about that damned explosion,” nodded Sven. “That’s what you mean, isn’t it? I’m stuck in the clothes I died in because my mind’s still stuck with it. I ought to be forgiving and forgetting.”


      “I’m not your guide,” nodded Darial. “I will not interfere with your development here.”


      “Oh well, I’m not a dummy,” said Sven. “I can add up two and two. So – who’s my guide? Will he help me climb up a plane to the sixth?”


      “Your guide is Merima,” Darial said. “She will certainly help you in every way, if you accept her guidance.”


      “A female guide?” said Sven. “Well, no disrespect, but that’s a bit of a prejudice with me. I mean, well, women. It’s not the same thing, is it? They just can’t understand how a man thinks. I mean, even the church with all its silly ideas, knew that men were the ones with a bit of common sense.”


      “Perhaps you are blocking her arrival for that reason,” Darial suggested. “Remember, there are no mistakes on the Summerlands. Your guide is always the spirit who most accurately reflects your needs and the imminent direction of your path ahead. She will be able to help you in ways no one else could.”


      Sven sniffed. Rita was scowling and Georgia was now rather bored and fiddling with her fingers. Rita said, “I didn’t know you felt that way about women. No wonder your girlfriend left you. I reckon we’d better have a long talk after this lot go.”


      “Inga didn’t leave me,” insisted Sven. “We died together. She was nuts about me on that holiday, couldn’t leave me alone. Then her father came in all that glittery stuff and took her off. It wasn’t my fault.”


      “You might have to wait a bit before moving up to the sixth if you keep talking about fault,” brooded Georgia. “Anyway, I’m going. Mum – I’ll come again soon.”


      “Don’t let my young man put you off,” said Rita quickly. “I’ll sort him out. Darial can sort me out and I’ll sort him.” She had not noticed that Georgia had called her Mum for the very first time.


      “I fancy a bigger house when we get to the sixth,” said Sven, affectionately patting Rita’s shoulder. “And a nice garden. I used to live by a lake. I’d like to do that again.”


      “I believe I’ll have a word with Merima,” smiled Darial.
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        * * *


      


      “Do you remember dying?” demanded Primo.


      It wasn’t the question Daisy had expected. She had hoped Primo might be jealous of Gregorio, and she knew he resented Sam and might object to her new adopted son. She rather missed the conversation she had prepared herself to join. She said, “Of course I do.”


      Primo sighed very deeply as if an enormous weight of confusion was blown away. “Thank fuck. So – go on – what?”


      Daisy hovered on the cliff edge, looking over the edge, concentrating on the spinning tumble of the water fall and its magical song. “You mean I have to tell you details? What if I don’t want to?”


      Primo sighed again, for a very different reason. “You don’t remember at all, do you?”


      “Maybe not clearly,” she admitted. “I remember the blue and the gold. Everything was real pretty and real quiet. Then there was birds and the light got so bright I had to shut my eyes. I remember that. But then I saw just the same, as if my eyes shut or open made not one jot of difference. That was exciting. Then there was the tunnel.”


      Primo interrupted. “I don’t mean that stuff. I mean how you actually died. What killed you? Heart attack? Car accident?” Pause. “Murder?”


      Daisy shook her head. “That’s real blurry. I’m not sure at all. Does it matter?”


      Primo paused. “Maybe it does, maybe it doesn’t,” he said at last. “I’ve got this guide, see. He thinks I have to go back and remember things I’ve forgotten. Seems I forgot them on purpose. Maybe you have too.”


      “Oh – guides,” said Daisy, pursing her lips. “I thought you didn’t like do-gooders. Who cares what they want? You’re doing alright aren’t you? You got yourself up from the third and now you’re halfway through the fourth. You’ll be on the fifth soon. You don’t need a guide.”


      “What I need’s my fucking business,” scowled Primo. “Now, about dying. Just try and remember.”


      Daisy shook her curls. “I don’t think I want to,” she said. “Thinking about that makes my head hurt. I don’t have to if I don’t want to. I don’t have some bossy guide telling me what to do. When those glittery people turn up, I get rid of them quick.”


      “Yeh, well,” said Primo, “that because you’re stupid. But I don’t care about any of that. I’m here to do my own thing, that’s all, and I said I’d do it, so I will. What if I said we were stuck together all that time for a real good reason?”


      “I told you we were,” said Daisy, animated for the first time. “You wouldn’t listen, but I just couldn’t get you out of my head. I had to keep following you. It’s only since I’ve had Sam I feel peaceful.”


      “Shit,” said Primo, “that’s not what I’m talking about. And it’s not karma either. Or maybe it is. Anyway, fucking listen. What if we were tied together because I was some shit sick killer and it was me did you in?”


      Daisy stood very still for a minute and then gave a nervous giggle. “Don’t be silly, Primo. That’s just silly.”


      “What if it isn’t?” Primo demanded. “Don’t you remember anything?”


      “No,” Daisy shook her head again, slightly desperate. “And I don’t believe it. You’re not the type. If your guide told you crap like that, you should get rid of him. He’s warped.”


      “Well,” decided Primo, “that might be true. But it makes no difference. It’s me that’s been remembering. I mean, I’m not the type now. The whole putrid idea makes me puke. But I remember things. Perhaps I got the shit knocked out of me by Pigseed’s lot, so I’m over it now. But when I was alive, I murdered people and strangled them. I don’t actually remember killing you to be honest, but I reckon I did. I must have. It’s the only thing that makes sense.”


      “But that’s what it doesn’t do,” objected Daisy. “It doesn’t make any sense at all. And I choose not to believe it. So that’s that.” She turned abruptly and marched back indoors. She took another helping of mashed potato and began eating at once. “And I think you’d better go now,” she said, mouth full. “Both of you. Come back another time when you want to talk interesting stuff. Nice stuff.”


      “Oh shit,” said Primo and walked off.


      Outside, he took off directly from the cliff edge and flew vertically over the chasm. The harpy, caught unawares, almost lost balance and then with a hiss and a ruffle, spread her wings and soared upwards.


      Wilmot followed. “I suppose you think that was a waste of time.”


      “Well, wasn’t it?” demanded Primo, wind in his words.


      “Time,” said Wilmot, “being an illusion, cannot be wasted. Indeed, nothing can. Especially when I have programmed it.”


      Arms tight to his sides, Wilmot did a neat upward spiral, rather like a penguin under water. It made his nipple rings jingle. Primo glared and copied, coming alongside. He took a deep breath and said, “Go on then, tell me.”


      “Close your eyes,” said Wilmot. “I am going to take you somewhere.”


    


  




  

    

      

        

          
          


          

            Chapter Thirty-Five


          


        


        

          

            [image: ]

            [image: ]

          


        


      


    


    

      The fire was spitting where the cauldron had boiled over, chunks of spilled carrot producing strange twists of pink smoke. Pigseed, shoving a wandering log back into the flaming centre, muttered to himself. “There’s not a fuck’s worth of rabbit in this pissing gruel,” he said to no one in particular. “Might as well give up eating altogether. All the fucking fun’s gone out of death.”


      “The evening meal is nearly ready to be served,” pronounced Father Martin, hitching up his habit and sitting cross-legged beside the smouldering branches, head bowed. “So we will now form a united group of brethren and say grace. Altogether now.”


      The voices were desultory but obedient. A murmuring and muttering spread around the seated circle, with a general thanks for what they were about to receive and a few added requests for something a bit better next time.


      “Now, I suggest an orderly queue this time,” said Father Martin sternly as he approached the bubbling cauldron with his wooden ladle. “None of the scrabbling and squabbling we had yesterday. I myself shall dish up today, and that way the portions will be fair and equal. Now, Abbot Pigseed first of course.”


      Pigseed straddled the sizzling ashes. “You fucking call me a fucking abbot again,” he pronounced through clenched jaw and gritted teeth, “and I’ll rip your scrawny fucking neck off of your scrawny fucking shoulders. Then you’ll fit in the pot yourself and we’ll have stringy fucking monk stew instead of rabbit, and I’ll thank the lord for your fucking stringy bones as well.”


      Since this sort of conversation was not new to Father Martin, he remained undisturbed. “Bowl?” he said.


      Pigseed, in spite of a belligerent red eyed glare, passed his bowl. Father Martin filled it and passed it back. Pigseed sank back to the ground and, with mouth and fingers, emptied the dish rather quickly. The other gang members were fidgeting in the queue. Being orderly felt somehow unnatural.


      “I don’t eat this stinking rabbit muck,” announced Ayakis from the back of the line. “You will give me just the vegetable.”


      “It’s not real rabbit, stupid prick,” remarked Blister, whose recent religious conversion had not altered the habits of many years.


      “Shame on you brother Blister,” called Father Martin from the front. “Remember, the Lord watches and listens at all times, and expects each of us to modulate our language. And dear brother Ayakis, please do remember patience. We must all have our turn at choosing our favourite meals, and your turn comes on Wednesday.”


      Blister was blushing and Ayakis had hung his head, but Pigseed, having licked his bowl clean and set it aside for future helpings, was indignant. “All this fucking peace to God stuff may be all very well in its place,” he said, stomping up, “but brethren this and abbot that - it’s too fucking much for a decent man to stick. I’ve warned you before to keep inside the limits I agreed on. Besides, you’re a fucking cheat. When the fuck’s Wednesday for shit sake? There aren’t any proper days. There aren’t proper weeks. You just say it’s Wednesday when you feel like it.”


      “Today’s Tuesday,” said the monk firmly. “Tomorrow’s Wednesday and it’ll be brother Ayakis’s turn to choose dinner. He’ll want roast lamb and dates as usual. I’m very partial to roast lamb myself.”


      “Ayakis doesn’t even believe in God,” objected Pigseed.


      Ayakis yelped at once. “How dare you?” he demanded. “I’m a martyr to the Lord. I died for my faith.”


      “Yes, well the less said about that the better,” interrupted Father Martin quickly. “But as I’ve explained many times, it’s all the same Lord our God, whatever church you used to attend and whatever name you used to call Him. As the great Saint Norwen spake unto me when he came to visit me specially last week and was seen in his holy brilliance by all of us, having cometh from those great high realms at God’s right hand just to speak unto me, it is wicked to divide into denominations here. We must all unite in peace and pray together to glorify the Lord God’s hallowed name, in whatever language.”


      Ayakis sniffed. “I’ve accepted that,” he muttered in a subdued sulk. “I’ve got the point. Everything I did, all my suffering, has been rejected here. Instead of being carried straight to the highest strata of Heaven, I’ve been dumped in the low places. But I still can’t see why I can’t have roast lamb when I want it. After all, I can summon it up myself if I’m left to concentrate a bit.”


      “It’s important to learn tolerance,” said the priest with fervour. “Selfish individualism just isn’t acceptable. You must act as part of the group and join in as we all do. You’ll get your fair turn like the rest of us. Abbot Pigseed chose rabbit. He must have his righteous share.”


      “They don’t want me,” Ayakis’s voice sank further. “Abbot Pigseed doesn’t like me.”


      “Now, now,” said Father Martin, “you know that isn’t true. We are all learning to love each other.”


      Pigseed, overhearing the discussion, opened his mouth to make the obvious remark but a stern glance from the monk silenced him. He stomped off to the further trees, muttering loudly to himself. Father Martin went back to sharing out the rabbit stew and obediently Ayakis collected his half-filled bowl and sat meekly to eat.


      After the meal was over, they gathered closer to sing hymns. Father Martin had composed a new one of his own. The voices he had been given to mould were not the stuff of Heavenly choirs, but he did his best. He liked to think they were all improving. Warl managed a fair contralto. Blister had a nice bass, and he considered his own voice to be a very fine tenor. He could even produce a good echoing affect if he concentrated and wasn’t interrupted by the frequent bickering.


      Pigseed stood under the distant pines, glaring through the long striped shadows. Nothing was going the way he wanted. It was time to move on after all. He might even have to call up his long ignored guide.
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      He knew he was asleep but he felt the heat on his face and the dust up his nose and in his eyes and against his parched tongue. He’d finished the lemonade and the sour taste had seemed increasingly unpleasant, but the silly old dear was doing her best and when he asked how much further it was into town, she said not long now.


      He was tired too. To Primo it seemed absurd that he was deeply asleep, and yet also aware that he was tired. He was tired as a man is when he’s slept too little for days and days, and as he feels when that little sleep he’s snatched has been disturbed by heat, and hunger, and scarlet splashes of wild terror ridden nightmare.


      Now the endless scorched dun miles through the windscreen were making him drowsy. He blinked and coughed, clearing his throat. Although he had slumped down a little in the passenger seat, Kate Askey’s ear was on a level with his eyes. It was a small ear, which, since she was a small woman, seemed understandable enough but Primo thought it was a nice little ear too, shell like with all its curly little twists, clean and pink under a soft down of silky blush. Her hair around it was wiry and grey turning dirty white, like singed bristles when you swept up the hearth around the fireplace and the hot ashes caught the nylon. He watched her drive.


      The idea of killing her was beginning to fade. Old skin, old bones, that stringy tough frizz of permed hair would be rough against his hands. Her neck would twist and grind like a turkey’s. Old lady-strangling would never bring the pleasure of ripe youth. There could be no rape. It would be as if his mother had come back to life, and that would be the biggest nightmare of all.


      It was one quick lightening flash and it brought his mother’s face staring into his thoughts. Behind her was his step-father, his little brother’s father. Then everything was tumbling around him and open mouths with little teeth were shouting and eyes staring. Dead eyes. Glazed, myopic, like the old lady’s. She just looked straight ahead at the road over the steering wheel and she didn’t even know his mind was driving him mad, just as slow and sure as she was driving the car.


      Planning the killings kept the terrors away. With a click in his brain as loud as the crunch of old road gravel under the tyres, Primo switched back to safe thoughts. The next killing. It wouldn’t be the old lady after all. It would be someone he’d find in town, a pick up from the nearest bar, a waitress at a take-away, or just some kid wandering the streets. Not a prostitute. That would take the fun away. It had to be someone totally innocent, who’d stare at him with young, innocent eyes. Like his brother had.
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        * * *


      


      “Wayne’s gone,” said Sophie.


      Romano was out at his brother’s. Julian was curled in the old wicker chair on the back patio, watching the swallow-swoop of early morning. A fly buzzed, caught in the dust of long sunbeams. The wicker creaked as Julian sat up suddenly.


      He stared at Sophie. “What do you mean? Gone?”


      “What I said,” nodded Sophie. “Just that. Packed and gone. I went to look for him and he wasn’t anywhere.”


      “Gone out shopping with Romano,” said Julian.


      She shook her head. “So I went to his room. It’s cleared out. There’s not a thing left. He’s entirely gone. Why didn’t he even say goodbye?”


      Julian had gone pale beneath his suntan, now quiet, eyes lowered. “Perhaps that’s exactly what he didn’t want. Saying goodbye.” He unfolded from the chair and stood staring out across the countryside, squinting into the sunshine. “He’d outstayed his welcome, hadn’t he? Romano hinted so much the other day. He’d been invited to stay a few days and it ended up a few weeks.”


      Sophie shook her head. “It’s hurtful. He could have managed a goodbye.”


      Julian didn’t turn round. “He could have. Seems he didn’t.”


      Sophie didn’t say anything for a few moments. She stood beside Julian, watching the swallows. Then she said, “It’s especially hurtful because, well, we had a secret. Wayne didn’t want me telling you or Romano, and I never liked that, but perhaps he was ashamed of me. The way he’s just walked out, it seems pretty likely he was. But you see, I was sleeping with him.”


      Another pause. The breeze was gentle above the cypresses, little flurries of green in the tree tops.


      “So was I,” said Julian.
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        * * *


      


      There had been windows and now the windows were no longer there. The wall of arched openings was made of sunshine, a barrier of blazing energy. Primo opened his eyes and felt, inexplicably, as though he had never opened them this way before. Either the eyes, or the manner of opening them, was new. It was unique to him, and felt invigorating. Beyond even that, it was incredibly exciting.


      Primo watched the sunlight pattern in the air between his bed and the beginning of what could be described as outside. Directly above him the cool shadows remained. A small canopy of coolest pastels sheltered him, aware that he was not yet strong enough to align himself with the light. Someone was sitting beside his bed, watching over him. Primo was surprised that anyone would stay close to him like that. She was a plump and elderly woman, dressed in a bonnet like a hand knitted tea cosy. Under the hat was a neat silver arrangement of aged hair in large pink rollers. The old lady regarded him with a mixture of concern and beady humour.


      “How’s it feel?” said Wilmot.


      “I was dreaming of one old harridan, and woke with another,” said Primo. He felt an unlikely breeze over his head and twisted around. The harpy was roosting on the bed head.


      “I know all your dreams,” said Wilmot. “At the end you were dreaming of your friend Daisy. The inspiration for my costume. I decided to become an echo.”


      Primo smiled. “You don’t look much like she did,” he said. “You’re well fed. She wasn’t. You’re cosy and comfy and mummsy.”


      “Grannyfied,” nodded Wilmot. “I smell of lavender. I thought that was a nice touch.”


      “I don’t like lavender,” said Primo.


      “What a shame,” said Wilmot, “I’ll change it to frangipani,” and he did.


      Primo’s smile spread. He was touched. “I know why you’re looking like you’ve just left the rocking chair on the porch,” he said, “and it’s got nothing to do with Daisy. It’s because you care. You’re actually being nice.”


      “A rare occurrence,” admitted Wilmot, “which may never happen again. In the meantime, make the most of me. How do you like your bed?”


      “It’s not just a bed,” said Primo, leaning back again into the nest of soft covers. “It’s a real silken cocoon isn’t it? I’m in that hospital I never wanted to stay in in the first place. I’m about to metamorphose. Next time I wake, I’ll wake up already turned into a good boy. And so you’re actually being nice to me, in anticipation of my imminent improvements.”


      “Whereas usually,” murmured Wilmot, one aged greying eyebrow raised, “I burn my apprentices at the stake. Naturally I scraped my way through guardian angel school with an advanced diploma in medieval torture and a second class degree in how to cause major disruption to the emotional stability of those under my personal care.”


      Primo found it hard to grin. The crease lines around his mouth were too sleepy. He was barely awake after all.


      “Sleep, child,” said Wilmot gently. “The next time you wake, it will be almost over.”


      “That sounds ominous,” murmured Primo.


      “In the sense that you will never be the same again, perhaps it is,” said Wilmot.


      “I don’t want to be the same,” said Primo.


      “That is what I hoped,” said Wilmot, adjusting his tea cosy. “Your dreams will not be sweet, child, but they will be cathartic. Go to them now.” And Primo closed his eyes.


    


  




  

    

      

        

          
          


          

            Chapter Thirty-Six
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      “As you move to the eighth plane, so will I move to the tenth,” said Norwen. “But that time is far off. We each have a great deal to teach each other before then.”


      “It’d be terrible if you moved on before me,” Georgia exclaimed, clasping her hands. “If you went to the tenth first and left me, I’d be stuck here forever. Honestly I would. I’d really miss you and besides, I’d never move up.” She paused, then muttered, “that’s really selfish, isn’t it? I ought to wish you on and up and not think about myself.”


      “There’s nothing selfish about affection. But you think this way because you are far from ready.” Norwen laughed. “But indeed, we will help each other rise. My eventual move to the tenth will separate me from the lower planes, but I will still meet you again. Eventually you will progress to the same level.”


      ”Oh, that will take eons,” Georgia shook her head. “And by the time I reach the tenth, you’ll be on the twentieth.”


      He laughed. “There is no such place. The tenth is unseparated. It is utter spirituality without recourse to physical illusion, and we remain there, refining our comprehension, until we are ready to reincarnate.”


      “I find the thought of being born physical again, utterly dreary,” Georgia asked, looking up, surprised. “It’s so comfy to give up all that weight.”


      “Naturally death eliminates all the disadvantages of the physical entity,” nodded Norwen. “And most of its fears. The crippled walk again and the blind see. Such wounds and deformities are purely of the flesh and disappear once we revert to pure spirit. But your soul cannot grow without those experiences. Staying here interminably would leave you static and growth would cease since your spiritual potential would never expand. When your existence on the tenth plane reunites you with the God self within, then you will realise your need for a return to Earth, your realisation will immediately constitute a desire and the desire will see it done.”


      They started to walk together along the beach which now stretched before them. Their feet left no footprints in the sand but they were aware of its soft warmth and compliancy between the toes. “But this seventh plane,” Georgia said abruptly, waving towards the baked warm gold of the sand and the gentle turquoise waves beyond, “is so utterly – glorious! No wonder people call it paradise.”


      “But it is not,” said Norwen. “It is a half-way state, as the newly dead are given the gift of adaptation. Familiarity. What appears to be safely physical, even though it is not solid at all. From the sixth plane upwards, it is pleasant indeed. But it is a long way from the ultimate. We do not call it Paradise. We rarely call it Heaven. We call it ‘the Between’.”


      “Between, I’ll remember that. But it’s a lot more than just pleasant,” Georgia nodded. “It’s like paradise to me. And I didn’t expect it to be so easy and beautiful. God doesn’t always seem kind, does He? The things that happen when we’re alive can be hideous.”


      “I have told you before,” said Norwen. “We make our own choices and none are forced upon us by a tyrannical Godhead.  It is the God within us, being the kernel of our soul and individuality, which designs each new life. With ourselves, we can be ruthless.”


      “I hope I’m kind to myself next time then,” Georgia said very softly, gazing out to the watery ripples and their myriad tones. Then she looked up suddenly. “Funny – now I’m scared of being alive again. When I was alive, I was scared of dying. I mean, the entire time we’re alive, we’re terrified of the one thing that’s absolutely sure to happen some day. I really must remember all this when I get born again, it’ll save so much worry and misery.”


      “Few remember,” said Norwen. “It would colour everything.” The vast leap of a whale surged through the distant waves, a twist of joy in the deep waters. “Even the other creatures fail to remember,” said Norwen. “The instinct for survival must be maintained.”


      Georgia laughed. “I suppose if any of us properly remembered just how gorgeous death is compared to life, we’d all be committing suicide at the slightest problem.”


      “Suicide,” Norwen said, “solves nothing. To end a life through a desire to escape the pain and eradicate the problems that cannot be faced, is quite futile, for the soul arrives here in the hospital of dreaming, where he must deal with every detail in retrospect. Life’s lessons must always be faced, one way or another.” He took Georgia’s hand, leading her through the bright cleansing shallows of turquoise water and glittering foam. She felt the energy of his spirit travel from his clasping fingers into her own essence. “It was not because I remembered the bliss of paradise that I committed suicide,” he continued. “It was because I wanted to escape my thoughts. But arriving here, I discovered my thoughts waiting for me.”


      “I’m sorry,” said Georgia. “I didn’t know.”


      “We live many lives,” said Norwen. “There are few of us who survive an entire existence of reincarnations without experiencing each variety of death.”


      “So we all do everything, at some time or another?” Georgia giggled, and then suddenly frowned. “So I was a medieval executioner? A queen? A man? A horrible bitch who beat my children? A great artist? I’d love to know some of them but I can only picture the last one. Maybe that’s enough for now. But it means we’re all actually equal after all, doesn’t it? I mean, do we all have a life being a murderer, and a life being murdered? We have a go at everything?”


      “Which is why judgements are so pointless. To condemn a man for doing something that you have once undoubtedly done yourself – perhaps as recently as in your previous existence?”


      “You say these things, but I can’t truly absorb them,” said Georgia softly. “I’m not even sure I believe them.”


      “What you believe is always surrounded by doubt,” said Norwen. “You need not believe. Wait until you can know.”
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        * * *


      


      Francesco awoke in the long cool, unwinding himself from memory shadows.


      He smiled, very deeply, and lay there for some moments watching the colours rainbow in arches over him and across the rise of the high ceiling. Beyond the foot of his bed life began again in a shimmer of light that was unutterably welcoming.


      As the spirit who had come to speak to Father Martin had told him, he had walked away from the gang and its sad embers, the stench of eager cooking, greed, sour anger and the drear of repetitive violence. No one had tried to stop him because he held no use for them. They let him go.


      He had walked towards the shimmer of an unclouded distance, and found the sun rising directly in his face. There had been no night, no stars or moon, no sunset or twilight, but there was a sunrise far more exultant than anything his mind could have imagined. He walked into it. It became a doorway and around the entrance was the rising white marble of the place he had been seeking.


      He had entered the hospital, prepared to introduce himself, and found he was expected. The doctor had taken his hand and led him to the waiting bed. Francesco had sighed and smiled and rolled himself in the soft warmth, and closed his eyes.


      It was only now that he was opening them again. He barely remembered the gang. He had forgotten, for the moment, the bus and the bomb and the gleeful scampering of Ayakis which he had loathed so compulsively. His mind was full of anticipation and excitement.


      To either side of him other beds and sleepers stretched, perhaps endlessly. Some lay shrouded in a gentle haze, pastel coloured or colourless, hidden within their cocoons. Others lay bright faced under dancing spangled colours. There was music and perfume, each element of the senses, but each was individual to the sleeper within, never impinging on the place of another. It was only perfect peace which united them.


      To his right, Francesco saw the face of a young man. He was covered in a soft feathery mist of light, and his face, clear and smiling, was quite beautiful. Francesco thought, though he could not have explained his reasoning, that the young man was very close to waking. Then he looked up, startled and momentarily alarmed. A great solid shape sat huddled above the man’s head, as if peering down over him. There was a darkness and the suggestion of huge wings folded. Francesco thought of the devil. He saw the great curve of beak, as sharp and pointed as a blade. But the eyes were closed. Then Francesco heard a faint snore, a snuffle of contentment almost like the purr of a cat or the soft cooing of a dove.


      Francesco smiled. He had not supposed that birds or animals would need the deep dreaming of the hospital. He did not yet, he realised, know much at all.


      He rose lightly from his bed and stepped out to the brilliance of the golden energy beyond the room. Where the cool shadows stopped, so the room ended. There was no wall. What had seemed to be windows were the points at which shadow finished and the bright new life began. The air, if it was air, was utterly fresh with a tingle of incredible anticipation and the perfumes of nostalgia and homecoming. Francesco knew at once that this was a different plane. He did not yet know where he had arrived, but it was far away from the dull suffocation of the third.


      He turned briefly, saluting the beautiful young dreamer and his watching eagle, and walked out onto the plane that awaited him.
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        * * *


      


      “Of course it’s not your fault,” said Sophie. She was crouched in the wicker chair where Julian had spent half the morning.


      Now he stood looking down at her. “No, it’s not,” Julian said. “But you’ll start thinking it is. You’ll start wondering which one of us was the one that mattered most. You’ll decide it was you.”


      “I’m more likely to decide the other way round,” murmured Sophie. “I always do. I always think I’m the least important.”


      “Well you’re a fool,” said Julian.


      Romano wandered back home with two dusty bottles and a wide smile, drifting in with the sunbeams, so tanned now that he looked like polished oak in creased linen. Within minutes he came out onto the patio with one of the bottles and a fistful of glasses.


      “Wayne’s gone,” said Sophie.


      Romano passed her a glass of wine. The lemon liquid spun bubbles around the rim. “Yes, I know,” he said distantly. “He asked me to take him to the station this morning. His train was scheduled for nine o’clock. We left very early.”


      Julian stared, open mouthed. It seemed like a betrayal. “Without saying goodbye,” he said.


      “He wished to avoid confrontation I believe,” nodded Romano, passing the next glass to Julian. “He left messages, one for each of you. You haven’t seen them? They are by the mirror in the main room.”


      Sophie jumped up at once and ran indoors. Julian sipped his wine. “He was sleeping with both of us,” he said in a drab voice.


      Romano nodded. “I know.” He drank his own wine, sitting, legs stretched, on the old wooden bench under the olives. “He did not tell me this, he wished to be discreet. But I am old enough to understand things which happen almost under my nose. I tend to sleep badly, I wander these corridors at night. I am not entirely a fool, and I am not deaf. I also understand why he did not wish to embarrass anyone, including himself, by saying goodbye to one in front of the other.”


      Sophie came back with the envelopes and she tore hers open, handing the other to Julian. There didn’t seem to be much of a message. “Well,” she said with a muffled hiccup, “it was time he left.”


      “He hasn’t given any forwarding address,” said Julian, screwing up the small page.


      Romano shrugged. “Travellers do not always know their next destination.”


      “I wish you’d told me,” said Sophie, first to Julian, then turning to Romano. “I wouldn’t have made such a fool of myself.”


      “It was not my business,” said Romano. “I am not your father, and although the house is mine, no harm seemed intended. I do not judge. The habits of each one of us is specific to our needs and should not be forced to conform. Society makes rules that can ostracize. I do not believe in ostracism.”


      “You suffered some of that sort of disapproval I suppose,” Sophie nodded, “you and Mum. Here, where everything’s more traditional?”


      “Excuse me,” said Julian. “I think I’ll go upstairs to my room. I need a little time alone.”


      Romano turned back to Sophie. “Julian will now wish to leave,” he said. “You expect this? It is the normal reaction. You may leave with him, or stay, as you wish.”


      “Perhaps I should go too,” said Sophie, hanging her head. “I’ve been here for ages. And like you said, you’re not my father.”


      “But you will always be welcome here,” he said. “You may come as you like. I will not always be present, but you may like to stay here alone sometimes. I have no children. Much that I have can be yours. The next time, I will introduce you to the people in this valley, and there will be celebrations and friends. We cannot always be in mourning for your mother. I shall also meet you in England, if you wish it. I am returning there shortly, to expand our family business. My home there is also large enough for you to visit.”


      Sophie looked at the man who might have been her father, had life played a different game and had her mother met him first instead of later, making her a dark haired and confident child instead of a shy, unruly blonde. “You’re making everything sound exciting again. So terribly hopeful.”


      Romano said, “You were not in love with Wayne, nor he with you. Nor was Julian. There are no broken hearts. It is better to think of the hopeful things. We must always believe in new beginnings.”


    


  




  

    

      

        

          
          


          

            Chapter Thirty-Seven


          


        


        

          

            [image: ]

            [image: ]

          


        


      


    


    

      He was no longer driving the endless dust hazed road. He was much younger, though the heat and the grit remained as if they were an habitual part of his whole life. He had been born thirsty and he had stayed that way. It was because of the part of the world he had lived in, but it had also, essentially, been utterly symbolic.


      He was nine years old, looking at the body of his little brother crumpled on the sand at his feet. There was sand in the thin knotted baby hair, and sand in the staring pale dead eyes. Primo stood there for some time, kicking the dust up with his heels. He bit his lip until it bled. He was, in a troubled nine year old confusion, trying to feel something. He sought the guilt he did not yet feel.


      Then the one thing he could feel came soaring in like a turkey vulture on the flats. He felt blind panic.


      Squatting down on the ground, the young Primo sobbed relentlessly for an hour. He was crying from fear and for himself, which was exactly what his step-father guessed when he finally came to find him.


      It was the next day when he killed his mother and his step-father. His little brother’s body was still lying where it had been carried and gently placed, sad dead meat, on the kitchen table where the vegetables were usually chopped and the chickens plucked. His mother had screamed all night and his step-father had beaten him for several hours, first with his hands and his belt and then with a stick.


      He had lost two teeth, broken by the stick. One stump remained, the other quite gone. His mouth was full of blood which tasted salty and strangely rancid. The young Primo had tasted blood before since this was by no means his first beating, but it was by far the worst and there had never been this much blood before. It wasn’t what he cared about of course. Being hurt was a strange and welcome comfort. It answered the need for punishment, and the pain and the crying eventually programmed, like careful building blocks, the very guilt he was desperate to feel. It told him he was normal after all.


      Then finally Pa had appeared back down the stairs, eyes red rimmed as if they had been flayed, mouth in a snarl. It was morning by then, and he’d been up all night comforting Primo’s mother. Primo had slept downstairs, curled on the dirty mat in front of the small stove. He hadn’t dared go to bed. His bedroom was next to his parent’s and that was where he hadn’t wanted to be. Somehow the kitchen, with the little spread body of his brother on the table, had seemed safer.


      His step-father had not slept and the agony of the sadness, and his own guilt, and the screaming of his wife, had sent him manic. So Pa came down the stairs with the creaking steps announcing his fury as surely as the shotgun he was brandishing. He pointed the gun straight at Primo’s head.


      “You little shit,” he roared, “you weren’t never no good. It was little Gary had all the sweetness. You were always bad.”


      Primo rolled, and got himself under the table. He was gasping and choking with terror, unable to breathe, but instinct kept him away from the barrel of the gun. He crouched under the table, with his brother’s strangled body on top. He was careful not to bump his head upwards. If everything fell, then he’d have the kid sliding onto his face, and Pa’s gun in his mouth. He tried to gulp, “I’m sorry,” and then, “I’ll be good,” but all he managed were frightened pig-like noises and his step-father wasn’t listening anyway.


      The gun barrel came poking under the table. “Come out you little bastard. I’m going to blow your fucking head off.”


      Well, he wasn’t likely to come out. He stayed where he was and hung onto the table leg in case he got dragged. Then he heard his mother. “Brad, stop it. For God’s sake, are you mad?”


      “Yes, I’m mad,” yelled Primo’s step-father. “Fucking mad as fucking hell. There’s our Gary lying there, and this little shit still alive.”


      “Oh, for pity’s sake,” whimpered his mother, “will it help to have two little babies dead and gone?”


      “Sure will,” his step-father was marching around the table, trying to reach down and get a grip on Primo’s collar. All Primo saw were the two huge boots with the chewed up frayed ends of laces unravelled, and the two great clammy hands reaching, pulling, grabbing. “This little shit isn’t my son. I’ve sent for the law, but before they come I’ll blow his fucking miserable little bastard head off.”


      Then he got him. The fingers closed on the back of Primo’s collar and hauled. Primo’s desperate clasp on the table leg held no force. His wrists, strong enough to strangle his little brother, did not have the strength to save himself. He was dragged to his feet and stared up at his step-father’s fury and the flailing shot gun. In the background his mother’s voice, whimpering and begging for mercy. He stood, trying to straighten, but his legs buckled and he slipped. He felt his bladder release, could not hold the fear, and pissed his pants. Not much more than a trickle; he hadn’t drunk a thing in hours. But it stank sour and burned his skinny little thighs.


      Again he was hauled up. “Say your prayers, you little shit. This is it.”


      So he ducked his head and charged. Bringing up the aim for the gun, the man had released his hold on the boy and for that tiny moment, his step-father’s grip was weak. Primo’s charge was as sudden as the discharge of the gun. Being a small child, his head, lowered, buffeted his step-father’s midriff in the belly and groin. Pa was winded and groaned in surprise, half dropping the gun. Already cocked, it exploded, the bullets shattering the floorboards beside Primo’s feet. His mother screamed. He thought he probably screamed too. He grabbed the gun barrel and twisted it away from Pa, fumbling for control of the trigger.


      It went off again. His mother stopped screaming.


      Primo stared. His eyes were tear blurred but he couldn’t miss the obvious. His mother was flat on the ground and there was another horrid smell. For a moment his step father and he both stood quite still and quiet, just staring. Then everything happened very fast. Primo knew how to fire the gun. He’d learned young, as every kid did. He’d aimed at coyotes sometimes over the years, once at a mountain lion. He’d always missed by miles. He didn’t miss this time.


      His step-father was too close to miss. He just came roaring at him, so Primo fired and bits of blood and flesh and guts exploded outwards, covering the kitchen floor and the walls and the table and the chubby little boy lying on top of the table. Primo wiped his face with his hands. It was sweaty and blub-snot smeared and very dirty, and it was spattered with blood that wasn’t his own. He stood and gazed down at his hands, which were now deep red like they’d been when he’d helped his mother skin buck-rabbits. His step-father was on the ground making gurgling sounds and squirming.


      Outside the sun had risen well up into the unclouded heights past the ranges, now beating down on the wooden roof and slats of the house. The heat was somehow more intense than he had ever known it. Hell fire, the heat of panic, the flames of terror too awful to accept but too real to escape.


      Primo fled. He dropped the gun and ran to the outhouse beyond the chicken coop. There he cuddled down in a dark cool corner beside the water tank, and shut his eyes and cried himself comatose. Crying too hard to breathe, he choked and fainted. It was the police who shook him conscious.


      “Good God son, what in hell’s name happened here? Are you alright?”


      He opened his eyes to absolute nightmare. “It was me,” squeaked Primo. “I did it.” There was blood all over him. It was a long time before he got the chance to wash.


      Three huge cops, uncomprehending faces, vacant eyes, then suspicious eyes, then disgust, then fury. They dragged him out so fast his feet, dirty bare feet all blood stained and sore, never touched the ground. Just toes scraped in chicken droppings and the dirt of the yard. The cops were shouting to each other as they chucked him in the back of the first car. He sunk into the corner and tried not to listen.


      “Three dead. This kid is some monster.”


      “Jesus, he’s only – what? Six? Seven?”


      “No, this is Brad Wroski’s step-kid. He’s nine. Looks younger than he is, skinny little bugger. Half starved, I reckon.”


      “Slaughtered his whole family? What sort of foul kid is it?”


      Primo shut his ears and his eyes and his mouth. He was still swallowing his own blood but it was his step-father’s blood he could taste.


      It was then that everything became strange.


      The police car smelled of split plastic, stale hamburger wrappers and cigar smoke, but from nowhere a strong pair of arms had taken him deep into an embrace of almost unimaginable tenderness and was hugging him very tight, rocking him like a baby, and a sweet perfume of frangipani wafted around his head. All his sick fear began to drain outwards as if being absorbed away from him, becoming distant, as if it belonged to someone else, so that he was both held, and blissfully released.


      The rocking and the perfume was a lullaby of totally unexpected safety, a serenity of love such as he had never, ever, felt for all his small life before. It was taking him into a deep warm sleep.


      As Primo closed his eyes he heard two voices. One was the police sergeant, shouting at him. The other voice was soft and gentle and insistent and took precedence. “It’s alright, my child,” it whispered, “You are utterly, utterly safe. Nothing can harm you while I am here.”
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      Dave sat on the steps and watched the dawn. Above the tree tops a soft hazy lilac turned gentle rose, then gilded lemon. A pastel dawn of sweet optimism. It floated, lit from within, before shredding out into the greater sky and bleeding behind the clouds. For a moment the rooftops were washed gold and the shadows fled.


      Dave had turned up the wide candlewick collar of his dressing gown against the slight frost, digging his hands into the fluffy depths of the pockets. His breath puffed like a tiny crystal fug, hovering before him for an expectant instant before dissolving into the new day.


      He didn’t think much. Thinking had never been a habit he’d encouraged. It only wound him into biting tight knots. Thinking had teeth. But not thinking left feelings raw and unbound. Feelings had teeth too.


      He wasn’t particularly surprised when the taxi pulled up. Nothing much surprised him anymore, though it was six in the morning and not the time you’d expect visitors. Then Sophie got out of the taxi and paid the driver. She heaved her suitcase out behind her and stood a moment, looking at her father. The garden gate was half closed and Sophie nudged it open with her knee. The suitcase fell over in the gravel.


      Dave sat, hunched on the cold steps, regarding his daughter in vague disapproval. She had changed.


      She said, “Aren’t you going to let me in?”


      She didn’t seem to be the same person he remembered from when he’d last noticed her. The inconsequential mousey child, self-absorbed with a cross and defensive expression, had become tall and slim and smart. Her face and hands were golden tanned, her hair glossy and sun streaked. She wore elegant clothes and leather shoes instead of scuffed trainers. What was even more unexpected was the smile.


      Sophie lugged the suitcase up the path and stood staring down at her father. “Have you come back to live here?” Dave asked with a dubious blink at the case.


      Sophie shook her head. “But perhaps for a day or two. A week maybe, while I sort myself out and look for work. I need a bit of a break from my landlord. Or at least, he needs a break from me. Things have happened.”


      “Oh well,” said Dave. “I’d better make some tea.”


      The kitchen seemed ridiculously familiar, as if an old life had resurfaced from the ashes. “I thought it would be nice to see Betsy too,” said Sophie.


      “Who? Oh, Betsy. I haven’t seen her for ages.” Dave filled the kettle from the tap and plugged it in.


      Sophie smiled. “I can see that. What a mess.”


      “Not much point cleaning up and doing dishes is there?” Dave said, rummaging for mugs. “When no one comes and sees.”


      “I’ll help you clean up,” said Sophie.


      “You want to live here, you clean up on your own,” said Dave. “Why should I bother? I go to work. I come home. I go to bed. I get up and go to work. Sometimes I go to the pub. You think I ought to spend my evenings on my knees scrubbing?”


      Sophie shook her head. “I’m not criticising.”


      “Well, that’s a change,” said Dave. “So, what’s wrong with your fancy landlord?”


      Sophie found the milk, left out of the fridge overnight but altogether too cold to be off. “He’s alright but he needs time to think. I’ve paid my rent in advance, so I’ll just go back there when I’m ready. And there’s a – friend of mine – coming over to England on the 27th. I’ll need to go back to my own place before then anyway.”


      “You won the pools or something?” Dave demanded. “Flash clothes, rent in advance, foreign friends. And you haven’t even tried cadging off me.”


      “Oh well,” Sophie smiled and sat down at the little table. “I’ve got some new ideas, new ambitions. I even decided I ought to get to know my father a bit better.”


      “Not much of an ambition,” said Dave. “But you’re welcome to stay if that’s what you want. Just don’t go bitching about what I choose to do and arguing about every damn thing I say. And it’ll be me choosing what to watch on the telly. Forget MTV.”


      Sophie poured the boiled water onto the tea bags. “Do what you like. I don’t care what you do.”


      “Well, you have changed.” Dave took his mug and stared over the rim through the steam. “Tell the truth, you’re looking more like your mother.”


      Sophie grinned. “I see you’re wearing her dressing gown.”


      Dave blushed slightly. “It’s warm. Shame to let good clothes go to waste.”


      “I gave most of her stuff to the Salvation Army,” nodded Sophie. “And kept the rest myself. But you said to leave the dressing gown. So I did. I bet Mum has a right giggle about it when she looks down.”


      “Don’t be bloody silly,” said Dave.
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        * * *


      


      The passing of a cool palm across his brow brought Primo awake and the black terrors washed suddenly back, like the ebb of an awesome tidal storm into the sweet lapping of a sunlit pool.


      For half a second’s dread-filled doubt he paused, eyes tight shut, fearing to open them and find he was still alive. Then he heard Wilmot’s voice.


      “It is quite safe to come back, my child,” said the voice. “You are here with me and it is time you returned.”


      Primo opened his eyes. “You were there too,” he said. “I felt you. It wasn’t just in the dream, it was actually back then when I was a kid. You looked after me, even though it was years and years ago and I’d never met you then.”


      Wilmot tucked a pink hair-roller back under the woolly tea-cosy. His scarlet lipstick, partially eaten into vestiges of red streaks, bled through granny wrinkles up into the tufts of feminine moustache, and down well past the lower lip. When he smiled, the false teeth clicked. “The passage of time is an illusion, a commodity only relevant to the development of opportunity for growth. Without time, the static state rules. But time moves with you and is relative to your needs. Sequence is more individual than you appreciate.” He was curled on the edge of the bed and now sat back a little, while the brilliance of the sunshine behind him outlined his gentle shoulders in sublime magnificence. “You know now, do you not,” he continued, “that you only killed once in your life? This fact is of considerable relevance.”


      Primo blinked and looked away, avoiding eye contact. “Isn’t once enough?”


      “It is a little more than enough,” agreed Wilmot, “but a lifetime’s penance did not soothe either your soul, or those of your family.”


      “I was a nasty little shit,” muttered Primo, still staring into vacancy. “All full of resentment and jealousy.”


      “An unpleasant brat, no doubt,” said Wilmot. “The urge to kill, in a nine year old stifled of emotional expression, was still inexcusable. It was also, however, a brooding and stubborn immaturity, self-pity translated into childish fury, rather than the murderous sadism which you later believed to be your master. Of course, the only time you killed was your step-father, purely in self-defence.”


      Primo looked up then. “My brother?”


      “Your brother died from a bite inflicted by the rattlesnake on whose burrow he fell when you threw him down,” said Wilmot. “Had you run for help after attempting to strangle the child instead of indulging in a lengthy attack of piteous panic, he might, purely in theory, have lived. The crack you heard was the snap of the snake’s vertebrae, not of your brother’s. Your small fingers did not kill him but indirectly you caused his death. As you did your mother’s. You shot your step-father, a more direct carrier of death. They are all waiting for you, in another place. One day you will have the courage to face them. Naturally they do not blame you now, and feel no slightest animosity. But you are not ready to meet them yet.”


      “Thank God.”


      “As for the rest, it was all fantasy,” sighed Wilmot. “Such a distortion of the imagination, and a sad neglect of all those glorious inspirations of which a well fertilized imagination is capable.”


      Primo nodded. “Shit. I remember.”


      “I have no wish to be judgemental. Manure is, after all, an excellent fertilizer. But cruelty is a raw and unrefined manure, coarse stinking and vulgar, whereas only a well rotted substance gives its essence to new growth.” Wilmot stretched, then slowly stood. His legs, worn and rather knock kneed, were festooned in thick nylon stockings which wrinkled alarmingly around the ankles. They were also badly laddered. “After an enforced and prolonged sojourn as guest of the government,” the old lady continued, “you were expected to re-enter society, neatly re-formed and reformed, with a brain washed in carbolic and reprogrammed in platitudes. The small prisoner, forgiven the misdeeds of a juvenile presumed incapable of understanding evil, now re-presented to a life as unrelentingly harsh as it had been before. But no matter. You had naturally learned to express repentance. You had learned to adapt.”


      ”It was the first time I changed my name,” said Primo.


      “You would have fared badly carrying the fame of a child known to have slaughtered his entire family before his tenth birthday,” said Wilmot, hitching up his bra straps inside his cardigan. “The name you chose is of no consequence now, nor is that with which you were born. The title you have chosen since your death is of more interest.”


      “First born,” nodded Primo. “A Freudian choice I suppose. Proof I was never really repentant at all. Certainly not rehabilitated.”


      Wilmot smiled granny teeth. The scent of frangipani, still sweet, surrounded him like an aura. “All the anger left over from a previous life was further exacerbated,” he agreed. “To banish the dreadful swathes of guilt and the misery it brought and to block the nightmare of memory, you invented, with wilfully stubborn stupidity and the pride of the creature so deeply humiliated that he is determined to be himself, whatever horror that self may contain, a continuous fantasy of death. You drifted through a wasteful life of inactivity and moronic emotional scrub and desert, by fantasizing on strangulation, on rape and on the finality of death into nothingness. You made yourself dangerous.”


      Primo knew he was crying. They were silent tears, long blocked.


      “You thought on the subject until it became a progressive obsession,” said Wilmot softly. “You operated on the very edge of voluntary insanity. Each relationship that might have brought you comfort, finished when you could not accept the love you were so sure you did not deserve, and instead introduced the nuances of cruelty. Even after dying and arriving here in blessed peace, you rejected both memory and pardon.”


      Primo nodded. “This is the hospital I wouldn’t stay in. Well, I’m back in it now.”


      “In my own as yet unperfected state of vice,” smiled Wilmot, “I can only gaze, stupefied, at the imbecility of a spirit who chooses denial as a hobby. In contrast, my own obsession was invariably of indulging extremes. The ultimate experience of excess being orgasm, I chased the physical orgasm only achieved by fucking, the intellectual orgasm only experienced during creative inspiration, and ultimately the emotional orgasm only reached during those first few spangled days of believing oneself into sentimental love. When I found that none of these could reasonably be sustained, I succumbed to irony and the escapism of utter irresponsibility, the bottle and the whore.” He smiled slightly at the memory, gave an absent minded scratch to the tip of his rather snub nose and flicked back the wisps of silvering hair from the margins of his face. “Hedonism is the extreme of the sceptical and ultimately impoverished imagination,” he finished.


      Primo was too tired to smile. “My own escapism certainly sounds flat in comparison.”


      “Indeed it was,” sighed Wilmot, adjusting his shawl. “But I expose my own follies as an example of human stupidity as succinct, if different, to your own. Now of course I have discovered, which I was aware existed but could not discover in life, the orgasm of the spirit. This is the limitless orgasm of unmitigated joy, and is eternally sustainable. You are about to discover it too.”


      “That’s hard to believe at the moment. You’re becoming hypnotic,” murmured Primo. “I can’t stay awake.”


      “The ultimate insult,” sighed Wilmot. “I am reduced to boring my audience into submissive slumber.” Then he reached down and took Primo’s hand in his. It was not an old woman’s hand. It was young and strong and supple and flashed with energy and the rhythm of sacred power. “Sleep again, my young friend. There is only one step more to take.”


      “You called me friend,” sighed Primo, closing his eyes.


      “You are far more than that,” said Wilmot. “I am your guide, and therefore you are my child. I offer you friendship but I also offer you salvation.”


      Primo was asleep again.
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        * * *


      


      “Whales can fly,” said Norwen. “I have seen them.”


      “So that isn’t the real sun? I know it doesn’t rise and set as it used to, but it looks like sunshine. Absolutely everything is illusion?”


      Norwen smiled and shook his head. “I am not speaking of illusion,” he said. “Life is no more illusionary here than it is on the physical plane of material life. It is true that this brilliance is not the effect of sunshine. The light here is pure energy and energy comes directly from the Source, which we call God. But on Earth, it is also this. The power of the sun is equally the energy of the Source. We speak of the air that we breathe, though here we neither breathe nor swallow air. It is God’s love that surrounds us, and we absorb it, and think we are breathing. But was it ever different?”


      “And so whales can really fly?” Georgia was watching the sea now, gazing out to the heaving purples as if at any moment she might see the immense grey beauty of a humpback break the surface and rise directly into the air, spreading his fins and rolling through the upper spray, breaching from wave to cloud. “I’m still just used to the solidity of things,” she added, “it’s hard not to see this place as less real. Reality – I mean – I know there’s no such thing. And that’s wrong too isn’t it? I should say everything is real. But this is like – a wish fulfilled. A fantasy.”


      “And yet you know that solidity has never been solid,” Norwen reminded her.


      “But when I was alive I couldn’t see perfumes. I couldn’t touch sounds or smell touch. Water didn’t sing.”


      “Are you so sure?” said Norwen.


      “Was it just me then? I was too slow and sluggish and ploddingly physical. Is it all to do with vibration?”


      “Vibration is just another symptom, and not the cause,” said Norwen. He stood beside her on the shifting sands. Every grain here seemed alive, moving amongst themselves, exploring new paths. Where Norwen stood, there was no indentation. Nor did he leave a reflection in the rosy shallows. “There are a million wavelengths, and almost all far exceed the speed of light. Frequencies of sound, vibration, it is all a thundering universe of unending excitement, and all beyond our capacity yet to appreciate. But you will reach it all as your spirit encompasses growth. There are many lives to live even beyond the physical.”


      Georgia took a deep breath, absorbing new truths. “So we start from the beginning, dying over and over to get the experience which develops a tiny soul into a great one. Then we move on into spiritual lives.”


      “Indeed,” he agreed. “There will always be more glory to discover.”


      “It’s funny and a bit sad,” said Georgia, “knowing all this now, but also knowing I’ll get born again and slink back into the same old terrors. I’ll be an ignorant coward all over again and forget all this beauty. I wish I could write the truth inside my head, so I’ll never forget.”


      “That is precisely what experience does,” Norwen said. “Each life writes more truths inside your head. What else would be the point of living?”


    


  




  

    

      

        

          
          


          

            Chapter Thirty-Nine
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      He was glad to have the house back to himself. Romano wandered the passages, naked, not bothering to put on lights, enjoying the gentle sway of the shadows. He strolled the grounds, seeing the fat new growth of the budding olives, the points of fruit in their nests of clustered leaf, burgeoning figs like tiny finger tips of green. Free to think his own unfettered thoughts, he breathed in the soaring, gaudy sunshine, skin soaking heat, eyes screwed against the vast spread of Tuscan countryside.


      He lay alone on the wide white bed, stretched sleepless and lost in memories. No whispers to disturb his dreams, no pattering, eager subterfuge to nudge at doubt. His life his own, his own solitary shadows, the echo of his own footsteps, and nothing to interrupt the developing appreciation of his own serenity.


      During a convalescence as nurtured by light as any hospital, Romano planned a future which would take him back into responsibility and the busyness of the world. It would include a daughter he could adopt almost as his own, should she wish it. It would include his own family and the inheritance of the vineyards. Most of all it would include new ideas, new ambitions, and hope.
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        * * *


      


      Again Primo slept.


      This time, however, he did not sleep alone. He was not himself, lost back in the desperate lifetime of a soul utterly unaware of its inherent destiny, struggling with the challenges of bitterness, anger and ignorance. He was the Primo he had become, aware of sleeping in the Welcome-Hospital of the dead while peacefully absorbing the memories of what he had once been.


      The sour malnourished boy, who had used fantasies of violence to smother the weaknesses of self-pity and self-doubt, was now a used out shadow. Primo remembered the myriad mistakes but remembered also the learning and the shaping and the growing, and knew that there was no such thing as a mistake.


      He slept with Wilmot’s perfume as a quilt and the harpy’s crooning presence as a shelter above his head. He experienced the loneliness of the boy he had once been, but he was never alone.


      There were many long, hot roads with the dust rising and the sudden swoop of the condor. Sometimes he slept in barns, sometimes in the back of a broken down car, sometimes out in the desert with a rock at his back and the tumbleweed in his hair. Out in the nothingness of the world’s great abandoned places, there were always the stars. They swept the black skies in swathes of milky sheen, too many millions to claim an individual poignancy, too much beauty to see as simple science.


      And the sleeping Primo listened with patience as the boy he had been wrapped himself in angry travesties, determined to acknowledge the monster within, since that was what they said he was, and own all the pride of his own unique character, to be whatever he had to be, to relish the ugliness within and survive.


      “Do not judge,” Wilmot’s voice reminded him, slipping between the creases of his dreams. “Simply remember, without either judging or exonerating. Blame is the prerogative only of those who choose to be victims. And pardon is not yours to give.”


      Wilmot’s voice interrupted many slow meanderings of time. Primo found himself in a bar, slumped over the one beer he could afford, and noticed Wilmot sitting three stools along. Sometimes Wilmot was the barman, sometimes the girl picking up customers. But these were not time games. It was simply that while Primo retraced his life, Wilmot was holding his hand.
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        * * *


      


      “I thought of having a tea party,” said Georgia. “I even thought of giving a formal dinner. Does that sound silly? I mean, apart from you there’s two grandmothers and two grandfathers I could entertain over here, a couple of uncles and a great aunt, and there must be lots more ancestors I don’t even know. I could even invite my guide. I adore my guide. I suppose everyone does. I’d like you to meet him.”


      Her father nodded. It was his home she was sitting in, on a back patio of sorts, with a jungle of tropical plants enclosing their horizons. A gentle steam rose from the foliage as it might have on the physical Earth. Here it was purely the miasma of moisture and pearlised beauty. She sat in a round backed cane chair which dutifully creaked as she moved, fulfilling its logical expectations. The chair reminded her of sleepy afternoons in Italy. For the moment, she brushed that memory aside.


      “But you changed your mind?” her father suggested politely into the pause.


      “Yes,” Georgia said. “Eating and drinking and parties. The old habits seem so boring. I’m beginning to feel restless with physical symbols.” She looked around her, smiling at the familiarity. “Not the houses, though. Cosy and bright. I mean, I’d hate to live in a field, wouldn’t you? This feeling at home business still seems essential.”


      “They say you eventually just feel at home within yourself,” said Maurice. “On the next plane up when the physical expectations drop away and we’re more our inner selves, home becomes a state of mind.” He paused, grinned, and seemed unconvinced of what he was saying. “I’m not there yet but it makes sense. In theory. For now – well, I’m happy in a house.”


      “I’m certainly not there yet,” said Georgia. “I suppose thinking about dinner parties is a proof of how far behind I am. But it’s habit, isn’t it? That’s the way I was always used to doing things.”


      “Cake and biscuits are good anytime,” smiled her father, “but maybe not a whole dinner. That sounds so heavy.”


      Georgia watched the convoluted curls of a mulberry warratah petal unwind, breathe, and spread. Finally she said, “Mum likes my cakes too. I turn up a chocolate cream sponge for her almost every time I go.”


      “Has she asked about me?” said Maurice at once.


      Georgia nodded. “Several times. She’s feeling guilty of course, but shrugs it off. Besides, she has a boyfriend now. He’s alright. But she’s nothing like you. Honestly, Daddykins, I’m not at all sure what you ever saw in each other.”


      Her father momentarily glowered. “I always hated it when you called me that.”


      She knew, and giggled. “Sorry.”


      Maurice shrugged. “I’ll meet up with her sometime soon I suppose,” he said. “I know it’s one of those things holding me back, but it’s not the only one. Maybe not even the most important. When I’m ready – when she’s ready -”


      “I’m not entirely sure I like her but probably that’s more my fault than theirs anyway. And she’s funny, with personality.”


      “She was always funny, with personality,” said Maurice.


      “And pretty.”


      “She was always pretty too,” he said. There was a steamy filled pause. Both watched the steady drip of moisture from leaf to flower bud. “So, about that chocolate cake,” said Maurice.
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        * * *


      


      The harpy was crooning, a sweet raptor coo as softly adoring as any dove. “And you are freedom,” Primo whispered back to her. “After living my own life’s entrapment, it is your freedom which I have admired so richly. And your danger, which even here remains ruthless without malignancy. You epitomise everything I have misunderstood in life.”


      She looked down on him from her perch. She blinked, a response of affectionate disinterest. His deeper unravellings were of no interest to her, since her own freedom she took for granted and considered that he should too.


      “Whatever corruption empowered or weakened me in the lives before that,” Primo continued speaking to the eagle, “is beyond my memory for now. But it doesn’t matter. I know previous lives were the basis for the last, and turned me into a brat of stubborn jealousies and sullen resentments. Small wonder I lived in scrubland on the edge of the desert, since I gasped endlessly for a sustenance I had no talent for securing.”


      The shadow of the two vast wings, spread to protect and shade her mate within the nest, now curtained the hospital bed in soft fringed feather. The harpy continued to croon. “Yes, my beloved,” Primo sent his whispered thoughts. “You are the most perilous of creatures, and the most loving. For so long I thought myself monstrously dangerous, but I forgot entirely how to love. No, not forgot. I feared. I was terrified of loving.  Especially myself.”


      He turned, looking towards the far wall. The astonishing brilliance of the sun filled windows which he had once seen there, had faded to a twilit lullaby. He smiled. He had lived in the Summerlands long enough to read most of the symbols. He was not yet meant to rise. He was not yet ready. Even though awake, he had not finished dreaming.


      “But I knew enough when I got here to search for the mountains and the forests,” he said, as if answering some unspoken question from the bird. “Everything I never saw when I was alive. Waterfalls and streams. A pool in my own home. The beauty and the freedom. Nature and the birds. I muttered on about wanting nothingness, but I had the sense to find the richness of everything. Everything I’d missed in life. Including love. That was you.”


      The harpy swept one wing tip across Primo’s face, a cool fan of downy softness, as if wiping away his tears. “For a very little while, I thought it was Daisy,” he mumbled, slightly ashamed. “I still think of her. But I certainly never loved her the way I love you and she certainly never loved me. We were tied up somehow. I thought I’d killed her when we were alive, but that was only a silly misunderstanding. Thank God.”


      Was it better to have only dreamed of slaughter? Had he held back from action only out of cowardice? Was there value in torture, when it was only of oneself?


      “Even in death I kept my pride,” he said, though now only to himself. “Arriving to discover the treachery of survival after death, I was at least determined to hang onto what I considered my character and my insufferable individuality. I expected hordes of Heavenly choirs to descend, one almighty pulpit and an endless sermon to convert me into holy angel pap and a sanctimonious copy of every other kidnapped soul. Some monstrous pride kept me determined to continue being the vile thing I thought I was.”


      “So,” interrupted Wilmot’s voice, “do you now consider it a weakness, or a strength, that you failed to fully realise your fantasies of rape and murder while alive?”


      Primo grinned into the emptiness. “So you’ve come back. I don’t see you. I thought you’d gone and left me.”


      “You thought I had taken up knitting bed socks?” Wilmot reappeared directly onto the side of the bed. He was still snugly grannyfied.


      “You look as though you might need them.”


      “Is that a subtle criticism of my protective role?” Wilmot crossed knobbly knees. Another ladder rushed upwards into the higher regions of wrinkled nylon. “Perhaps, with a passing apology for re-entrance into your befuddled mind, I might alter the costume. I am fully wearied of this one myself.”


      “I’m bloody sure you pop in and out of my befuddled brain as and when you want to,” said Primo, “and certainly without warning or apologies. In fact, that’s probably why I’m befuddled.”


      “You are befuddled,” said Wilmot sternly, temporarily vanishing though his voice took up visibility in his place, now floating on neat little bluebird-borne cloudlets, “simply because you lack commitment to any particular self-belief. Having given up your remarkably unimaginative ramblings of self-loathing and revenge both against a society you despised and the even more despicable character which you believed you owned, you have been left floundering above water, gasping for anything that will obligingly drop into your open mouth.”


      “Such as you?”


      Wilmot’s voice nodded cheerfully. “Indeed. I am the sardine to your beached whale.”


      “If you reappear looking like a sardine,” Primo warned, “I shall feed you to my harpy.”


      The harpy, catching the words without understanding the inference, and having forgotten entirely about food long ago anyway, blinked twice and went back to sleep. Wilmot said, “We were discussing self-image, dear boy. Have you chosen one yet?”


      “I might ask you the same thing,” Primo pointed out.


      “Ah yes,” said a vaguely transposed outline, “but I have never pretended to be perfect. And I am undoubtedly multi-faceted. Wouldn’t you agree?”


      Primo gazed up helplessly as a shape, overbearingly dark, hovered. “Well, at least hurry up,” he muttered. “I’ve never known you to be tentative before.”


      “It is your mental confusion that makes my solid transformation a touch more difficult at present,” complained the looming darkness. “However, this should not interrupt my lecture. I have very little to say before I send you back to sleep again.”


      “I’m ready to get up,” said Primo, edging onto his elbows.


      A very long knuckled finger wriggled from the hovering shadow and pushed him firmly back down. “Certainly not,” said Wilmot. “We were discussing commitment. To self-image. Having relentlessly pursued a life-long switch from aggressive ego indulgence into aggressive self-denial and self-conscious inferiority complex which of course is just another form of conceit, you are now puzzled as to what exactly you are supposed to be. My disguises are purposeful. And playful perhaps? I do sincerely hope so. But yours, my dear friend, are simply the miserable gropings of a lost soul.”


      “I haven’t got a disguise,” Primo said, somewhat plaintive.


      “Nonsense child,” said Wilmot. “Every human disguises himself throughout life. Your vanity was in thinking that you did not. You simply adopted the image others had blessed you with, determined to embrace it in all its vile discolouration.”


      “You said it was self-loathing, not self-loving,” remembered Primo.


      Wilmot appeared quite suddenly, in gloriously vibrant monochrome. He was crimson, from the tall peak of his hat to the curly points of his sequinned shoes. An amazing variety of charms and amulets were strung around his neck and jangled tunefully as he moved. At one point they played a jazzy version of the Star Spangled Banner, followed by a sprightly Yellow Submarine. His cloak, virulent but silent, swirled in crimson silk, painted with a shimmer of many stars. Across his chest a pair of comets chased each other, one eventually darting under his arm. On his hat the moon, crescent but smiling, rose from the brimless crown, orbited a few times, and then yawned before sinking at the back. His beard was not crimson but jet black, and jutted from a square and officious jaw. “Now then,” said the wizard, “where were we?”


      “Self-image,” sniggered Primo.


      Wilmot tapped the two errant comets with his very long bejewelled fingers, and they subsided in a desultory fashion to the hem of his cloak. Their smoking tails fizzled out in a green puff with dangling crimson silk threads. “Indeed,” Wilmot answered. “Self-loathing and self-loving became synonymous within whatever you referred to at the time as your brain. You must finally unravel the mystery.”


      A tiny emerald viper was peeping from Wilmot’s top pocket. The harpy opened one eye and hissed, then, offended, turned its back. “You want me to sleep again?” sighed Primo.


      The wizard nodded, carefully holding onto his hat. He then fished up his right hand sleeve and withdrew a long silver wand. “It is nearly over,” said the wizard, and waved the wand.
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      “You took your time,” said Cinzia. “I’ve been waiting ages.”


      Francesco gazed at the small rounded face and the gentle brown eyes he’d loved nearly his whole life. He smiled, a little embarrassed. “I got held up,” he said. “I’ll tell you about it later.”


      “I knew you’d find me eventually,” she nodded. “You always have.”


      “It’s what I’ve been praying for ever since I lost you,” he said.


      “You didn’t lose me,” said Cinzia. She had been so cross with him at first. It had taken time to adjust. “You lost yourself. All that fury about how we died. But I see you’ve got over that. Perhaps the prayers helped.”


      “I got over the anger before the praying,” said Francesco, reaching for her hand. It still felt warm and plump in his. He was deeply grateful that such physical things did not fade immediately after death. “The prayers wouldn’t have meant much if I’d still been bitter. I’ve just spent a long time in hospital. I went in the gates on the third, and came out here. What plane is this anyway? They don’t exactly have numbers on the doors.”


      Cinzia laughed. “No. It’s not a lift with numbered buttons. But we’re on the fifth. Fancy you starting on the third. That must have been exciting.”


      “You don’t mean that. You know it must have been ghastly. You know I must have been ghastly to have gone there.”


      Cinzia smiled and gripped his hand even more warmly. She wasn’t used to this unprecedented humility. “Perhaps not entirely ghastly, but certainly wretched,” she said. “You were tied to that terrorist, weren’t you? You couldn’t let it go.”


      “I learned a lot very quickly,” said Francesco. They had started walking. “You know, this is all so much huger than any religion has ever come close to imagining. It’s a shame we don’t get more clues while we’re alive.”


      “I think we get what we’re ready for,” said Cinzia.


      They were walking along the river side, stepping across the white splashing shallows on mossy pebbled mosaics, watching the small fish darting between and beneath. The clustered willows dipped careful roots, high arched, into the swirl of waters, their branches feeling for the perfect place to leave their reflections.


      “Parts of the third plane were beautiful too,” said Francesco. “I suppose all the planes of the Summerlands are, even the first, but we muck them up ourselves. This is certainly more peaceful.”


      “Well, it seems beauty is a translation of love,” said Cinzia, “so being gorgeous must be inevitable. Waiting for you, I’ve been discovering a great deal myself. I fly a lot. Do you know we can fly, if we let go all the weight of anxiety and expectation? Sometimes I fly out over the ocean and lie basking on the breezes. I think the sea is the most spiritual place of all.”


      “You’ll have to show me that,” said Francesco. They had reached a bend in the river where the ground rose to higher banks and Cinzia led him up across a small wooded area thickly covered with acorns and fallen chestnuts, as if some giant squirrel used it as a storeroom.


      Cinzia laughed. “I’ve never seen a giant squirrel over here. It’s the nuts themselves. They get together by choice. Friendship perhaps, or just so they don’t feel too alone once they’ve been adventurous enough to leave their trees. But I’m not sure of the reasons. I’ve never spoken to an acorn before.”


      “That sounds even more ridiculous than giant squirrels,” said Francesco. “And how did you read my mind?”


      “There’s a lot I’m going to have to teach you,” smiled Cinzia. “It’ll be fun to be the teacher for a change. Will you mind?” He grinned and shook his head. Cinzia put her arm around his waist. It was easy to enjoy a newly humble husband.


      As they walked, Francesco was aware of the exhilaration and the pleasure his body seemed to absorb from the sun. There was no breathlessness as there would have been when alive, and none of the suffocating airless panic he had felt on the third plane. Now he felt he belonged. “So it seems the fifth is my natural place,” he said. “Have you come just to meet me, or is it your place too?”


      “I have a home on the sixth,” said Cinzia. “It’ll be your home too, unless we stop feeling comfortable together and decide to live separately. In fact, I assume we’ll soon move on up to the seventh plane together, but my guide sent me down here to meet you, so I suppose after the big leap from the third you need a gradual acclimatisation. We’ll walk all through the fifth until you’re too fast for it. Then we’ll arrive at the fogbanks and fly through them to the sixth. You’ll like our house. I’ve already got the coffee ready.”


      Francesco shook his head and grinned. “It’ll be boiling over by now.”


      “It doesn’t work like that,” said Cinzia. “Even time is different over here. It all takes such a lot of getting used to.”


      “I know that much,” said Francesco. “While I was on the third, I even talked to a medium. That was a strange time, and I did strange things. Strange things happened.”


      “What happened with the medium?”


      “Voices came over,” nodded Francesco. “Seemed to clock onto me, in my head and in the air. There was this contact with my cousin, who was calling through some psychic kid he must know. Do you remember Romano? He and his brother have that vineyard near Siena, and he used to live with an English woman half the year. We weren’t ever close but you must remember him from our wedding.”


      “Of course I remember him.”


      “Well, I talked to him. Not that anything much happened and I never got a proper answer. He was never especially communicative.”


      “So you’ve done lots of things I haven’t,” said Cinzia. “We’ll have plenty of amazing stories to tell each other once we get home.”


      It was a long walk. Francesco thought perhaps it took all day. It might have been several days. Neither night nor tiredness, diversions of weather nor hunger, interrupted them. The air carried a sense of joy in its glimmer and the sunshine was never less than wonderfully invigorating. Sometimes the silence was so amazingly huge it inspired both awe and the desire to stand, to listen but not to breathe in case he sullied its perfection. It was as he stood and listened that he realised he could continue without breathing, and that breath was only a habit and not a necessity, and that silences like this could not ever exist on a plane of living humanity. Death was holy after all, with an essence of utter glory. “It’s majestic. Is that the wrong word? I don’t know a word that fits.”


      “Yes, the silences are enormous,” said Cinzia. “But so is sound. Everything has its own music here. Listen again.”


      There was bird song, and the melody of breeze. Then Francesco heard other harmonies, the rustle of the trees was in tune with the clouds, and the halo of rainbow the sun scattered across the stream waters sang with its own voice. “But no people,” said Francesco at last. “We’ve been walking for miles and miles and we haven’t seen a single soul.”


      “Oh, that’s just because we’ve been happy just being together again,” said Cinzia. “We only wanted each other. If you think of other people, you’ll see them. Look, there’re houses over there.”


      They had been following a ridge of high ground from which they could look across the magnificence of valleys and rivers, lakes and meadows, hills, gorges, forests and pastures, a hundred thousand acres of rich plenty up to the great wonder of the far distant mountains and their blinding snow peaks. “No horizons,” nodded Francesco. “If I want to see, I can. Is it all to do with readiness? Desire? Needing?”


      Cinzia said, “We’ll have to start learning together.”


      From the ridge on which they stood, the ground sloped downwards into a gentle hollow where birches in the shades of all four seasons interwove their arms, but opened their embrace for the passage of the sunshine and the murmur of the winds. Within the sun-trapped glade were several cottages, peak roofed. There were distinct signs of busyness, of comings and goings, and of partying.


      “Well, there’s some of the people you seemed to think were missing from our travels,” Cinzia pointed. “Do you want to see who they are?”


      Francesco stopped, looked, and smiled. “We know one of them already. He was on our bus.”


      “Heavens,” realised Cinzia, “it’s young Sven. And that other woman is so shiny. She has a brighter aura than ours. She must be from the seventh.” Cinzia waved. The small group beside the cottages looked up, waving back.


      Recognising them at once, Sven marched over. “Hey. Funny, but I was thinking of you just a little while ago. That’s some coincidence.”


      “I don’t believe there’s any such thing as a coincidence,” said Cinzia. “Any more than there’s such a thing as a mistake.”


      “Well – over here that’s probably true,” Sven nodded.


      “I expect it always was,” said Cinzia. A bustle of anticipation that smelled of excitement surrounded them. “Anyway, looks like you’re on the move.”


      “This is my friend Rita,” Sven introduced her. “And her daughter Georgia. Georgia comes from the seventh.” There was a pride in saying it, a claim to have friends in decent positions. “And we’re just making the move up to the sixth. Tell the truth, we aren’t quite sure whether we should just take off, or maybe walk it more slowly. After all, there’s the fogbanks to get through. I’ve heard they’re thick.”


      Cinzia shook her head. “We’re going the same way. The fogs are only thick if you’re not ready to pass. Once you’re ready then they’re warm and rosy. They even smell sweet. I’ve a house waiting on the sixth. We could fly together.”


      Rita walked over, linking her arm through Sven’s. “That’s what my little Georgia keeps saying, but I like to be sure about things. No good rushing decisions, regretting at leisure and all.” She regarded the two dark strangers. “So you were on Sven’s bus?” she said. “That must have been ever so dramatic.”


      “Too true,” said Francesco with a faint sense of accomplishment. Humility was a hard act to sustain. “I mean, one minute I was just sitting there watching the scenery. I’d just lit a cigarette and I remember seeing a hawk fly over the cliffs. That was the last thing I remember. Bang. Pouff. And the next minute I was dead. No pain, no tunnels, no seeing my life flash before my eyes. None of the things I’d been expecting. Just a breath, and then no breath. Halleluiah!”


      “Gosh,” said Rita with dutiful astonishment. “What a shock. My Sven says he couldn’t believe he was dead for ever such a long time.”


      Georgia, who had been sitting on the cottage doorstep waiting for her mother to settle her doubts, finally came wandering over. Rita had been nervous. “What if I’m not really ready and they send me back? What if they’re all snobs on the sixth and I won’t be happy there? What if Sven meets someone else and leaves me all alone in a strange place without friends?”


      Now Rita said, “Look sweetie, new neighbours. Let’s all fly together.”


      Georgia smiled. “It’s time we did something. No point prevaricating any longer.”


      “Well, it’s a big step,” insisted Rita, “but I suppose if everyone else is just waiting for me? But it’s been such a nice little house. And romantic too. Now it seems funny not packing up a suitcase to take with us.”


      Georgia nodded, enjoying the mother-role instead of the dutiful daughter-obedience. “You can pack up your romantic memories and bring them with you. But anything new you want when we get there, you can just visualise and summon up anyway. Anyway, your home here will just gradually fade away after you’ve left.”


      “Well, we’d better hurry,” frowned Francesco, “or Cinzia’s house will start fading too. She’s been gone ages.”


      Rita, clutching her new hat, roses around the crown, now glared at Georgia. “You never told me it worked that way before. They fade away? Goodness, I’ll be scared ever to go out shopping.”
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        * * *


      


      Hot dust, the tired smell of endless insidious boredom, the consistent futility of a colourless afternoon. Primo was back in the car.


      He’d slept in the desert that night, found dew rich condensation in the bottom of a discarded beer can, slept with the taste of it on his tongue. He opened his eyes on the usual knife slice of dawn horizon and found the momentary chill pleasant. Nothing else pleasant about the God-forsaken rubbish dump, nor the vile dreams he’d shrugged off minutes before. So send the depression back into its greedy shadows, switch to fast rev, gear up the piss-proud awakening with a few succinct memories – the squeeze of a woman’s thighs, undoing buttons – better one by one, or to rip them and the cotton altogether – breasts, belly, buttocks. And then the neck. Sweet, soft skin and veins like pale interesting threads, bluish streams below the surface, pulsing blood. The power of life and death. The snap, which still haunted him.


      So the day had started as it usually did with the stink of monotony and the retreat into fantasy, only now he was in this old lady’s car and feeling dopey as fuck.


      They were not, however, alone. Primo’s ghost was crouched, biting his left thumb nail, in the back seat. There was also the voice of Wilmot, who was, he suspected, although invisible, sitting on the roof.


      “I’m just glad,” said Primo’s nervous ghost, “really glad, that I didn’t kill the old dear. One day I’ll go back and tell Daisy how much I liked her sandwiches. It was trusting of her to give lifts to scruffy looking idiots on the side of the road though. Old ladies ought to know better. But thank fuck I didn’t do her in and thank fuck I didn’t die in the electric chair. Shit. I can almost smell burning now. But we keep coming back here. I can take a hint. So I suppose it was a car accident. Simple as that? Her and me, drinking bitter fucking lemonade and talking crap, and I can see it coming. I mean, she’s probably as blind as a bat. Ought to be wearing glasses. So what are we doing here now? Waiting for the oncoming truck?”


      “Waiting for death,” nodded Wilmot’s voice. “As we tend to do, ever since birth.”


      “What a cheerful fucking foreboder of doom you are,” smiled Primo. “Are you really sitting up there on the roof rack, still dressed as a fucking scarlet wizard?”


      “Crimson magician,” corrected Wilmot. “And there isn’t a roof rack.”


      Momentary doubt made Primo pause. “You are sure, aren’t you, that I never actually did do her in? I mean, looks like we’re about to die together.”


      “I do not remember ever informing you of this, one way or the other. I believe it is you who have decided you could not have done her in.”


      Primo gulped. “You did. You said I only ever killed one person in my life. And it wasn’t Daisy.”


      “I never said you didn’t try,” Wilmot pointed out.


      The living Primo, sleepy with the long miles, had lapsed once more into the usual dreary revelry. Plotting murder. Primo’s ghost blushed furiously. “Fuck. Don’t listen to that. I mean, I was just plain miserable. I don’t think I ever knew properly what I was thinking about anymore, it just happened. Now it makes me sick.”


      “A charming temptation,” admitted Wilmot from somewhere.


      “Well, I fucking suffered every fucking hideous emotional avalanche, didn’t I?” Primo muttered. “I was just sodding battered. And I so much didn’t want to be bland. I wanted to be someone. Nothing ever happened and the whole fucking world was so shitting dull and I just seemed to spend every fucking day waiting for life, but life never turned up. So I dreamed of my own sort of action and of making things happen. Things I controlled. I thought God was this sickly sweet rosy perfumed opium, so I chose the other end.”


      “Yet it was opium you chose,” said Wilmot. “The drug of forgetfulness.”


      Primo nodded miserably. “Can’t we leave this alone now? Isn’t it enough?”


      Wilmot said, “Certainly not,” and appeared, rather suddenly, sitting squashed beside Primo’s ghost in the narrow back seat. He pushed the picnic basket aside and leaned against the split and flaking back rest with its protruding wadding. “Concentrate on the matter in hand.”


      Concentration was increasingly difficult. “You didn’t have that wart before I went to sleep,” Primo accused. “I would have noticed. I could hardly have missed it.”


      Wilmot the magician lovingly caressed the tip of his very long hooked nose. “This one? I added it recently. I thought it added a touch of nobility.”


      “You’re trying to distract me,” noticed Primo with sudden concern. “This car wreck is going to be a right bastard, isn’t it?”


      “Death is always legitimate,” said Wilmot, “but I thought I might hold your hand through this one.”


      “Then I ought to give some comfort to Daisy, oughtn’t I?” said Primo. “I mean, I know it’s all alright, but she doesn’t. I already feel fucking guilty. I don’t actually cause this crash in some way do I? That’s it, isn’t it? After all those fucking weird thoughts of murder, I end up causing the accident that kills us both. Bugger. I can feel it coming.”


      “You are distracting yourself from hearing the thoughts of the living,” Wilmot said, but Primo was already caught into the partial memory.


      “Shit. I’m actually scared.” Primo stared through the dusty windscreen over the shoulder of his living self, who was watching the sudden flight of a raven high on the wind. “This is so stupid but I honestly do feel frightened. It doesn’t make sense. I’m fucking glad you’re here. I suppose the little prick that I was, will just think of himself, but I’ll try and hold onto Daisy. Comfort her, you know, cuddle her up or something. And she was just doing me this favour. I feel so fucking guilty.”


      The flat road continued and the dust kicked up beneath the tyres and the chug chug of the aged engine droned like a tired worker bee, never reaching its hive. The old woman, careful and diligent, travelled slowly, eyes wide against the glare.


      On the other side of the road, partially obscured in the haze of the rising dust and the sun, the traffic passed them, an acceleration of noise, then gone. Not so much traffic on a sparse and rural highway, but some. Enough.
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        * * *


      


      “What did that prick-turd want here?” demanded Sam, struggling from the blue fluffy baby-suit which had recently so embarrassed him.


      “Eat your mashed banana,” insisted Daisy. “A growing boy needs his vitamins.”


      “I’m not doing it no more,” Sam shook his curls. “It’s fucking boring.”


      “Wilful, naughty boy.” Daisy flounced, her own curls far superior. “If you’re going to be bad, I shall send you away.”


      Sam glowered, the blue suit quickly fading at his feet. “I’ll fucking go then. I don’t care.”


      “And I’ll tell Daddy to give you a whupping when he gets home from work.”


      “Fucking try it,” Sam glared. “Silly old bitch.”


      Gregorio, who, not surprisingly, was not at work, strode in from outside, slamming open the door of the hut. “Arguing again? I can’t make out what you want a bloody baby for, when you just fight with him all day. Living here is nearly as bad as being alive again. I used to beat my wife every Saturday. I reckon it’s a habit worth going back to.”


      Daisy whirled around in fury. “You just lay one hand on me,” she dared, “and I’ll slit your bloody throat.”


      It was into this domestic scene of family bliss that Pigseed made an entirely unexpected entrance. “Fuck me,” roared Pigseed, though it was by no means an invitation, “what’s going on here? And it’s supposed to be the shitting fourth up one plane? It’s pissing noisier than my camp fire any day.”


      Daisy stared, open mouthed. “What are you doing here?” she wailed. “This is my house. All I ever wanted was my own little baby.”


      Pigseed did the one thing that was utterly natural to his nature. He turned his head, spat loudly, and raising his arm, brought his large hand down on the side of Daisy’s face. She was flung backwards and began to sob, holding her palm to the welt across her cheek. Gregorio sprang forwards and began to grapple with Pigseed. Sam found an unoccupied corner, curled up and watched with genial interest.


      Then Pigseed discovered that his usual satisfaction was missing. Every blow he dealt Gregorio, and they were many since his experience in dirty fighting gave him a considerable advantage, went straight through the body as if either his hand or his opponent were made of sand.


      Pigseed stopped with his boot lifted halfway towards a kick. “Something’s fucking wrong,” he complained loudly.


      At the same moment, with a shattering noise of gale and storm and creaking, breaking wood, the small house within which they grappled, lifted from around them, rose vertically into the whirling winds and was flung with titan force over the edge of the precipice.


      They all stood shaking on the rocky ledge, looking first downwards to where the remains of the hut was still tumbling and throwing out its splinters, and then upwards to where the first spit of ice cold threatened further collapse.


      “Run,” screamed Daisy, grabbing Sam’s arm.


      Gregorio grabbed Daisy. “Don’t run,” he yelled. “Fly.”


      The snows fell in an avalanche of cascading peaks as if all the mountains were descending into the depths. The magical cascade of mist over the huge water fall became a violent, tossing torrent. The whole ledge on which Primo had built his first home in the Summerlands, was destroyed. The cliff sides began to crumble. The sounds of cataclysm were stupendous. Then, as the fogs rolled in with sleet and knives of ice, the four souls hovering, trapped by the fury, were flung in opposing directions.


      Pigseed was thrown forcibly back into the last levels of the third plane. He landed with his feet in the air and his head against a stone. With a roll and a somersault, he splashed into the gravely shallows of a narrow stream, and felt his head go under. Spluttering, struggling to raise his nose beyond water, he remembered that he could not die again. But he was quite alone. There was no campfire, no gang. No friends. He lay back, breathed deeply, saw the fishes explore his gasping trout like gape, and lost consciousness.


      He did not know it but Sam was not far from him. Sam had been flung into the upper branches of a tree and was hanging there upside down, wondering what he had done wrong.


      In the lower levels of the fourth plane where the gentle meadows swayed with buttercups, poppies and ferny grasses under the rising sun, Gregorio landed on his feet with a jolt of pain but with everything, including his thoughts, intact. He did not look back. He looked towards the great open spaces of the fourth where the sun was dawning in glory, and he started to walk.


      Daisy found herself sitting on another level of the mountains, with snow on her shoulders and icicles in her hair, fog in her eyes and her borrowed home gone. She sat there for some time as the chaos settled and the waterfall became beautiful again and the sun came out and the mists went away. Then she stood up and brushed herself off. The first thing she saw was the scarlet macaw. He had flown in on the early sunbeams and was sitting, scratching under one wing, on a small twiggy bush.


      “Oh well,” said Daisy to no one in particular, “I suppose I’ve just got to start again.”
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      Primo was roused by the insistent, insidious whine of electrical equipment. A dentist’s drill or a vacuum cleaner stuck on one awkward spot. He managed to open his eyes but it took time because the lashes felt glued. When he got the lids open a crack, he saw the little old lady. She was bending over him. Her perm was askew. She looked worried.


      He tried to apologise for falling asleep but his lips were swollen and his tongue was cleaved to his gums and he could only mumble. He kept trying. His thoughts were slipping too, drunken repetitive thoughts in weird slow motion. He wondered, as he was often apt to wonder on waking in strange places, if he had tried to strangle someone after all, and been caught. He thought perhaps he should apologise for more than just being drowsy. He wondered, more urgently, just what the fuck he might have done.


      He took a deep breath, which made his throat burn, and realised he couldn’t have done anything. After all, the old lady was alright. He wasn’t. This was, he assumed, a hospital. His back seemed split into five pieces, limbs paralysed. He was badly hurt and some electrical pump was keeping him alive.


      Then as he got his eyelids a little wider he saw the barn. It was an ordinary barn, large with rafters and straw and rusty piles of metal. An abandoned barn then. It smelled of old urine and rotting meat. He thought there were flies, and perhaps it was them he had heard droning and not electricity at all.


      He managed to remember the old lady’s name and somehow got his tongue out of the way and even licked his lips and mumbled “Kate,” though it didn’t sound like a word at all by the time he managed to get it out.


      If there had been an accident in the car, then someone had managed to drag him out of the sun and into shelter and keep him breathing while waiting for the ambulance. It had been a bad accident because he was in a lot of pain and couldn’t move. So he hadn’t been asleep, he’d been unconscious. But the old lady wasn’t injured because she was leaning over him again.


      Then he realised something very suddenly, and in spite of the sluggish ramblings of his brain, he knew there had been something wrong with the lemonade.


      The electrical whine was a small buzz saw.


      He was lying flat on his back, tied to the twisted remains of some sort of rotary hoe, and spread eagled. His back hurt like fuck and as the effects of the drug wore off, his head hurt too, so much in fact, that he even wondered if the old witch had used the buzz saw to scalp him. His hands were tied and he couldn’t reach up to find out.


      Primo took one very deep breath of utter hopelessness and closed his eyes again.


      “So, you won’t leave me this time,” said the voice.


      Involuntarily he opened his eyes again. “Leave you?” His voice was still thickened into saliva and guttural whispers.


      He could roll his eyes sideways now, though it hurt. Everything hurt anyway but then some element of pain had always seemed like a natural part of his life. Now he could see the clapped out old car he’d ridden in up until he fell asleep. It was parked beside him in the matted straw, doors hanging open. He supposed she’d dragged him out as soon as arriving, with him already comatose. For a fraction’s insanity he felt sorry for her. He was thin enough but wiry and still fairly heavy. She was little and bent with the beginnings of a hunch. It must have been hard work to get him from the car to the hoe and rope him on. She’d have struggled with him for some time. Thick stiff rope and good knots too. He could barely wriggle either wrists or ankles.


      But whatever had been done, had been done by her. There was no one else there. Just her and him.  Her voice interrupted his pain. “Yes, and now you’re here to stay. No running off anymore. No leaving your poor little wife to cope with the baby on her own. You’ll stay for good. I’ll see to that.”


      This time he managed to spit out the words. “What fucking wife? You’re fucking mad.”


      “Filthy words Tom, and no good denying the past. You promised to love and be true, you promised in the sight of our Lord, until death do us part, and me so trusting. Pure and untouched I was, and ready to obey. Then you went running off with that slut Vivien soon as my back was turned. Vivien the vixen, the vile seed of Gomorrah, but you chased every slut in the bar I reckon. Whores, all of them, and you the worst. Well, you won’t be leaving me again.”


      Her voice trailed from sharp to plaintive, from grumble into a half cracked wail. Self-pity turned to angry complaint, from moan to busy decision.


      Primo swallowed bile. His eyes were on fire but his voice was working a little better and his brain was working too. As his senses cleared, he could see better, hear better, smell clearer. Dirt, fusty, musty and hot. Something else rotten, some decayed animal long unburied. Still born lamb, dead rats, snakes or a mange riddled marmot. “I’ll stay,” he croaked. “Just let me go. I promise I’ll stay.”


      Kate Askey came to stand over him again. She looked down at him and shook her head. Her eyes were big and sorrowful and looked kindly, just as they had when she’d offered him sandwiches and lemonade. “Too late to trust you now Tom.”


      “A second chance,” begged Primo. He’d tried struggling but hadn’t the strength. The poisoned drug was still in him.


      “And what second chance did you give our beloved Billy?” said the woman. Now she was brisk, stern and impatient, but the noise of the saw had clicked off. “Our baby boy, and I loved him so. No second chance for our sweet cherub. Your fault, Tom and you know it well enough. It was you I left to watch him, and me just gone to the store for supplies. God will never forgive you Tom Askey, for what you did to me and our little Billy.”


      “My God,” whispered Primo. “I’m not Tom for God’s sake. You’re old enough to be my pissing grandmother. I’m not your fucking husband.”


      “It’s true enough you’ve no right to be,” the woman said, lips tight pursed. “You and your black hearted ways and your wicked, blasphemous words. If I wasn’t a God fearing woman I’d have divorced your miserable hide years back. But I know my duty, if you don’t know yours.”


      The twisted metal holding the ridged blades was cutting into his back and shoulders. His wrists and ankles were bruised and stinging. His boots had been removed. Hell, they’d been falling apart anyway, but why take them off? “I know my duty, lady, I swear it. Let me go and I’ll stay. I’ll stay forever.” Primo closed his eyes and then opened them again, but nothing had changed and the nightmare hadn’t gone away. “I’ll look after you. I promise to look after the baby, if that’s what you’re talking about. Just give me a chance.”


      She squealed then, leaning so close that he felt the spray of spit across his cheeks. “You devil. How can you torture me so? Our dearest boy will never forgive you, and nor will our Lord.”


      Primo wanted, very badly, to be sick. Bile was swelling up from his gut into his gullet but he was frightened. If he spewed, he’d choke on it. “I ask your pardon,” he begged. He spoke low and steady, judging his words carefully, but panic made his voice tremulous and he tasted vomit. “For pity’s sake, get the boy then. What did you say – Billy? Send for him now. I’ll ask forgiveness.”


      The woman began to cry noisy, gulping sobs. Still crying, she wiped her nose on her sleeve and the tears with her thumb. “And him dead and buried all these years, poor little mite. Left all alone to suffocate in his cot while you went creeping out the kitchen door to see your lady friend. You’re a wicked man Tom Askey, and a black hearted devil.”


      “Dear God,” Primo whispered. “What happened to Tom? Did you kill him?”


      “Couldn’t face the guilt, could you, and ran out on me you did.”


      She paused, distracted, looking away as if she had momentarily forgotten he was there. Then, as if too weak for further effort, she flopped to the ground where she sat in the dirt, skinny legs outstretched, rocking herself and sniffing. Neat lace up shoes with the leather peeling away and the soles all cracked and worn through, the helpless signs of years of poverty, which Primo recognised so well. He stared in dreadful silence. In all his dreams of imagined strangulation he had seen dying, vacant eyes staring back at him. Kate’s eyes were vacant. But it was the drifting focus of the demented. When at last she stood again, she hauled herself upright against the hoe where Primo was roped. He lurched sideways. The metal clanked dully, then shuddered flat. He watched her fingers grip for balance beside him, hardworking, bony fingers jointed in arthritic knuckles, the fingers that had twisted the ropes and tied the knots. The nails were stubby and yellowed, broken jagged and untended. Old sun leathered, liver spotted fingers practised in bitter insanity and the slow business of repressed misery and revenge.


      She stood again, staring away from him, straw sticking to her clothes and her hair. Then she turned with a snarl. “Forty years you’ve left me to fend for myself. Alone at our Billy’s funeral and not one cent for flowers. I cut daisies from the roadside and laid them on his grave. A hundred wild daisies I laid there, and more I’ve planted since. But I couldn’t pay the mortgage. I couldn’t manage the farm. I swear you won’t get away this time Tom. This time you’ll stay and answer for what you did.”


      “So forty years you’ve been stark staring mad,” Primo said softly. He tried to prepare himself, closing off his mind. He’d managed to put up with pain before, all through the years in the reformatory, through the hobo years of drifting, little food and no company. So he tried to block what was happening, to do the things with his head that would send awareness away. To create unconsciousness, he would first have to be acutely conscious. But he thought he knew what was coming and this would be a worse pain than most.


      It was while he was thinking about it, desperately hanging on to a rational coherence, that the electrical whine switched on again, a high buzz that made him bilious with terror. She cut through his right leg first.


      In spite of his mental preparations, the shock kept him conscious. He didn’t know if he screamed, though he must have done, while all his concentration was on the incredible, monstrous agony. Then it was, mercifully, more than he could bear and as the spinning blade struck bone, he fainted at once.


      He was floating above, watching in horrified paralysis as she sliced through the right leg just above the ankle, and then, without pause or reflection, began on the left, leaving the bone white and stark and neat with tiny splinters flying out like stars, and all the flesh and sinews curling away in red and white worms. The feet fell, like meat for the butchers. The rest of the imprisoned body lay quite immovable. Blood pumped out and soaked into the straw.


      Then the body twitched. It wasn’t dead. Above, in the thick shadows up by the cobwebbed rafters, Primo hovered and stared. So much blood. It looked thin and watery where it dripped, then thick and black as it soaked the straw below. He was discovering that an unhampered spirit could still feel exceedingly sick.


      From where he was now he could see the entire barn. It was cluttered, the battered car in the middle beside rusty old farm implements long discarded. Bent metal, the bald tyres of a tractor, parts of a plough and a boom sprayer, spades, rakes and buckets, a one wheeled barrow and a roll of chicken wire. The big doors were wedged shut, a sliver of sunshine glaring in through the planks from outside. There was the scuttle of something, mice perhaps. There was other stuff too. Heaps of old blankets. Hanging bridles and the remains of a saddle. Coiled rope.


      And there were old boots piled haphazard in a corner, ten pairs at least. His own were on top.


      The body twitched again. Pulled back in panic, opening eyes that prayed to be blind, Primo felt himself once more alive in an agony of stunned incomprehension. He could not focus, but he could feel everything.


      Each second an hour, time suspended in a welter of suffering convulsions, nightmare dragged into the madness of terror.


      Then, in utter confusion as the blood seeped away and slowly took his life with it, he felt something that he could not understand, being inexplicable, from somewhere beyond himself though invisible, strong arms supporting him with the sure sweetness of complete protection and a deep voice echoing not in his ears but in his mind, telling him he was not alone, and that he was, unbelievably but eternally, incalculably safe.


      Very weak and feeling very small, now in total trust he clung to the glorious comfort and listened to the voice he believed he had never heard before, though there was something strangely familiar about it, as if he remembered it from a long, long time ago when he was very young and all the terrible business of being himself had begun.


      “It will be slow,” said the soft voice which cradled him. “To die like this will take a long time, but if you hold to me I will help you through to the other side before it is over. Lean back into the circle of my arms and let your mind wander free. I can take the pain and feel it for you.”


      In a very tiny voice in his head, which was all the strength he had, Primo said, “No one else should have to feel this.”


      “It will be far easier for me than for you,” said Wilmot very gently. “Let go, my child. Let it all go. Letting go is always the answer to everything.”


      Because he could do very little else, Primo did as he was told. He let go.


      He floated, and felt he flew, though he was supported at all times by the arms of the being who flew with him away from the stench and the flies, the barn, the crazy old woman, and the twitching body on the rack which breathed its last as its life blood dripped away.


      Then there was no pain anymore. There were firm finger tips against his lids and at once his eyes cooled and the fires went out. The whole world went cobalt, like a wild sheen of lapis across the sky. The depths lightened and cobalt became cornflower. Then the cornflower became gold.


      Primo felt himself caressed by perfumes, breathed by music, and although his eyes were closed, his sight opened and he could see a fantasy of colours. The arms never let him go. He knew an ease so sweetly feather soft, he prayed he would never wake again.


      He did not believe in God. But he prayed to whatever was there, because he was dying, and whatever cradled him would be the last thing he ever felt, and that was how it should be. It would all be over at last.


      The arms held him and the gold held him and he was carried, so gently, into the soothing deep warmth of a tunnel. He was never alone. All his life he had been alone, but he was not alone now. He knew he was utterly protected, and somehow loved, even though he had done nothing, ever, to merit either love or comfort, but the love and the comfort were there and they nursed and eased all the passing aches of his body and his soul and took him into the wonderfully enveloping darkness.


      The darkness should have been the end of everything. When he saw the light at the end of the tunnel and knew there was something else to come, he began to cry very quietly. He did not want to go on. He turned his head into the nestling strength of the creature which cocooned him, and begged to be left in the dark. Then, although the bright whiteness at the far end of the shadows crawled closer, widening into an impossible brilliance, Primo felt, inexplicably, that his tears were kissed dry. A dying soul may pray, but should never cry.
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      The new cottage was set amongst others, six or seven pretty places with roses around their porches and a marvellous view across the valley. The lifetime dream of everyone who now occupied the sunny houses and gardens. Rita had decided to enjoy having friends. Sven carried his girl over the threshold, no problems of weight here, no muscles needed, Rita giggling, young in her flowered muslin.


      Waving, laughing, and promising to return soon, Georgia left and headed back to her own vibration. Because she was now on the sixth plane and the discomfort of going down into denser atmospheres was less restrictive here, Georgia decided to walk awhile. Even with the optional charms of flying and the even greater magical possibility, recently mastered, of simply thinking oneself into a different place, she was still physical enough to enjoy walking. There was always so much to see.


      The Summerlands were never static. The scenery of a plane did not feel obliged to look the same as it had the last time one visited, nor identical to different eyes. The beauty of illusion is always relative. Although the sixth plane was a little more physical in its warmth than her own seventh, a little heavier in its colours and the music more distant, its magnificence seemed undiminished. Each blink dazzled with something new. So Georgia wandered.


      A plane can be crossed in a day, an hour, a thought or a breath. It can take a short forever, or very much longer. Georgia walked for what seemed like many hours, although she now understood that her concept of time depended solely upon her own appreciation of it. She also now understood that perhaps it always had.


      She saw many people and many creatures, the gentle souls of the sixth fleeting through the vibrancy of their after-lives. Then, eventually, she came on the borders to her own plane where the great lakes parted the vibrations and the shallows of the upper-sixth gazed across to the far banks of the lower-seventh. No rolling swirls of fog or creeping fingers of capturing mist, this boundary was marked by silvered reflections and the great sweep of the reedy marshlands.


      Then she flew, spinning up into the warmth, letting her toes scatter ripples across the mirrored surface and the darting flick of fish and fowl.


      It was in the first rise of the seventh that she found Norwen waiting for her. He was standing in the flower scattered valley, very tall and wide shouldered in his russet robes within the auric dazzle and broad smile. He held out his hand. “So your mother has moved into the sixth plane. You can feel both her joy of accomplishment and also your own. I feel it too.”


      “It was nice of you to come to meet me,” said Georgia. “Do you really know where I am and what I’m doing at any time?”


      “Time?” he said. “Do you still misunderstand time and space. Perhaps still a little. But I am always aware of you, exactly according to both our needs and wishes.”


      “I think of you so often,” nodded Georgia, “and you always come. Is time so malleable? I don’t want to usurp your energies. You must have so many needs of your own, and so many joys which could never include me.”


      “I am a spirit only of the ninth,” said Norwen, “and therefore far from perfection. I have a great deal yet to learn for myself, but I have reached a stage where my enjoyment is all in the living and the learning. I chose to be a guide, and that is both my schooling and my joy.”


      “I’m just glad you did choose to be a guide,” said Georgia, “and me you got assigned.”


      He smiled. “A coincidence, perhaps? A mistake? Or lucky chance?”


      “Alright. I learn slowly,” Georgia laughed. “Everything is as it has to be. But I still spend so long puzzling over things before I get to understanding. Romano for instance. Worrying over what I did. Did I do silly things? Was I wrong? Should I have married him? And now I’ve lost him and I regret the time we didn’t spent together. Then I remind myself that everything was exactly as it had to be, which means what happens is always right, whether it seems like it or not.”


      “You are meant to puzzle when alive,” said Norwen. “It is the learning process. But not now. Now you need only revert to the soul nestled within, which is already bursting with knowledge if you simply listen, instead of muddling the mind with worry, confusions and incessant streams of logical or illogical thought. Beneath the struggles of your growing personality you already know it all, for God creates nothing that is not already perfect. Each life stretches your potential, and then fulfils it. But the kernel of knowledge remains the essence of your being.”


      “I thought perfection was the final arrival.”


      “You speak of a path,” Norwen said, “with a beginning and an end, both being subject to the passage of time. Forget time. Let go the strivings and the doubts. Return to the soul which knows.”


      She sighed. “I can’t dismiss time. Sequence, order, change. They’re all consequences of time. Perhaps when I get to the ninth plane I’ll understand. But that’s time too, isn’t it? To travel from the seventh to the eight and on to the ninth. Without time it can’t be done.”


      “You are using your brain to try and comprehend matters far beyond its scope, instead of reverting to your soul’s existing knowledge,” said Norwen, “which is the first step towards the eighth. Your common sense needs the concept of time. Your spirit does not.”


      “But banishing time would cancel out my past,” said Georgia. “Then I’d forget Romano and my daughter. I don’t ever want to do that.”


      Norwen shook his head. “Dismissing the tyranny of time never cancels love,” he said. “Nothing can ever cancel love, for it is what we breathe and is the stuff of our existence. Nor do you ever cancel what experience has taught you, even when the memory of the experience no longer remains. But you are still caught in regret, and that is something you must overcome. Remember, each person you left behind when you died has learned something from your passing. You touched their souls while living, you touch again as you leave. Both your life and your death altered everything and everyone who experienced it. How can you regret such a thing?”


      Georgia paused, took a deep mental breath, and laughed at herself. “I’m growing. But slowly. I’m learning because you teach me and I love listening and trying to take it in. But I’m still me. I’m bossy and impatient and I try very hard to think the right things, but then I’m still smug about knowing more than my mother and being able to tell her what to do. I regret, and yearn, and want more and more, and then fall into regrets all over again. And then I feel guilty about it all, which is wrong too. But I try. I’ll get better and better, won’t I?”


      Norwen was laughing too. “These are not spiritual faults. Simply the small habits of a physical life within a society that you chose to adapt to. You died exactly when you were ready to move on and up.”


      “I know death is never an accident and I know regrets are wrong,” said Georgia. “It doesn’t stop me feeling them.”


      Norwen took her hand, the delicious tingle of ninth plane essence rushing through her palm. “It is to progress beyond such feelings that you travel this seventh plane,” he said, “and I am here to help you do it. This is the greatest adventure of all, this progression back towards your own inner perfection.”


      Georgia stretched out on the grass and stared up at the infinity of colour above her. “Everything here is so amazing. Walking up from the sixth plane was beautiful, and there’s no tiredness, never a twinge of disappointment. On the lower planes perhaps, but not now.” She smiled, looking across at Norwen, his eyes reflecting the passage of a flock of geese above. It reminded her of something. “On the lower banks of the great lakes where the sixth plane ends, I saw something that seemed so strange, even for here. There was a man and a group of birds, with many more birds hovering above.”


      Norwen nodded. “The Wetlands attract the birds here as they do in life. Herons, spoonbills, skimmers.”


      Georgia grinned. “Oh, this was much more than that. There was a huge twittering of larks and finches in the air and a great flock of pelican, but beside the marshes were other birds which don’t usually live by the water. There was this massive hornbill asleep on a rock, and a cassowary standing on one leg like a stork. Then sitting on this gorgeous young man’s shoulder was an incredible eagle with amazing golden eyes and a ruff like a crown.”


      “A bird lover of renown, perhaps,” said Norwen.


      “I suppose so.” Georgia frowned. “But even more surprising was the other man sitting there. Not actually a man at all really, in an odd green suit and a big emerald hat and funny boots. And so small. I mean, you just don’t get odd looking people over here, but this was a teeny man with a crooked nose and the funniest clothes. More like a leprechaun actually, and I could have sworn he had a sack marked ‘gold and treasure’ hanging around his neck.”


      Norwen read the picture in her mind and laughed. “I think I know who that was,” he said. “Someone from the ninth.”


      “Oh come on,” Georgia accused. “I know the Summerlands are pure magic, but I don’t expect leprechauns. Where do you keep the unicorns then? And the mermaids and satyrs? And are the ogres and the vampires restricted to the lower planes?”


      “You should have gone over to ask,” smiled Norwen. “I am sure my leprechaun friend would have made a most suitable reply.”


      “I would never have interrupted,” said Georgia. “One man so handsome and the other so little and ugly, and then all those birds and that fearsome eagle. It was something out of an Arthur Rackham book.”


      “There is nothing mundane in these lands,” said Norwen, “and only curiosity will lead you to understand the mysteries.”


      “So I shouldn’t have been shy? I walked quite close, but they were engrossed in conversation and didn’t see me. Then I heard the man say something about God having a warped sense of humour and I know God isn’t going to get offended or send claps of thunder, but I admit that did sound rather odd.” Georgia saw Norwen laughing again, then shook her head and laughed as well. “Of course, there’s no such thing as blasphemy, is there?”


      “God is within us,” said Norwen. “We would only be insulting ourselves.”


      She walked again after Norwen left her, on through the seventh plane towards her home, sometimes running, sometimes flying, always with the same exhilaration of adventure that Norwen had spoken of. The sensation of breathing remained, but she knew it was love she breathed and its strength was her strength. She had intended to go home but she turned aside before reaching her own front door, thinking of the birds and the beauty and everything that had happened and everything that she had seen. On a higher rise beyond her house one tree stood alone, reaching up into the light. A banyan of enormous girth and magnificent height, its spread encompassed a million facetted and multiplied rainbows and a shimmering dizziness of dancing and reflecting colours. It seemed to be fashioned from the light itself and it held music in every turn, for its leaves were crystal. The giant branches and their striping of bark were the essence of any banyan proud of its physical heritage, but in the freedom of the Summerlands it had become a crystal fantasy, a myriad of chiffon light, transparency in song.


      Georgia sat in the tree. There was no need to climb for it welcomed her and no need to hold on for it would never let her fall. She curled into the nook of a stretching branch and gazed around, listening to the tinkling whisper of its secrets and the gentle shimmer of its cradle. Almost she became it, invited into its essence, and breathing deeply, knew the love and friendship of tree, and glass, and trembling reflection. The music grew louder until it pounded through her, the excitement of its own heart caught into hers.


      The crystal leaves rustled as leaves should, bent and waved in the breezes and surrounded Georgia in bathed sunbeams. They caressed her in curiosity, discovering her essence. She was still there, dreaming of leprechauns and birds, when the monkeys arrived. The crackle and snap of energy moved in-between the peaceful layers of her bed and she peered down to watch them scampering, maned in silk, elongated muzzles and bodies, prancing and leaping. They swung up into the lower branches beneath her, reaching up towards her with their long clever fingers and prehensile tails. The tree lapped at their high pitched chittering and included it into the leaf music, becoming a dance of melody enclosing them all.


      The monkeys did not speak to Georgia nor open their minds into the meaning of their language but even without the introduction of telepathy, Georgia knew their delight and it was the same as her own. Adoring their infusion of existence within her, she lay back against the dancing glass and watched the glisten of leaf make patterns across her skin like spun spider-web taffeta on the wing. She knew she would lose her body altogether sometime soon, moving into the spiritual planes where the limitations of familiar physicality ended, but for now she still enjoyed her visible self and all the sensations it carried. The Summerlands brought many treats, on every level.


      Georgia watched the monkeys. Without the need for food, for sleep or defence, they were released into everlasting play. The crystal banyan tree smiled at them all, touched them, and continued with its song.


    


  




  

    

      

        

          
          


          

            Chapter Forty-Three


          


        


        

          

            [image: ]

            [image: ]

          


        


      


    


    

      Primo stared back at his spiritual guide’s wide leprechaun grin, smiled begrudgingly and said, “Well, I’ve got no fucking choice now, do I? I’ve got to believe. But if you ask me, God has a bloody warped sense of humour. And what’s more, you need a dentist.”


      “God isn’t A god,” said Wilmot, wriggling his loose front tooth. “There is God in the overall and general sense, which encompasses everything. Power both specific and non-specific, both personal and impersonal, God is the whole creative force. Not separate and contradicted by science, but the creator of science. Not negated by medical invention, but the creator of both the researcher and his discovery. He is as impersonal as the sweep of the entire universe and beyond, and as personally detailed as the way a smile creases into a woman’s dimples. The God energy is in everything and everyone. Since this encompasses even you, a warped sense of humour is inevitably included.”


      “Not exactly a tame deity though, is He?” said Primo, memories caught on a sigh. “Paternal perhaps, but hardly cuddly or sentimental.”


      “Am I expected to answer that?” said the leprechaun.


      “Don’t bother,” said Primo. “I already know the answer.”


      He had woken in the Summerlands hospital with an ease of self and sweet bathed understanding that was greater than anything he had ever known. The pleasure of it was as blinding as the light that welcomed him from the row of windows across the far wall. He sprang from the bed, leaping from shadow to topaz sunshine, feeling the delighted brush of feather from the harpy against his cheek as she flew to join him. They left the hospital together.


      Wilmot was standing directly outside. At first, and for the first few words, he stood immensely tall and exquisitely beautiful, a great spirit from the ninth plane in all his blazing glory, surrounded by an aura as white as it was iceberg blue.


      He said, “My dear friend, you are almost home. Welcome to the sixth plane.”


      Primo stood quite still for a moment, staring and grinning like an idiot. “The sixth? Fuck,” he said at last.


      “It is nice to know,” acknowledged the spiritual being with a faint quiver, “that you have not changed too much.”


      Primo stood and blinked. The sun shone, the birds sang. The green rolling scenery was as vivid as his eyes could absorb and the light was tingling with the shimmer of fresh life. Wilmot himself seemed utterly awe inspiring. “God! What I found out through all that sleeping! Spiritual stuff and what it’s all for. And then about me personally. The past. Well, you were there in my head, you know it all. Shit. No wonder I chose to forget. Poor Daisy. Poor bloody Primo. I was a right prick, wasn’t I? And now the sixth plane? I wasn’t expecting this at all. I do hope all that remembering has changed me a hell of a lot.”


      “Indeed?” smiled Wilmot. “Instead, I hope not. I would miss you.” The deep, deep smile of a ninth plane essence is a majestic delight, but it was at this point that Wilmot turned into a leprechaun. “Now then,” he continued briskly, “you may feel dutifully flattered by having arrived at the sixth, but as I said, you are not quite at home yet. Come with me.”


      “Is it far?” said Primo, who was bouncing excitedly but still barely awake.


      “There is no such thing as distance,” said Wilmot firmly, and took his hand. They rose together, directly into the air.


      Primo watched the passing magnificence below as they sailed like butterflies across the thermal warmth and landed, finally, beside a vast reed and lilied lake, silver and green shadowed, with shallow velvet banks. They sat there on the grass, which was as dry and gently welcoming as a cushioned nest. The lakes were thick with bird life and the harpy hooked herself to Primo’s shoulder, regarding the other creatures with a baleful jealousy. Primo said, “I believe it’s raining. That’s the first time I’ve felt rain, either dead or alive, for a very long time. I used to long for rain.”


      “You lived in desert lands,” nodded the leprechaun. “Scrub creatures enjoy the rain. Here on the sixth, you invariably get what you wish for.”


      The misty rain hung around them like gossamer, a golden shimmer of summer shower. “So it’s my rain,” grinned Primo. “I like that.”


      “Then get rid of it,” demanded the leprechaun. “It’s ruining my whiskers.” He had a very fine handlebar moustache in a gingery blonde, which curled impressively at both ends and nearly reached up into the brim of his hat.


      Primo got rid of the rain, though he wasn’t quite sure how he had done it. “So what’s in the sack?” he inquired, muffling a snigger and nodding towards the calico parcel hanging around the leprechaun’s stubby neck.


      The label ‘gold and treasure’ quickly appeared on the outside. “Now let us return to the point,” said Wilmot. “You have accepted all the memories you previously stifled. You have relinquished guilt, but accepted responsibility. You have my permission to feel thoroughly smug.”


      Primo couldn’t stop smiling. He said, “I do.”


      The leprechaun twirled his moustache and flicked a couple of errant raindrops from its waxed tips. Then he sighed. “Once you see your new home, being the current symbol of your state of progress, I am afraid you’ll become even more full of yourself. In fact, there’ll be no living with you.”


      Primo winked. “Why? Thinking of moving in? To share a little banter and buggery? Dance and debauchery?”


      “Ah,” replied Wilmot, unrepentant, “those were the days. However, I am glad to see you have left defecation off the itinerary. The fuck is definitely superior to the shit. And no, I have no intention of sharing your meagre hovel for I have my own spirit in which to reside, and find it strangely sufficient. But we deviate. I have brought you to the boarder separating the sixth plane from the seventh, and you must wait here until your vibrations have adjusted.”


      “Border lands?” said Primo, interested. “No fogs?”


      “Not here,” Wilmot said. “Seeing clearly is a prerequisite for all those who reach this level. Crossing this border is merely a small damp step.”


      “Well, the birds seem to have no problem.”


      “The adjustment of vibration is instinctive for animals and does not depend on spiritual advancement,” nodded Wilmot.


      Hearing herself indirectly mentioned, the harpy ruffled her feathers and began absently to clean inside Primo’s ear. Primo shook his head, dislodging her beak. “Perhaps it was instinct for me too,” he said. “While sleeping perhaps. I can’t see I’ve done much else. I’m really not sure how I suddenly got up this far. I went to bed on the fourth and climbed out onto the sixth.”


      “You underestimate both yourself and your inestimable guide,” said the leprechaun. “Not to mention the astonishing powers of sleep. However, you are also overlooking something even more powerful, which is courage. Your own courage in particular.”


      “Oh, that,” Primo dismissed it easily. “Besides, I thought you were busy inferring I was a fucking coward most of the time. All that refusing to remember business. Wasn’t that being scared?”


      “Being scared is not the same thing as cowardice,” Wilmot said. “Refusing to remember is not the same as cowardice. Choosing the utter vacuum in preference to the expectation of pain, is not cowardice.”


      “Well I suppose courage is just one more thing I don’t understand,” smiled Primo, “along with all the rest. But since I have a genius for a guide, no doubt he’ll explain it all in time. Like why the fuck I ended up living with Daisy for a while, and thinking I was in love with her.”


      “Why not?” The leprechaun raised a wiry eyebrow. “She fulfilled her destiny, as you did yours. Your paths crossed in precisely the manner you both agreed before your births. This previous life and death bound you with ties of need and dependence. It is not unusual.”


      “Karma?” suggested Primo.


      “If you insist on speaking to me in platitudes and clichés,” said Wilmot with hauteur, “I shall turn into a poison-dart frog, sit on that delightful lily pad in front of us, and croak at you. My teaching would then presumably have precisely the same effect.”


      Primo grinned. “Tell me one thing then. How did she die? I mean, poor Daisy, she’d gone as daft as a junkie. They didn’t haul her up on death’s row or something did they? Seems she came over about the same time as me or not long after, but it’s hard to tell. Time plays strange tricks over here.”


      “It is not my business to tell you how she died,” said Wilmot. “That is her business alone. However, the circumstances are fairly irrelevant and although not all humanity dies in joy, most do. In fact, the process of death, though there are no rules and each case is individual, is generally efficient, quick and exceptionally pleasant. The density of the body bursts aside as the spirit, vibrating at wavelengths far exceeding the speed of light, breaks free.”


      “Mine wouldn’t have been fucking quick or pleasant, if you hadn’t been there,” remembered Primo.


      “But I was there, wasn’t I,” said Wilmot. “No spirit is ever entirely abandoned, even those who wish it. It was not, of course, the manner of your dying that caused your misery. It was your state of mind. You rejected continuance.”


      Primo blushed slightly. “Alright. Forget blame and self-pity. I don’t feel like that really, they’re just old habits.” He looked up and smiled. “You carried me over. You took all the pain into yourself. That was an incredible gift.”


      “It was less nauseating for me to absorb your physical pain than it would have been for me to watch you feel it,” said Wilmot gently.


      Primo curled his legs up beneath him, watching his reflection float like a lily pad, though without any amphibious passengers, upon the lake. He noticed again that Wilmot left no reflection at all, neither leprechaun nor otherwise. “You do know, don’t you,” Primo said, staring down into his own watery eyes and their rippled frown, “that I am absolutely fucking paralysed with prick-shit gratitude. For everything you’ve done, right from the beginning. I may not know how to fucking say it or fucking show it, but I fucking mean it.”


      Wilmot smiled. “I know, dear child. Strangely enough, I once spoke your language myself. I am well aware how the translation works.”


      “You mean the stupid bastard inability to say either sorry or thank you, but meaning it all the same.”


      “That’s the one,” nodded Wilmot.


      “So being an idiot,” Primo went on grinning, “doesn’t preclude me from getting right up as high as the sixth. In one magic leap too.”


      “Although you have every reason to feel proud of your newly elevated status,” Wilmot remarked, giving his boot buckles a quick polish with his emerald cuffs, “your arrival here should also be seen as a just and righteous prerogative. You can only go where your proper state takes you. There is neither shame on the lower planes, nor vain-glory on the higher, for these are the natural steps of progress. On the living Earth, few would condemn humanity for its youth or insult a child for being young. Nor would they normally congratulate a man simply for having achieved middle age. These are the planes of the Summerlands, and they correspond in part to claiming the wisdom of the years.”


      “So I’m now middle aged,” nodded Primo, looking decidedly young and bubblingly pleased. “Then I reckon it’s time I started settling into my new plane and building my new home. Sounds like you have the place picked out yourself. I really want to see what you’ve chosen.”


      “I have not picked the place, merely recognised and marked it,” smiled Wilmot. “It stands, as it must, where your own essence properly belongs. As with everything else, there are no accidents, lucky or unlucky mistakes, and when your mind is a mud-hole of insignificant vulgarity, so your home will inevitably be a lop-sided slum dwelling on the third plane.”


      “Patronising bastard,” said Primo fondly. “So where do I build my hovel this time?”


      The leprechaun shook his head beneath the wide brimmed hat. “It is already built. It took shape as your own readiness took shape during your sleep therapy. Naturally I have added the finishing touches myself.”


      Primo jumped up, excited. “Well, it feels good not to be homeless for once. Can I see it?”


      “I believe you are sufficiently prepared,” nodded Wilmot, and stood. On the instant, the leprechaun faded and the man took back his natural shape. He was tall, strong jawed and his eyes were astonishingly beautiful, though it was hard to see features through the brilliance of his aura.


      Primo looked his guide up and down with appreciative admiration. “Gorgeous,” he muttered, “but I reckon I understand why you go in for disguises. I mean, the truth is pretty overwhelming, isn’t it?”


      “Shall we hop the lily pads?” Wilmot said, ignoring the glowing appraisal. “Or would you prefer to fly?”


      Primo looked around in surprise. “Is it far? I assumed it was somewhere near these banks.”


      “With me,” smiled Wilmot, “you should never assume anything,” and he took Primo’s hand and with the harpy close behind and slightly above, took the air. They flew right over the silvering wetlands, directly through a startled flock of pelican, and on into the rise of the greens ahead.


      “Shit,” said Primo, looking down, increasingly excited. “We’re on the seventh?”


      “With a guide such as myself,” answered Wilmot through the shiver of breeze, “did you expect anything more meagre? Naturally you now belong on the seventh.”


      After a pause during which no more satisfactory word occurred to him, Primo said, “Fuck.”


      “No doubt,” agreed Wilmot. “But I trust a few more salubrious exclamations will spring to your tongue before you get acquainted with your new neighbours. Otherwise you will shock the bourgeoisie.”


      “If I knew who they were, no doubt I’d enjoy shocking them,” said Primo. Then he had no more time to say anything because they had arrived. It was not what he had expected.


      The walls soared into white turrets, the sides vertical and smooth. The stone was  dazzling and varied, a sandstone or lime, pale granite, quartz, alabaster and marble, all the pastels in rock which shimmered and shone together like a child’s wonderland of building bricks. It was a tower.


      “It’s an eyrie,” said Primo. “Fucking brilliant.”


      “I believe you will find it most comfortable both inside and out,” said Wilmot, coming down to land beside the open front doorway. “Not large, but ambitiously high, with a stacked precipice of rooms, a central pool on the ground floor and a garden of sorts on top. Indeed, were there any clouds, your roof would be in them.”


      The harpy folded her wings and dropped to the turreted peaks, strutting the heights. “Well, she approves her perch,” nodded Primo. “She’ll build her nest, and maybe sometimes I’ll sleep out there with her. This is - wonderful. Amazing. And I can see some of your artistic touches. Very nice.”


      Wilmot bowed humbly. “I’m delighted you deigned to notice.” There were gargoyles squatting on every turret, each a grinning infant devil. One was picking his nose. Another had his tongue out. A third was biting his toe nails.


      “You know,” said Primo, sitting on the doorstep and hugging his knees, “if this really represents my present state of spiritual progress, then I fucking love me. I’m an eccentric show off with guilt turned to narcissism, no practicality whatsoever, lots of imagination and plenty of individual determination. And what’s that other attribute you anointed me with earlier? Courage!”


      “You may need courage to live here,” grinned Wilmot. “You’ll be up and down stairs all day long.”


      “I’ll fly,” said Primo. “I think I’m half bird by now anyway.”


      So he flew, entering his home through its second floor window. Wilmot entered in a more dignified manner through the front door and a swirl of his own deep blue robes against the rich saffron silk curtains of the main living room. He sat and stretched on the long cushioned couch, listening to the busy and bustling explorations of his excited ward above. Finally he called. “I am under the illusion, since time is an illusion, that I am being kept waiting.”


      Reappearing instantly and still pink with pride and pleasure, Primo shrugged. “Bossy bastard,” he said with the consistent grin.


      “Since the house in every detail represents yourself,” Wilmot reminded him, “it would seem that you have finally reached a state of equilibrium between desire and fulfilment.”


      Primo nodded heartily. “I’m obviously fucking wonderful. You know, I sort of remember almost building this during one of those hospital dreams. After I’d dreamt through the dying and everything, then I dreamed on along strange paths and into odd murky shadows. I can’t remember all of it, but I have a sort of picture of building a tower, step by step upwards. And,” he frowned fiercely towards Wilmot, “I’m not forgetting on purpose anymore. Don’t you send me back to sleep, I’ve had enough. And that’s not cowardice either.”


      Wilmot sighed. “The ignorance of the newly unrepentant!” he said. “Cowardice is none of these things, it is simply the denial of courage. Courage is the natural state of the soul, which can be distorted by many acts of cowardice, such as blame, anger, procrastination, becoming the victim and blocking the mind from its intended progress. Although you chose guilt during life, it was simply to refuse the alternative title of victim. You are no coward, my friend. This is important, for spirit fear is the opposite of love.”


      “I was often scared,” admitted Primo, momentarily losing the grin.


      “Have I not already lectured you on this subject?” demanded Wilmot. “And already pointed out that being scared has nothing to do with spirit fear? No matter. I shall be endeavouring to instil a little understanding into that thick head of yours for many periods to come. You have not finished with me yet you know. The seventh plane does not ensure immunity from interfering guides.”


      “God,” exclaimed Primo with fervour, “I fucking hope not. If you fucking left me now, I’d be lost. I don’t even know anyone else on this plane.”


      “You may have moved into a tower,” smiled Wilmot, “but you are not Rapunzel. I trust you will eventually make friends.”


      “Well, there’s not another house in sight,” said Primo, with a vague wave towards the wide and gleaming window. Beyond the entering sunlight the great distances stretched, vales of rolling poppy pastures rising to the sudden green hills, then beyond to pinnacles and snowed peaks. Behind the tower was a forest of marching oaks, cut by a pool dipped river. There was no sign of other life except the geese flying overhead.


      “Your lower plane experiences may lead you to suppose otherwise,” smiled Wilmot, “but here the willingness to communicate will always unite you with souls akin to yourself, either because you think alike or because you have a similar wish for company.”


      “Well,” said Primo firmly, “I hadn’t thought there could be someone else who thought like me. Besides, I still need you. I still want you. Desperately want you.”


      “I am touched,” said Wilmot. “Certainly guides are apt to have a deep connection to their neophytes. I must warn you however, before you commit yourself too guilelessly, that this charming relationship is not likely to finish soon, either by whim or by design. It is probable that we will meet again in lives to come, unknowingly of course, though with that frustrating déjà vu which is rarely explained during physical incarnations.”


      Primo clapped his hands, smiling widely. “I knew it. You’ll be my brother. Or my father. Or my lover. It reconciles me to reincarnation after all.”


      Wilmot laughed. “The next life you enter will not follow the pattern of the last,” he said. “Besides, you cannot escape reincarnation, whatever you may wish. Physical living, voluntarily re-entering time in order to serve your soul and learn, is the only way to permanent growth. The Summerlands are only the Betweens, recuperations sandwiched between lives.”


      “I like that.” Primo couldn’t stop grinning. “Makes sense.”


      Wilmot nodded. “Paradise, Heaven, Valhalla, the Sumerlands. These planes have been named in many tongues and many eras. But to me, as to others, they are The Betweens.”


      There were two couches, each deeply cushioned and covered in golden silks shaded from palest lemon and the first glimmering light of early dawn, to the rich mustard of the desert at twilight. Primo stretched on the second couch, facing Wilmot.  “Alright,” he said, “reincarnation it is, then. With you along for the ride, at least I won’t waste my life as surely as I did last time. And though you act fucking superior now, that’s just because you’ve got to the ninth plane. If we both get born again together, then at least I’ll have a playmate who’s as fucking weird as I am.”


      “A sublime conception,” nodded Wilmot. “However, I doubt we are as eccentrically unique as you seem to believe. Remember, each soul is utterly individual.”


      “I do remember and none of them ever fucking acted unique,” said Primo. “It was a world of shitty morons, all following the leader.”


      “That is simply due to the mendacious tyranny of a moribund society,” sighed Wilmot. “But God created individuals, not a brainless army of ambivalent cells. Each of us is created specifically to be as we are, different, special, unique personalities. Then, as particular as we are, He cossets us in that particular manner and according to our particular needs. The care given to your destiny will not be the same as that given to mine, any more than our destinies themselves will be similar. Our paths are designed only for us, and from the very beginning.”


      “That sounds dangerously like flattery,” said Primo.


      “It is creation which flatters us all,” Wilmot said.


      “If I thought at all,” decided Primo, “which of course you’ll say I never did, I sort of assumed that creation meant unformed clay. All that primeval ooze and leggy things turning into fish. Squid into stegosaurus and tyrannosaurs into birds.”


      “You are confusing God with Darwin,” Wilmot suggested. “A mistake made by a large portion of humanity. However, I am not speaking of the scientific facts of physical life. I am talking of the creation of spirit, which has nothing remotely to do with evolution, myth, the Big Bang or even the Bible.”


      Primo muffled a snigger. “You mean I’m actually meant to be the way I am? And you’re meant to be like that too?”


      “Incredible but incontrovertible. Can you imagine that during this illusionary dawn of creation, God, dancing in His Wellington boots through the primordial sludge, flung a sweaty handful of erratic matter into the ferment, letting it form itself randomly into a soupcon of life, predominately wild and only occasionally attractive, including a spit and lick of humanity?”


      “No. You’d probably spit yourself if I said yes, after all those lessons about no coincidences and no mistakes.”


      “Precisely,” said Wilmot. “We do not have a fallible Source. We do not originate from turmoil but from the precise design of our individual potential. I offer you an alternative but accurate explanation, being that not one of us is dispensable, or can ever be lost. Since such an infallible Creator could never have made an irrelevant number of souls, or a generously plentiful multiplicity to cover possible breakages, or even one too many having muddled His maths, we can properly assume that each one of us is utterly and indefinably individually indispensable to the continuance of the entire universe.”


      Primo’s grin was now firmly etched. “So I may be peculiar, but I’m not a haphazard bit of pottery. Not the bit where the clay went wonky or the kiln was too hot. Not the one too many.”


      In the echoing upstairs four stories above where the turrets reached the sky, the scuffling of ferocious nest building could be heard, interrupted by the occasional rapturous croon of an extremely satisfied eagle.


      “Your particular character might suggest that our Creator is a capricious sadist, but,” smiled Wilmot, “I have it on the best of authority, that He is not. Therefore you are, indubitably, wholly intentional.”


      “Well,” said Primo, grinning across at his complacent guide, “fuck me.”
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          Dear Reader,


        


        


        

          I do so hope you enjoyed ‘Between’? It is certainly high up in my favourites list. Inspired by a combination of John Wilmot (2nd Earl of Rochester) and Johnny Depp in a small film called ‘The Brave’.


        


        


        

          And talking of brave, have you read any of my Historical Mysteries yet?


        


        


        

          The first in the series is ‘Blessop’s Wife’, is full of mystery and espionage, it is an exciting cast of characters from the backstreets of Medieval London. Where the choices made can affect the King’s of England.


          Read ‘Blessop’s Wife’ here.


        


      


      And do remember that when a reader leaves a review, an Author Angel gets their wings!
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      My passion is for late English medieval history and this forms the background for my historical fiction. I also have a love of fantasy and the wild freedom of the imagination, with its haunting threads of sadness and the exploration of evil. Although all my books have romantic undertones, I would not class them purely as romances. We all wish to enjoy some romance in our lives, there is also a yearning for adventure, mystery, suspense, friendship and spontaneous experience. My books include all of this and more, but my greatest loves are the beauty of the written word, and the utter fascination of good characterisation. Bringing my characters to life is my principal aim.


      


      

        

          For more information on this and other books, or to subscribe for updates, new releases and free downloads, please visit barbaragaskelldenvil.com
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