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The dive had been deep and her lungs burned in their urgent 
need for fresh air, but the crushing pressure held her back, keeping 
her from the surface, now so tantalisingly close she could see the 
blue of the sky above.

With a final upward rush she broke through and took in a deep 
instinctive breath, filling her chest to capacity. She held onto it, 
letting the oxygen be absorbed and reactivate her senses, before 
breathing out with an audible sigh.

She lay still with her eyes closed, inhaling and exhaling 
intensely until, convinced her lungs were working as they should, 
that air was freely available and she would not die just yet, she 
relaxed and turned her face into her pillow. 

She didn't like dreams like that. They took a lot of effort to get 
back from and left her a little disorientated.

The room was in darkness and she couldn't see the clock from 
her side of the bed, but as the alarm had not yet gone off, she 
thought there might still be time for a few minutes' snooze, or 
possibly a quick snuggle with her husband.

'You awake baby? Fancy a quickie?'
Receiving no reply to her cheeky enquiry, she put out her hand 

to feel for his masculine warmth, only to meet cold, flat emptiness 
in the bed beside her. 

Robert? Out of bed before he had to be? Unheard of.
Maybe he had got up to pee and not seeing any need to get back 

into bed for the remaining ten minutes or so, had gone to make 
breakfast instead. She called out to him. 

'Fetch me a cup of tea will you, darling. I'm parched.'
Again she received no reply, and in the eerie quiet that 

followed, it took her a moment to realise - all the sounds in the flat 
were wrong.

Where she should have been hearing the tinny chatter of the 
radio news playing in the kitchen, along with the clatter of cups 
and plates and the dull rumble of the kettle coming to the boil, she 
instead heard birdsong, so sweet and clear it could have been in the 
room with her, and the sound of gently running water.



She kept her eyes closed, concentrating on the sounds. They 
were real enough.

She rolled onto her back and forced her eyelids open, only to be 
confronted by a lack of light so utter in its completeness, so 
unnaturally, unwholesomely black, it drove her to clamp her hands 
over her eyes to blot it out. In a blind panic she sat bolt upright in 
the bed and screamed.

'Robert! There's something wrong with my eyes! I can't see! 
Help me, ROBERT!'

'There's nothing wrong with your eyes, my dear. There's no 
need to be afraid, it's just temporary.' 

The soft, feminine voice a short distance away also did not 
belong in the flat, and definitely did not belong to Robert.

Her heart pounding with terror, Maxine shifted her head to 
home in on the voice and locate the speaker somewhere in the 
dark.

'What..? Who's there? Who are you? What are you doing in my 
bedroom? Where's Robert?'

'Just relax, Maxine, and try to open your eyes again, slowly this 
time.'

'I don't want to. There's nothing there. I can't see.'
'Yes you can. Allow yourself time to adjust and you will be fine. 

Try again.'
Having no other choice but to obey, Maxine dropped her chin to 

her chest and removed her hands, letting her eyes come open in 
their own good time to look down towards her lap.

'Slowly now,' the voice encouraged. 'Take your time.'
Her pupils slowly adjusted to the growing light, contracting 

from their total dilation to a normal sized black disc, and within 
moments the totality of the blackness faded to shades of grey, 
graduating up the scale of light and colour to the pure, clean white 
of the sheet covering her lap and legs. Her vision became clearer 
and sharper, and in the crisp bright linen she could now make out a 
pattern of clusters of small blue periwinkles and pale green leaves.

'Oh!' she yelped, seizing handfuls of the sheet and clutching 
them to her naked breasts, revealed when she had sat up.

Her modesty reclaimed, she dared to raise her sight further. Not 
only were the sounds wrong.



Gone were the newly painted magnolia walls and the Vettriano 
print Robert had bought her for her birthday. Gone also were her 
expensive curtains with the antique poppy design, along with the 
matching fine Egyptian cotton bed linen. She could see no sign of 
her dressing table, cool white tiles replaced pale green carpet, and 
not only was the window in the wrong place, it had changed to a 
double folding glass door, standing slightly ajar and admitting a 
light breeze of warm, sweet air which moved her hair and carried 
on it the delicate scent of violets.

She slammed her eyes closed against all the wrongness.
'Count to ten, Maxie. Count to ten and you'll wake up and 

everything will be as it should. One...two...three...'
She filled her lungs with a deep, steadying breath of the flower 

perfumed air. 'Four...five...'
She felt her panic lessen. 'Six...seven...'
Another breath and a sense of wellbeing flowed through her. 

'Eight...and a half...'
'Feeling better?' asked the voice.
She inhaled again and exhaled fully, calmer now, nine and ten 

forgotten. 'Yes, thank you.'
She opened her eyes once more, and her new found tranquillity 

dissolved as she gazed on the only person in the room besides 
herself - a diminutive, slender framed, elderly lady with neatly 
curled white hair, wearing a simple blue dress and a single string of 
pearls at her throat. She sat primly in an old fashioned rocking 
chair, her hands folded in her lap.

Maxine's mouth gaped with disbelief. 'Granny Mo?' 
The old woman's genteel smile showed a row of ivory peg-like 

teeth. 'Hello Maxine, my dear. It's so nice to see you again after all 
these years. You are looking well.'

But this couldn't be her Granny Mo, it had to be another old 
woman who just happened to look, and sound, a lot like her, 
because her Granny Mo had been dead a good long while. She 
knew this for certain because as a nervous teenager she delivered a 
eulogy at her funeral.

She now understood - she had become locked into one of the 
episodes of sleep paralysis she often experienced when under 
stress, a phase of being half alseep, yet half awake, when every 
muscle in her body froze and her ears and eyes played tricks on 



her. They were terrifying, but she knew if she tried to fight, the 
illusions would only become stronger. 

How had she got out before? By going along with them, by 
giving in to them and by concentrating on slowly and purposefully 
easing her way out; that's what she would do now.

She started with her right leg, focusing wholly on sliding it out 
from under the sheet. Nothing happened. Not the slightest 
movement. The fabric felt tight against her skin, holding her in 
place.

A little more effort would be needed, but not too much...easy... 
No sooner had the thought entered her head than she felt 

movement in the sheet. Unnerved by the unexpected and 
unwelcome sensation of it winding itself around her legs, like the 
tendril of a vine, she abandoned the subtle approach and tugged at 
the material, prepared to rip it if necessary. 

In response to her threat, it gripped harder. 
She ignored her own advice and squirmed frantically, working 

to untangle herself, but to no avail. The hold was unrelenting, 
unyielding and uncompromising.

Panic at her enforced confinement took hold. Tension grew in 
her chest and dizziness encroached as her breathing quickened into 
painful hyperventilation, and the racing palpitation of her heart 
vibrated against her ribs like a frightened bird trapped behind a 
window, battering its wings against the glass.

'Robert!' she yelled, her overbreathing interspersed with 
desperate sobs. 'Help me, Robert! I can't move! I can't breathe! 
Robert! Someone...please help me!'

The old lady rose from the chair, and in two steps stood at the 
bedside. She reached out a small blue-veined hand and placed it 
gently on Maxine's naked wriggling shoulder. 

Not as frail as their appearance at first suggested, the cool, bony 
fingers applied a surprising amount of pressure, and she felt a cold 
numbness in her shoulder which quickly spread throughout her 
body, the flesh and blood restraining hold infusing her with the 
antidote to her anxiety.

She fell back against the stack of pillows, agitation draining 
from her, the desire to fight gone.

'What did you just do to me? Have you drugged me?'



The woman smiled benignly. 'No. It's just a little trick I know to 
help calm you down a little. It's perfectly harmless. Just take a 
minute and breathe and you will feel the full benefit.'

She took in a conscious inhalation of the violet scented air and 
held it, and could feel its mildly sedative effect working on her.

Gradually her breathing settled and her heart slowed to a 
regular, steady beat. The sheet's hold loosened of its own accord, 
and she found she could move again.

The old woman removed her hand from her shoulder. 'You 
should be feeling a little less ruffled now.'

She did, a little, and checked the sheet had not slipped again. 'So 
what's going on here? Where am I?'

'Somewhere safe and comfortable,' said the woman.
'And what's with the darkness? It scared me to death; I thought 

I'd gone blind.'
'It's another technique we've been employing. We've found 

waking in the light tends to cause disorientation which can lead to 
aggression and a degree of anxiety. The dark is generally more 
soothing.'

'Yeah, it soothed me right into a full scale panic attack. Thanks 
for that. So, I've done as you've asked, I've played your silly game 
of let's terrorise Maxine, and even though I appear to be still naked, 
I'm now as cool, calm and collected as I can be without a bottle of 
wine inside me. We're done now, right? I'll open my eyes again 
and you'll be gone, and I'll be in time for breakfast.' 

She clutched the sheet steadfastly to her breast and opened her 
eyes, only to look straight into those of the enduring apparition. 

'Bugger! Okay, on to Plan B, because there always has to be 
plan B.'

'You're not making any sense my dear,' Mo said.
'Plan B - I have had some kind of mental meltdown and am 

locked up in an institution somewhere, under the influence of a 
mind bending hallucination brought on by some kind of liquid cosh 
or my brain having been zapped with electro convulsive therapy.'

Granny Mo's aged face creased into a mass of wrinkles as she 
smiled. 'What an imagination you do have, my girl. You're quite 
sane, believe me, Maxine, and I promise you, you are not 
hallucinating. This is reality from hereon in, for all of us.'



Maxine stared up at the woman, who returned her gaze with 
nothing short of angelic benevolence, and under which her guts 
churned disagreeably. A lump rose in her throat and she swallowed 
hard to shift it.

'I don't like this,' she said, her voice trembling with a new kind 
of fear. 'Where's Robert. Robert will help me.' 

Her dead grandmother hushed her. 'Why don't you rest a while 
more, dear? Everything will be explained in good time, when you 
feel strong enough.' 

The old woman's demure serenity only served to turn the screw 
a little tighter.

'I'm perfectly strong enough now,' Maxine said, her voice 
tightened into falsetto gabbling by returning anxiety. 'I want 
answers now. I want to know what's going on...and I want to see 
Robert. If I haven't gone crazy, this has to be the best imitation of 
it. I've woken up in this weird place where nothing is right, I've 
been blinded, only to have my sight restored, and then find my 
long dead grandmother in attendance at my bedside. Worst of all, 
my husband is not here to comfort me in the midst of my mental 
breakdown. For the love of God, tell me what's happening!'

Dear dead Granny Mo placed a hand once more on her 
shoulder. 'You need to calm down, Maxine. You're getting 
overwrought.'

'Too right I am, and with good cause don't you think? So please, 
for the sake of my rapidly deteriorating sanity...'

'After you've had a little more rest, dear. I think a nap will do 
you good.'

'I've had enough sleep,' Maxine protested. 'I don't need any 
more.'

The small frail hand applied a little more pressure.
'Yes, you do.'

2

Robert Dunne also struggled into consciousness, and into 
equally strange surroundings. His, however, quickly settled into the 
familiarity of his brother Richard's spare bedroom, part way 
converted into a nursery for his unborn daughter, and accounted for 



why a wall covered with row upon row of smiling honey coloured 
teddy bears, each wearing a pink bow tie, filled his vision just 
inches from his face.

He turned onto his back to gaze up at the ceiling with its old 
fashioned Artex pattern, and he stared unblinkingly at it until his 
eyeballs hurt.

His whole body felt groggy and heavy and his head ached dully, 
as though stuffed with cotton wool, an after effect of the strong 
sedatives the doctor prescribed to help him sleep. He lifted a 
leaden arm to bring his wristwatch into view. Its digital display 
read 3.34 pm. And then he noticed the date - the 25th. There had to 
be some mistake, it must be faulty, because if it were telling the 
truth it would mean he had been asleep for two whole days. 
Impossible.

As he emerged into full wakefulness, a creeping realisation 
came upon him as to why he was here and not in his own bed, in 
his own flat...and why Maxine was not here with him.

His darling wife, his life's breath, his soul mate, had been 
snatched away, gone for ever, and no amount of sedated sleep 
would bring her back...or salve his conscience. In his own mind he, 
not the car which hit her, had killed her.

He could hardly recall the telephone call from the police 
informing him of his wife's accident. She had been taken by 
ambulance to the local Accident and Emergency Department and 
they suggested he should get there as quickly as possible. They 
could give him no further details over the phone.

Shocked and unsure of what to do, he phoned Richard who, 
accompanied by his pregnant wife Bella, came to his flat to pick 
him up and take him to her.

A nurse led them to where Maxine lay on a trolley bed in a side 
room off the main department, resting as he had seen her hundreds 
of times before, pale and serene against a nest of pillows.

Every second after that first glimpse of her then seared itself 
into his memory to haunt him for ever more.

She would have been a vision in sleep if it were not for the 
plastic tube taped to the corner of her mouth snaking its way to 



some apparatus by her head, its corrugated bellow hissing and 
clunking mechanically as it forced a measured amount of air into 
her lungs.

Tubes piped clear fluid into a cannula in the back of her right 
hand, and attached to her left middle finger, a device resembling an 
oversized clothes peg gave off a red glow. 

Beneath her loose fitting hospital gown, coloured discs attached 
to her chest were connected by wires to more machinery, and a 
monitor, alight with multi-coloured graphs and numbers, beeped 
rhythmically and steadily in time to her heartbeat.

'Oh thank God, she's alive!'
To allow him access to his wife, a nurse let down the bed's 

safety rail and Robert edged his way cautiously to Maxine's side to 
stroke her cheek. 

'Hey baby,' he murmured, and pressed his lips to her forehead.
'I'll get Mr Willis,' the nurse said. 'He'll be able to tell you what's 

going on. I won't be a moment.' She excused herself and left the 
group alone.

Richard and Bella stood together at the back of the room, not 
wishing to intrude on Robert's intimacy with his wife.

'Maxine, darling, can you hear me? It's me, Robert. You're 
going to be alright. You're going to come home with me and I'll 
look after you. You're going to be okay.'

His voice cracked and broke as his composure, already 
crumbling, gave way completely, weakening his legs and forcing 
him to sit down.

The ventilator squeezed another breath into her and the monitor 
continued to play out its irritatingly monotone tune. 

Desperately seeking strength and reassurance, he grasped at 
Maxine's hand, warm and soft in his, and raised it to his lips.

'Maxine...baby? You can wake up now. I'm here. Wake up and 
look at me sweetheart.'

Unseen behind him, the nurse re-entered the room accompanied 
by a weary looking man of more than middle age, grey haired and 
bespectacled and with a stethoscope slung around his neck. In his 
hand he carried a set of hospital notes.

'Mr Dunne?'
Robert, his attention wholly on Maxine, did not answer the 

man's hail.



'Bob?' Richard laid a hand on his shoulder. 'The doctor's here.'
Robert reluctantly tore his eyes away from his sleeping wife and 

onto the doctor, who introduced himself as George Willis, the on-
call consultant neurosurgeon.

'I'm very sorry to intrude, Mr Dunne,' he said, his smile gentle 
and apologetic. 'But we need to discuss Maxine's condition; there 
are some important decisions to be made. You can take some more 
time with her if you like, but the sooner we talk the better.'

'I suppose now is as good a time as any,' said Robert, drawing in 
a deep breath and wiping his hands across his eyes.

'It's pretty bad isn't it,' he said. 'Otherwise you'd all be running 
around like blue arsed flies doing stuff for her?'

Willis nodded sadly. 'Yes, it's bad.'
'How bad?'
'As bad as it can be, Mr Dunne.'
'She's breathing, she's warm and her heart is beating, so those 

are good signs, right?' said Robert. 'She'll get better.'
He leaned close to Maxine's ear and whispered soothing words 

into it. He looked up at the nurse. 'She can hear me can't she?'
'We can't be totally sure one way or the other, Mr Dunne, but it 

can't do any harm,' she said, and looked to Willis, who gave the 
barest nod of his head, confirming her tactful non-committal 
statement to be the best response. 

Robert turned back to Maxine. 'You're going to be fine, baby,' 
he said, placing his fingers against her wrist. 'I can feel your pulse; 
it's good and strong, just like you.'

Willis restrained a deep sigh. They had come to the saddest, 
most poignant element of these type of cases - the denial. Relatives 
saw their loved one, seemingly asleep in a nice clean hospital bed, 
their chest rising and falling in a steady rhythm, their skin pink and 
healthy looking and warm to the touch, a pulse throbbing in their 
wrist - however, they were only seeing an illusion of life.

'You can feel it only because the machine is doing it for her,' he 
said. 'The nature of her injuries means she's not able to do it for 
herself.'

'What exactly is wrong with her?' asked Richard, from the foot 
of the bed. 'She doesn't seem to have any marks on her, apart from 
the bruise on her cheek.'

Willis detailed the facts as he knew them.



'When the car struck her, the impact fractured several of her ribs 
and lacerated her liver. A scan also shows her spleen is ruptured 
and she's bleeding internally.'

'Can't you operate and sew it up?' Robert interrupted. 'Give her a 
transplant if need be? She can have mine. Take what you want...' 

'I'm sorry Mr Dunne, I'm afraid it's not possible.'
'Why not?'
'Because there are more severe injuries precluding us from 

doing so.'
Robert stroked Maxine's hair. 'What injuries? She looks fine? I 

don't understand.'
'The car didn't just knock her over, Mr Dunne, it threw her 

several feet into the air. She landed on top of another vehicle 
before coming down onto the roadway, and it was there the main 
damage occurred. Although there is no obvious outward sign of it 
apart from a little bruising, scans have shown her cervical spine is 
broken in the worst possible place, shearing her spinal cord and 
irreparably severing connections between the control centre in her 
brain and her vital organs. Resuscitation efforts were made at the 
scene and in the ambulance, and continued here in the department, 
but despite everyone's best efforts, her brain was deprived of 
oxygen for too long.' 

He hesitated at this point. As if what he'd already said wasn't 
enough for Robert to take in, he now had to deliver the most 
devastating blow. 

'...the bottom line is this, Mr Dunne, Maxine is what we term 
'brain dead'. I'm very sorry, but there is no hope of recovery. Even 
if her body could be healed, she would never regain consciousness; 
she would remain in this condition permanently. To put it at its 
bluntest, Mr Dunne, the Maxine you know and love no longer 
exists.'

'How can you be so sure? How do you know for certain? Have 
you done all the tests?' Robert's eyes darted across the doctor's 
sombre features, desperately seeking a definitive answer.

'Yes, Mr Dunne, we have.'
'Then do them again.'
'There wouldn't be any point. The tests are rigorous and the 

results, which have been confirmed by a colleague, are quite 



conclusive. The electroencephalogram shows no detectable brain 
activity.'

Robert got to his feet. 'I want a second opinion. Get another 
doctor in here. You should do the tests again. You need to. If you 
don't, how...how...how do you know she's not going to be the 
million to one case who defies all the odds and wakes up? It might 
take a few months, a year, maybe two, but if you don't keep trying, 
how do you KNOW?!'

Richard stepped up and put a restraining hand on Robert's arm. 
'Calm down, Bob.'

He shook the hand off. 'Fuck off, Rick! This man is giving up 
on my wife. He won't do anything for her, so why won't he get 
someone who will?'

'Because there is nothing to be done, Bob.'
'Bollocks. There is always something, but this bastard wants to 

leave her to rot in a coma until she dies. He's killing Maxine for 
God's sake!'

Richard gripped Robert's shoulders tightly, holding him back 
from Willis and forcing him back into the chair. 

'I know what he's saying, Bob,' he said gently, 'and so does he. 
He has no reason to lie to you. He doesn't want Maxine to die any 
more than you do, but he's done everything he possibly can, 
haven't you doctor?' 

Unlike Robert, Richard already understood the truth - Maxine 
was already dead and no matter what Willis did, or tried to do, 
nothing would change the facts. He turned to Willis to both give 
and receive support.

'Yes,' said Willis, with diplomatic sympathy. 'You have to 
appreciate the difference between brain death and coma, Mr 
Dunne. I've been doing this job for over thirty years and I have 
treated dozens of cases of coma, from a variety of causes. Some 
have woken after a few hours with no ill effect; some woke after a 
few days or a week or two and made good recoveries. Some had 
residual disabilities, but not all. One went nearly a year before 
showing signs of waking; however the case never developed 
further than what might be termed as a waking coma. Two are still 
in deep coma and will not wake. Yet despite the variations, all 
those patients have one thing in common - their EEGs showed 
some brain activity, not much in some cases, but it was there. In 



Maxine's case, there is no activity at all. She is not in a coma, her 
brain has already died. For her there is not the slightest hope of 
recovery.'

'She could be the first!'
'No Mr Dunne, she can't. I'm afraid it's already too late. We 

could use the machines to keep her body alive until it succumbed 
to some kind of infection or total organ failure, but she would not 
be in it. I know everyone hopes for a miracle...but I'm afraid in 
Maxine's case, it just isn't going to happen.'

'What...what happens now?' asked Bella from close by Richard's 
side, her voice small and fearful, but calm. She too understood. 
'You said there were decisions to be made. Can I assume, in light 
of what you've just said, you want to switch off the equipment and 
let her go?'

'The law requires we ask the patient's next of kin for permission 
to withdraw life support treatment, yes,' confirmed Willis. 'So 
ultimately, Mr Dunne, the decision is yours. Do we have your 
permission?'

'NO!' cried Robert, clinging tighter to Maxine's hand. 'I won't let 
her go! I won't! I want her home with me. I'll look after her.'

Bella laid a small hand on his quaking shoulder. 
'Bobby, darling, take a minute and think about what Mr Willis 

said. This is as good as it's going to get for Maxine. Her 
consciousness is gone, and we should be grateful for it, otherwise it 
would be locked inside a body that doesn't work and is slowly 
deteriorating. She won't ever be able to breathe for herself, or tell 
you that she loves you. She might be blind or deaf, or both. She 
may not even be aware of who she is...or who you are. Every 
imagining is worse than the last.'

Robert pressed Maxine's cool hand to his lips. 'I don't care. I'd 
still love her no matter what. I'd look after her.'

'I know you will, sweetie, but loving her simply won't be 
enough. Would you honestly want her to live that way, although it 
wouldn't really be living would it? It would be merely existing, and 
barely that. 

Maxine has always been fiercely independent; she always wants 
to do everything for herself, to try new things, to be busy all the 
time. Would it be fair to trap her in her own private hell, her whole 
world dark and silent, to force her to spend her days strapped in a 



wheelchair or a bed, not able to tell you if she was in pain. She 
would be dependent on a machine for her next breath, and relying 
on strangers to feed her and clean her and care for her most 
intimate needs twenty four hours a day for the rest of her life? If it 
were me, I know I wouldn't, because I know it would hurt you too 
much to see me like that. Letting her go would be the kindest, most 
loving thing you could do for her, and yourself.'

Robert's grief overtook him and he keened and shook under her, 
and she hugged him. 

'Think about what she was like yesterday when you kissed her 
goodbye as she went off to work, or the last time you made love 
and she was happy and bright and lovely,' she said, kissing his 
head. 'Hang onto those memories, Bobby, because that's the real 
Maxine; the one she would want you to remember.'

She held him against her as he wept, and Richard stood by, one 
hand on his wife's shoulder, another on his twin's, the trio united 
into a single unit of grief.

Willis and the nurse, with tears in her eyes, looked at one 
another and waited patiently, silently respectful of the little family 
huddled together as they made the most momentous decision of 
their lives.

After a few minutes, Robert released himself from Bella's hold. 
'Do what you have to do, doctor,' he said, wiping his eyes.

Willis gave a silent, almost imperceptible signal to the nurse, 
who approached the ventilator controls, prepared to shut them 
down.

'I'm very sorry, Mr Dunne,' said Willis. 'Believe me, if there was 
even the remotest chance...'

'I understand,' said Robert. 'And thank you for all you've done 
for her. I'm sorry I got a bit...worked up.'

'Think nothing of it. It's perfectly understandable.'
'How long...how long will it take?'
'Only a few minutes.'
'Can I hold her...until she...'
'Certainly.'
Between them Willis and the nurse eased Maxine forward from 

her pillow, sufficient to allow Robert to climb onto the bed with 
her. They let her rest comfortably against him and he wrapped his 



arms around her, leaning his cheek to her forehead, tears running 
unabated down his face to dampen her hair.

Richard held Bella tightly to him, his hand a shield across her 
stomach, protective of the precious lives of both her and their 
unborn child. She pressed her hand over his and they stood in 
silence as the nurse methodically and systematically went through 
the routine of bringing Maxine's short life to a dignified close.

She muted the beeping of the heart monitor, leaving the 
illuminated graphs to continue their macabre dance across the 
screen, and with a press of a button the ventilator gave one last 
sigh, and fell silent.

Everyone's eyes remained on Maxine's face, hoping and praying 
for a miracle.

Please God, let Maxie try to take just one breath, that's all we 
ask...please.

Their prayer remained unanswered.
The nurse studied the monitor carefully for some moments. 'Her 

heart has stopped,' she declared solemnly.
Robert looked across at the screen, searching the top line for 

one more blip, the slightest flutter of a heartbeat, but none came. A 
red heart symbol flashed urgently - Maxine's blood pressure had 
fallen dangerously low, and it pulsed frantically until, realising it 
had nothing to measure, it stopped. One by one all the other graphs 
lost their pattern of peaks and troughs and flattened into straight, 
even lines, registering zero activity. 

Willis made a final note in Maxine's folder and signed it, before 
the nurse switched off the monitor. Sounds and colours were 
banished into blackness and the room itself fell into a dreadful 
silence.

'She's gone, Mr Dunne,' said Willis. 'I'm so very sorry.'
Robert could only bob his head in accepting acknowledgement. 

'Can I...um, have a minute with her?'
'You can take as long as you like.'
'Alone?'
'Of course.'
Willis, the nurse, Richard and Bella filed from the room into the 

corridor, allowing the door to fall closed behind them.



Alone with his wife's body, what little remained of Robert's 
self-possession deserted him totally and he howled with 
uncontrollable anguish.

'I'm sorry,' he sobbed over and again. 'I'm so sorry, Maxine. 
Please, forgive me, baby, please...forgive me. I love you...'

He held her in a tight embrace, his face buried in her hair, and 
he wailed unashamedly in his unbearable heartache until his chest 
and dry throat ached from the strain, and his eyes burned with 
scalding tears.

Gradually he managed to still the raging maelstrom of emotions 
threatening to tear him apart and regain some small control over 
himself.

He pressed his lips to her forehead, feeling a definite coolness in 
her skin. Her warmth, her spirit, her life force were gone and they 
had taken part of him with her. What she left behind would remain 
bound to this world to live on without her, until the time came for 
them to be together again.

He touched his lips to hers in a farewell kiss.
'Sleep well, Maxine, my one true heart. I'll always love you, in 

this world and the next.'
Carefully, he extricated himself from the bed, laying the inert 

figure gently back onto the pillows. He straightened the sheet 
covering her, brushing out the creases, crossed her hands over her 
stomach and smoothed down her hair, and when he gazed down on 
her, looking for all the world as if she were merely taking a 
peaceful, afternoon nap, he could not resist stealing one more kiss 
before lumbering from the room and allowing his grief shattered 
body to collapse into Richard's outstretched arms.
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Why did he have to wake up and be cursed with remembering 
everything in such horrific detail? 

He squeezed his eyes closed and willed himself to slide back 
into the dark nothingness of oblivion, to make it all go away, to 
turn back time and bring her back again. 

Yet Robert remained both awake and aware, and without 
Maxine.



Would she miss him from wherever she had gone? Would she 
wait for him there? Would she remember to love him?

The true nature of the heavy weight pressing on his chest like a 
granite block revealed itself - his heart shattering into a million 
jagged pieces and grinding itself into a pile of dust.

Hot, wet tears flooded into his eyes blurring and dividing his 
vision until he saw a hundred honey coloured teddy bears smiling 
down on him. 

From deep within, a single heavy sob grew and rose. Unable to 
contain it, he allowed it to erupt and buried his face in the pillow 
as, all too soon, what began as quiet sorrow turned to uninhibited 
weeping. 

It took another half an hour before he garnered enough strength 
to venture from the bed. Even though his episode of crying had 
made his headache worse, he felt clearer in his mind. All kinds of 
dreadful things were waiting to be faced and he had no choice but 
to get up and meet them head on.

He sat up, only to feel dizzy, his mouth thick and dry with thirst 
and his body weakened from not having eaten or drunk anything 
for over forty eight hours. His stomach grumbled, demanding to be 
fed. He rested for a while on the edge of the bed, before crossing 
the landing to the bathroom, where he relieved his bladder and 
washed his face to freshen himself up. Dressed in a sweatshirt and 
jeans borrowed from his brother's clean laundry, and feeling a little 
more composed, he descended the stairs.

Richard and Bella were both in the kitchen of their small neat 
semi-detached house. Bella stood at the sink, preparing vegetables 
in advance of their evening meal; Richard sat at the newspaper 
covered table, polishing his shoes. All the while the couple chatted 
convivially between themselves.

Robert paused short of the doorway for a moment and listened 
to their loving normality, before stepping forward to make his 
presence known.

Bella dropped a half peeled carrot into the sink, wiped her hands 
on a towel, and in two strides reached him. She threw her arms 
around his neck, clutching the collar of his shirt, her softly rounded 
pregnant belly pushing against him. She didn't need to ask how he 
was feeling, or tell him how worried she had been as he slept on as 



if he would never wake. She didn't need to say anything at all. Her 
hug and her soft kiss to his roughly stubbled cheek said it all.

Richard too hugged him. 'Alright bro?' he said, his hand 
clasping the back of his twin's neck.

Robert nodded, silently thankful for the genuine affection, 
devotion and concern the couple offered him. He felt comforted 
by, and grateful for it, and knew he would have to rely on it a great 
deal if he were to survive the coming days with his sanity intact.

The brothers sat together at the table, and with Robert dressed in 
Richard's clothes, they looked as alike as two peas in a pod - the 
same ears, the same eyes and the same mannerisms, identical right 
down to the parting in their hair. Indeed so close was the 
resemblance, if it were not for the small scar on Richard's chin, the 
result of falling from a swing as a child, the casual observer would 
have incredible difficulty in differentiating one from the other. 

Bella, however, having been coupled with Richard since their 
first days at primary school, had no trouble telling them apart and 
had already become worldly wise to any and all of the tricks they 
had employed over the years in an attempt fool her. To her eyes 
they were as different as the proverbial chalk and cheese.

Richard, the younger of the two by a whole ten minutes, 
resumed cleaning his already perfectly shined shoes, eager to keep 
his hands busy. Robert sat quietly, examining his fingernails.

'Cup of tea, Bobby?' Bella asked, placing her hand gently on his 
shoulder.

'Thank you, yes. I'm as dry as sandpaper.'
'Anything to eat? You must be starving too.'
'I am a bit peckish, if I'm honest.'
She took a packet of digestive biscuits from the cupboard and 

put them on the table in front of him. 'These should tide you over 
until dinner time, unless you'd like some toast?'

'No, these will be fine. Thank you.'
'You had a good long sleep,' she said, as she filled the kettle 

with water and set it to boil.
'Those pills were pretty powerful; they really put me out. I 

didn't intend to sleep so long. I hope I didn't worry you.'
'If you slept then you obviously needed it. A body knows what's 

best for it. Are you feeling any better?'



Than what, he thought. Than wanting to slit my own throat and 
drown in my own blood, or hang myself from the banisters by my 
belt, or drive my car into a wall and incinerate myself...than 
wanting to do anything to end this unimaginable, unendurable pain 
tearing my heart to shreds...is that what you meant, Bella? 

Of course she didn't.
'A little yes, thank you,' he said, giving her the only answer she 

deserved to hear. 'I do have a bit of a headache, though. Have you 
got something?'

She took a bottle of paracetamol tablets from the medicine box 
and gave him two, along with a glass of water. He thanked her and 
swallowed them down.

It took a few minutes for her to make tea for them all. Richard 
cleared away his shoes and cleaning materials from the table, and 
all three of them sat with their hands cradling their mugs. No one 
spoke, and the clumsy hush slid over into a suffocating silence.

'She likes roses,' said Robert unexpectedly.
Richard looked up from contemplation of his mug. 'What?'
'Maxine. She likes roses. I want her to have roses, lots and lots 

of roses.'
'She can have as many roses as you want, Bob. What colour?'
'Red ones. She loves red ones because have the strongest 

perfume.'
Once more they fell into uncomfortable quiet. Unable to take 

the tension a moment longer, Bella melted into soft sobs. Like a 
virulent contagion, her tears spread first to Robert and then to 
Richard, and as each sought to comfort the other, they clutched at 
the hand of the one beside them, drawing strength from the circle 
of love. Presently, Robert broke the contact and pushed back his 
chair as he got to his feet.

'Where are you going?' asked Bella, sniffling into her tissue.
He tucked his chair under the table. 'I need to make some phone 

calls. There are people who need to be told. And I need to phone 
the undertaker to make, what do they call them...arrangements?'

'It's already done,' said Richard. 'Maxine will be going to 
Parker's in town, they have a decent reputation, and I've phoned 
Mum and Dad in Australia, they'll be getting the first available 
flight. I've called just about everyone else I could think of. We'll 
put our heads together later to make sure I haven't missed anyone.'



'Rick was on the phone all day yesterday while you were 
asleep,' said Bella, now on her feet and gathering up the tea cups. 
'You don't have to worry about anything, Bobby, it's all taken care 
of...for the time being.'

'Time being?'
'Things aren't exactly straightforward,' said Richard. 'Come into 

the sitting room; there's something I need to tell you.'
In the other room, Richard sat Robert down and broke to him 

the terrible news he had learned the previous day from the 
authorities. More than likely a Coroner's inquest would be held 
into Maxine's accident in order to discover who, if anyone, could 
be held accountable for her death and her poor broken body would, 
within the next day or so, have to undergo a full post mortem 
examination. 

Robert's anguished cry carried through to the kitchen and tore at 
Bella's heart.
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Maxine blinked open her eyes for the second time, not to blank 
darkness on this occasion, but to the smooth clean whiteness of the 
ceiling above. Apart from the background noises, the room sat very 
quiet, and she didn't need to look to know she was alone. She lay 
still, recovered from her panic attack and feeling rested and 
refreshed. Whatever the old woman had done to calm her had 
certainly worked. She took in deep, cleansing breaths and tried to 
set her mind in order.

Her memory seemed to be a little hit and miss in places. It 
consisted mostly of indistinct flashbacks to people and places, to 
sounds and smells, the recollections frustratingly full of 
inconvenient holes where the details should be, a condition 
colloquially referred to as being 'Swiss cheesed'.

After contemplation of the bits and pieces she could recall with 
some degree of clarity, and bearing in mind her not unpleasant 
surroundings, she settled back on her first assumption - she must 
be in some kind of hospital. The stark whiteness of the walls, the 
crispness of the linen, the overall cleanliness and general air of 



quietude certainly gave the impression of such. Where else could it 
be? 

Logic then led her to believe it possible she had been seriously 
ill, or had had an accident, from which she had been brought here 
to convalesce? 

Maybe she had been in a coma, perhaps for many days, weeks, 
even months. She'd read in the paper about how some people 
remained in comas for years before miraculously waking again.

Now she was on to something.
Other than suffering amnesia from a severe blow to her head or 

long term unconsciousness, how else could she explain dead 
people engaging her in conversation, except perhaps from the 
hallucinatory side effects of whatever powerful drugs they were 
feeding her?

But that was by the by, it didn't really matter where she was, or 
why she was there, because apart from a little shakiness of the 
psyche, she felt perfectly fine and ready to go home and be with 
Robert.

Her musings were interrupted by a knock at the door. Before 
she could invite the caller to enter, the door opened and a young 
girl in a pink smock dress entered, carrying a neatly wrapped cloth 
bundle.

'I've brought you some clothes,' she said, and dropped the 
bundle on the bed. She untied the ribbon holding it together, parted 
the wrapping and took from it a pale green tabard top. She held it 
up against herself to show it off. 'I hope you like the colour.'

Given a choice, Maxine would have picked this shade of 
peppermint green herself, a colour she always associated with 
freshness. 'It's lovely,' she said. 'Thank you.'

The girl unpacked the rest of the items - a pair of loose pants in 
a matching green, a set of fresh, white underwear, a pair of simple 
white pumps, a comb and a pretty hair clip, and laid them out on 
the bed. 

'They should fit,' she said. 'We've got fairly good at guessing 
sizes.'

'I'm sure you have,' murmured Maxine, more to herself than 
aloud.

'I'll leave you alone to get dressed,' the girl said as she refolded 
the wrapping. 'No one will disturb you. When you're done, just ring 



the bell and someone will come.' She indicated a plaited bell pull 
by the door. 

Maxine had already seen it and wondered about its purpose. 
'And then what?' 

'Whatever you need.' 
The girl flashed a beaming smile, turned on her heel and left the 

room, leaving a stupefied Maxine staring after her.
She waited a few minutes before attempting to get off the bed. 

Still clutching the bed sheet over her nakedness and a little wobbly 
on her feet, she stood in front of the long mirror and examined her 
body from head to toe, back and front. All her limbs were in the 
right place and she had ten fingers, ten toes, and a full complement 
of skin...although there wasn't a mark on it. Not a bruise, blemish 
or scar - anywhere. 

Everything was in full working order, as far as she could tell, 
and she felt no pain, only a slight stiffness to her neck which she 
put down to having slept in an awkward position.

She dressed in the utilitarian trousers and matching smock top, 
combed her hair and tied it up into a ponytail, and at last ready to 
face the world again, gave the bell pull a tug.

She sat on the bed and waited to see who would turn up, 
hopefully with her discharge papers.

After the lightest of knocks, the door opened and the woman 
who so closely resembled her long dead grandmother entered.

'You look very nice,' she said, on seeing Maxine now dressed 
and tidily groomed. 'The colour suits you. You look much better.' 

Maxine regarded the woman narrowly, unable to make up her 
mind if she was seeing a doggedly persistent hallucination or an 
innocent old woman with a purely coincidental resemblance to her 
dead relative? Did she care which one? Not really, not if she could 
get her out of here and back home with Robert.

'How are you feeling?' the woman asked.
'Just tickety boo, thanks,' Maxine said, spreading her arms in a 

grand 'look at me' gesture. 'I feel absolutely fine and I'm ready to 
go home now. Have you called Robert to tell him I'm ready, 
because as soon as he comes to get me, I'll be on my way and out 
of your very nice hospital?'



Mo stood motionless, her head cocked curiously to one side, her 
hands clasped before her like a Victorian châtelaine awaiting 
instruction. 

'Am I missing something?' said Maxine. 'You have called 
Robert, haven't you? He is coming?'

Mo smiled sweetly and laid her wizened hand on her charge's 
arm. 

'No, dear, Robert isn't coming.'
'Why not?'
Mo invited Maxine to sit on the bed again and sat beside her. 

'I'm very pleased you are feeling well,' she said, 'although things 
are not quite the way the way you might think.' She rubbed her 
brow tensely. 'You had an accident a little while ago...but this is 
not a hospital. The truth of the matter is, Maxine...you did not 
recover...'

'Of course I did! Look at me! I'm in great shape. I'm living and 
breathing, hearing, seeing, thinking. I'm healed, you said so, and 
I'm ready to go home. Call Robert and he can come and take me 
home.'

'I can't do that.This...this is your home now. Let me explain...' 
She took both Maxine's hands in hers and looked directly into 

her eyes. 'I'm afraid this going to be very hard for you to hear, my 
dear, and I'm equally sorry to have to be the one to tell you but, in 
the physical sense at least...you are no longer alive. You died of the 
injuries sustained in your accident and you have left the corporeal 
world behind to make a new life here.'

Maxine shook off the woman's clutch and shot to her feet. 
'Don't be so bloody ridiculous! Is this your idea of a joke, 

because if it is, you are a very sick woman? If anyone should be 
locked up in a mental institution, it should be you.'

'Ridiculous though it may sound, Maxine, nevertheless, it 
remains the truth.'

'I think you should go away now...before I hurt you.'
Mo remained an island of stoical calm in the face of Maxine's 

threat, her deadpan expression stirring something very unpleasant 
in the pit of her stomach. 

In the long empty moment which hung between them, Mo gave 
the smallest nod of her head, reinforcing her stance, and the 



magnitude of reality hit Maxine like a double barrelled blast 
between the eyes. 

When it struck, her delicately balanced mind imploded. In total 
unison her eyes rolled back in her head and her legs buckled at the 
knees, and she folded to the floor in a dead faint.

She regained consciousness a short while later to find herself 
back on the bed, and Mo once more sitting in attendance in the 
rocking chair.

'What happened,' she asked woozily.
Mo rose from the chair. 'You fainted, dear. I'm afraid I gave you 

a bit of a shock.' She patted her hand. 'All in all, it's been a very 
difficult day for you all round, and I think the best thing for you 
now would be to get some fresh air and something to eat and get 
your strength back.'

She offered a steadying arm to Maxine, who sat up carefully 
and slipped on the pair of white pumps. She then led her grand-
daughter through the glass doors and out into the garden. 

Beneath an elegant white canopy, a round table had been laid 
for afternoon tea for two with a crisp white tablecloth trimmed 
with lace and decorated with hand embroidered daisies, and set 
with a silver tea service - teapot, milk jug and sugar bowl. The 
artistic side of Maxine's brain thought the simple yet elegant design 
might be Regency. 

Neatly furled in silver rings, white cotton napkins embroidered 
with dainty flowers lay beside fine bone china cups and saucers 
decorated with roses and gilded with gold, with matching side 
plates and a set of fine silver cutlery. Pride of place on the table, 
however, went to a three tiered cake stand, loaded with all kinds of 
sweet treats arranged on paper doilies.

Mo had already taken her place, unwrapped her napkin and 
placed it demurely on her knee. Maxine took a seat opposite and 
watched with straight-faced befuddlement as Mo first poured milk 
and then tea into the teacups. She used silver tongs shaped like a 
wishbone to take a lump from the sugar bowl and drop it into her 
own cup 

'Do you take sugar, dear?'
Maxine shook her head slowly.



'Sweet enough already,' she chuckled, and under Maxine's 
continued stare, stirred her tea with her spoon, tapping it gently on 
the side of her cup before laying it carefully on her saucer. She 
lifted the cup and sipped delicately from it. 

'Hmm. Very nice. I was ready for that,' she said, appreciatively.
Maxine's own cup of tea remained untouched.
'Would you like a cake?' offered Mo. 'They look lovely don't 

they? There is nothing more civilised than tea and cake, and I must 
admit I am rather partial to both.'

Maxine once again, declined. 'No thank you. I'm not hungry.'
'Would you like a sandwich instead? It would be no trouble to 

get you one.'
Maxine said nothing, her eyes still fixed firmly on the woman 

opposite.
Mo placed her cup back into its saucer. 'What do you see when 

you look at me, Maxine?' she said, gravely.
Maxine blinked several times, clearing her eyes. 
'A drug induced hallucination who happens to look a lot like my 

Granny Mo,' she said. 'You have to be, because the real Mo is dead 
and buried a long time ago. I know because I was at the funeral.'

'Yes you were, and you delivered your eulogy so confidently 
and with such grace and poise, it made me cry to listen to it.'

Maxine shook her head emphatically. 'More silliness. How on 
earth would you know what I said?'

'I was allowed to listen in.'
'Poppycock!'
Drink your tea before it goes cold,' said Mo, and sipped more of 

hers.
Maxine followed suit, but her actions were slow and laboured, 

like those of a run down automaton. The flavoursome tea had a 
strong smell, a sweet lemony fragrance she couldn't quite place.

Mo took care of the unspoken query. 'It's Earl Grey. The aroma 
comes from the bergamot. It's divine isn't it? It's supposed to be 
very good for relieving anxiety.'

'I'll take your word for it,' said Maxine.
Mo dabbed her lips with her napkin. 'Now, I know you have lots 

of questions, newcomers always do, and lots of things you would 
no doubt like to talk about.'



'You've just told me I'm dead. What could I possibly say to 
counter that? I don't want to be here. I have things to do. I'm going 
to Spain next month, it's all booked and paid for, and the sitting 
room needs redecorating.'

'It's not like you have a lot of choice, my dear. Here is where 
you are and here is where you will stay, unless you want to 
transfer...elsewhere.' Without specifying where 'elsewhere' could 
be, Mo tilted her head and indicated the ground with her eyes.

Maxine remained motionless, her teacup back in its saucer, her 
hands folded in her lap. Mo looked over the contents of the cake 
stand.

'Are you sure you wouldn't like a cake. I'm going to have one of 
these fruit scones; they look delicious. Look at all those sultanas, 
and see, there's jam too.'

She picked up a small porcelain pot which resembled a glossy, 
red strawberry. It might have been hidden behind the teapot, but 
Maxine would swear it hadn't been there a moment ago.

'You said you would answer all my questions,' she said.
Mo dropped a generous dollop of jam onto her scone. 'Only 

some, not all I'm afraid. There are others who are more qualified 
than I.'

'Where are they then? Why aren't they here instead?'
'You'll meet them soon. They will tell you what you want to 

know. There's no rush to do anything Maxine. If there is one thing 
you have plenty of here, it's time. More tea?'

Maxine shook her head. 'No thank you. What happens to me 
now, while I wait for these mysterious others?' 

Mo used her napkin to delicately wipe strawberry flavoured 
stickiness from her thin, lined mouth. 'You will have a session with 
a counsellor in a little while, after we have settled you into your 
new living accommodation...'

Maxine snorted a bitter laugh. 'Living accommodation? A bit 
absurd don't you think? Why would anyone who is longer alive 
need living accommodation?'

'What else would you like me to call it?'
Lacking an adequate response, she sat quietly while Mo enjoyed 

the rest of her jammy tea time treat, allowing her eyes to wander 
where they would, past her companion to the garden, letting her 



ears pick out the birdsong and her nose trace a heady floral 
perfume to a nearby bed of stocks. 

A water feature drew her interest - the source of the liquid 
sound she heard from her room. On the surface of a shallow pool, 
enclosed by a low stone wall, lily pads floated, their bright white 
and shocking pink flowers wide open to capture the rays of the 
afternoon sun, and beneath whose broad flat leaves a shoal of eight 
orange and white koi carp sought shade. 

A verdigrised statue in the form of a leaping fish sat perched on 
a granite pedestal rising from the centre of the pool, from whose 
upturned, full lipped mouth a fountain of water spurted, to fall back 
like fine rain, capturing sunlight and manipulating it into a pale 
rainbow. Escaped rays glinted off the pond's rippling surface, 
dancing bright shards of light on Maxine's face and reflecting them 
in her eyes, making her blink.

'Can you give me any clue at all about what happened to me,' 
she said. 'You mentioned an accident.'

'It is something best talked over with your counsellor,' said Mo.
'So what can you talk to me about?'
Mo dabbed the side of her mouth with her napkin. 'Not much 

I'm afraid. My job as your designated Receiver basically entails me 
being a familiar face to welcome you, and to take care of you in the 
White Room until you are up and about unaided. I am allowed to 
answer a few non-specific questions only, nothing more. When you 
are recovered enough physically, which you seem to be well on the 
way to now, and you are in a reasonable, receptive frame of mind, 
which I think may take a little more time, I will pass you over to 
the care of the relevant authorities.'

'What sort of authorities? Like Social Services?'
'There are people who organise things, who keep things running 

smoothly, who will sort out what you need. They are the ones who 
will answer all your questions. You'll meet everyone, in time.'

Maxine thought for a moment. 'Can you at least tell me how 
long I've been here, wherever here is, and when whatever it was 
happened to me, happened? Has it been days, weeks, months? How 
do you measure time here?'

'In the same way as you do,' said Mo. 'In minutes, hours, days 
and so on. It's what everyone is used to and we like to keep things 



simple. So by the clock, you've been here a little over two days and 
nights. The exact details will be in your file.'

'I have a file already?' Maxine asked, incredulous. 'When did 
that happen?'

'Everyone has one. We start it the moment you are born and 
make entries at all the important points as you progress through 
your life. How else would we know what you need to make your 
stay here as happy as possible?'

'I only need one thing to make me happy. I only need Robert.'
The old woman smiled sadly and sucked tea through her pale 

pink lips.
Maxine continued. 'So if I'm no longer alive, in the general 

sense of the term, what am I now, some kind of ghost?'
'No dear, ghosts are purely human constructs. This is where 

your inner self comes when your living form is no longer able to 
contain it, for whatever reason.'

'My inner self? You mean...my soul?'
'Soul is one name for it. Others call it differently.' 
'So... this is Heaven?'
'In a manner of speaking, and again, others call it differently - 

you might hear it referred to as Arcadia or Elysium or Nirvana. It's 
all the same place essentially.'

'And there's no way back...to the real world?'
A statement as well as a question, yet one to which the old 

woman either did not have an answer, or refused to say.
Maxine now grasped at one fine straw of hope, the last one she 

had, and although she knew it to be selfish in the extreme, she had 
nonetheless to ask:

'You say I died of injuries sustained in some kind of an 
accident. Was it a road accident?'

'Yes dear.'
'Where was Robert? Was he with me? Did he die too? Is he here 

as well, but somewhere else? Did we get separated somewhere 
along the line.'

'No dear, Robert was not involved. You came here alone.'
'So he's alive?'
'And well, although he's taking your death very hard, poor man.'
Maxine felt her heart twist and move into her throat at the mere 

mention of her beloved suffering any kind of distress. She clutched 



her arms tightly as if chilly, arms which ached to hold him and 
comfort him and make all the madness go away. 

'Will I ever see him again?' she said, a single heavy tear sliding 
down her cheek. 

Mo reached fine, frail fingers across the table and stroked the 
back of her hand. 

'In time, dear. In time.'
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Robert, indeed alive and well, sat slumped low down in a deep 
leather chair in Richard's living room. He had been in the same 
position for over an hour, staring blankly ahead, unaware of his 
surroundings, withdrawn into a state of such dazed disorder, that 
should anyone have cause to ask him his own name, he would not 
be able to tell them.

A glass containing a triple measure of whisky sat balanced on 
the chair arm beside him, and in his lap his fingers twisted idly at 
his wedding ring.

Richard, ostensibly reading the newspaper on the sofa opposite, 
kept a watchful eye on him, unwilling to let him out of his sight for 
more than a few seconds. 

Such inattention, he thought, might be time enough for his 
brother to wander off, and in his confused state, come to grief 
somewhere, perhaps under the wheels of a car like poor Maxine.

As a precaution, he had already bolted the back door and double 
locked the front, keeping the keys safely in his pocket. If for any 
reason Bella needed to go out, she would, like a prisoner 
requesting release from her cell, have to ask permission from the 
Chief Warden.

Richard refrained from speaking, not because he didn't have 
anything to say, but because he considered Robert incapable of 
holding any form of rational conversation and if the tables were 
turned and he were in Robert's shoes, he knew the same courtesy 
would be extended to him. 

And so he read his paper and watched over his brother and the 
men sat bonded by a silence broken only by the ticking of the 
mantle clock as it marked out time.



Bella, taking a break from cooking, joined them and squashed 
up close to Richard on the sofa. He greeted her with an arm around 
her shoulder and a kiss to her temple.

'Okay baby?'
'I'm fine, thanks,' she said. 'I just needed a sit down for a minute. 

Dinner won't be long.'
Her presence in the room stirred Robert from his fugue. He 

snatched up the glass, threw his head back and downed the 
contents with two audible gulps. He hauled himself from the chair 
and offered Bella a strained subdued smile.

'I...um, I don't want any dinner thank you,' he said, and trudged 
from the room, his slow heavy steps bumping on the stairs as he 
made his way up them.

Bella followed him with her eyes. 'He has to eat or he'll get ill. 
Maybe I should go and see to him,’ she said, and made to stand, 
but Richard held her back.

'No leave him alone, he'll be okay. Just give him some time.' 
'He looks all in, poor bugger.'
'His is. When I told him about the post mortem, it was as if 

someone had pulled his plug out,' said Richard. 'It all got too much 
for him. He shut down and crumpled in the chair and I haven't had 
a word out of him since.' He rubbed his brow. 'I don't know how 
much more he can take before he cracks completely.'

Bella sagged against him. 'What happens now...with Maxine?' 
Richard stroked his hand over her swelling belly and its 

potential life within. 'Now we wait,' he said. 'There'll be a report to 
the Coroner and he'll decide what happens next. The ball is in his 
court, so to speak. We can't even make any funeral arrangements 
until we get his say so.'

Icy fingers plucked at his insides as he thought of Maxine, lying 
cold and alone in a mortuary refrigerator, her beautiful body, 
including her most intimate parts, having been poked and prodded 
and perused by gloved strangers, cool professionals who, without 
feeling or emotion, would then proceed to slice and dice her inside 
and out, cutting out her organs to be weighed and measured like 
offal at the butcher's, all the while reporting every minutiae to the 
Pathologist, who would reproduce them in a sterile document for 
the Coroner's desk, leaving her family in limbo as they awaited his 



decision as to if and when she could be released back to them. It 
was all so clinical, so anonymous, so unbearably, utterly wrong.

'I can't stand it,' Bella said, tears flooding into her eyes. 'Poor 
Bobby. My heart is breaking for him.'

Richard took her in his arms and hugged her tightly. 'I know 
darling. Mine too.' He kissed her hair. 'I don't think I want any 
dinner either,' he said.

She nestled closer to him. Although she was supposed to be 
eating for two, neither did she.

Upstairs in the soon to be nursery, Robert dropped onto the bed. 
His headache had returned, and combined with swallowing the 
whisky too quickly, made him feel nauseous. Never in his whole 
life had he felt so wretched and empty and alone as he did now, his 
insides as hollow as a gourd, his entire body as weak as a new born 
rabbit. He turned onto his side and clutched his pillow and fell into 
quiet exhausted weeping until, as the last of his energy bled away, 
he fell into a fitful doze, gradually sinking into full yet restless 
sleep. 

Mental and physical fatigue left his shattered consciousness 
defenceless, and he slipped into a volatile and erratic dream state, 
and it was there she came to him - his Maxine, his wife, his soul.

She came to him as he knew her best - alive and vibrant, happy 
and smiling, looking forward to her final Spanish evening class 
before their long-planned holiday in Barcelona next month. 

He reached for her, and she for him, but he could not touch her. 
No matter how hard he tried, a force repelled them as would the 
like poles on two magnets, holding them microns apart, a distance 
which neither of them could overcome.

And then her outstretched arms fell limply to her sides and 
before his horrified eyes, the light went out of her. The smile 
drifted from her face, leaving behind an expression of heartrending 
sadness, and her eyes dulled and clouded as they sank into shadow, 
their sparkle of life extinguished. Her skin's youthful bloom faded 
into a sickly, sallow grey and slowly, like a wilting flower, her 
head tilted, coming to rest at an impossible angle on her right 
shoulder, her broken neck no longer able to support it. Her blue 
lips parted to breathe one last message to him. 

'Anima mea, my darling. I love you.'



'No!' he cried. 'Don't leave me! Please, Maxie, don't leave me!'
He came awake with a start, wrenched away from his vision 

with a desperate, rasped 'Please!' still in his dry, clenched throat. 
He let it go, and when it had been absorbed by the cloying quiet 

of the room, the dreadful beating of his pulse in his ears and his 
ragged gasping breaths were inordinately loud. 

Despite the warmth of the room, an uncomfortable cold sweat 
broke out on his back and gathered between his shoulder blades to 
trickle down his spine like liquid ice, and he wiped trembling 
hands across a face tight with grief and wet with tears.
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Maxine's exhaustion felt real enough. Ironic, she thought, for 
someone supposedly dead. 

Finding herself in this implausible fantastic place, collapsing 
with shock at the revealed truth of her condition and her ensuing 
deep conversation with Mo, had sapped her emotionally and, 
surprisingly, physically. 

She had had enough for her first day and needed to rest. Pale 
and weary, and practically asleep on her feet, she allowed Mo to 
guide her back to the white room. 

The bed, now tidily made up with a snug looking duvet and 
plumped pillows, looked deliciously comfortable, and she 
gratefully accepted its invitation to surrender to its care. 

Mo closed the glass door and drew the curtains together, 
shutting out the garden sounds and the growing dusk, and showed 
Maxine the items which had been left for her - a neatly folded 
nightshirt, identical to the one she had at home, along with a 
selection of other useful essentials laid out on a white fluffy towel; 
a toothbrush and toothpaste, a bar of soap, a brush and comb and, 
on her nightstand, a mug of hot chocolate and a book - Daniel 
Deronda, her chosen bedtime reading every night for the last two 
weeks. Her every immediate need had been thoughtfully catered 
for.

Mo bid her a good night and wished her sweet dreams, before 
leaving her alone to get ready for bed.



After using the lavatory, she washed her face and took time to 
brush and floss her teeth thoroughly, before changing into the 
nightshirt and climbing into bed. Without her having to do 
anything but think about it being so, the ambient lighting lowered 
itself to a level which, although soothing and relaxing on her eyes, 
remained sufficient for her to read by with ease. Settled against the 
pillows, she sipped at the chocolate and lost herself in the book 
until her eyelids grew heavy and her vision grew too blurred with 
fatigue to concentrate on the words.

She drifted into a light sleep which gradually deepened, and its 
depth invited dark, otherworldly visions to taunt her. They were 
chaotic and disjointed, bringing with them a notion of her beloved 
Robert, although left behind somewhere far away, being at the 
same time close by, within touching distance in a game of 
insubstantial hide and seek. 

In her dream she searched for him, peering under the bed and 
drawing back the curtains, convinced she would find him hiding 
there, grinning at her in his silly boyish way, enjoying a joke at her 
expense.

Finally, she threw open the closet door, and without warning her 
stomach rose into her throat as she suffered first the sensation of 
the floor being dropped from under her, and then of being swept up 
and around as if caught in a whirlpool and she had to fight to keep 
her balance. And then came about an intuition, a feeling deep 
inside her mind of a key being turned in a lock, liberating her 
senses and flooding her with emotions which were not her own. 

The giddy assault made her throat tight and she felt sick.
When the dizziness passed she found herself no longer in the 

white room but by the bed of another, looking down at a man 
curled into a protective foetal position, clutching a pillow tightly to 
himself, tears of despair leaking from his eyes even as he slept.

Robert!
As she gazed on him, the turbulent, swirling morass of passions 

flowing through him coursed through her also. His grief became a 
physical force and she felt a genuine pain in her chest as her heart 
yearned for him. She reached out to touch him, to comfort him, 
only to find her hand passing through him as if he were made of 
smoke, and as suddenly as it had thrust her to him, the connection 
dissolved.



'No! Not yet. Let me stay with him. He needs me!'
Her soundless plea went unheeded and she found herself being 

dragged back into wakefulness with only time enough to send out 
one desperate thought into the ether. 

'Anima mea, my darling. I love you.'
She blinked open eyes which felt as if they were lined with 

sandpaper, to a room flooded with light and Mo standing over her, 
greeting her back into the land of the conscious.

'Good morning, Maxine.' 
Maxine sat up and rubbed her itchy eyes. 'Morning? Already? It 

can't be,' she croaked, her mouth and tongue thick and dry. 'I've 
only been asleep for a couple of hours at the most. What time is it?'

'The morning is already half gone,' said Mo. 'It's nearly lunch 
time. You've had a good twelve hours' sleep. How are you feeling? 
Refreshed and ready for the day?'

'If having a mouth lined with carpet is feeling refreshed, then 
yes, thanks.'

'You are perhaps a little dehydrated. Drink this.'
Mo produced a glass of cold, clear water from the nightstand 

and Maxine, although she knew it hadn't been there until she had 
said she was thirsty, took it without question and sucked at the 
delightfully refreshing liquid.

'Tell me about your dream, Maxine,' said Mo, seating herself at 
the foot of the bed.

Maxine regarded her over the glass. 'What dream?'
'The one you just had. The one which invaded you and carried 

you away and left you so dusty dry.'
Maxine waved a dismissive hand. 'It was just a dream. I've had 

dreams before.'
'But this one was different, wasn't it? Very intense? Very 

personal?'
'It was nothing special.' Another sip of the water wetted her lips. 

'I admit it was a bit weird and a bit scary and, as you put it, intense. 
A result of being overtired and letting my imagination run riot I'm 
sure.'

'I beg to differ. It was incredibly special. You dreamed of 
Robert and you left here and were there with him. You sensed his 
feelings, his pain, his grief and you felt them too, as real as if they 



were your own. And you talked to him and tried to comfort 
him...you tried to touch him...'

'Stop it! It was my dream! It was all in my head. Mine. How 
could you possibly know what went on in there? What are you, 
psychic?'

'Unfortunately not, but there are others here who are. We call 
them Perceptives and they are very sensitive to these kinds of 
things. I'm told you caused a disturbance, Maxine. It doesn't 
happen very often, but when it does, to a Perceptive it's like being 
caught up in a tornado.'

'What does? I don't understand. You're talking in riddles.'
'It's very simple Maxine. The bond you have with Robert goes 

far beyond simple partnership and marriage. You are two souls 
destined to be together. You have a connection which cannot be 
broken, no matter where you are, or when, and no matter what 
happens to either of you. You know it and I know it. When you 
connected with Robert's feelings and emotions and matched them 
with your own, the combination was so strong, so tangible, that 
two of our most experienced Perceptives picked up on it. It 
actually made one of them ill.'

'I could feel what he felt,' Maxine said, recalling the vision. 'I 
could feel his sadness, his grief, his utter and total despair. It was 
horrible. His heart is broken, Mo. I tried to touch him, to comfort 
him, but I couldn't. It was like he wasn't truly there, like he was 
made of mist and I couldn't reach him. I wanted to touch him so 
much, to love him one more time...'

A small tear ran down the side of her nose coming to rest 
against her lip and she brushed it away

'I know dear,' Mo said, taking a dainty lace edged handkerchief 
from her pocket and passing it to Maxine. While giving her charge 
a moment to wipe her eyes and blow her nose, she smoothed down 
her pillow-ruffled hair with a gnarled hand before crossing the 
room to the glass doors leading to the garden, and drawing back 
the curtains. 

Without her touching them, the doors swung open, admitting 
sunshing and birdsong, and for the first time Maxine noticed 
neither these doors, nor the main one, had handles on the inside.

'You are not a prisoner, Maxine,' Mo said, seeing her looking. 
'We just don't want you to stray. There are a lot of places to get 



lost.' She smiled her disarmingly angelic old lady smile. 'Come 
along dear, it's time to get dressed and have some lunch. We have a 
lot to get through today and an appointment to keep.'

'Just because we have eternity is no excuse for poor time 
management.'

'Exactly so,' agreed Mo.
Washed and dressed in another pale green trouser suit she found 

hanging in the closet, she joined Mo outside at the same table 
under the canopy at which they had shared the tense tea the 
previous day. Today it had been laid for a simple yet nutritious 
lunch. Undecided as to whether she had an appetite or not, her 
gurgling stomach had its own ideas and she soon sated it with a 
dish of thick, hot vegetable soup, slices of crusty bread spread 
thickly with butter, and a large mug of hot strong coffee.

When they had done, Maxine brushed crumbs from her lap. 
'What did you mean by we have a busy afternoon ahead? What are 
we doing?'

'We are going to see where you are going to live,' said Mo.
'You've sorted out accommodation already? You don't waste 

any time do you?'
'You could have gone yesterday, but you had enough to contend 

with, and you had more need of a good night's sleep instead.'
'Which I didn't get.'
'No, but you will tonight. You will be in your own bed in your 

own place.'
'My own bed is the one I share with Robert.'
'You will soon get used to this one instead.'
'What if I don't?'
Mo squared her birdlike shoulders and sighed audibly. 'I may 

have been here for a good while, Maxine, but not so long I don't 
remember what you can be like when you decide you are going to 
be awkward. Don't forget I've known you since before you were 
born. You put your mother through all kinds of hell by refusing to 
come out until a full two weeks past your due date, and ever since 
you took your first breath, you have been stroppy and wilful with a 
stubborn streak a mile wide. I do hope, for all our sakes, you are 
not going to be difficult now.'



Maxine, chastised by the old woman's directly accurate 
assessment of her headstrong and sometimes wayward personality 
could only apologise.

'You're right,' she said. 'I am being stubborn and a bit bolshie. I 
tend to get that way when I'm scared and not in control. It's a kind 
of defence mechanism. I'm sorry.'

'Don't you worry about it,' said Mo. 'It's a terrifying situation to 
be thrown into without warning. I was lucky; I was expecting it 
and I had time to prepare. Unfortunately, it was thrust on you out 
of the blue, but denying it's happened and making things difficult 
won't make it go away. We don't have any choice in the matter. 
Here we are and here we will stay and we have to make the best of 
things.'

'I'll try my best, although I can't guarantee it will be an easy 
passage. What do we do now? What about my stuff?'

'You can leave your things here,' Mo said. 'They will be sent 
on.' She got to her feet. 'Whenever you're ready?'

Maxine stood and tucked her chair under the table. 'Lead on 
MacDuff.'

The two women set off together along a path paved with elegant 
York stone, which wound its way through an impeccably 
maintained garden filled with topiary shrubs, fragrant herbs and 
flowers.

Follow the yellow brick road, thought Maxine.
When Mo stopped to admire and take in the aroma of a 

particularly splendid rosemary bush, Maxine cast a glance behind 
her and saw the canopy, along with their table and chairs, were no 
longer there and the glass door to her room had closed. She would 
not be returning here.

The path ended at a high stone wall into which had been set a 
sturdy looking wooden gate. As with the glass doors, Maxine could 
not see a handle, but as they neared it, it swung open revealing a 
busy thoroughfare outside. They stepped through the gateway and 
after they had cleared it, it closed behind them with a solid thunk.

'My God,' Maxine gasped, gawping at the people milling around 
her. 'It's like Piccadilly Circus. Where is everyone going?'

'Back to work of course,' said Mo. 'Lunch break is over.'
'The dead go to work?'



'Of course we do. This place doesn't run itself? We don't all sit 
around on clouds playing the harp you know? Come along, this 
way.'

They crossed the street and Mo strode along the pavement with 
a sturdy confident pace which belied her age. The manner of her 
gait prickled something the back of Maxine's mind and it took a 
few moments for the penny to drop. 

As a child, Mo had contracted polio and been seriously ill in 
hospital for many months, confined for most of the time in a 
negative pressure ventilator, a contraption commonly known at the 
time as an iron lung. It kept her alive while many of her similarly 
afflicted peers sadly died. Against the odds she survived, only to 
undergo a subsequent tortuous convalescence, to slowly regain full 
if delicate health, apart from her left leg which became nothing 
more than a useless, withered appendage. Thin and wasted, it 
would serve as a permanent reminder of her illness, its deformity 
and lack of strength forcing her to wear a metal frame, a calliper, 
attached to a sturdy orthopaedic shoe, a device the young Maxine 
always found fascinating.

'What happened to your leg brace, Mo?' she asked, catching the 
old woman by the elbow.

Mo stopped walking and smiled at her. 'I don't need it here.'
'But your leg...'
'Is all better,' she said. 'Everything is better here. I'm surprised 

you hadn't already noticed.' She touched the corner of her right 
eye, and Maxine understood.

Ever since regaining her sight after her temporary blindness, she 
had been able to see perfectly clearly without needing either her 
contact lenses or glasses. She had been so consumed by all the 
strangeness going on around her, she hadn't noticed. She 
remembered too, when she looked herself over, she couldn't find a 
single blemish, spot or scar anywhere on her skin. 

'Do you mean to tell me all bodies here are perfect, without 
disability or deficiency of any kind, not even an outbreak of acne? 
The blind can see and the deaf can hear?' she said.

'Of course...and why not? Shall we continue? We don't want to 
be late.'



After a stunned pause, Maxine caught her up. With every street 
they crossed and every turn they made, her eyes widened at the 
further implausible sights.

Although she and Robert had been fortunate enough to be able 
to afford to live in a nice apartment block on a quiet gated estate in 
the suburbs, service managed and with gardener maintained neat 
and tidy lawns, she was no stranger to inner city living.

Her route to work took her through unsavoury and dangerous 
areas, with a toxic, exhaust laden atmosphere often carrying the 
nose burning ammonia stench of human urine from the back alleys 
around the seedy drinking dens.

She had seen her fair share of drunks lying in puddles of vomit 
in the gutters, surrounded by empty bottles and cans, and had 
bypassed litter bins outside fast food outlets overflowing with 
polystyrene boxes, paper cups and left over doner kebabs, 
providing every passing rat or urban fox with a free meal. Some 
days, she had literally danced along pavements peppered with dog 
faeces and a plethora of other sundry detritus, some defying 
description. 

On her way to her studio one morning, she had to skirt past the 
scene of a fatal stabbing the previous night, evidence of which 
remained as a pile of sawdust, darkened into maroon by absorption 
of the unfortunate victim's blood.

No sign of any such thing here. In this caricature of a picture 
perfect town, every street practically glowed with cleanliness; 
nowhere did a stray leaf or a dropped sweetie wrapper dare to 
make it untidy.

What little traffic there was flowed freely and quietly, with no 
aggressive hooting and tooting. The air smelled clean and fresh, 
free of lung destroying, eye watering pollution. The buildings were 
immaculately maintained; there were no broken windows or 
peeling paint, and everyone she saw looked well dressed, happy 
and in the peak of health. This was a real Utopia, a dream town.

'Where is this place?' she asked, swivelling her head as her eyes 
tried to take in everything at once.

'Where do you think it is?' said Mo.
'I don't know, but it looks too clean and perfect to be real. It's 

like a theme park, or an otherworldly parody of Bedford Falls.'
Mo looked puzzled. 'Where is that dear? Is it where you lived?'



'It doesn't actually exist,' said Maxine. 'It's from a film. At least I 
think it is. I'll have to look it up. Can I get Google here?'

'What's a Google?'
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A twenty minute walk from where Maxine lunched with Mo 
brought them to the smart building in which she had been assigned 
an apartment.

In the foyer they met with a woman who identified herself as 
Sarah, holder of the grand title of Accommodation Facilitator, and 
all three rode the elevator to the fourth floor. Sarah led them along 
a wide, carpeted corridor to a shiny blue door bearing the number 
404, and unlocked it.

'Here we are,' she said as she opened the door and ushered first 
Maxine and then Mo inside the spacious, yet meagrely furnished 
apartment. They crossed the space to stand in the middle of the 
main room, their footsteps and voices echoing on the wooden 
floorboards.

'It's a little spartan at the moment,' said Sarah. 'We've given you 
just the basics to start with - bed, sofa, table and chairs - obviously 
you can personalise it as you wish. Once you've decided what you 
need, or anything you would particularly like, make a list and then 
just pick up the phone and put in the appropriate requisite. We'll do 
the rest. We want you to be comfortable.'

Maxine wandered from room to room, through the lounge to the 
kitchen, into the bedroom, the bathroom and back to the lounge.

'Very nice,' she said. 'In fact, it's not too different from where I 
used to live.'

'Once you get some more furniture and girlie fripperies in here, 
you'll soon make yourself at home,' said Mo.

Maxine went to the large glass window, past which lay a small 
balcony and beyond...

'What the Hell is that place?'
She slid open the door and stepped outside to lean on the rail, 

the view filled by a monumental glass edifice rising up and 
dominating the skyline. 



Sunlight glinted from every reflective surface, in effect 
doubling the amount of daylight around it, and she had to shield 
her eyes against its painful glare.

Mo touched her arm. 'We don't like to use the H word around 
here, dear. It has rather disturbing connotations we don't like to 
think about.'

'I was referring to the building. What is it?'
Mo smiled. 'What you can see is what is affectionately known 

as the Waiting Room. It is magnificent, isn't it?'
'The Waiting Room? Waiting for what?'
'Everything we want, eventually. The Waiting Room proper is 

just one part of the building, albeit the main part. The rest of it is 
made up of offices, teaching spaces, conference rooms, meeting 
places...everything is run from there.'

'But it's so huge!'
'And as the population increases, it gets huger by the day, just to 

keep up with the paperwork.'
'So bureaucracy reigns, even in the afterlife?'
'I'm afraid so.'
Maxine's eyes roamed over the building, trying to take the 

measure of its vastness. 'Were we just there? In the White Room?'
'Yes. It's where everyone is at sometime or other.'
'But we were moving away from it for ages, yet it's just there. 

How can it be? Did we walk around in a circle?'
'No. But it's something we can talk about later. We have other 

things to deal with first.'
'Like me needing to find a decent pair of curtains for this 

window for a start,' said Maxine. 'I like to dance around in my 
undies, sometimes in the nude, and I don't want to be responsible 
for giving the local peeping Toms a hard on.'

They returned to where Sarah still patiently stood, waiting for 
them to finish their tour of inspection.

'It's a lovely apartment, Sarah,' said Mo. 'I'm sure Maxine will 
be very happy here.'

'I can speak for myself,' chipped in Maxine.
'Of course you can, dear. You do like it, don't you?'
'Yes, it's very nice, as temporary accommodation goes.'
Sarah smiled broadly as she handed Maxine a set of keys, 

obviously delighted with her satisfied customer. 



'Then it's all yours and I'll leave you to settle in,' she said. 
'Anything else you need to know, you'll find it in the folder.' She 
indicated a thick blue binder on the kitchen worktop. 'Have a good 
day.'

With a smile and a wave, she turned on her smart court heels 
and left.

'I hope she wasn't on commission,' Maxine said after the door 
had clicked closed. 'Because I didn't think much of her sales pitch.'

'It's time I left too,' said Mo. 'I have another arrival today.'
'Anyone I know?' Maxine asked, her eyes wandering around the 

room, the interior designer in her already working out how much 
paint she would need to cover all the walls.

'I doubt it. He is a relative on your father's side, but from a 
branch of the family quite distant to you. Will you be alright on 
your own?'

'I'm going to have to be aren't I?'
'You'll be fine, Maxine. Take your time, make yourself at home, 

have a cup of tea and relax.'
'With what? There's no....'
She blinked in bewilderment. On the kitchen counter stood a 

gleaming chrome kettle, a pair of matched pottery canisters, one 
marked 'Tea', the other 'Coffee', together with two mugs with 
saucers, a carton of milk and teaspoons, none of which had been 
there a moment ago. 

'Never mind,' she said.
'Read through the folder, and if you have any questions, all you 

have to do is pick up the phone and ask,' said Mo. She reached into 
the handbag dangling from the crook of her elbow, and fished out 
an envelope so thick it ought not to be able to fit in there at all. She 
held it out to Maxine.

'I nearly forgot; this is for you. There is some important and 
useful information in here, so I suggest you take some time and 
read through it thoroughly.'

Maxine took the envelope, testing its thickness between thumb 
and fingers. 'What is it? It seems rather substantial for a 'Welcome 
to the Afterlife' card and invitation to a 'Nice to Meet You' cocktail 
party, dress casual, bring your own bottle.'

'Just read it, dear.' Mo pressed a soft kiss to her cheek. 'I'll see 
you again soon.'



And she too left, leaving Maxine alone in the sitting room 
surrounded by silence and air infused with the lightest scent of 
lemon.

She sat rigidly on the sofa, only her eyes moving, darting from 
one corner of the room to the other, across the ceiling, and the 
floor, and back through the window to the gleaming glass building 
dominating the skyline. 

She felt the weight of the envelope in her hand and turned it 
over. Its flap had been sealed with old fashioned red wax with the 
round indentation of an official stamp pressed into it. She broke the 
seal, opened the envelope and pulled out a wad of papers in a 
veritable rainbow of colours.

'Un-flaming-believable,' she muttered. 'Here I am lying in 
hospital in some drug induced coma, locked in an endless dream 
loop about being dead and having to spend the rest of my afterlife 
in this flaming Neverland netherworld, and what do I get?' She 
tossed the papers into the air. 'A mountain of bloody sodding 
paperwork!'

The multicoloured sheets rained down to the floor, where they 
lay until curiosity and the untidiness got the better of her, and she 
got down on her knees to gather them up again.

One pale blue sheet in particular caught her attention. Folded in 
half and more substantial than the others, its weight had slid it 
halfway under the sofa. She pulled it out and unfolded a letter, to 
the bottom of which had been attached a rectangular piece of 
plastic, one which had the size, shape and flexibility of a credit 
card.

'Well, well, well,' she said, as she peeled the card from its strip 
of adhesive gel and examined it. 'At least I get to go shopping. I 
hope it's got a pretty comprehensive credit limit, because the only 
antidote to a day like this is going to be a whole heap of retail 
therapy.'
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The next few days passed in a blur of busyness for Robert. 
Maxine's parents travelled up from their home in Cornwall for the 
funeral. He met them from the train and ferried them to the hotel 



where they would be staying, booked them in and helped them find 
their room. Even though he didn't know them very well, he felt 
obligated to spend time with them and found himself in the 
distressingly awkward position of having to offer deep and 
meaningful condolences to them on losing their only child, while at 
the same time struggling with the need to put on the veneer of a 
man courageous in the face of disaster. He found the outpouring of 
grief, both theirs and his own, thoroughly exhausting, driving him 
to want to shun everything and everyone in favour of collapsing in 
a sobbing heap in the nearest dark corner with a blanket over his 
head.

When his own parents arrived from Australia two days later, he 
had to go through the whole gut wrenching rigmarole again, 
although he did have the saving grace of Bella's pregnancy to 
distract them somewhat and allow him to find some peace alone in 
his room.

And then they got the news they had been waiting for. The 
inquest into Maxine's accident had been adjourned pending further 
investigation, but as he had all the information he needed, the 
Coroner agreed to the release of her body and she was now resting 
comfortably at Parker's Chapel of Repose awaiting Robert's 
instructions.

When Robert gave Maxine's parents the news, they expressed a 
desire to see her one last time, and he arranged to pick them up 
from their hotel. He talked Richard and Bella into tagging along, 
stating he would be appreciative of both their company and moral 
support, and managed to fit all five of them comfortably into the 
Lexus, the last thing he and Maxine had chosen and purchased 
together.

Robert left Mr and Mrs Wright alone to say their final farewells 
to their daughter, while he, his brother and sister in law, met with 
the funeral director, Graham Parker.

In the dimly lit room, surrounded by all variety of memento 
mori and their tasteless price tags, he sat quietly and listened as the 
immaculately suited, immaculately coiffed and immaculately 
spoken Parker drifted effortlessly into a well rehearsed 
professional sales spiel, including a ball park figure of the basic 



cost - the final total being conditional on personal choices of 
course.

Assaulted by a flood of information and options, Robert simply 
nodded in all the right places, however he could not hide his 
disgust at being offered a low interest payment plan should he find 
himself unable to settle the outstanding balance within the requisite 
twenty eight days.

'There will be no problem at all with the bill,' he insisted. 'I 
always pay my debts...'

No matter how objectionable they are. 
'...you'll get your money.' 
Keeping a sense of decorum, he refrained from adding the 

epithet; 'Shylock'. 
Angry and upset, he left the room to wait in the foyer, leaving 

Richard and Bella to take possession of a complimentary folder, 
replete with brochures and leaflets from which to make a selection 
of caskets and flowers, along with their comprehensive price lists, 
and order forms to be filled in. The organiser also contained a 
selection of advertisements for monumental masons, bereavement 
counselling and graveside maintenance services. At this point even 
Richard had begun to feel the whole process of losing a loved one 
had become nothing more than the opportunity for a profit making 
business transaction, and it depressed him beyond words.

'We have the requisite forms from the Coroner giving us 
permission to go ahead with arrangements,' said Parker. 'So the 
next part is up to you. The sooner you return the option forms, the 
quicker we can get the ball rolling.'

After the meeting, Bella, Richard and Maxine's parents 
remained in the Waiting Room drinking complimentary tea, while 
Robert took some time on his own with his wife.

Lying in the temporary casket, she could easily have been 
mistaken for a shop window mannequin. Her pale skin had the 
rigid waxy appearance of plastic, flawless apart from a faint blue 
patch high on her cheek where a mortuary technician had applied 
thick makeup in a none too successful attempt to cover the purple 
blackness of the bruise beneath. Robert also suspected a touch of 
lipstick had been applied to give her a more lifelike appearance. It 



failed. She merely looked painted and artificial, like a waxwork 
model of herself.

Her shoulder length hair had been washed and styled and 
carefully arranged to disguise the scalp incisions which had 
allowed the forensic investigators access to her skull and 
examination of her brain and also to cover further contusions at her 
neck.

She wore a purely functional disposable paper shroud, 
necessary to hide the savage Y shaped post mortem incision 
running from her collar bones to her pubis, through which the 
pathologist had exposed, removed, examined and returned her 
internal organs. 

Her hands rested across her, one upon the other, the bright gold 
of her wedding ring glowing against the marble whiteness of her 
fingers.

A cruel vision in anyone's eyes, but Robert's saw nothing but a 
serene beauty in a silken gown. 

An idiotic notion came over him, and like a latter day Prince 
Charming, he leaned into the casket and touched his lips to hers. 
He recoiled from the feel of them, so hard and cold he might well 
have been kissing pebbles. The impossible dream splintered into 
brutal reality - unlike Snow White, she would not revive at his kiss, 
and there would be no living happily ever after for them.

The beautiful vibrant soul who had captured and held his heart, 
the woman whom he loved to distraction and who had loved him in 
return with every fibre of her being, had departed this world, and 
him, leaving behind this sweet and lovely yet empty vessel to 
which he should now bid his farewells.

'Sleep well, my darling. We'll be together again soon. 
Remember me, wherever you are. I love you so much.'

He pressed a final kiss against her brow, warm lips against skin 
as smooth and cold as stone, its unnatural iciness making his flesh 
crawl; a deeply unpleasant sensation he would remember for the 
rest of his life.

With the in-laws safely returned to their hotel, Robert, Richard 
and Bella returned home. After a late lunch, they settled in the 
sitting room to study the folder full of leaflets and brochures, and 
to fill in the request forms, section by section.



'First job, we must pick up the paperwork from the hospital and 
register the death properly,' said Richard. 'The undertaker has the 
Coroner's chitties, but we do need the official death certificate. I'm 
afraid that's down to you, Bob.'

Robert agreed to take care of it.
Richard took the first form from the pile 'Okey doke, let's make 

a start on these; first off - cremation or burial?'
'What did the Coroner say?' said Robert. 'Is cremation 

allowed...because of the inquest? It's only been adjourned, not 
settled. What if they want her back for more tests?'

'He doesn't. He's released her for cremation, if it's what you 
want.'

'Cremation it is then,' said Robert decisively. 
He and Maxine had never seriously discussed the topic. He 

chose it not because he considered it to be more environmentally 
friendly, or cheaper, but quite simply because he couldn't stomach 
the thought of her mortal remains being interred in the cold, damp 
ground to be consumed by all manner of beetles and worms and 
mould, or worse, being dug up again in secret in the dead of night 
in order to satisfy some legal technicality. Cremation would be 
quick and clean, permanent and easier on his peace of mind.

'Now, we need to choose a casket,' said Richard handing him a 
brochure.

Robert turned the pages. 'Cripes, why are there so many? They 
are just boxes to be burned or buried in the ground.'

He took his time before choosing one of a simple design in 
cherry wood, with an ivory faux silk lining and brass coloured 
handles.

'Flowers next,' said Bella from her chair. 'You said she liked 
roses; how about this one?' She showed him the picture of a circle 
of twelve red roses intermixed with tiny gypsophilia and green 
ferny foliage. 'The florist promises they are fragranced.'

'You've made a really nice choice, Bella, she would love them.' 
He carefully inserted the order number in the appropriate box on 
the form.

'Oh dear,' said Bella.
'What's the matter?'
She smiled wanly. 'The usual woman's dilemma I'm afraid - 

what should she wear? Did you have anything particular in mind?'



'You're probably going to think me a complete cheapskate for 
suggesting this, guys, but...'

When he proposed Maxine should wear a minimal cotton 
shroud rather than one of her own dresses, because he knew she 
would much prefer them to go to be sold in a charity shop than be 
wasted when they, and she, went up in smoke, both Bella and 
Richard understood his reasoning and agreed with his decision.

'What about her wedding ring? Would you like her to keep it 
on?' asked Bella, raising the next subject. 'It's allowed and if it 
were me, I'd want it.'

'Oh, yes,' Robert said at once. 'She'd want to wear it, for sure.'
'And what about her engagement ring? And her gold cross.'
'Why not? They'll be no use to me. I can't wear them, unless you 

want them?'
'Me?'
'To remember her by,' he said. 'You don't have to wear them. In 

fact, you can sell them if you like, and buy something for the baby. 
I'm sure she would have no objections.'

'Oh, no, I would never sell them, they will always be Maxine's, 
but I'll certainly take good care of them for you, for her, in case 
you change your mind.'

'That's a lovely, caring thought, Bella. Thank you.'
She touched her hand to his knee. 'I know you don't want to 

think about this just yet, Bobby, but would you like me to help you 
go through the rest of Maxie's things...afterward.'

Robert could not help but pick up on her discomfort at having to 
ask the knotty yet necessary question and patted her hand.

'Yes please, Bella, if you wouldn't mind. I'd very much 
appreciate it...sometime.'

'No rush. Whenever you're ready.'
'This is a tricky one,' said Richard, directing them back to the 

matter in hand. 'Do you want a religious or non-religious service?'
'Maxie abhorred organised religion, as do I,' said Robert. 'I 

would rather we had some kind of humanist celebration, a kind of 
thanksgiving, both for her life and the joy she brought to everyone 
who met her. Is such a choice on there?'

'Not specifically. I'll choose non-religious and speak to the 
funeral director about it.'

'What's next?'



'A cup of tea, I think,' suggested Bella.
Richard smiled. 'Good idea, sweetheart. A break will do us all 

good.'
They put the paperwork aside and paused in their deliberations 

long enough to partake of some liquid refreshment before returning 
to the next section - choice of music.

Robert knew Maxine had a passion for classical music, but as it 
wasn't to his taste, he didn't know much about it or what to choose. 
He agreed to Bella's suggestion of the Pastoral Symphony from 
Handel's Messiah.

When he came to the section which asked about his wishes 
concerning Maxine's ashes, he had no hesitation. 

'I want to keep them. I want to have her at home with me...to 
talk to and so she...so she wouldn't be lost. You don't think it's too 
macabre, do you?'

'It's not macabre at all,' replied Richard. 'Lots of people do it. I 
suppose they find it comforting. There's nothing wrong with 
wanting to keep her close.'

Bella turned to the appropriate page in the brochure. 'These urns 
are beautiful,' she said. 'They look just like real ornaments, and 
wouldn't look out of place on a mantle piece or in a display 
cabinet.' She showed Robert the brochure and a photograph of a 
white marble urn decorated with carved leaping dolphins. 'This one 
is nice. I think she would have chosen this one herself.'

Robert concurred, the decision completing another form.
Complaining stomachs reminded them how afternoon had 

drifted towards evening and dinner time, and Bella withdrew to the 
kitchen to see to preparing their meal. Not willing to continue 
without her, and knowing they would be more of a hindrance than 
a help in the cooking stakes, the men went for a walk.

All three took time to eat a meal and watch the news on TV 
before they resumed working together to word the obituary notices 
to be printed in the local paper. Bella filled out a lot of yellow post 
it notes, reminding them to book taxis and to make arrangements 
for sombre suits and dresses to be bought, cleaned and pressed as 
necessary.

When it came to the final arrangement, the post funeral meal, 
Richard had his own ideas. 



'I'll have a quiet word with Eric down the Swan,' he said. 'He's 
done these kinds of bun fights before. He can put out some sausage 
rolls and meat pies, maybe some ham sandwiches and chicken 
drumsticks if he's got them, crisps and bar snacks as well. I'll get 
him to chuck in a couple of pints for the blokes and a bottle of 
sherry for the girls and we'll be sorted. I wonder if he's got any 
pickled eggs...'

Bella slapped him hard on the top of his arm with back of her 
hand, making him flinch. 

'Richard Dunne, what an appalling suggestion! How dare you! 
Maxine's send off meal will NOT be a bun fight as you so 
delightfully put it, and will certainly NOT consist of some dodgy 
finger food and cheap booze in a filthy pub. What will Mum and 
Dad think of it, and Mr and Mrs Wright? I would die of shame.'

He rubbed the sore spot briskly. 'Hey, don't get all huffy, I was 
only joking!'

Bella regarded him with narrowed eyes glinting with 
annoyance. 'Were you indeed? Well, it wasn't in the least bit funny. 
I know exactly how your mind works, Rich-ard, and if you thought 
there was even the slightest chance you could get away with it... 
Well, for your information, matey, you can forget it, it's not 
happening...and I am not huffy...'

'Aw, Bella...come on...'
'Now, guys...no fighting...' Robert interjected.
'We are not fighting,' defended Bella. 'I'm simply telling your 

little brother here, that if he thinks a scummy pub is a decent place 
for Maxine's send off, he's barking up entirely the wrong tree.' She 
screwed up her face in an expression of pure determination. 'It 
looks as though it's going to have to be up to me to sort the 
catering doesn't it? I'll make sure we have proper food and 
drink...and we'll do it here. We have the room if we move the 
furniture about a bit.' She shot Richard a filthy look. 'A pub 
indeed...shame on you...you tightwad!'

She purposely turned her back on her husband. 'Is there 
anything else we need to make a sensible decision on, Robert?'

'No, we're done,' said Robert, meekly.
He glanced over her shoulder in time to see a smirking 

Richard's hand mimicking her behind her back like a naked puppet, 
and it took all of his self control to not laugh out loud.



Bella then shuffled off, frowning and muttering to herself, her 
mind already on her shopping list and whether they had enough 
forks and glasses.

With all the official forms duly signed and dated, the last box 
ticked and the last post-it posted, Robert made out a cheque for the 
deposit to finally bring their grim task to a close. The men marked 
the end of the bleak evening with a cold beer from the fridge, Bella 
made do with a glass of milk. They watched a film and the late 
news, until at nearly midnight they all finally retired, done in by 
their efforts.

Next day, after speaking to both his parents and his in laws on 
the phone to keep them up to date with proceedings, Robert 
collected Maxine's death certificate from the clerk in the hospital 
morgue and registered her death at the Registrar's office in town. 
Accompanied by Richard and Bella, he then returned to the funeral 
director's office with both the certificate and the folder containing 
all the completed paperwork. 

They went through the forms with Parker, correcting mistakes 
and filling in any blanks, and Parker made a call to the local 
humanist celebrant, who after consulting his diary of 
commitments, confirmed his availability for eleven o'clock on the 
Monday of the following week at the local crematorium.

With agreement all round and with all the necessary now 
complete, Parker entered Maxine's name into his planner.

From the car, Robert telephoned his parents and in laws again to 
inform them of the time and date, before taking advantage of the 
convenient location of the funeral director's office to the town 
centre, to have lunch at a bistro, and shop for suitably funereal 
clothing.

They also called at the offices of the local paper in order to put a 
notice in the obituary column.

Jaded by the day, and loaded with shopping, the party finally 
returned home.

'Bloody hell, I'm knackered,' Richard announced wearily, as he 
kicked off his shoes and dropped into an armchair in the sitting 
room. 'If there's anything worse than trying to arrange who goes 



where and what to feed the vegetarians on Christmas Day, it's 
arranging a fucking funeral.'

His unintentional light relief broke the tension and induced 
fatigued smiles in them all.

'Thanks guys,' said Robert, slouched on the sofa. 'I couldn't have 
managed any of this without you. You've been real bricks.'

'I'd say you're welcome, bro, but I'm not sure it would be 
entirely appropriate.'

'You can, and it most certainly is.' Robert dropped his head onto 
the back of the couch and yawned.

'I'll make some tea, before you both nod off,' suggested Bella, 
already on her way to the kitchen, returning a few minutes later 
carrying a tray with steaming mugs of tea and a plate of chocolate 
biscuits. 'Tuck in,' she said, setting the tray on the occasional table. 
'You've earned it.'

They ate and drank in relative silence, each going over in their 
own mind any personal arrangements they might have to take care 
of in the intervening eight days - Richard needed to get his hair cut, 
Bella had the catering to organise and Robert...Robert just had to 
survive.

9

Maxine spent an uneventful time getting to know her new 
apartment and her locale. Over the next three days she acquainted 
herself with the local amenities, the stores and the library, and with 
each passing hour felt she might be becoming more accepting of 
her surroundings and situation.

However each night, warm and comfortable in her new bed and 
released from the worries and experiences of the day, her 
unconstrained mind took her to Robert, in his bed at Richard's, to 
stand over him and watch him sleep and to whisper their sacred 
words in his ear. 

'Anima mea my darling; my soul, my life, for ever more.'
He would murmur her name in his sleep, and she would kiss 

him.
Her dreams brought her a grain of comfort in the night, yet each 

morning she awoke to a renewed sense of loss and yearning. 



On the fifth morning, another sense intruded, one of something 
quite important being missing. The notion, on this occasion, did 
not on pertain wholly to Robert, but to something more 
fundamental, to an absence of something she should know, but 
didn't.

Over breakfast it came to her what it was. The subjects of her 
death and subsequent disposal of her remains had not been 
broached by anyone - not by Mo and not by anyone supposed to be 
in authority. 

There had been no mention of it in the packet of information, 
not even a post-it note stuck on her door, and consequently she had 
no knowledge if a funeral of any kind had already taken place. She 
considered it conceivable they had intentionally chosen not to tell 
her about it, because they thought it might upset her, and if they 
had, she could, in time, forgive them sparing her feelings, but if 
they had merely forgotten to tell her because they thought it didn't 
matter...absolutely not. It did matter very much - to her.

Maybe a subtle enquiry would be in order, because an issue of 
such vital importance could not possibly be allowed to simply slide 
by unmentioned. She made it her quest for the day to find out what 
she could. If things had already happened without her knowing, 
she could, of course, do nothing about it apart from voice her 
intense displeasure, but if it hadn't, and there was still time, she had 
already made up her mind what she wanted to do.

She called Mo and arranged to meet her in a quaint old 
fashioned tea shop in the town square.

'I have a question,' she said, as she poured tea from the china 
pot.

Mo smiled perceptively. 'Of course you do. I told you, every 
one does.'

'My question is on one subject in particular and as no one has 
come forward with any information, I thought I'd ask you.'

'When is your appointment with your counsellor? He will be 
able to answer whatever questions you may have.'

'Don't change the subject. I don't know and whenever it is, it 
can't wait. What I want to know I need to know now. Today.'

Mo stirred her tea delicately. 'Then you had better ask away and 
if I can help you, I will.'



Maxine shifted in her seat. 'It's about my funeral,' she said. 'I 
have no idea what's going on. Has one been planned? Has it 
already been held? I really need to know.'

Mo laid her teaspoon in her saucer. 'No, it hasn't been held yet. 
There has been a little bit of a delay.'

'Why? Do they want to take some of my organs for transplant?'
'No dear, I'm afraid they won't be using your organs.'
'Why not? I carried a card.'
'Because although you officially died in the hospital, you 

technically died at the scene of your accident.'
'Ah, yes...,' Maxine recalled. 'Because my heart stopped for a 

while, there was insufficient blood and oxygen supply, and the 
organs got spoiled. Of course. I'd forgotten.' She sighed resignedly. 
'What a waste. I kept them in good order too. If I'd known, I could 
have drunk more wine and eaten more chocolate. So what is the 
reason for the delay? What's happened to my body, where is it, and 
what's the hold up?'

'At the moment you are at the Chapel of Rest. There was delay 
because some investigations had to be carried out into your 
accident, including various medical tests...intensive, intrusive 
ones.'

'You mean a post mortem?'
Mo sipped from her cup, stretching out the moment. 'Yes.'
'Followed by an inquest no doubt?'
'Yes. But it has been adjourned and arrangements are now well 

under way.'
Maxine's eyes grew large and bright. 'So, there's still time!'
'No!' Mo said sharply, almost dropping her cup.
Maxine's eyebrows rose quizzically. 'No what?'
'To what you are going to ask next.'
'You don't know what I'm going to ask, because I haven't asked 

it yet.'
'Yes I do; it's as plain as the nose on your face. You want to 

know if you can be there.' 
Maxine crinkled the same freckled nose. 'Was it so obvious?'
'Yes. You forget I know you, Maxine. You were always a wilful 

child, headstrong, stubborn, obstinate, and always wanting your 
own way, whatever the difficulties. You haven't changed at all, so 



it was a sure thing you would want this. Why on earth would you 
want to, Maxine? Funerals are such awfully depressing occasions.'

'I don't want to, Mo. Nobody wants to go to their own funeral, 
but this isn't for me. It's for Robert and only for him. He's going to 
be in pieces, and he's going to need all the help he can get to get 
through what could possibly be the worst day of his life.'

'He will have his family around him. They will support and 
comfort him if he needs it.'

'I know they will, but it won't be enough. He needs ME!' She 
pressed her hand against her heart to reinforce the point. 

'And what do you think you are going to do?' said Mo.
'I honestly don't know, but just being there might be enough to 

help him get through it.'
'You think he might be able to 'sense' your presence and draw 

strength from it?'
'I hope so. Will he?'
'It sometimes happens, but very rarely. Usually it makes no 

difference at all.'
'If nothing happens at least I will have tried, and it will make a 

world of difference to me. I have to go, Mo. I have to try. There's 
still time, so if it's at all possible, I want you to arrange it.'

'I can't do anything.'
'You know people. You know which doors to knock on. Please 

try and I will never ask you for anything again.'
'Now you know you don't mean that.'
'Well, no, I don't. But you will try, won't you?'
Mo smiled demurely. 'I suppose there would be very little point 

in arguing with you?'
'Absolutely none.'
'Then you'd better leave it with me, and I'll see what I can do.'

Maxine had her reply in the form of an official looking letter 
dropped through her letterbox next morning. She ripped it open 
and read through it.

"Dear Maxine,
It has been brought to our attention that you are seeking permission to 

attend your cremation service, to be held on Monday 6 September at 
11.00 am (Living Time)..."



'I'm being cremated in four days?!' 

"Normally, we do not advocate attendance at such proceedings as 
they have proved in the past to be detrimental to the attendee's mental 
well being. However, after close discussion with your Receiver, 
Morwenna Blakeney-Coombs, a relative who knows you well, the Panel 
has provisionally approved your application on this occasion, subject of 
course to satisfactory formal interview and assessments."

'Panel,' she mused. 'What Panel? And who the hell is Morwenna 
Blakeney-Coombs?' When the penny dropped and she understood 
it referred to Granny Mo, she read further.

"As time is already of the essence, you have been put forward as a 
candidate for an accelerated training course. Accordingly an attendant 
will call on you at 7.00 am tomorrow to escort you to Administration. 
Please ensure you wear loose clothing and comfortable footwear.

Regards..."

She could not make out the signature.

'Seven o'clock. Does no-one sleep around here? And what sort 
of training course? No one said I would have to go on a course? 
What kind of tinpot organisation is this?'

Next morning, at seven on the dot, her bell rang and Maxine, 
dressed in a leisure suit and trainers, opened her apartment door to 
a smartly dressed woman carrying a clipboard. Her nameplate 
identified her as Julie. 

'Good morning, Maxine,' she said, inordinately cheerful for so 
early in the morning. 'I believe I'm expected. Are you ready?'

It took them a little over twenty minutes' easy stroll to get to the 
vast glass and white stone edifice which stood in domination over 
everything and everyone...everywhere. 

Its style of construction made it impossible to tell how many 
floors there were, but there certainly were a lot. Beautiful to look 
at, yet at the same time instilling feelings of dread and respect, the 
building sat squarely as the hub of all activity, and as had once 



been said about ancient Rome, all roads and walkways eventually 
led to it.

Like a gigantic crystal cathedral it caught the sun at every angle 
and reflected light from every surface. It could be seen from any 
sector of the town, always visible peeping over a rooftop or 
reflected in water, watching, reminding anyone who cared to look, 
and those who didn't, of its presence and purpose; a presence 
impossible to ignore.

A pair of permanently open wrought iron gates provided entry 
into its pristine grounds, and a neat red-brick pathway guided 
visitors through swathes of close cropped grass edged with 
immaculately tended beds filled with flowers of all known, and 
unknown, species, filling Maxine's senses with colour and perfume 
and sound - the gentle buzz of myriad industrious insects, 
butterflies bobbing and weaving their way through the floral 
tapestry, and the chirruping and tweeting of many small birds as 
they flitted about the branches of the perfectly pruned shrubs and 
trees lining the path.

'Forward to the Emerald City,' she thought as she followed her 
guide.

Eventually, the parkland gave way to a stone flagged forecourt 
in which an enormous ornate fountain spewed fresh, cold water 
high into the air where it atomised into a fine mist, free to blow in 
the breeze and cool the air, affording a kind of natural air 
conditioning.

'I've seen fountains like this in Italy,' Maxine said. 'Some of 
them date back to Roman times. Are these copies?'

Julie smiled. 'No. We had them first. We let them borrow the 
design. Stunning aren't they?'

Maxine agreed they were.
They crossed the courtyard toward the building's main entrance, 

and the nearer they got, the more the unutterable beauty of the 
place wormed its way into her. It became a definite force, 
something holy to be revered and feared in equal measure, and 
stirred in her a feeling of unease. When they reached the bottom of 
the ten marble steps leading to the gargantuan doors she had to 
stop, unable to go on.

'What's wrong?' said Julie, already half way up the steps and 
wholly unaffected by her surroundings.



Maxine rested her hand at her breast, certain she could feel her 
heart thumping through her chest wall. 

'I'm scared,' she admitted. 'My heart's racing and I don't think 
my feet will move. I don't think I can go inside.'

Julie returned to her side. 'There's no need to be frightened. 
There's nothing in there to hurt you, honestly. It's just a building, 
and it's just an interview.' She cupped Maxine's elbow gently. 
'Come on, you don't want to keep the Big Man waiting.'

Maxine stood her ground. 'The Big Man? You don't 
mean....Him?

'Who?'
'You know...the Almighty, G.O.D?'
Julie laughed merrily. 'Good grief, no! Although in his own 

mind I think he fancies the job.' She leaned close to whisper. 'But 
don't tell him I said so.'

Still giggling when they passed through the main doors, Maxine 
halted again and her mouth fell open. Despite the building's 
splendid outward appearance, on the inside she somehow expected 
it to be like any other office block, with a low, tiled ceiling lit by 
rows of harsh, flickering fluorescent tubes. Instead, the space 
above her raced away into a vast atrium of crystal clear glass 
showing a cobalt blue sky dotted with fluffy white clouds outside. 
Sunlight flooded in and potted plants, palms and flowers, in 
gratitude for its light and warmth, filled the impossible space with 
colour and scent.

With one eye on her surroundings and the other on Julie, she 
made her way through the imposing hall, past an island of 
Reception desks, to where a bank of clear glass boxes rode 
smoothly up and down shiny rails on the inside walls of the atrium.

They took the first available elevator and rode it up so high the 
change of pressure made Maxine light headed and her ears popped. 
Finally they emerged into an austere white hallway which led them 
to a plain wooden door and into to an equally unpretentious room 
which bore a striking resemblance a dentist's waiting area, 
complete with a rather splendid example of a Weeping Fig in a 
terracotta pot, pieces of art on the wall and two 'patients' sitting 
apprehensively in their chairs, thumbing through magazines as they 
awaited their appointments.



Julie led the way over to a desk and greeted the middle aged 
woman behind it. 'Hi, Sue, how are you today?'

'I'm just fine, Julie. Yourself?'
'Just grand.' She indicated Maxine standing beside her. 'This is 

Maxine. She has an appointment with your lord and master.'
Sue stood and beamed a wide and friendly smile. 'Yes she does. 

Well done indeed, Maxine. It's a rarity to be called to see the Big 
Man and even rarer to be selected for the fast track. To qualify for 
both you must have done something to impress him. Care to drop a 
hint?'

Maxine, her gut wrenching anxiety now morphing downwards 
into mild perplexedness, smiled nervously. 'I don't have a clue who 
the 'big man' or the 'fast track' is, or what I've done to deserve 
either. Sorry.'

'He moves in mysterious ways, blah, blah, blah,' said Sue 
coming out from behind her desk and smoothing down her light 
blue tabard. 'He's expecting you, so if you'll come with me, we 
won't keep him waiting.'

Maxine turned to say her thanks and farewells to Julie, but she 
had already gone. 'Probably has other packages to deliver,' she 
thought.

She trotted after Sue, now patiently holding open the door to 
Suite #1 at the far end of the waiting area.

As she stepped into the doorway, the woman whispered to her. 
'Don't worry; he might have a face to make children cry, but his 

bark is much worse than his bite. Don't let him flummox you and 
you'll be fine. Good luck.'

When Maxine cleared the door, it swung closed behind her, 
coming to rest with a soft clunk, and she stood with her back to it, 
allowing her eyes to accommodate the dimness of the room. A 
blind had been drawn over the window to afford shade from the 
direct early morning sunlight and it took a few seconds for her 
vision to adjust.

The complete contrast to all the clinical spareness she had seen 
over the last few days took her breath away. Where she expected to 
see a plain, functional room, minimalist in every definition, she 
suddenly had the disturbing sensation of having been whisked back 
in time a hundred years or more.



The walls of the room were panelled in a rich oak and hung 
with a variety of fine artworks; portraits and landscapes mainly. A 
pair of elaborate Louis Quinze armchairs stood against one wall, 
and under the window, a matching chaise longue.

One piece of furniture dominated the room above all else - a 
massive wooden desk, antique and ornate and straight out of a 
Victorian gentleman's study. Behind it, seated in a wood and 
leather captain's chair, a middle aged man with tidy brown hair, 
thinning a little on top, and a stern expression on a deeply lined but 
not unhandsome face, peered at her with bright blue eyes burning 
with intelligence. His clothes were those of a public school 
geography teacher - open necked checked shirt under a suede 
jacket, complete with leather elbow patches, and although she 
couldn't see them, she suspected he would be wearing corduroy 
pants, Argyll socks and brogues. 

'Maxine Dunne?' 
She nodded acknowledgement at his curt question and took a 

hesitant step onto the intricately patterned carpet. 
'Take a seat.' 
With a flick of the pen in his hand, he indicated she should sit in 

one of a pair of green leather chairs opposite his desk. He did not 
introduce himself, but returned his attention to a buff coloured 
folder open on his blotter.

'Special visitation to attend your own funeral?' he said without 
preamble. 'You've left it until the last minute as well, I see.'

Maxine sat primly on the edge of her seat with her ankles 
crossed and her hands resting demurely in her lap. 'It's not my 
fault. I didn't know. Nobody told me.'

He clasped his hands over the paperwork. 'Why?'
'I beg your pardon?'
'Visitation is a privilege available only to a select few. What 

makes you think your case is so special?'
'Quite simply, I have to be with my husband,' she said, forcing 

confidence into her words. 'He's going to need all the love and 
support he can get, and I'm the one to give it. What is more...'

'You have a very arrogant attitude if I may say so,' he 
interrupted. 'You are not giving him a lot of credit, are you? What 
makes you think he can't manage on his own, unless you consider 
him to be of a particularly weak and fragile character? Have you 



not thought your presence would just remind him of what he's lost 
and make matters worse? You could be adding to his 
woes...rubbing salt into an already very raw wound.'

The man's impertinence astounded her. He had hardly extended 
her the courtesy of looking at her and knew nothing about her, yet 
he apparently considered himself able to make sweeping 
judgements about her and Robert's relationship. 

Her mouth puckered into a tight knot as the heat of her temper 
swelled in her. 

'No, I do NOT!' she said, barely curbing the urge to pound her 
fist on his desk - or into his face. To stave it off she planted her 
heels firmly in the carpet and leaned forward in her chair.

'How dare you say such things about Robert? You don't know 
the first thing about him. I DO! He is not weak or fragile, he's as 
strong as an ox, normally, but this will have been beyond 
endurance. He'll be having a horrendous time and he'll need all the 
strength I can give him to help him through it. Now, more than 
ever, we should be together, and anyone who would deny the fact I 
love him, and he loves me, is a callous bastard.'

'Loved,' the man corrected her coolly. 'You're dead, remember.'
'LOVES!' she reiterated, now incensed. 'Present tense as in still 

does, and always will. It's not his fault some stupid fucking 
accident ripped us apart. He's going to be in a state of shock and 
need all the help he can get, and he's going to get it from ME!'

'Please moderate your language,' the man said flatly. 'Or I may 
feel it necessary to terminate the interview.'

He allowed a moment's pause, during which he obviously 
expected to receive her apology. Not getting it, he looked across 
the desk at her. Their eyes met, and under his unblinking gaze, 
Maxine's back braced, as did her tenacity, her defensive reaction to 
him pressing all the wrong buttons.

'You can do whatever you like,' she said, her voice stiff with 
indignation. 'It won't make any difference. If you won't help me, 
I'll find someone who will. I'll find another way, ANY other way to 
be with Robert when he needs me most, and if you try and stop me 
I'll go straight through you, so don't come crying to me when you 
get trampled on.'

'Will you now? And where do you think you are going to go?'



The merest hint of a smirk played on his lips and it took all her 
self-control not to smack him in the mouth. 

'Wherever I have to,' she said, her voice low and restrained. 
'And if you knew anything about me at all, which you don't, you 
would know I mean every word I say.' She stood to leave. 'I'm 
obviously wasting my time here. We have nothing else to say.'

He kept her under his gaze. 'Sit down please, Maxine. We 
haven't finished yet.'

'Oh, I think we have.'
'Sit!' he demanded with a schoolmaster's bark, and then smiled 

genially. 'Please.'
Reluctantly she lowered herself into the chair and sat back, her 

arms crossed defiantly across her in a solid peeve, her sharp grey 
eyes locked on his. 

At once she felt a tickling sensation inside her head, and 
instinctively knew it was him, rummaging around in her mind as if 
it were an attic full of long forgotten treasures, searching in every 
hidden niche for something he knew to be there, perhaps lying 
buried among accumulated trivial sundries or tucked away in some 
dark corner. And then, like an ebbing wave, she felt him withdraw. 

'Hmmm,' he murmured, and scribbled something in her file.
'Did you find what you were looking for?' 
Only his eyes moved to look up at her. His face remained 

deadpan, but the slightest twitch of an eyebrow gave away his 
surprise. 'You felt that?' he asked cautiously.

'Yes I did. It was both unpleasant and intrusive. Don't do it 
again.' She narrowed her eyes at him. 'Just who the hell are you, 
and what gives you the right to go poking around in my head? 
Whatever is in there is mine and private, and none of your damned 
business.'

A genuine smile replaced his pretentious sneer, changing his 
appearance from cold autocrat to harmless cordiality. Maxine 
dismayed herself by thinking Sue had been wrong - in no way 
would these newly handsome features make any child cry, not at 
all.

Hell fire, he can read my mind, did he read that?!
He leaned over the desk, holding out his hand. 'My name is John 

Smith,' he said, his whole demeanour changed to one of outgoing 



friendliness. 'Your grandmother was spot on when she said you 
would be a tough customer and I should be careful with you.'

Apparently not...or he's hiding it well.
Maxine looked at the hand for an instant before taking it, 

finding it cool and firm. They kept their introductory shake light 
and brief.

'John Smith? That has to be a pseudonym, right? Are you hiding 
your real identity; like Clarke Kent does, so no one will know he's 
Superman?'

'No, John Smith is my real name, and I have no idea who Clarke 
Kent is.' He gave a soft double cough. 'I'm sorry if I came across as 
a little brusque, Maxine, and for the intrusion into your mind. It's 
long been my tried and tested way of getting information from 
those who are not always willing to share honestly. Not many are 
aware I'm doing it and I usually get away with it undetected.'

'Well not this time, matey. I certainly was aware, and I'd very 
much appreciate it if you wouldn't do it again.'

'I won't have to, I got everything I needed.'
Her eyebrows arched. 'Oh really? Care to share what you 

found?'
'Nothing.'
'Nothing?'
'I was looking for lies and ulterior motives,' he said. 'You'd be 

surprised at the lengths some people will go to hide the truth, and 
I'm pleased to tell you I found neither lie nor ulterior motive and 
thus I believe you are being as honest as you can be with me in 
what you say.' 

'How very gracious of you to say so,' she said sarcastically. 'But 
you could have just asked me.'

He rolled his pen idly between his fingers. 'I also wanted to 
gauge your level of...um...' He smiled again. 'I suppose the proper 
and polite name would be fortitude, but I think a better description 
in your case would be sheer bloodymindedness, which is 
quite...notable, and should stand you in good stead should things 
get a little hazardous.' 

Maxine gave him a sideways look.
'Now...why don't you back up a step there, Mr Smith,' she said, 

as he made another note in her file. 'Nobody said anything about 



anything being hazardous. Exactly what sort of hazards are we 
talking about?' 

He sat back in his chair and twiddled the pen as he explained. 
'Visitation such as you are requesting, requires one to pass 

through the portal; a manoeuvre which in itself can be fraught with 
dangers, and one which takes not only a fair amount of physical 
resilience and stamina to even attempt, but also a goodly measure 
of mental courage as well, both of which you appear to have in 
spades. Some haven't, have stepped in, panicked and been lost, 
never to be seen again. Many turn back at the last moment, scared 
witless at the mere sight of it. Some have crossed and run out of 
energy on the other side and not been able to get back. It's a 
minefield of potential disaster.'

Her expressionless face told him she didn't have a clue what he 
was talking about and she put up a hand, like a child at the back of 
the class seeking the attention of the teacher. 

'Excuse my ignorance,' she said, 'but...what is a portal?'
Smith leaned forward and looked at her as if she had grown 

another head. 'You are joking, aren't you?'
'Nope.'
She immediately felt the familiar prickling of him digging 

around in her mind again. 'Hey! Stop it!'
He withdrew. 'Sorry. Just checking you weren't having me on.' 

He sat back in his chair again. 'A portal is, to put it simply, an 
inter-dimensional gateway allowing passage between this, the 
ethereal, and the corporeal planes.'

'In English please.'
'It's a doorway we use to move between here and the living 

world.'
'How does that work, then?'
He waved a dismissive hand. 'It's a long and complicated 

process, very technical. You wouldn't understand.'
'If it helps, I have a degree in engineering...'
'Textile engineering is not quite particle physics is it?'
'It is a science employing the principles of Newtonian 

Mechanics at many levels. Ever heard of rheological modelling?'
'I can't say I have. What is it?'
'It's technical, you wouldn't understand.'



He gave in to her verbal sparring. 'In a nutshell, the portal field 
rearranges you on a molecular level. It tears you apart and allows 
you to pass through from this side to wherever you need to go, and 
then puts you back together again, and if you are lucky, it will do 
the same on the return journey.'

'I think I saw something similar in some sci fi programme on 
TV once. It looked simple enough...when it didn't go wrong.'

'Don't you find the prospect terrifying? You will be 
disassembled and reassembled atom by atom. If just one is out of 
place...'

She shrugged. 'I can see how there could be some scope for 
concern if you think about it too hard. Have you ever used this, 
what did you call it, portal?'

Smith smiled wryly. 'Just the once. Never again.'
'You look okay, on the outside at least. Did anything happen to 

you?'
A hint of pink showed in his cheek. 'I was so terrified I wet 

myself.'
His candid confession demolished the icy barrier between them 

and the last of his overbearing officiousness vanished. Maxine, too, 
felt herself relax completely, all fear of him gone, as they both 
laughed good-humouredly.

'So what happens now?' she said, keen to move on.
'We'll assign you an escort and put you through the fast track 

training. As time is very short, it's going to have to be whatever 
basics we can fit into two days. It's going to be tough, but I think 
you're bright enough and strong enough to take it in, so it should be 
thorough enough. We still have a few more questions and tests to 
go through, although in this case, I'm pretty sure it's going to be a 
simple rubber stamping exercise.'

'Let's get to it then,' she said, rubbing her hands. 'Time's a-
wasting. What do you want to know?'

She endured nearly an hour of intense questioning about her 
past life and her relationship with Robert, about how she felt she 
had adjusted to her new situation, and a whole raft of other 
enquiries she thought completely irrelevant. There followed a long 
period of irritating silence, during which Smith's pen scratched 
furiously in her file. 



Finally, with a flourish, it juddered over the final page leaving 
behind his signature, a jagged oscillation in ink, like a 
seismographic record of some distant earthquake.

He reached for a collection of rubber stamps on his desk, 
selected one, and brought it down hard on the front cover of her 
file, its strike resounding from the panelled walls and leaving 
behind one bright red word.

APPROVED
'That's it, the first stage done,' he said. He gathered up the file 

and stood. 'If you'll come with me, we'll get you going with the 
next phase.'

He led her to the door leading into the hall, and opened it. 
'Simon!' he called, and beckoned to a late aged man of military 

bearing, attired in what Maxine took at first glance to be the 
uniform of some banana republican tank commander - dark navy 
overcoat replete with a double row of gold buttons, heavy gold 
epaulettes at his shoulders and bands of matching braid around his 
arms. Across his chest he wore a wide red sash, and over his left 
breast, enough ribbons and medals to bring a tear to an exonumist's 
eye. 

'Forty years in the army and then another twenty as head 
doorman at the King William Hotel,' Smith whispered in her ear. 
'Simon certainly likes a uniform.'

The man marched briskly to heed his master's summons. 
Perched on his head sat a rather impressive cap decorated with a 
gold coloured star-shaped badge and more thick braid, colloquially 
known as 'scrambled egg', circling its peak, and it was to this peak 
he snapped his sharp military salute. 

'Your servant, Mr Smith?' he said crisply.
'Simon, this is Maxine; Maxine, Simon,' said Smith. They 

nodded and smiled their introductions. 'Maxine, Simon will act as 
your escort for the duration. He's very experienced. Listen to him. 
Follow his advice carefully and you'll be safe. Deviate from it and 
there may be some...unpleasantness.'

She nodded her understanding. 'Thank you, Mr Smith...and I'm 
sorry for being so rude. I was just being...you know...'

'Being yourself? I quite understand, and it's not a problem. I've 
faced worse.' He held out his hand for a farewell shake. 'Goodbye, 
Maxine. I hope to see you again in the near future.' Still holding 



her hand, he leaned closer and lowered his voice. 'Maybe you 
would like to have coffee sometime and let me know how you're 
getting on.'

'Erm...yes, I'd like to,' she said, surprised at the complete 
turnaround in attitudes, both his...and hers.

He seemed pleased with her acceptance. 'I look forward to it. 
Adieu until then.'

He addressed Simon as he passed over her file. 'Simon, take 
good care of Maxine. She is to go first to Medical, and then to the 
Instruction Suite.'

'Yes, Mr Smith. If you'll come this way, ma'am.'
Before she could say goodbye, Smith had turned to go back into 

his consulting suite, giving a quick nod to Sue, once more seated 
behind her desk, indicating he was ready to see his next client.

'He's a bit of an oddball, isn't he?' she said. 'Ice one minute, fire 
the next and then all fluffy bunnies.'

'Who, Mr Smith?' said Simon. 'He comes across as a bit of a 
bear at first, but he's okay once you get to know him.'

'How long have you known him?'
'Nigh on sixty, no make it seventy years. Crikey how time flies. 

Whenever you're ready, ma'am; it's this way.' 
Like a gentleman, and a doorman, he held open the exit door for 

her, and once in the corridor marched ahead in carefully measured 
strides. Maxine had to jog to catch him up.

'Where are we going?' 
'Following Mr Smith's instructions, ma'am,' he said. 'First stop 

Medical and then to the Instruction Suite.'
'To do what?'
'To get medicalled and instructioned of course, ma'am.'
'Please, drop the ma'am. I'm not the Queen.'
'No, ma'am. Sorry, ma'am...Miss. Force of habit, Miss.'
'Can't you call me Maxine?'
'I don't think so Miss.'
'Then Miss will have to do. Can't we get something to eat first? 

I've been up since the crack of dawn. I missed breakfast and I'm 
famished.'

He came to a sudden stop, and she could not help but collide 
with him. 'Mr Smith has given me my orders, Miss. It is my duty to 
obey.'



'And you will,' she said, 'but after I've had something to eat. 
Where's the nearest canteen. I need food before I fold up through 
lack of nourishment.'

Simon, powerless in the face of her insistence and unwilling to 
have her faint on him, led her to the elevator and escorted her to 
the nearest cafeteria, which happened to be on the eighteenth floor. 

After a light meal, Simon delivered his charge, and her file, to 
the Medical suite and into the hands of a young but highly 
competent nurse called Tilly, who carried out an extremely 
thorough health assessment on her.

'I thought everyone assumed perfect physical health here,' 
Maxine said, remembering Mo's once crippled, now fully 
functioning leg. 'I don't even need my contacts or my glasses any 
more.'

'We just want to make doubly sure,' Tilly said, peeling off her 
protective gloves. 'Using the portal can be very...strenuous, to say 
the least. It will seek out and take advantage of any weakness, no 
matter how slight. We don't want to take any chances.'

'Of what? It ripping me apart at the seams and my vanishing 
into a puff of dust?' Maxine said. 'You make it sound like it's alive.'

'The jury's still out there,' said Tilly, cryptically. 'It's different 
for everyone. When you see it, you'll know what I mean and you 
can judge for yourself.'

After the medical, there followed a complicated and convoluted 
psychometric analysis, which tested both her mental staying power 
and her patience.

'What the hell difference does it make how I like my eggs 
cooked?' she asked, when she had reached the fifth page of 
questions.

'We can tell a lot about your personality from your choice of 
egg preparation,' asserted the examiner, as if it was the most 
natural thing in the world.

'Please, in the name of sanity, tell me how,' she pleaded.
'It's technical, you wouldn't understand.'
How many more times was she going to hear that catch-all, 

mean nothing phrase?
They allowed her a short break before calling her to undergo an 

evaluation of her physical fitness. She recalled a very similar 



appraisal a few years ago when she had been selected to do a 
tandem parachute jump for charity. The training sessions with an 
experienced instructor prior to the actual leaping from the 
aeroplane had left her feeling more battered and bruised than the 
actual jump, despite keeping herself in good condition with weekly 
swimming and aerobics.

Now, with her assessments complete, she felt exactly the same, 
if not worse, than she had then.

With her ordeals over and on the point of fainting with 
weariness, she passed a long spell in a waiting room chatting to 
Simon, while a panel of officials reflected on their findings. After a 
good deal of discussion and consideration, they finally declared her 
fit and competent to return the next day to begin training proper.

She found herself in possession of yet another folder, this one 
bright yellow and stuffed to bursting.

'You are jesting,' she said, her outstretched arms sagging under 
the folder's weight.

''Fraid not,' her assessor smiled. 'It is comprehensive, and some 
of it is more technical than practical, and a lot of it is frankly 
waffle, but safety is everything, so read, absorb, and remember as 
much as you can.'

'I suppose there will be a test,' she said, sullenly.
'Of course there will. It is the whole purpose of my existence.' 

The assessor held the door open for her. 'See you tomorrow, 
Maxine. Get some sleep if you can, because you're going to need 
it. You've got some very intensive work ahead of you.'

Sent on her way without further ceremony, she left the 
Administration building with the folder clutched under her arm, 
her physical and mental energies worn out, and every nerve and 
muscle straining.

She wended her way home through the quiet, clean early 
evening streets, exhausted but happy in the knowledge that the pain 
and the strain had all been worthwhile, and a few days' time, she 
would be allowed to be with Robert and offer him what comfort 
she could as he sent her mortal remains to their final rest.
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The morning of Maxine's funeral dawned clear and bright, 
heralding the onset of a perfect summer's day, the very sort on 
which Robert would be suggesting they should skip work and 
spend the day at the beach, or meet up in the park to have a picnic 
lunch and feed the ducks.

Instead, he stood before the dressing table mirror, pushing the 
knot of his tie against the collar of a shirt whose bright whiteness 
contrasted starkly with the dark of the suit bought especially for the 
occasion.

There came a knock at the door, followed by Bella's voice. 
'Bobby, darling, are you ready? The cars are here. It's time to 

go.'
Behind the closed bedroom door he stood rooted to the spot, 

staring at himself in the mirror. 
She knocked again. 'Bobby, are you okay?'
'Yes.' His reply came out too weak and hoarse to carry as far as 

the door and he cleared his throat to strengthen his voice. 'Yes 
Bella. I'm fine. I'll be down in a moment.'

He examined his reflection once more, to be sure the quaking he 
felt in his bones could not be seen from the outside, took a deep 
breath, and stepped up to the door, but when he came to reach out 
for the handle, his arm refused to move. 

'Come on, where's your backbone,' he murmured to himself. 
'Everyone's waiting. They are depending on you; you have to do 
this.'

He imagined what Maxine would have to say if she saw him 
now, trembling with trepidation, afraid to even open the door and 
face what was to come. She would grab his hand and hold on 
tightly, and while telling him not to be such a baby, forcibly shift 
him down the stairs.

He took a further deep breath and with enormous force of will 
overcame the paralysis, to take his first step out of the safety of his 
bedroom, to confront what could, quite possibly, be the worst day 
of his life.

Downstairs, family members were already gathered in the front 
parlour to await transportation to the crematorium. The women sat 
in chairs, sipping at tea or sherry and chattering in hushed tones, 
while the men stood huddled together in a corner, keeping their 



conversation neutral and inoffensively centred around the 
performance of the local football team.

When Robert entered in the room, the chatter stopped and all 
eyes turned to him. He suddenly felt very exposed and vulnerable, 
and struck by the overwhelming desire to flee as far as he could, as 
fast as he could, to the canal where he could throw himself into its 
murky depths and sink down among the car tyres and shopping 
trolleys and away from the whole dreadful nightmare.

A comforting hand touched his arm and broke the spell and he 
turned to face Bella, smiling up at him, radiating sorrow and 
compassion in equal measure. Even funereal black could not dim 
the glow of her kindness. It flowed from her, and into him. 

'Alright, sweetheart?' she asked, stroking his arm.
He smiled weakly at her and patted her hand, comforted by her 

caring presence. 'I'm fine, Bella, thank you, although I could 
genuinely do with a stiff drink right now.'

'And you shall have one.' 
Moments later she returned with a crystal tumbler, its bottom 

just about covered with amber liquid. Its smell gave it away - her 
good brandy, the one she saved for special occasions.

'Just a little one,' she said, handing it to him. 'It wouldn't be 
seemly to get squiffy right now, would it?'

A statement not a question.
'Probably not,' he whispered and, feeling all eyes still on him, he 

upended the glass and swallowed the contents in a single gulp. He 
passed the glass back to Bella with thanks.

'Better?' she asked.
He nodded, sweeping his tongue over his lips, seeking out a 

final taste of liquid comfort.
She placed the glass on the sideboard. 'I promise, when we get 

back, I'll get out the good stuff and you can have as much as you 
like. Okay?'

'Okay,' he said, and smiled appreciatively.
She stood on her tiptoes and kissed his cheek. 'Whenever you're 

ready, Bobby. We'll take your lead.'
He nodded solemnly. 'Let's get this over with then, shall we?' 
A murmur of docile agreement circulated the room.
Bella linked her arm into his and together, under the discreet 

observance of their neighbours, they led the way up the garden 



path to where the hearse containing Maxine's casket, and the 
limousines with their respective drivers and attendants, were 
waiting patiently at the kerb.

They slid into the back seat of the first limousine, leaving room 
for Richard to climb in beside them. Until now, he had respectfully 
kept his distance and allowed his wife to tend to her brother in 
law's needs, but in the back of the car, with her sitting between 
them, he grasped hold of her free hand, her other already being 
held tightly by his twin.

Both sets of in-laws shared the second limousine. Non-family 
members followed on in their own cars.

At the crematorium, Graham Parker and his assistant took 
Maxine's coffin in through a side door while the party of mourners 
milled around in the foyer, awaiting direction.

At Parker's instruction the chief mourners, Robert, Richard and 
Bella, led the way into the non-denominational chapel's main 
seating area.

The coffin now stood amid a sea of floral wreaths, on proud 
display at the front of a room illuminated by coloured patches of 
sunlight streaming through stained glass windows. 

To Robert, the aisle between the rows of pews stretched out 
before him like a mile long seaside pier. Step by unsteady step, he 
made his way along it, yet the further he advanced, the further the 
end retreated, defying him to ever reach it.

Richard's hand on his shoulder supported and guided him, and 
he progressed to the front row and his seat. The thin, threadbare 
cushion offered no comfort against the hard wooden bench. 
Conscious of unwanted attention falling on him, he pressed himself 
up against the wall, as if by doing so he could meld with the 
stonework and become invisible.

'The wreaths are beautiful,' Bella said, and squatted to read 
some of the cards. 'Do you want to have a look at them, Bobby?'

He shook his head in silent refusal. He had a good idea what 
they would say - well meaning but pointless sentiments.

Bella took time to read each of the cards as the rest of the 
congregation found their seats, dividing themselves into subtle 
groups of friends, acquaintances, family and workmates and filling 



both sides of the chapel, their conversation kept to a low 
background hum.

When Bella had finished reading, she held out a hand to Richard 
for him to help her to her feet again, and took her seat next to him. 

The scent of fresh flowers filled the air, and from a hidden 
speaker the chosen classical music played out. Robert, however, 
saw and heard nothing of it. His moist, red rimmed eyes were fixed 
on the wooden box containing the body of his beloved Maxine, his 
mind straining against its own stubborn refusal to bring to bear a 
living image of her.

The humanist celebrant took his place at the lectern. A dull 
suited, ruddy faced individual with an obvious hairpiece, he 
arranged his notes and itinerary, and cleared his throat. At this cue, 
the room fell silent and all eyes turned to him.

He introduced himself as Nigel Budd, thanked everyone for 
coming, and embarked on his prepared speech.

11

The moment Budd opened his mouth to speak, Maxine, 
accompanied by her eccentrically dressed escort, Simon, entered 
the hallowed chamber housing the inter-dimensional gateway 
known as 'the portal'.

'Excuse me Miss, while I have a word with the controller and 
ensure everything is in order, Simon said, making his way to the 
desk.

Maxine hardly noticed his absence, or the barrenness of the 
room. Her eyes were only for the object before her, one which 
looked remarkably similar to a Rococo mirror she had once seen at 
an antique fair, only this was bigger - much bigger, measuring at 
least ten feet tall and eight feet wide. She approached it for a closer 
look.

Unlike a conventional mirror, which would have been silvered 
and reflective, the wooden frame, elaborately decorated with 
carved flowers and leaves, housed a dark, flat oval which reminded 
her of the tarred and smoked glass panel of her parents' wood 
burning stove.



She inched forward to scrutinise the intriguing object more 
closely, unable to put her finger on something else which didn't 
seem quite right. And then it came to her. 

The mirror appeared to be floating freely in the air, mere inches 
from the ground, and try as she might she could see no visible 
means of support from top, bottom or side. She peered behind it, 
hoping to see some kind of rear mounted supporting bracket, only 
to discover the back face to be identical to the front. She turned a 
questioning face to Simon.

'I have no idea,' he shrugged, without her having to ask. 
In response to her nearness and curiosity, a speck of light at the 

object's centre blinked into life, quickly growing in brightness until 
the whole of the frame filled with what looked like a billowing 
sheet of shot silk. The shifting colours mesmerised her. Could 
Nurse Tilly have been right, and somehow the portal was alive? 
The implication no longer seemed quite so outrageous.

'Have you ever seen anything quite so beautiful,' said Simon.
Maxine had to admit, she had not. 
'We're all set this end, Miss. Shall we go?'
He stepped forward, but Maxine didn't move, although she 

knew exactly what to expect after the intense preparatory exercises 
drilled into her by her instructor, after watching a detailed film 
over and again until she could recall every frame, and after reading 
the information folder until the words blurred before her eyes. Now 
she was actually here before the hallowed artefact, none of it 
mattered. Seeing the portal the first time in all its magnificent, 
dangerous, terrifying glory swept all her learning from her mind 
and left her petrified to her very marrow.

'It's now or never, Miss,' said Simon. 'He who hesitates is lost as 
they say. If it rejects you, it will close on you and you've had it. 
You won't get another chance. You'll be going nowhere.' 

He sidled closer. 'For your information, there is every chance 
Mr Smith is watching,' he said, sotto voce. 'You wouldn't want to 
give him the satisfaction of seeing you fail, would you?'

She now had all the stimulus she needed. 'Indeed I would not.'
Girding all her courage, she closed her eyes, diverted all her 

strength into her legs and stepped into the swimming colours.



Instantly an icy wind rushed into her face and surrounded her, 
its chill causing all the hairs on her body to rise and her to inhale 
smartly.

'Were here,' said Simon, a heartbeat later.
She opened her eyes, and it took her a moment to get her 

bearings. Although they had exited exactly where they expected to 
be, in the porch of the crematorium chapel, the change of scenery 
threw her.

A pair of heavy wooden doors stood closed before them, which 
Simon had no trouble opening, seemingly without actually needing 
to touch them.

'How...?' she started to ask.
'I'll tell you later; we're already late.'
They stepped through and into the body of the building where 

the service was already under way.
Maxine's eyes scanned the rows of all too sombrely dressed 

people. She recognised all but a few. Most sat quietly, paying 
attention to the man at the dais, some had their heads bowed with 
their faces hidden and some of the women were crying. She 
spotted one of her girlfriends, Lesley, wiping her eyes with a soggy 
tissue.

'She's going to be pissed when she finds out the mascara I lent 
her isn't waterproof,' she muttered to herself.

A few steps further and she stood by her father, stone faced and 
stoical, refusing to cry. Her mother, however, wept openly into a 
lace edged handkerchief.

She drew her guide to one side. 'Before we go any further, 
Simon, let me make sure I've got everything straight; they can't see 
us in the traditional sense, can they?'

'No.'
'Because, to them we are like shadows; images flitting at the 

corner of their eyes? They are never quite sure if there's anything 
there or not and if they turn to look...poof! Nothing there, right?'

'Correct.'
'And if they can hear us, it's in a 'voices in the head, not in the 

ears' sort of way?'
'For the most part. Of course, whether they will hear you or not 

depends on them. Most won't, simply because they don't want to. 
The rest just can't.'



'I know Robert will. He'll be looking for me. And if I've done 
the exercises right and I concentrate especially hard, I should be 
able to touch him too.'

'NO!' Simon jabbed the air in front of her with an index finger 
stained yellow by years of nicotine abuse. 'You know the rules, no 
touching allowed! NONE!'

'The book says I can, if I'm careful?'
'Mr Smith says you can't.'
'Mr Smith isn't here, is he?'
'Mr Smith is everywhere.'
She paid no heed to Budd's droning monotone as she made her 

way down the aisle between the seats to where her casket rested on 
a metal frame, and from on top of which a ring of red roses gave 
off a light but luxuriant fragrance. She inhaled and caught their 
scent on the air.

'Such beautiful flowers. How wonderful.'
She then turned to her little family on the front row of pews, to 

Robert, hunched tight against the wall with Richard and Bella 
protectively close on the other side of him. 

As she listened to the eulogy, Bella unconsciously stroked her 
pregnant belly and Maxine, defying all instruction not to touch, 
laid her hand on it. Reacting to the unexpected and unfamiliar 
contact, the tiny baby inside shifted and Bella flinched.

'Are you alright, sweetheart?' Richard whispered, noting her 
discomfort.

Bella nodded. 'I'm fine. It's just a twinge. This seat's a bit hard.'
The tedious delivery from the man at the front continued. He 

had already affirmed it to be; 'Truly a very sad occasion,' before 
moving on to suggest; '...although we are gathered together in 
mourning Maxine's sudden and tragic passing from our lives, we 
should also see this as an opportunity to celebrate her life, albeit 
brief...'

'We,' Maxine thought. 'You didn't even know I existed until half 
an hour ago.'

'...let us remember this truly beautiful soul, who brought joy and 
happiness into the lives of everyone fortunate enough to know her, 
and especially the love and devotion she shared with her husband 
Roger...Robert.'



Robert stifled a quiet sob and Maxine could take no more of the 
insincerity. She leaned close to her beloved, her lips brushing his 
ear.

'Be strong, Robert, darling. It's only my body in there; flesh and 
bones, an empty vessel. I'm still with you. I'll always be with you. 
I'll never leave you. Remember, anima mea, my love.'

The voice came too directly to his ear to be imagination or 
wishful thinking, and the cool, soft hand brushing a stray tear from 
his cheek too substantial to be a draught from the open window. 
And when the air in front of him shifted and coalesced into the 
shape of her reaching out to touch him, and his nostrils filled with 
her unmistakeable perfume of vanilla and sandalwood, all sense of 
illusion dissipated. 

'Maxine!' he murmured and lifted a trembling hand to her.
Feeling his brother shaking beside him and seeing him reaching 

into empty air, Richard put his hand on Robert's arm and gave it a 
gentle squeeze. 'What's the matter, Bob?'

'Can't you see her?' said Robert.
'See who?'
'Maxine? She's right there. She spoke to me. She said...'
Anima mea - their secret words.
Richard hushed him. 'There's no-one there, Bob.' He forced 

Robert's arm down and held onto it. 'It'll soon be over, bro,' he said 
soothingly. 'Hold on.'

But she was there, Robert could feel her, smell her, hear her, 
and when he strained his feverish eyes to seek out the area of 
shimmering air, he could make out the unambiguous shape of her.

He felt tension grow in his chest and found it progressively hard 
to breathe. He feared his heart might give out under the strain, until 
there came coolness against his brow and with it a wave of calm, 
which he allowed to flow through him and still his agitation. Her 
voice came to him again, although this time he thought he sensed it 
rather than heard it. 

'Just a few minutes more, my sweet. Stay strong.'
He called to her with his mind. 'I can't Maxie! I can't bear it! 

Make it stop!'
Words formed without lips and heard without ears, yet as clear 

as daylight came back to him. 



'Shhhh. I'm here, my love, I'm here. Be still. It will soon be 
over.' 

He felt movement in his hair, much like when her fingers used 
to ruffle and tease it, and he squeezed his eyes tightly closed and 
concentrated on holding on to the sensation.

Maxine leaned into him, and pressed a kiss against his forehead. 
'Never forget I love you, Robert. I'll always love you, now and 

for ever more.'
His lips mimed the words while his voice in his head sent back 

his reply. 'For ever more Maxie; for ever more.'
Budd finally ceased speaking. His hand dropped beneath the 

dais to a concealed button, the pressing of which would bring the 
heavy red curtains to surround Maxine's casket and set in motion 
the mechanism which would carry her towards her final 
destination. 

He stepped away from the dais and faced the curtains, his hands 
crossed in front of him, head bowed in respect, while the music 
played on. Nobody spoke, not wanting to break into the solemnity 
of the moment. 

Robert's shoulders slumped heavily and his chin dropped to his 
chest and he clamped his hand over his eyes as a single wretched 
sob ripped from his throat.

His job done, Budd approached the front pew and offered his 
hand to a distraught Robert.

'I am really very sorry for your loss,' he said.
Robert took the hand absently. 'What you said, about Maxine, 

it...it was...erm...very nice,' he said, his trembling voice a bare 
whisper. 'Thank you.'

'You're very welcome,' said Budd. 
He shook hands with Richard and Bella in turn, before 

retreating into a side room to have a cigarette while he rehearsed 
his next disingenuous speech.

Robert watched the door close, bringing the proceedings to an 
end, and sat motionless, staring at it, unsure of the correct protocol 
to follow. Should he take the initiative and get up straight away, or 
should he wait a decent interval before leading the congregation 
out? He couldn't remember. 

Funeral Director Parker took away the burden of decision when 
he came once more to the front of the pews.



'The cars are ready when you are, Robert,' he said, sweeping his 
arm toward the exit. 

Not wanting his brother to brook a moment longer than he 
needed to in this place of distress, Richard took hold of Robert's 
elbow and helped him to his feet.

'Come on, mate,' he said, leading him up the aisle. 'Let's get you 
home and get a stiff drink inside you. I think we've all earned one 
today.'

Robert glanced back to where he had seen his vision, searching 
once more for signs of Maxine's presence, but the shimmering air 
had gone and he could no longer smell the vanilla perfume. Had 
his overwhelming grief brought on hallucinations and his confused 
imagination been playing tricks on him?

Although his common sense told him there was no such thing as 
ghosts or spectres or spirits, that the dead were dead and gone, his 
senses told him differently, and for the rest of his life he would 
remain convinced of Maxine being there with him when he needed 
her most, imbuing him with strength and courage when he was at 
his weakest, and enabling him to get through the day without 
coming completely unhinged. 

From her position a mere ten feet away, Maxine watched as the 
three people she loved most in the world made their way to the rear 
of the chapel, followed in sober procession by the rest of the 
congregation, her parents included. She was about to follow them 
when Simon grabbed her roughly by her sleeve.

'What the hell do you think you were doing?' he hissed angrily. 
'I told you what Mr Smith said, what the rules say - NO 
TOUCHING! I don't want to even begin to imagine the trouble you 
are going to be in...and me for not stopping you.'

She turned to him, eyes flashing with indignation as she 
unleashed her full charge of rancour on him. 'Do you for one 
second think I care about Mr Smith and his fucking rule book? 
Obviously, Simon, neither you nor he has the slightest appreciation 
of what's just gone on here, or how important it was I did what I 
did.' 

She pointed at Robert, accepting condolences, making small 
talk and shaking hands with friends and family as he waded 



through the gathering to the limousine which would return him to 
the quiet sanctuary of Richard's house.

'My husband is hanging onto his sanity by a dangerously frayed 
thread, and you're concerned about petty rules and regulations and 
the fuss Mr Hoity Toity Smith might make of having them bent a 
little,' she railed. 'Well I say FUCK Mr Smith, FUCK the rules and 
fuck YOU!!'

She wrenched her sleeve out of his grip and ran to the back exit 
of the chapel, pushing her way through the group, which parted at 
the unseen compulsion to move out of the way, just in time to see 
the rear door of Robert's car close and the vehicle draw slowly 
away. She had missed him.

'Bye bye, sweetie,' she murmured to the retreating vehicle. 'I 
love you.'

'Come on,' said Simon from beside her, his face creased with a 
scowl of disapproval. 'We're going back right now. You've done 
enough damage for one day.'

Maxine sat heavily on the sofa and dropped her head into her 
hands. She had never felt so tired in her whole life, or after life, as 
if every molecule of strength had leaked out of her and been 
replaced with water.

'I heard you caused a bit of a kerfuffle,' said Mo, sitting beside 
her and patting her knee. 'You were very naughty.'

'How would you know?'
'Word gets around. Mr Smith was rather cross and poor old 

Simon got a proper telling off for letting you get out of hand. He 
also said you were rather rude to him.'

'Did he now? A proper little tittle tattler isn't he?'
'Leave him alone. He's a nice old man. He was only trying to do 

his job and you put him in a very difficult position.'
'I did what I had to do. I suppose I will have to apologise to 

him?'
'You know it's the right thing to do. A kind word and a bottle of 

his favourite whisky should do it. A few words of humility to Mr 
Smith wouldn't go amiss either.'

'He can wait.' Maxine groaned into her hands. 'Urgh! I feel like 
death.'



'An unfortunate choice of phrase under the circumstances, but I 
know what you mean. You've had a trying day and need to rest and 
gather your strength again.'

Maxine flopped against the back of the sofa. 'I'll be okay after a 
bit of a sleep. I didn't think it would be such hard work. It took 
everything I had, but I'm pretty sure I reached Robert, just for a 
moment.'

'You most certainly did. The way Robert reacted to your 
presence proves it, and even though Simon should have intervened 
to stop you, it's a good thing he didn't, otherwise we would never 
have known how strongly and easily you got through without 
damaging yourself; a very unusual feat for someone who has been 
here such a short while. It takes an awful lot of energy to cross 
over, be able to interact and to come back again safely. There have 
been cases of some who have had to be here for years before they 
can summon up barely enough strength to cross, only to find they 
had nothing left to come back with, and simply faded into 
nothingness.'

'Smith said something like that could happen, although I feel 
pretty solid still. You can still see me, can't you?'

'You do look a bit ragged around the edges, my dear, quite 
peaky in fact, but as you said, you'll be fine after a spell of rest and 
recuperation.'

'Thank you for organising the trip for me, Mo. I'll never forget 
it.'

'You are welcome my dear. I was sceptical at first, but now, I'm 
glad you I could help you.'

Maxine's eyes closed and she murmured something 
unintelligible, her mouth and tongue too tired to form words 
properly. She tried to lift her head, but finding it as heavy as a sack 
of coal, gave up. 

'It wasn't all down to me,' Mo continued. 'I simply did the 
paperwork on your behalf and endorsed the request to Mr Smith. It 
seems after you impressed him at your interview, he had no 
hesitation in granting you special dispensation. An honour indeed.'

'Even after I swore at him and called him a callous bastard to his 
face?'

'I'm sure he didn't take it seriously.'



A moment's contemplative silence ensued in which Maxine 
found herself in danger of falling asleep.

'I believe you haven't yet had your interview with your 
counsellor,' Mo said, snapping her awake.

She sighed heavily and rubbed her eyes. 'No not yet.'
'When is your appointment?'
'I don't know. I've had too many other things on my mind to 

worry about it.'
'It was in the packet of papers I left you. Did you not read 

through it?'
'I'm slowly working my way through them, I'm sure I'll get to it 

sooner or later, although I did find the credit card and I'm going to 
make good use of it. A little medicinal shopping trip might be just 
what the doctor ordered after today.'

'It's not just a credit card, Maxine; it's more of an identity card. 
You'll need to keep it with you at all times and don't lose it. Now, 
about your appointment...'

Maxine's shoulders sagged and she groaned. 'Can't it wait a bit 
longer? I just want to sleep now. I'm so tired.'

'Understandable, dear, but it is very important you go. Until you 
have been assessed by your counsellor, we can't accurately 
evaluate your needs and find you an appropriate position which 
will help you integrate you into society proper. Where are the 
papers? I'll find it for you.'

Maxine lifted her arm and pointed weakly. 'In the drawer of the 
dresser over there.' She yawned. 'If you don't mind, I think I'm 
going to have a lie down.'

She left Mo to look through the drawer as she hauled herself 
from the sofa, and while she still had the strength to put one foot in 
front of the other, plodded into the bedroom.

When Mo found the appropriate letter she took it through to the 
bedroom, only to find Maxine curled up on the bed, still fully 
dressed and already descending into a deep dreamless sleep from 
which she would not rouse until a full twenty four hours hence.
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Until today, even the thought of crossing the threshold of his 
marital home made him break out in a cold sweat and so, for the 
first time since Maxine's death and with a deep sense of 
apprehension, Robert turned the key in the door of the flat and 
pushed it open, sweeping aside the week's mail. 

With the funeral over and the assorted relatives dispatched to 
their respective homes to get on with their respectable, predictable 
lives, he found the fogginess in his mind lifted, allowing him to put 
it to work again and being home marked the first tentative step 
towards him coming to terms with this new phase in his life, 
uninvited, unwelcome and unwanted though it may be.

His sister in law had looked after him splendidly, and how he 
thanked her for it, although at half way through her first pregnancy, 
Bella didn't need the extra work of another mouth to feed, another 
bed to change or more clothes to launder, but like the mother hen 
she couldn't help being, she took him under her wing without any 
complaint, kept him well fed, warm and dry; offered gentle 
comforting hugs when he needed them, and supplied him with the 
traditional solution to any problem, no matter how big - ample 
cups of tea. Although he neither wanted nor needed them, he never 
refused, even when he thought he could feel it swimming behind 
his eyes. 

She tried, of course, to convince him to stay longer, urging him 
to take more time. As gently as he could, not wishing to upset her 
or appear ungrateful, he told her;

'Hiding out in your spare bedroom and being waited on hand 
and foot, marvellous though it is, isn't going to help me move 
forward, Bell. In fact, it may very well hold me back. I could get 
too used to it and you'll never get rid of me. You have been more 
than wonderful the way you have taken care of me, I couldn't have 
got this far without you, but this is one very unpleasant nettle I 
need to grasp on my own, no matter how hard it stings. You 
understand, don't you?'

'Absolutely,' she said. 'But I'm going to miss having you around. 
Don't be offended, Bobby, but in a perverse sort of way, I've rather 
enjoyed looking after you.'

'No offence at all, Bell. It's your mothering instinct coming to 
the fore.' He dropped his voice low. 'But don't tell Richard about 
those little extras we shared, 'cause he'll only get jealous.' 



He winked at her and she giggled coyly. 
'If ever there was a time when we were more deserving of a few 

luxury chocolate biscuits, I can't think of it,' she said. 'It will be our 
secret.'

Despite the ever lurking presence of the Maxine shaped hole 
threatening to swallow him entirely should he give himself up to it, 
Robert took back his responsibilities and gathered up the mail and 
added it to the heap, discovering yet another stiff white envelope to 
add to the separate collection of general mail - bills, bank 
statements and other official looking letters. 

Richard had volunteered to call round at least once a week to 
pick up the mostly junk mail and stack it on the hall table - menus 
for local takeaways, event flyers, canvassing leaflets for the 
previous week's local election and a copy of the free newspaper, all 
of which would eventually find itself in the recycling bin. He also 
collected any bits and pieces Robert needed, and watered Maxine's 
plants.

'Honey, I'm home,' he called out, and although realistically 
expecting no reply, still felt a twinge of disappointment to not 
receive one.

After dropping his shopping bag onto the kitchen table, he 
wandered slowly through the empty flat, casting his eyes over each 
surface and into every corner, finding even the smallest nook and 
cranny filled with both Maxine's absence and presence.

He stood in the doorway of the bedroom, made dim by half 
closed curtains. He drew them back to let in the daylight and saw 
how tidy the room looked. 

Sweet Bella's work; what else had she done? 
The bed had been made and Maxine's nightshirt laid neatly 

folded on her pillow, her slippers tucked under the bed and her 
half-read book placed on the nightstand. The rest of her personal 
items, however, had not been touched. 

On one side of the dressing table her numerous hand and face 
creams and various other lotions, potions and perfumes, were all 
neatly displayed. On the other, on a special tray and in order of use 
because she liked things handy that way, were her pieces of 
makeup - foundation and powder, eyeshadow, mascara and 



lipstick, all placed exactly where she left them on her last day on 
Earth.

Inhaling, he could smell a lingering trace of her perfume.
He opened the wardrobe where Maxine's clothes were stored; 

sweaters and tops folded precisely on the shelves, shirts and 
blouses, suits, skirts and trousers hanging in careful colour co-
ordination above tidily paired shoes. Her favourite party dresses 
hung in protective plastic packets, as did her best business suit, the 
one she saved for her most important meetings where she felt it 
paramount to at least masquerade cool, detached professionalism. 

He took out one of her well loved and well worn cashmere 
sweaters and arranged it around his neck as if her arms were in it, 
hugging him. He pressed the body of it to his nose, taking in its 
faint smell of laundry powder and conditioner, and he rubbed the 
fabric against his cheek, appreciating its delicate softness, before 
folding and replacing it on its shelf and closing the wardrobe again.

When he returned to the kitchen and saw Bella had also tidied 
up in there, his gratitude at her big-hearted thoughtfulness knew no 
bounds, for she had saved him from facing the unpalatable task of 
tackling a sinkful of four week old dirty, mouldy cups and dishes 
and emptying a festering waste bin, which in his absence would 
without doubt have been stinking to the heavens and attracting 
vermin.

He put on the kettle and unpacked the groceries he had picked 
up on the way home - milk, eggs, butter, a loaf of bread, a tin of 
baked beans, a packet of sausages and a half litre bottle of whisky.

While he waited for the kettle to boil, he poured himself a 
charitable glass of spirit and took it through to the living room to 
stand in front of Maxine's small upright piano, on top of which her 
photograph smiled out at him from its silver frame.

He took in every nuance of the picture, committing it to his 
permanent memory banks - her hair, her eyes, her smile and the 
way it formed a small dimple in her left cheek. Even on paper, her 
smile was infectious, instilling one in him too.

'Hello darling,' he said. 'You're looking gorgeous as usual.' He 
kissed his fingers and pressed them to the glass. 'I knew you were 
with me at the service. I could feel you. I heard you. I smelled you.' 
Tears flooded into his eyes. 'Oh God, Maxine, I miss you so 
much...I want you back...come back to me...'



From the kitchen, the kettle whistled its demand for his 
attention. He wiped his hand over his face, clearing his eyes, and 
went to attend to it, collecting the pile of mail from the hall on the 
way. 

At the kitchen table, over a restorative cup of coffee, he sorted 
through the post. The junk pile already dispatched, he went 
through the white envelopes, each containing a sympathy card 
from Maxine's friends and relations, acquaintances and work 
colleagues. He opened and read them all. Maxine had a lot of 
friends; anyone who ever met her instantly liked her, and they all 
offered their deepest condolences and sorrow at her passing. It 
offered some comfort to know how many others had also loved her 
and would miss her.

He wouldn't put the cards on display as he would birthday or 
Christmas cards; they were markers of happy times and deserved 
to be shown off. Pretty and touching as these cards were, he would 
find them too distressing to look at. He didn't need to be reminded 
of his loss. Instead he put them aside, making a mental note to list 
their senders and, in due course when he felt up to it, reply with a 
note of thanks for their thoughtfulness, although he might take 
some time to around to it. He had enough squeezed onto his 
backburner already and felt sure they wouldn't mind waiting while 
he took some time to pick up the scattered threads of his life and 
find some semblance of normality, 

He muddled through the first few days of living on his own like 
a man in a dream. He loitered around the flat watching TV or 
reading, he went for walks in the local park or by the canal, and did 
his shopping at the supermarket, but every moment of every day, 
he missed Maxine. He missed her chatting to him while he tried to 
watch the football, making him miss the crucial goal; he missed 
her warm soft presence in bed, except for her feet which could be 
like blocks of ice draining heat from him like a radiator in reverse. 
He missed her infectious laugh, her sweet smell, her velvet 
touch...her everything. He missed...her.

When unexpected spells of quiet weeping came upon him, even 
though they used him up, he would give in to them because in 
some small way they acted as a kind of cathartic safety valve and 
he knew if he didn't allow the release, he would go mad. 



Richard would call him on the phone or turn up at the flat at 
least once a day, sometimes he would do both on the same day, and 
although appreciative of his brother's love and concern, Robert 
found it a little wearing and tried to persuade him he was doing 
fine on his own and there was no need for any fuss.

They reached a compromise. Richard agreed to cut down his 
visits to twice a week, and his phone calls to every other day.

The days stretched into weeks, until one morning Robert woke 
with a feeling of steely determination; he decided he felt strong 
enough to give serious consideration to returning to work. Money 
hadn't been a problem for the duration of his absence on 
compassionate leave; the firm had been open-handed and kept him 
on full pay. What he needed more than income was something to 
occupy his time and his hands, but more especially, his mind. He 
needed the stimulation, before routine and boredom were allowed 
to become the norm, before idleness, ennui and too many 
microwave ready meals made him fat and lazy and unmotivated.

Returning to work and diving head first into the challenges it 
would bring could literally be a life saver.

The senior partner of his firm, Ken Chappell, although delighted 
to hear Robert felt ready to come back to work, expressed some 
misgivings. 'Are you sure, Robert? I'm not trying to put you off, 
but it's only been a few weeks.'

'I know, Ken, but if I don't get out of the flat soon, I'm going to 
go stir crazy. I'm getting cabin fever at home on my own. I'm 
drinking too much, I'm eating too much and my brain is turning to 
mush. I want to come back to work. More importantly, I need to 
come back.'

'Okay. Try part time to start with and see how you go.'
'In for a penny, in for a pound,' said Robert. 'I want to do full 

time.'
'Whatever suits you best,' agreed Ken. 'But don't overdo it. 

When do you want to start?'
'Monday will be as good a time as any.'
'Monday it is then, and now I come to think of it there is 

something in the pipeline I think might be right up your street.'



Monday morning dawned bright and clear and Robert, dressed 
in his freshly pressed work suit (only a little bit tighter at the 
waist), lemon yellow shirt and matching tie, picked up his 
briefcase and with his keys in his hand, opened the door of the flat. 

Before he had stepped off the welcome mat, the first doubts 
crept up on him. He only made it as far as the stairwell before a 
strange fluttering sensation grew in his stomach. At first he thought 
it to be a sense of excitement at the prospect of returning to work, 
but as the sensation grew stronger and more unpleasant, and his 
breathing and heart rate picked up their pace, he recognized a far 
more pernicious feeling - fear.

Like a whirlwind inside his head, thoughts assailed him. Was he 
doing the right thing? Might it be too early to consider venturing 
back into the workplace? Had he recouped enough strength to face 
his colleagues and their well meaning sympathy? What if they 
started to avoid him because they didn't know what to say for the 
best? What if one of them accidentally said the wrong thing and he 
embarrassed both himself and them, by breaking down and making 
a show of himself? Would he ever live down the humiliation?

Like an agoraphobic turtle retreating into its shell, he ran back 
up the stairs, scuttled back into the flat and closed the door, leaning 
heavily against it. He needed more time, if only to be sure of 
making the right decision. He would think about it for a couple 
more days, a week at the most. Ken would understand.

The struggle with his sudden lack of self confidence proved to 
be more difficult than he anticipated, particularly when, without 
warning or reason, the ability to sleep abandoned him.

Each night he went through his pre-bedtime ritual - showering, 
changing into his pyjamas, cleaning and flossing his teeth - before 
crawling into bed to watch TV or read until he felt himself falling 
into a doze. He would then put out the light and get comfortable 
and let himself slide into sleep, only to find himself wide awake 
again less than an hour later, and remain so until the early hours of 
the morning.

He thought having a small drink of whisky before bed would 
help. It didn't. Neither did hot milk, or a warm bath, or lavender oil 
on his pillow, or a whole other handful of old wives' remedies.



He deferred his planned return to work for yet a further week, 
by which time, desperate for just one night's full interrupted sleep, 
he phoned Richard.

'Do you remember the sedatives the doctor gave me after 
Maxine died; the ones which knocked me out for ages?'

'How could I forget?' said Richard. 'They turned you into a 
proper Rip Van Winkle.'

'Have you still got them?'
'I dunno. Why?'
'I need them.'
'What for?'
'Because I'm having trouble sleeping, you daft bugger. Why 

else?'
'Okay. There's no need to get snappy.'
'I'm sorry, Rick I didn't mean to, but it's got beyond a joke now. 

If I don't get some sleep soon, I'm going to go stark staring 
bonkers, and when I go, I might have to take someone with me.'

Richard grimaced. 'So bad, eh? Okay. I'll ask Bella. If we have 
them, she'll know where they are.'

'Thanks. I and my rapidly disintegrating sanity appreciate it.'
'Why don't you come round this afternoon? It'll get you out of 

the flat and she'd love to see you. Stay for tea.'
'I don't want to put her to any trouble.'
'It won't be any trouble and to be honest, you'll be doing me a 

humongous favour.'
'Oh? Why?'
'Because if she knows you're coming, we might get a change 

from those bloody sardines she insists on eating. She's developed a 
real obsession with them lately and it's driving me up the wall. 
Every flaming day there are sardines in one form or another - on 
toast, with pasta, straight out of the bloody tin for God's sake. They 
stink and they taste disgusting and I can't stand the sight of the 
fucking things, but she can't seem to get enough of them.'

Robert laughed lightly. 'Craving weird stuff is one of those 
things pregnant women do, Rick. Be grateful she hasn't got a 
hankering for something worse.'

'What could be worse than stinking fish?'
'I've heard some women find coal quite appealing.'
'Coal? You mean the black stuff you burn on the fire?'



'The very same. Some even get a fancy for chalk, or soap, or 
ciggie butt ends.'

'Fucking hell!'
'A bit of fish doesn't seem quite so bad now, does it, bro?'

Robert gave in to Richard's plea and spent the afternoon with 
him. They washed and polished their respective cars, and 
afterwards rewarded their hard work with beer and sport on the 
television. 

For dinner Bella served them a manly meal of sausages, mashed 
potato and peas, and to Richard's relief, he could not detect so 
much as a sniff of sardines either in the kitchen - or on his wife.

Before Robert left to return home, Bella found him the sleeping 
tablets. 

'I don't know why I kept them,' she said, handing them over 
with some reluctance. 'I should have thrown them out.'

He took the bottle and tucked it safely into his jacket pocket. 
'You'll never know how grateful I am you didn't.'

'You'll be careful with them, won't you? You know how strong 
they are, so make sure you stick to the dosage, and please don't 
drink any alcohol with them, it could be dangerous.'

He kissed her gently on the cheek. 'I won't. Thanks, Bella.'

For over an hour, Robert lay stretched out on the sofa in front of 
the TV, sipping whisky and snacking on Doritos and enduring 
what he considered to probably be the most boring film ever 
committed to celluloid.

'Jesus! What a waste of eyesight,' he complained to Maxine's 
photograph on the piano as he switched off the television. 'I hope 
you weren't watching that, because I can't stand it for another 
minute.' 

He yawned and stretched himself. 'I'm away to my bed. I think 
an early night and a couple of Bella's pills are in order. They 
should see me right tonight. Goodnight sweetheart. See you 
tomorrow.'

He kissed his fingers and pressed them to the glass, before 
picking up his drinking glass, putting out the light and traipsing his 
way along the hallway to the bedroom.



Following a warm shower, he put on his pyjamas and got into 
bed. He took the pill bottle from his bedside table and glanced at 
the label before shaking out two of the small white tablets into the 
palm of his hand. Ignoring both Bella's and the label's warnings, he 
tossed them into his mouth and swallowed them down with a 
mouthful of the left over whisky.

'It's just a drop to wash them down. It won't do any harm.'
He picked up his book and made a desultory attempt to read 

while he waited for the medicine to take effect.
Within half an hour, his vision blurred and his lids grew heavy 

and his head dropped in a nod. Giving in to the drowsiness, he put 
out the light and settled down to welcome sleep, only to spring 
back into wakefulness a little over an hour and a half later.

'The bloody things don't work. They must be past their sell by 
date,' he muttered, swallowing two more of the pills with another 
gulp from his glass. As there were only three tablets left in the 
bottle, he swallowed those too for good measure, along with the 
dregs of the whisky.

Bella lay in bed in the small hours of the morning, wide awake 
and watching the shadows of tree branches cast by the moonlight 
as they danced on the ceiling. Inside her, baby Olivia moved. Far 
more active than usual, she kicked and stretched, and her 
restlessness worried Bella. She dug Richard in the ribs with her 
elbow. 'Rick?'

He grunted in his sleep. She poked him again, harder. 'Rick?'
'Wha'?'
'Are you awake?'
'I am now. What's the matter?'
'I can't sleep.'
He rolled onto his back and huffed irritably. 'You woke me up 

to tell me you can't sleep? How thoroughly decent of you, Bell. 
Thank you so very much.'

'Don't be a pig, Richard. Livvy's really active. She's keeping me 
awake.'

'And there's not a lot I can do about it is there, chick, so try and 
sleep.' He made an exaggerated show of plumping the pillows and 
making himself comfortable again.



Olivia might only have been a foot long and weighing less than 
two pounds, but she certainly knew how to make her presence felt. 
She wriggled some more, kicking a small foot down into Bella's 
cervix, a painful action which demanded Bella's full attention. 

'Something's definitely wrong,' she said.
Richard put a concerned hand on her stomach and rubbed it 

gently. 'With the baby? Are you in pain? Shall I call the doctor?'
She put her hand on his. 'No. There's no pain. She's wriggling a 

lot and poking me. It's like having a bucket of worms in there, and 
it's really unpleasant. It feels so weird.'

'Could it be indigestion?'
'No. It's like...I don't know. I just can't put my finger on it. If I 

didn't know better, I'd think she was trying to keep me awake on 
purpose, like she wants to tell me something.'

'Like what?'
'I don't know.'
'I told you no good would come from eating all those flaming 

fish. You're imagining things. Please try and sleep; some of us 
have to work tomorrow.' Richard nuzzled against her and closed 
his eyes, inviting sleep to return.

The baby continued to writhe inside her, inducing a sensation of 
a whole flotilla of nervous butterflies taking flight at once, but 
these butterflies had blades for wings.

'What is it Livvy?' she thought, trying to use some kind of 
maternal telepathy to communicate with the child. 'What are you 
trying to tell me, baby?'

And then, with the force of a hammer striking an anvil, she 
knew.

'It's Bobby!' she squealed, sitting up and startling Richard wide 
awake. She shook him hard. 'Rick, there's something wrong with 
Bobby. Get up!'

He sat up to her. 'Calm down, Bell, there's nothing wrong with, 
Bob. You saw him this afternoon. He's absolutely fine.'

'He was then. Now he isn't! Get up will you!' She shoved at him 
until he had no choice but to get out of bed. 

'It's the middle of the night and you know he's been having 
trouble sleeping. If I wake him for no good reason...he's going to 
kill me.'

'Please, I'm begging you, Rick, call him!'



Seeing his wife suddenly deathly pale and on the verge of 
terrified tears, Richard didn't argue. Past experience had taught him 
well - her female intuition could be spookily accurate when 
aroused, and not something to be trifled with. He leapt from the 
bed, dashed down the stairs to the telephone in the hall and pecked 
out Robert's number. The phone rang out enough times to make 
Richard nervous.

'He's not answering,' he said, hanging up. 'I'm going round.' He 
put on his anorak, zipping it closed over his pyjamas, and slipped 
his shoes over bare feet.

'I'm coming too,' Bella insisted, already halfway down the stairs 
in her dressing gown and slippers.

Fifteen minutes later they pulled up outside Robert's apartment 
block. Richard had long ago been given the front door security 
code, and he used it now to gain entry to the building. They took 
the elevator up to the third floor and used their spare keys to let 
themselves into the darkened flat.

'Bob!' Richard called out before he had the door fully open. 
'Bob, where are you? Are you okay?'

'Try the bedroom, Ricky,' urged Bella.
They came across an unconscious Robert, tucked up on his side 

in his bed, the empty pill bottle on the bedside table alongside the 
whisky glass.

Richard stumbled to his brother's side and shook him by the 
shoulder. 'Bob! Wake up, mate. Talk to me. Bob!' 

When Robert did not respond to his call, he pressed his fingers 
into the cool skin of his neck, feeling for a pulse and detecting a 
slow, barely discernible throb.

'He's alive...thank God. I'll call an ambulance.'
He reached for the telephone extension as Bella sat on the bed 

with Robert, attempting to rouse him by patting his hand and face 
and calling to him.

'They're on their way,' said Richard, hanging up the phone less 
than two minutes later.

'He's not waking up,' said Bella, clinging onto Robert's hand. 
'How long will they be?'

'Not long.'
'He's cold,' she said, and tucked the duvet tighter around the 

insensible man.



Richard put a hand on his wife's shoulder. 'Bella, I know Bob 
and I are supposed to have this twin telepathy thing going, but I 
didn't feel anything. How did you know?'

She sniffed and brushed a tear from her cheek. 'I don't know,' 
she said. 'The baby was wriggling and jiggling inside me, pestering 
me like she was trying to keep me awake. She just wouldn't stop, 
and all of a sudden, I just knew. I don't know how. I just did.'

'Well, thank God for your sixth sense, and Livvy's,' he said, 
standing. 'I'll go and let the ambulance guys in.'

'He can't die,' she said, stroking Robert's hair. 'Not so soon after 
Maxine. He just can't.'

Richard pressed a kiss to her head. 'He won't, Bell. I promise.'

13

Maxine found the letter Mo had selected from the packet of 
papers, the one informing her an appointment with her counsellor 
had been set for two days after the date of her funeral. Its tone 
suggested, and none too subtly she thought, it would be in her best 
interests to attend.

'Or else what?' she pondered. 'What's the worst they could do, 
toss me back out into the living world in disgrace?'

Please don't throw me into the briar patch Brer Fox!
Unfortunately, her trip through the portal had taken much more 

out of her than even she would be willing to admit, and left sick 
and frail by the experience, she felt it necessary to postpone the 
appointment, which she did, again and again.

As the intervening days passed, her weakness developed into a 
listless languor before plunging her into a deep and debilitating 
depression. The few days' grace stretched into many weeks before 
she finally surfaced from her self imposed isolation.

Faced with an ultimatum of either attending her counsellor 
voluntarily or being frogmarched to his office and having a 
mandatory session imposed on her, she gave in to the threat and 
arranged the appointment herself.

Like it had for Robert, for her too sleep had also become all but 
a fond memory, although on the eve of her appointment, she 
managed a little, albeit fitfully. She tossed and turned as disturbing 



images of Robert crept into her mind and would not leave her 
alone. 

Usually when she went to him in her dream state, he was 
sleeping peacefully and she could touch him and kiss him; she 
would tell him how much she loved him and whisper their special 
words in his ear. 

On this occasion, however, she found herself unable to do 
anything. Although they were together in the same space, every 
time she tried to approach him, some indescribable force held her 
back, keeping him from her, while at the same time drawing 
substance from him. 

She called to him. 'Robert, what's wrong? What's happening? 
Why can't I reach you?'

Unconsciously she fretted and fidgeted as before her eyes he 
started to fade, becoming more translucent until finally he became 
nothing more than a gossamer wraith.

And then he was gone, blinked out of existence, leaving behind 
nothing but a vacant space. 

At his going the restraining force released its grip on her and 
she fell forward into the void where he had been, dropping to her 
knees and searching frantically for some sign of him.

'NO! Come back, my love. Don't go. Don't leave me! I need 
you. Please, baby! ROBERT!'

As if shot through with a bolt of electricity, she came awake, 
her heart pounding like a steam hammer and heavy with 
foreboding, her nightshirt soaked in sweat and her throat burning 
as she screamed out Robert's name.

For a good long while she sat panting in the dark, clutching at 
her bedclothes as she regained control of her shivering limbs 
before edging over to sit on the side of the bed.

'It was just a nightmare,' she told herself as she slid her feet into 
her slippers. 'Robert is fine. He's okay. It's just my own paranoia 
about seeing this blasted counsellor kicking in and stirring things 
up. Robert's okay.' 

The explanation sounded rational enough, yet failed to wholly 
sweep away the nagging and sinister premonition of something 
somewhere being very wrong.

She did not go back to bed or try to sleep further, but sat in the 
chair on the balcony and waited for the day proper to get 



underway. It took two cups of strong tea and the clarity of the 
coming sunrise to calm her nerves and begin to disperse her lurid 
dream.

At ten o'clock precisely, on the fifty fifth floor of the 
Facilitation Building, yet another pseudonym attached to the 
crystal cathedral already colloquially known as the Waiting Room, 
Maxine presented herself at the reception desk of her assigned 
counsellor's office.

'Hi,' she said, a nervous smile pasted on her face. 'I have an 
appointment.'

The woman behind the desk glanced at her computer screen. 
'You must be Maxine,' she said. 'Are you feeling better?'

'Pardon me?'
'You've been ill haven't you? You cancelled your previous 

appointments because you were unwell did you not?'
'So I did. I'm getting there, thank you.'
'I'm pleased to hear it, and we are very happy to see you here, at 

last. If you want to take a seat in the waiting area...oh, never 
mind...'

A door across the hall opened and a tousle haired man, casually 
dressed in a navy sweatshirt, jeans and trainers, strode through it 
and directly toward her.

'Are you Maxine?' he asked expectantly.
She nodded her reply.
'Good. Finally. Hello, Maxine. How are you?' He extended his 

hand. 'My name is Gerald, but you can call me Gerry if you like, 
but not Jez please, I hate it. I've been looking forward to meeting 
you.'

'Have you?'
'Yes indeed.'
She put her hand in his. The shake of introduction was light and 

friendly, and she sensed no threat in it. 
'Come on in,' he said, leading her into a comfortable, carpeted 

office, one wall of which had been taken up by a picture window 
overlooking a pleasant green area far below, through which people 
strolled while enjoying the warmth of a sunny day. It was, Maxine 
had already noticed, always sunny here. 



Well loaded bookshelves lined the other walls. The man 
certainly liked to read.

'There's no need to be nervous,' he said, as he picked up a buff 
coloured folder from his desk

'I'm not nervous.'
'That's alright then. Why don't you sit down and make yourself 

comfortable? Anywhere you like.'
He indicated a seating area with three different styles of chair 

from which she could choose, and she wondered if this was going 
to be some kind of test. Would his first insight into her be formed 
from where she decided to sit? 

Let the mind games begin, she thought, as she considered her 
options.

The red seat looked more like a saggy bean bag than a chair. It 
offered no support for her back and would no doubt be ungainly to 
both sit on and rise from, making short work of any dignity she 
may still have.

The second chair looked uncomfortable with its stiffly upright 
winged back and well worn scrolled arms. Its sturdy wooden legs 
supported a robust body in black leather, decorated with dozens of 
round headed brass studs and deeply set buttons.

The third looked more promising, being similar to one she 
remembered from years ago, in Mo's lavender scented parlour. 
Antique, with threadbare green velvet upholstery, it had a hand 
embroidered antimacassar draped over the back. Of the trio 
proffered, looked as if it might offer the most comfort.

Maxine, however, chose the black chair, not to thwart Gerry's 
attempt at emotional engineering, although it did play some small 
part, but simply because of its proximity to the window. She 
wanted to be close to the openness of the view and have the option 
of having elsewhere to look rather than at him, should the need 
arise.

Expecting the chair to be rigidly uncomfortable, she lowered 
herself into it. The leather seat and back immediately moulded 
itself to her shape, and despite the chair's outwardly formal 
appearance, she found it to be supremely supple and restful. She 
slipped off her shoes and drew her legs up into the chair, tucking 
her feet under her.



Gerry watched her selection process with great interest, an 
expression of mild amusement on his features. 'Comfy?' he asked, 
when she had settled.

'Yes, thank you.'
'Can I get you anything? A drink? Something to eat?'
'No, thank you. I'm fine.'
'Good. It's very nice to meet you at last.'
'I would like to say the same and that I'm here because I want to 

be, but I can't. I cannot tell a lie. I'm here under duress. I've come 
purely and simply because I was told I had to...or else.'

Gerry chuckled lightly. 'Ah yes, the good old 'or else', it works 
every time.'

'So why am I here?'
'Why do you think you are here?'
Here we go, typical trick cyclist, answer a question with a 

question, put the onus onto me.
'At a rough guess I'd say you want to make sure I haven't been 

driven potty by my circumstances,' she said.
Gerry smiled broadly showing a row of startlingly white teeth 

through his neatly trimmed goatee beard. 'Sounds reasonable. Have 
you?'

'You tell me.'
'I'm here to listen to what you have to say.'
She nestled further into the encirclement of the chair. 'I thought 

I might be at one time,' she said. 'It was touch and go for a while, 
but I think I got over it. Or do you think I should give it a bit 
longer, just to be on the safe side?'

'You've had a tough time to be sure over the last few weeks,' he 
said. 'But if you haven't gone completely crazy by now, you 
probably won't.'

'Has it happened to others?'
'I'm sad to say, it has. It's rare, thankfully, but it happens now 

and again. Usually it shows itself as depression or withdrawal; a 
few unfortunates have gone completely off their rockers, so to 
speak. If it happens, we do our best to help them.'

'How? Therapy? Drugs?'
'Yes.'
'Which?'



'Either, or both, whatever are necessary. We aim to make 
everybody's stay here...'

'Happy,' she cut in.
'As is humanly possible.'
'Except we're no longer human, are we? Can I open the 

window? It's a bit warm in here?'
'Sure. Whatever makes you comfortable.'
She felt him watching her as she released the window catch and 

pushed it open to let in some fresh air. A flash of blue caught her 
eye and she looked down to see two peacocks pecking at the grass 
below. 'There's something I've always meant to ask about,' she 
said.

'And what's that?'
'There seem to be a lot of animals here.'
'An odd observation. Why shouldn't there be?'
'Well, there's a division of opinion still, among those who 

profess to know about these things. They say that animals, not 
being reasonable beings like humans, don't have souls and so when 
they die, they simply cease to be. Actually they thought the same 
about women and new born babies once upon a time.'

'Every creature has a living essence, right down to the lowliest 
woodlouse,' he said. 'Whatever you want to call it, when their 
physical bodies give them up, they come here. There is no reason 
for them to go anywhere else. There is another place, reserved for 
those who premeditate malice, either in deed or intent, or both, but 
as animals don't have the capacity for either, their souls are clean, 
and are therefore welcome here.'

'I see,' she said, retaking her seat. 'I imagine there must be 
millions of them, who looks after them?'

'They are well taken care of, don't worry, but it's a subject we 
can talk about at another time. Today is all about you, Maxine 
Dunne.'

'Lucky me. Where do you want to start?'
Gerry pulled the battered green chair closer to hers and leaned 

forward with his elbows on his knees, the folder with her name 
printed on it resting on his lap.

'I want to get to know you a little better,' he said. 'And so I'd like 
you to tell me everything about yourself, your likes, dislikes, loves, 



hates, favourites, etcetera, but only about yourself; not about 
anyone else. You are not to tell me a single thing about Robert.'

'Don't make it easy will you? We come as a pair, like 
Tweedledee and Tweedledum or matched bookends. Him and me.'

'I know, but you'll manage. In your own time.' 
Gerry sat back in his chair and folded his hands across his 

stomach interlinking his fingers, ready to listen.
'Aren't you going to record me on tape?' she asked.
'No.'
'Have you got a camera hidden somewhere?'
'No.'
'What about a few scribbled notes?'
'I don't need them.'
'Why not.'
'I have a good memory.'
'Photo...no phonographic?'
'Both. When you're ready, Maxine.'
'Okay, if it's what I have to do to get this over with.'

She went back to her childhood and her earliest memory of 
sitting on a blanket on the floor while her mother gave piano 
lessons, and relayed everything she could recall from then on. 
Gerry listened intently, nodding and smiling approval, or frowning 
sympathetically as appropriate. He never interrupted, or gave any 
sign of boredom or of being in danger of dozing off.

She talked non-stop until he suggested she take a break. 
'You've been at it nearly two hours. Aren't you thirsty...or 

hungry? I know I am.'
'A cup of coffee and a snack would be most welcome right 

now,' she said, amazed at how quickly the time had passed and no 
sooner had she voiced the idea than a knock came at the door and a 
young woman entered carrying a tray with plates of sandwiches 
and cups of coffee. Without a word, she set the tray down on 
Gerry's desk and left.

'What's the matter?' Gerry said, noticing the worried frown on 
Maxine's brow.

'It's something I don't think I'll ever get used to,' she said. 'It 
seems you only need to think about wanting something around 
here, and it appears...like magic. It's very spooky.'



Gerry rose from his chair to drag an occasional table across the 
room to sit between them. He collected the tray from his desk and 
put it on the table. 

'Help yourself,' he said, indicating the plate of food. 'There's 
smoked salmon on those, your favourite I believe.'

'It is, and I don't suppose there is any point in asking how you 
knew.'

They chatted idly about nothing in particular as they ate and 
drank, and when they had finished, they placed their empty plates 
and cups on the tray to be collected. In her head, Maxine 
commenced to count. She expected the girl to knock on the door 
before she reached ten. She got to seven.

'Feeling better,' Gerry asked when they had settled back in their 
respective seats once more, their hunger satisfied, their thirst 
slaked.

'Much, thank you.'
'Are you ready to get back to business?'
'I thought we were done.'
'Not yet.'
'So, what else do you want to know?'
'What do you remember about your accident?' he asked.
'Very little, if anything. It's like there's a hole in my memory 

where it should be. I've tried to think about it, to remember, but 
every time I come close, it blows away again.'

'Another of our defence mechanisms at work. Would you like to 
remember?'

'I don't know. Do you think I should?'
'It might help to come to terms with it.'
Gerry pushed up the sleeves of his sweatshirt and casually 

leaned forward in his chair, his forearms on his knees. 'I've found 
from experience that recalling one's death and talking it through 
can help with accepting with what comes next, with accepting 
what's happening to you now.'

'By experience, do you mean personal or second hand?'
'Both.'
'And did it help you...accept?'
'Yes. I know what you're going through, Maxine, and I'll be 

honest with you, remembering could be painful so I won't force 
you to do it, but believe me, it will help.'



Maxine stared at her hands and sucked at her lip. She lifted her 
eyes to his. 'Okay,' she said. 'What do I have to do?'

'Just trust me.' He placed his warm, soft hands on hers. 'Trust is 
important in my line of work, Maxine. Once we have it, everything 
else just falls into place.'

She considered his benevolent countenance carefully. 'Okay, I 
can do that,' she said. 'You have a very trustworthy face.'

He smiled embarrassedly. 'Thank you. Now...close your eyes 
and relax.'

She did as instructed. 'What are you going to do?'
'I'm going to talk to you, and all I want you to do is concentrate 

on the sound of my voice. My voice and only my voice.'
'Is this like hypnotism, because I've seen them do that sort of 

thing on the telly? A bloke snaps his fingers and another poor berk 
goes under his spell and starts quacking like a duck or singing like 
Elvis.'

'Don't you ever stop talking?'
'I can't help it. I'm nervous.'
'You said you weren't.'
'Well I am now.'
'There's nothing to be nervous about, Maxine, so please shush.'
She let her shoulders slump and her neck go loose. 'Okay, I'm 

ready now.'
'Good. Now, I want you to empty your mind completely. Think 

of nothing but a deep black hole, it goes on and on, down and 
down, so far down you can't see the bottom. Concentrate on the 
blackness, on the quiet within it, on the soft velvet dark, and 
breathe in...' She inhaled, '...and out.' She exhaled. 'And again.' 
Again she took in a lungful of warm air. 'And again...'

On her next breath in she felt something cold touch her 
forehead, and as if a movie projector had started up behind her 
eyes, she saw it all.

A fork of blue white lightning ripped across the sky, swiftly 
followed by thunder so deep she felt it in the pit of her stomach.

Sidestepping the overflowing gutter, she paused on the steps of 
the community centre and put up her umbrella to shield her against 
the intense late summer downpour.



With her bus not due to leave for another ten minutes, it would 
be a steady, if damp, stroll to the stop. She only had one obstacle 
between her and her goal - the main road.

She could have used her own judgement to traverse the roadway 
to the far pavement, however not being one to take unnecessary 
risks when it came to the vagaries of traffic, particularly in the rain, 
she walked the fifty extra yards to the designated safe crossing 
place and pushed the button.

After a few moments' wait, the traffic light turned red, halting a 
blue Vauxhall Nova. The green man lit up, accompanied by an 
even beeping, and she stepped out into the road, giving the patient 
Nova driver a wave of thanks. 

It never hurts to be polite, she thought, when he returned it.
Another car came up behind the Nova, but she paid it no heed, 

otherwise she would have seen its driver's eyes were not on the 
road, but on his mobile phone. When he did register the stationary 
vehicle ahead, he knew he had left it too late to stop, and rather 
than run into the back of it, swerved to go around.

Only two steps further and she would have reached the safety 
island.

He struck her full on, lifting her out of her shoes and tossing her 
into the air as if she were made of straw. She turned head over 
heels, momentarily suspended in mid air above the Nova, before 
smashing down onto its roof, crumpling it like a tissue. A split 
second's rebound lifted her clear, only to cast her down head first 
onto the oily wet tarmac. A sharp, tugging sensation in her neck, an 
accompanying loud crack, and she came to rest with her cheek 
against the cold, wet asphalt. A deafening silence ensued, blow 
apart by a male voice yelling, 'Someone call an ambulance, NOW!'

A pair of legs and a man's concerned face materialised in her 
rain blurred field of vision, and she thought it might be the driver 
of the Nova. 

'Keep still, love. Help is on the way,' he said.
She tried to move, to tell him everything was okay and she felt 

no pain, but not a single muscle responded to her command, not 
even when a rivulet of water ran across the glassy surface of her 
eye. Unable to blink it away, her now totally dilated pupils 
remained fixed on the rapidly disappearing red tail lights of the car 
which hit her.



She desperately needed to breathe, to speak, to ask the man to 
call her husband and tell him she might be late for supper. She 
could not. With their autonomous nervous communication severed, 
her lungs ceased to function and her heart had no incentive to 
continue beating; her blood stopped flowing, and as the oxygen 
supply to her brain ran out, all the light and the sound around her 
merged into one indistinguishable blur, fading inwards from the 
edges until it became a silent impenetrable creeping blackness.

The last thing she remembered with any clarity, before 
everything became nothing, was silently calling out for her darling 
Robert, and his beautiful brown, gold flecked eyes…

'Robert! Help me! I can't move...' she cried, tears sliding from 
under her closed lids.

'It's okay, Maxine.' Gerry laid soothing hands on hers. 'Come on 
back to me. You're safe here.'

'I'm scared, Robert!'
'Shhhhh.'
She felt the cold touch on her forehead again and opened her 

eyes to find herself looking directly into Gerry's. His eyes were 
chocolate brown, too, like Robert's; darkly attractive, but without 
the golden flecks.

'Okay?' he asked, and handed her a tissue.
'That was horrible,' she said as she wiped her eyes and blew her 

nose.
'I know and I'm sorry. I think we've done enough for one day,' 

He let his hand rest lightly on her knee. 'It's time you went home 
and took it easy. You're exhausted. We'll save the rest for another 
time.'

He was right, she felt completely washed out, but she didn't 
want to leave just yet.

'Did I see what really happened to me; how I died? I'd always 
had this dreamlike inkling, and Mo told me bits and pieces, but I 
haven't known for sure.'

'Your body died at the scene of the accident and it was there you 
were released from your physical constraint. Your body was taken 
to hospital and you were put on a life support machine, just in case 
there was a glimmer of hope, but when it became evident there 
would be no chance of recovery, they kept you artificially alive 



until they found Robert and got him to you. They gave him the 
prognosis and after a bit of an argument, he agreed to them 
switching off the machines. He stayed with you until the last beat 
of your heart.'

'A heart which beat only for him, and still does.' Tears fell from 
her eyes once more and she mopped at them with the tissue. 'Oh, 
my poor baby. My poor darling. He probably thinks it's his fault, 
that he's the one who killed me because he gave permission for the 
machines to be turned off. No wonder he's devastated...'

A knock at the door interrupted her. 'Excuse me a moment,' said 
Gerry, and got to his feet.

At the door he conferred with the messenger outwith, nodded 
sagely a couple of times, and with a worried frown, looked back 
over his shoulder at Maxine. She felt a knot of anxiety form in her 
stomach. 

When he returned to her, he placed a hand on her shoulder, and 
a feeling of intense cold swept through her, leaving her a little light 
headed.

'You need to come with me, Maxine,' he said grimly.
'Why? What have I done?'
'Nothing. It's not you.'
'Who then? What's happened?' She leapt to her feet. 'Oh God, 

Robert! Something's happened to Robert hasn't it? I knew it. I 
knew the dream was real...in my gut, I knew...' Her hands began to 
shake and she clamped them together. 'He's dead isn't he?'

Gerry placed comforting hands on her shoulders and hushed 
her. 

'It's true the message has come from the Waiting Room and it is 
about Robert, but they didn't give any details. They want you to go 
there...just in case.'

'He's dead...I know it. That's why I couldn't see him in my 
dream...why I couldn't reach him...'

'Let's not jump to conclusions,' Gerry said, as he placed a gentle 
guiding hand around her shoulder. 'Let's go and see what's going 
on.'

14



At the front steps leading up to the Waiting Room entrance, 
Maxine snatched at the back of Gerry's sweatshirt, bringing him to 
a halt.

'Wait!' she said. 'I don't feel well. Can we wait a jiffy?'
'Sure. No problem. We can sit for a minute. 
He led her over to a nearby wooden bench and she dropped onto 

it. 
'What's wrong?' he asked concernedly.
'I couldn't see Robert properly in my dream,' she said, sitting 

rigidly with her hands gripping at the seat. 'He was only half there, 
and getting fainter all the time, and when I tried to reach him, 
something kept holding me back. I felt it in my bones I was losing 
him, but I didn't take it seriously. I dismissed it as nothing more 
than my unconscious playing tricks on me, a symptom of my being 
overwrought about coming to see you. I should have gone with my 
gut instinct...I should.' Her chin dropped to her chest and she 
rocked back and forth in agitation.

'Just out of curiosity,' Gerry said, 'how often do you connect 
with Robert?'

'More or less every time I go to sleep, although it's been a little 
more erratic lately.'

'Interesting,' he murmured. 'Do you want to tell me about it? We 
have the time.'

Looking at her feet, not at him, she detailed her nocturnal 
adventures. 

'In my dreams I've been able to be with him, in a fashion. He 
doesn't know I'm there because he's asleep, so I just stand over him 
and watch him and I talk to him and tell him about my day. 
Sometimes I touch him or kiss him and whisper little sweet 
nothings in his ear.'

'And how was last night different.'
'It was awful. I just couldn't reach him. I tried, I really did, but 

he was so faint and far away and the harder I tried, the further 
distant he went, and then all of a sudden he just wasn't there any 
more. He just sort of winked out, and I had this overwhelming 
feeling of dread, a real portent of doom. I woke up in a right state, 
sweating and crying and all of a dither. It took ages before it went 
away. I put it down to my anxiety about coming to see you playing 
with my mind, taunting me and punishing me by messing with the 



one thing I couldn't do without, but it must have been what was 
happening to Robert breaking through. 

She pressed her face into her hands and tried to push down the 
mixture of fear and guilt and remorse welling up in her once more. 
'Oh, why didn't I take more notice of it?'

Gerry laid a gentle hand on her back and she sat up and rolled 
her neck. 

'Look on the bright side, Maxine. It could be a simple clerical 
error,' he said. 'It's a rarity, but it does happen.'

'You think I might be getting all het up nothing?'
'It's a possibility, but we won't find out anything by sitting out 

here, will we?'
He stood and held out his hand, and with hers firmly in it, led 

her up the steps and inside to Reception. She stood a few feet away 
while he spoke quietly to the woman behind the desk, who nodded 
as she listened to his query, clicked a computer mouse a few times, 
before pointing them in the direction of the cavernous hall.

Gerry thanked her and turned to Maxine.
'Well?' she asked expectantly.
'It looks as though you were right and I was wrong,' he said. 

'Your instincts were spot on, and it wasn't just paranoia.'
'What do you mean?'
'It wasn't a clerical error.' He paused, choosing his words 

carefully. 'There is a chance, Maxine, that Robert...he might be 
joining us, you, sometime soon. Maybe today. I'm sorry I can't tell 
you any more.'

Her face turned ashen with silent shock and she rocked a little 
on her feet. 

'Let's go and find a seat,' he said, taking her once more by the 
hand. 

As he knew exactly where to go, she allowed him to show her 
the way. 

'Welcome to the Waiting Room,' he said as he led her across the 
measureless space to where the Receptionist told them to wait. 
'Make yourself as comfortable as you can, this could take some 
time.'

With its rows of seats, divided into blocks of colour for ease of 
use, its vast floor to ceiling windows and banks of information 
screens, the hall reminded Maxine of an airport departure lounge. 



She sought out the nearest screen, which flashed hundreds of ever 
changing updates, and read through the timetable of death until she 
found 'Robert Edward Dunne', close to the bottom. Status - 
pending; estimated time of arrival - unknown.

Gerry sat calmly on a blue chair as she paced restlessly back 
and forth across the floor, returning frequently to check the screen. 
Robert's name did not move from its slot nor change its status, yet 
others which had come after him moved past him and up the board.

Every few minutes, a man or woman in a pastel coloured 
uniform would select someone from those seated around her and 
lead them away toward a bank of identical doors, on the other side 
of which they would be reunited once more with their newly 
arrived loved ones. 

After five nerve straining hours of watching and waiting, of 
staring out of the window and of much anxious foot tapping, 
Maxine could stand the tension no longer.

'Nothing's happening, Gerry,' she said. 'How much longer?'
'Patience, Maxine. It's not called the Waiting Room for nothing. 

Some people have been known to spend days in here. The record, I 
believe, is three weeks. Oh, hello...'

He stood at the approach of a young woman in a yellow dress. 
Maxine stopped pacing. The woman's nametag told them her name 
was Betty, and her apologetic smile spoke for her.

'He's not coming is he?' said Maxine before Betty could utter a 
word. 

'No, I'm afraid not,' she said.
'Why not?' Maxine asked, her question an amalgam of both 

relief and disappointment.
'We were led to believe he was already on his way, but as is the 

nature of the process, nothing is certain. It happens sometimes.'
'What does? What process? I don't understand.'
'Shall we sit down, Maxine, and I'll tell you what I know.'
Maxine, however, remained standing, an attentive Gerry by her 

side, listening intently.
'There is no real way to sugar coat this, Maxine,' Betty said 

plainly, 'but the fact of the matter is, Robert may have tried to take 
his own life last night.' 

Maxine's hands flew to her mouth. Behind them her eyes grew 
wide and moist. 



'No! He wouldn't. He would never do such a thing!' 
She felt her knees give way and she had to sit down. Gerry put a 

comforting hand on her shoulder. 
'It seems he took an overdose of pills and alcohol,' said Betty. 'It 

may or may not have been an accident, we don't really know. He 
was found in time and taken to hospital. We called for you, Maxine 
because it was touch and go for a while, but it seems he's a real 
fighter and after treatment he's pulled through with nothing more 
than a bad headache.'

'Thank God. Who found him?'
Betty glanced at a crib card in her hand. 'It seems his brother's 

wife Bella had some kind of premonition, and it saved Robert's 
life.'

'So did I, in my dream, except I didn't take any notice,' Maxine 
confessed shakily, her face in her hands. 'I dismissed it as my own 
weak minded paranoia. How could I be so shallow? I've let him 
down so badly.'

'Of course you haven't let him down,' said Gerry. 'It wouldn't 
have made any difference. You couldn't have done anything.'

'Gerry is right, Maxine,' said Betty. 'I'm afraid these things are 
totally out of our control. People pass in their own good time. 
Some come easily and welcome it; others fight tooth and nail not 
to. Some begin the journey and are stopped and turned back by 
intervention by outside forces, like Robert was, and there is 
nothing to be done about it. We can't force anyone to come, except 
when they are past the point of no return and there is no alternative 
but to go on. All we can do is our best to make sure, once the 
journey is under way, that it goes as smoothly as possible.' She 
patted Maxine's hand comfortingly. 'Robert's time will come, 
Maxine. Eventually he will have no choice. It may take a while, 
but rest assured you will see him again.'

Maxine, now both deeply shocked and confused by the turn of 
events, could not speak. In her stead, Gerry thanked Betty for her 
kindness and helped a trembling Maxine to her feet.

'Come on,' he said, caringly putting an arm around her shoulders 
and guiding her towards the exit. 'Let's take you home.'

She had no memory of the journey back to her apartment, which 
passed without either of them saying a word. Forgetting, or not 



realising, Gerry was still with her, she went directly into her 
bedroom, threw herself onto her bed and sobbed until her chest and 
head ached. Never in her life, or since, had she cried so hard, her 
sheer desolation and misery threatening to tear her heart in two and 
drown her in her own tears.

A full half hour of deep and potent weeping later, she dragged 
herself off the bed to traipse into the living room, to see Gerry on 
the telephone. When he caught sight of her blotchy face and 
swollen, red eyes, he made his excuses and hung up, diverting his 
attention onto her.

'How are you feeling?' he asked, carefully.
'Like shit,' she said. 'I bet I look like crap, too?'
'You do a bit. I'll make you some tea.'
In the kitchen he set the kettle to boil before finding two clean 

mugs.
'What are you still doing here?' she asked.
'I couldn't leave you here on your own, could I, after the shock 

you've had? I could see it really knocked the stuffing out of you. 
Tea?'

'Left hand cupboard, bottom shelf, and yes, it did.' She took a 
seat at the breakfast bar. 'All this time I've been so desperate to be 
with Robert again, whatever it took, but when it came to the crunch 
and I realised he would actually have to die for us to be together 
again, I couldn't stand it. I don't want him to die. He's such a 
wonderful man with so much life to live and so much to do, and 
the world would be so empty without him. Too many people love 
him and who am I to deprive them of him? I'm here because of a 
stupid accident. It's not his fault. He shouldn't have to give up his 
life because of me, no matter how hard I wish for it. He has to live. 
He has to get married again and have children...'

'Whoa, slow down, Maxie. You've only been here a few 
months. These things take time; years sometimes. Give him time to 
get used to the idea of being on his own before you rush him into a 
new life. Milk?'

'Please. You're right of course, Gerry. It's just been such a 
revelation, like a curtain has been lifted and I can see everything 
clearly now. I miss him terribly, I always will, and I know he'll join 
me here one day, but only when he's old and grey. I can't tell you 



how relieved I was to hear he was going to be alright. I love him so 
much, but I can't bear to think of him dying before his time.'

Gerry handed her a mug of tea and crossed into the living room 
to seat himself on the sofa. Maxine sat next to him.

'You should be glad he didn't deliberately try to kill himself,' he 
said.

'How do you mean?'
Despite it being scalding hot, he took a long drink from his cup. 

'Suicide is a particularly contentious area, filled with controversies 
and pitfalls. Some, not me before you ask, see it as a form of self 
destruction, the ultimate waste of a life, the spurning of a gift, and 
as such feel the victim, and I use the word carefully, deserves to be 
punished for their action rather than pitied.'

'What a crock of nonsense,' said Maxine. 'There are lots of 
reasons for suicide; many are accidental or a cry for help gone 
wrong, and should be pitied not punished. What if there's some 
kind of imbalance of the mind and they don't know what they're 
doing, or they are at an absolute last resort when there is no other 
answer to overwhelming problems, or they just can't cope with life 
any more - shouldn't they get pity and understanding over penalty. 
What about those who give up their lives to save others; isn't that 
suicide by another name. Shouldn't it be considered heroism rather 
than a crime? Shouldn't they be praised for their selflessness rather 
than castigated? Unless the reason for the suicide is taken into 
account, it should not be judged badly.' 

She shrugged, unable to articulate her sentiments further.
'I understand what you mean, Maxine, and I agree completely,' 

said Gerry, 'but we have rules and regulations here which have to 
be followed. There are boxes to be ticked and judgements made. 
Call it soulless bureaucracy if you want, but it's the way things 
work here and it works well. If Robert had died as a result of his 
actions, even though he didn't mean to do it, he would have been 
put before a justice panel to state his case and be assessed. If the 
judges in their infinite wisdom agreed it had been an accident or a 
selfless act, then there would have been every chance he would 
have been allowed to stay here with you. On the other hand, if they 
decided he'd done it as a purely self-destructive or selfish act, he 
wouldn't and more than likely have been sent...away.'



'Away where?' Maxine stared at him open mouthed. 'Down 
there?' The two words fell from her mouth in a breathy whisper.

'Possibly.'
She fell quiet and he watched her as she ran her finger over the 

rim of her cup, noticing the twist of her mouth and the crease of 
her brow, and it didn't take too much to work out what she wanted 
to ask. Taking into account the subject they had been discussing, 
he pre-empted her question.

'It's pretty awful,' he said.
She stopped frowning and looked at him. 'What is?'
He smiled at her confused expression. 'I could see you working 

up to ask what it was like there, and by all accounts it's pretty 
awful. At least that's what I've been told; I've never actually been 
myself and wouldn't want to.'

'Is it anything like I've read about, all fire and brimstone and 
everlasting torture at the end of red hot pitchforks?'

He laughed. 'From what I've heard on the grapevine, some folks 
would enjoy that sort of thing, so it wouldn't be much of a 
punishment to them, just an endless round of pure pleasure.'

'So what have you been told?'
'By all accounts...it's almost impossible to describe. It's different 

for everyone. Bespoke punishment you might say.'
'Okay then, suppose purely for the sake of discussion, I was to 

find myself sent there for some misdemeanour or other, what 
would happen to me?'

'What did you do?'
'Does it matter?'
'Not really. A lot would depend on what would hurt you most? 

What would cause you the most grief and suffering above all else? 
I would hazard a guess at anything involving Robert?'

'The worst thing I could ever imagine would be knowing he was 
in pain, suffering or dying somewhere I couldn't get to, and I 
couldn't do anything for him.'

'Then that is exactly what you would get, for every minute of 
every day and night of your sentence. You will hear him scream in 
mortal agony, and you will search for him to offer him comfort and 
make it stop. You will think him tantalisingly close, yet you will 
never be able to find him. He will always out of your reach and 
you will never be able to bring him, or yourself, any relief from the 



perpetual torment. The suffering will go on and on without end, 
and may well drive you insane well before your sentence is over.' 
He put his cup down. 'I can see I'm not describing it very well. 
Maybe this will help...'

He leaned toward her, his hand outstretched, and she felt once 
more his cold touch to her forehead. Immediately her comfortable 
air conditioned surroundings dissolved. 

Before her, a corridor stretched away to a vanishing point, its 
entire length lined with identical doors - featureless white panels 
with no handles, no windows and no clue as to what lay behind 
them.

Another passageway ran away behind her, exactly the same.
To her left, to her right, in every direction like spokes on a 

wheel, corridors ran, each one filled to extinction with identical 
doors. 

Ad nauseum, ad infinitum; door after door after door. Above 
her, tier upon tier of the same; below her, ditto. How many doors - 
a thousand? A million? Infinity plus one? All exactly the same; 
indistinguishable from one another.

She stood in the hub and studied the inconceivable view, not 
knowing where to go or what to do. She couldn't breathe. The 
stifling atmosphere hung hot and heavy with sickly sweet, 
stomach-churning aromas, virtually visible in their intensity, and 
reminding her of cooking meat and rotten eggs. 

From a gantry above, a small vent spewed out a fine white 
cloud of vapour which stung the back of her nose and throat and 
made her eyes water. 

Every inhalation from then on brought her a lungful of fire, 
scorching her inside like steak on a griddle. Her chest heaved and 
strained, desperate for cool, fresh air. 

A sudden scream reverberated around her, making her start, and 
from its tone and pitch she instinctively knew it came from Robert, 
begging for help. 

With her hands clutched against her chest, she spun around, 
seeking its source. Which corridor to take? Which room? Up? 
Down? Behind her? Where? 



He was there, somewhere, behind one of the impossible to tell 
apart gateways, in some kind of insufferable horrendous agony and 
she had to find him - but which way to turn?

'I'm coming baby, hold on.' 
She fell into a spasm of coughing and her stomach clenched and 

she retched, tasting acidic bile in her mouth. The heat enveloped 
her like a blanket, suffocating and unbearable, inducing sweat to 
break out on every inch of her skin which began to blister and peel. 
Instead of cooling her as it should, it only reinforced her sensation 
of being baked alive, poached in her own perspiration and as her 
body gave up its liquid to be boiled off, her lips and tongue, always 
the first to show the signs of dehydration, cracked and bled. She 
needed water, now, before her entire skin flaked away, to be shed 
from her like a snake's.

Another earsplitting shriek, followed by another, each one more 
dreadful and more penetrating than the last, assaulting her from all 
directions at once, piercing her ears like red hot needles.

Which door to try first? And without handles, how would she 
get in. She pushed on the nearest. It swung inwards and she 
stepped through it - and jerked to a halt, her toes within an inch of 
what looked to her to be the edge of the world. One more step and 
she would be treading empty air, before gravity took her and 
dragged her down to who knew where.

She retreated back into the corridor in time to hear another of 
the terrible cries.

'I'm coming, my love. I'll find you!'
The next door yielded the same empty space, and the next and 

the next. Nothing on nothing.
Another scream arose, and in it her name; Robert was calling 

for her. 
In hopeless desperation, she ran along the corridor, giving each 

door a cursory shove, sufficient to reveal and confirm the void 
inside waiting to claim her, while taking in enough of the 
loathsome acidic air to be able to call into it.

'Robert, where are you? I can't find you?' 
The sheer effort of forcing out her words made her hack out 

another rough, searing cough.
More screams echoed, followed by pleading sobbing which rent 

at her heart. She clamped her hands to the side of her head to block 



out the horrendous calls, but they passed directly through to take 
up residence inside her head, whirling around until they made her 
dizzy and distraught.

'I'm coming Robert. I'll find you. Hold on baby.' 
Before she could take a another step to search for her love, a 

surge of rancid air stung her eyes and they streamed with tears, 
blinding her and scalding her face as they ran down her cheeks. 
Even squeezed shut, they continued to burn.

Deaf, dizzy and now blind, she was completely mixed-up.
And then a wave of cold washed over her face, and the noise 

and the heat, the stench and the never-ending doors fell away.

She could breathe again and inhaled deeply and the air was cool 
and sweet and smelled of cut roses. She opened her eyes to find 
herself back in the familiar surroundings of her own sitting room. 
Disordered and giddy she staggered unsteadily, reaching out for 
something to hold on to.

'There you go,' said Gerry as he took a firm hold of her and let 
her slide down into her chair, where she sat, frozen with shock, 
with her hands over her mouth, breathing steadily through them 
and staring at a spot on the carpet.

She stretched out her arms before her and examined her skin, 
whole and unblemished, and touched her fingertips against lips 
which were soft and moist.

Her massive terrified eyes turned to Gerry, and just when he 
thought she was about to release all the wraths of the world on him 
and beat him senseless for what he had put her through, she burst 
into a flood of frightened, angry tears.

'Feeling better,' asked Gerry when she had stopped crying and 
wiped her streaming eyes and nose on a tissue. She could only bob 
her head, still too distressed to speak. 

'I told you I wasn't conveying it properly and they do say a 
picture paints a thousand words. Maybe it was too vivid a picture.'

She could only nod her head slowly, having nothing rational to 
say in light of what she had just experienced. The prospect of 
Robert, or indeed anyone, being incarcerated in such a horrific 
place, even in their imaginings, filled her with such abject horror it 
stripped her of the ability to think straight.



'How long was I there?' she asked, her composure slowly re-
establishing itself.

'No more than a few seconds.'
'It felt like hours. It was so hot, I could feel my skin coming 

off...and the noise, the screaming, everywhere...Robert...I couldn't 
find him...'

'You were never in any danger, Maxine, nor was he. Neither of 
you were really there.' He stroked her hair. 'I said it was hard to 
describe. Do you understand now?'

She nodded again as she thought of the people who were there, 
behind those doors, in the depths of those hideous pits. The mere 
possibility Robert could have been sent there threatened to induce 
a fresh wave of tears in her, but she fought them back. 

Gerry got up, crossed the room to the kitchen area and returned 
with a glass of water, which he held out to her. 

She took the glass, wet with condensation, and sipped gratefully 
from its cool contents; sweet and fresh and alive.

'Tell me about Robert,' he said, retaking his seat.
'Is this going to be part of my counselling?' 
Gerry laughed. 'No, this is off the record, just you and me 

chatting. I'm interested, and I think it would do you good to tell 
me?'

'You said before you didn't want to know.'
'And now I do. So go ahead...'
'Where do you want me to start?'
'Right at the beginning is usually the best place. How about, 

when did you meet?' 
She cradled her glass in her hands, following the trail of a 

condensation drip with her finger as she gathered her thoughts. 
'It would be about ten years ago, and I knew he would be the 

love of my life from the very instant I clapped eyes on him.
It was lust at first sight. He's a beautiful man in every sense of 

the word, tall, dark and handsome of course, but he's also beautiful 
on the inside. He's always thoughtful, considerate and polite, to 
everyone he meets, he gives generously to charities and volunteers 
as a minibus driver at the aged persons' home one Sunday a 
month.'

She paused to sip at the water and wet her lips. 



'He has old-fashioned personal values, too - honour, decency, 
honesty and integrity; traits not often demonstrated by the modern 
male. He stands up when a woman comes into the room and holds 
open doors for them, whether they want him to or not. He always 
walks on the outside of the pavement and will step in to offer help 
to anyone who needs it.'

'He sounds like the perfect man in every respect.'
'To me he is, and if you saw him, you'd love him too. 

Everybody does. He has a delicious body, strong and muscular, 
and you just want to cuddle him and have him cuddle you. His 
smile would melt the heart of the frostiest ice maiden and his eyes 
are a lovely rich brown, flecked with gold. I could stare into his 
eyes for ever.' 

She sighed dreamily at the recollection of her love.
'It's an old adage, but the eyes really are the windows to the 

soul,' said Gerry. 'How did you meet?'
'Robert is a brilliant architect; he's won awards you know. I was 

working for an interior design company, and we were both up for 
hire by the same property developer. We'd been to a development 
meeting where we'd had to stand up and pitch ourselves as to why 
we were the only ones in the world they should hire and we kept 
looking at each other across the room. 

We went to a coffee shop afterwards and stayed talking, 
drinking coffee until it came out of our ears, and swapping our life 
stories. Robert was so easy to talk to and he listened to what I had 
to say. He even managed to look interested. A lot of men don't 
listen. They pretend to, but they don't, at least not to someone else. 
There's only one voice they want to hear, and that's their own. An 
attentive man truly is a prize worth keeping.'

Gerry chuckled self consciously into his tea. 'I certainly hope 
so.'

'We parted and went back to work,' she said. 'About an hour 
after I left him, he rang me and asked me for a date.'

'Where did you go - for a nice meal? The cinema?'
'Nah, a noisy crowded pub filled with so much smoke we could 

hardly breathe. We ate chicken-in-a-basket with our fingers, greasy 
and messy, but absolutely delicious. I remember, he drank beer and 
I had white wine, and after for a bit of peace of quiet and as it 
happened to be closest, we went back to my place.'



Gerry's eyebrows rose mischievously. 'And then?'
Maxine pretended to be embarrassed. 'Gerry, please!'
'Aw, come on,' he said. 'You can tell me. Everything you say is 

sacrosanct, like the confessional. Counsellor's honour.'
'You promise?'
He crossed his fingers over his heart. 'On my goldfish's life.'
'We went to bed.'
'See, that didn't hurt, did it? Was Robert your first?'
'Goodness me, no. I haven't been a virgin since my sixteenth 

birthday. Don't get me wrong, I'm not a slut, and I haven't had a lot 
of boyfriends, I just started early. I wasn't his first either. He'd been 
engaged to be married once, but it didn't work out, lucky for me. I 
used to imagine what it would be like being married to him; to see 
him every day, to sleep with him every night and wake up next to 
him, to cook and clean for him. He was a wonderful lover; gentle 
and considerate, but also passionate and strong. I'd never come as 
hard with anyone as I did with him.' She felt a sudden rush of heat 
as her cheeks reddened. 'Oh, my God. I didn't mean to say that!'

'And I didn't hear a thing.'
She looked deep into her glass. 'I don't think I should say any 

more. It's a bit embarrassing.'
'Of course you should.'
'You're not some kind of perv who get's off on listening to sex 

stories are you?'
'Maybe a little, but we'll call it professional curiosity. Go on.'
She took a deep drink and settled back against the cushions. 'We 

made love a lot, wherever and whenever we could; in bed, on the 
floor; in a chair; on the sofa; even in my studio among a collection 
of fabric swatches and carpet samples. We did it in the bath 
once…and flooded the kitchen of the flat downstairs.

Every time was different, subtle little changes made each time 
unique. It might have been the lighting, whether he'd shaved or not, 
my choice of perfume, whether it was too cold – or too hot.' 

The memory of Robert's touch, his kiss, his smell flooded into 
her and she felt her stomach cramp and tears rush into her eyes as 
her missing him manifested itself in a real physical pain. She once 
more wrestled her tears into submission and continued her tale - 
she moved in with him and they lived together for four years until 
a surprise romantic holiday ended in their engagement. She 



described their fairytale wedding and their honeymoon in Wales 
during which they hardly got out of bed for a whole two weeks. 

She talked, and the memories of their short time together flowed 
from her until it all became too much for her.

'Would you mind if we don't talk any more, Gerry? To be 
honest, if I do, I might want to cry again and I'm all cried out. I'm 
feeling very tired and I think I might like to have a bit of a lie 
down. It's been one hell of a day.'

Gerry nodded, ignoring her unintended pun. 'I understand. You 
go and get some sleep.' 

'I don't know about sleep, but I may want to irrigate myself with 
a rather heroic quantity of horizontal lubricant, just to dull the 
senses a tad.'

'I don't blame you.'
They both stood and she walked him to the door, opening it for 

him. 
'You know you can call me if you need me, don't you, Maxine?' 

he said, stepping out into the corridor.
'Yes. Thank you, Gerry. You've been wonderful.'
'You take care of yourself, and I'll see you later.'
She thought he might be about to kiss her cheek, and she 

prepared herself to receive it, but with a sharp farewell bob of his 
head, he strode the short distance down the corridor to the elevator.
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The next day, after an anxious wait, Maxine received 
notification she had been praying for. Robert had been discharged 
from hospital, once more fit and well if a little shamefaced and 
hungover. No permanent damage had been done. An Investigator 
confirmed the incident to not have been a genuine suicide attempt 
but an unfortunate accident, and no further action would be taken. 

Action? 
Instantly the hellish imagery she experienced the previous day 

flooded back to her - the heat, the smell, Robert's agonised 
screaming - and she immediately banished it. Robert was safe. He 
would not be going anywhere near that horrible place, and because 



she would never have allowed him to go there alone, neither would 
she. 

The good news had come as a great relief of course, yet via an 
impersonal phone call from someone she didn't know. To put her 
mind completely at ease she knew she would need to see things, to 
see Robert for herself.

A plan formulated in her mind, one which required her to be 
subtle and somewhat manipulative and she knew exactly where, 
with what and with whom to start.

'Where I come from, there's an old saying; you can't make an 
omelette without breaking some eggs,' she mused to her pot plant 
as she sprayed a fine mist of cooling water over its leaves. 'And I 
think it's time we got cracking.'

She picked up the phone and called Gerry to pass on her news, 
and when he revealed he had a free couple of hours in the 
afternoon, she invited herself round to his office, allegedly to 
discuss her feelings about Robert's brush with death. 

He looked pleased to see her again and they made themselves 
comfortable in the easy chairs and drank coffee as they chatted, 
more like old friends than counsellor and client, and when the 
predictable lull in the conversation came, Gerry got up to refill 
their coffee cups. He returned to his seat unprepared for the 
bombshell she dropped on him.

'I want you to recommend me for the escort training course,' she 
said, running her finger around the rim of her cup.

Gerry barked out a short, sardonic laugh. 'Escort training? Who 
told you there was any such thing?'

Her lips pursed at his mockery. 'Are you saying I have been 
misinformed?'

He shook his head. 'No. I just want to know who told you about 
it.'

'No name no pack drill,' she said, not wanting to get the 
talkative Simon into trouble. 'Suffice to say, a little bird tweeted it 
in my ear.'

'Did it now?'
'So will you recommend me?'
'No.'



'Why not? I could do it just as well as the next man...or woman.'
'You know what being an escort entails, how dangerous it can 

be; why in the name of all sanity, would you want to do it?' 
He scratched his chin and sucked air through the gap in his front 

teeth before waggling a neatly manicured index finger at her. 
'Oh I get it. You think if you become an escort, with free access 

to the portal, you can hop through it and visit Robert whenever you 
feel like it?' He nodded, confident in his supposition. 'Yep, sussed 
you, ten seconds flat and I didn't need Smith's special abilities to 
work it out either. The simple answer, Maxine, is no.'

'We haven't even talked about it yet. We could at least discuss 
it.'

'There's nothing to talk about.'
'I think you're being a little unfair.'
'Fairness has nothing to do with it,' he argued. 'And it's not up to 

me; Mr Smith makes the decisions.'
'Then I want to talk to him again. Will you arrange it please?'
'No.'
'It wasn't a question.'
He laughed again. 'You may well have persuaded Mr Smith to 

allow you special dispensation to go to your funeral, but only 
because you impressed him with your interview and exceptional 
test results, and because he considered you had a particularly 
strong bond with Robert. Don't get the idea it was because he likes 
you. You should consider it a one off.'

He steepled his fingers and tapped them against his chin, 
switching before her eyes into full counsellor mode. 

'Remind me again how you felt when you came back from your 
visit; after you had been ripped apart and put back together again 
like a molecular Humpty Dumpty, twice in rapid succession?'

'I was okay,' she said. 'It was nowhere near as bad as I thought it 
would be.'

He detected her lie at once. 'Tell me the truth, Maxine, or we go 
no further.'

She shifted self consciously in her chair. 'I felt drained and 
weakened to my bones,' she recalled. 'I puked myself very nearly 
inside out a few times, but once I'd slept the clock round and had a 
good meal, I felt fine again. No residual after effects at all. In fact, 
I felt quite elated, euphoric even.'



'But it soon wore off didn't it? Within hours, you fell into a 
depression?'

'I did get a bit low for a time, I will admit, but considering what 
I'd been through, I didn't think it unusual. Attending one's own 
funeral is a sobering experience.'

'I can imagine it is, but you struggled to get back to normal 
afterwards, so you should consider yourself lucky. Some never 
recover at all.'

'I've heard all the horror stories about travellers being torn apart 
and there being nothing left but a pile of bones and giblets, or 
being vaporised en route,' she said. 'It makes no difference to me. 
The escorts do it hundreds, thousands of times and it doesn't seem 
to affect them.'

'It does, eventually. They may be trained to the very highest 
degree, but sooner or later they all burn out or blow a fuse, and 
then we have to...' A sadness then came into his eyes. 'To...retire 
them.'

'Have you known many who have had to be retired?' she asked.
He nodded slowly. 'Over the years, quite a few. Far more than I 

would like.'
'Some you have been quite close to?'
'Some.'
'What happens to them? Do you send them on a long holiday or 

to some kind of sanitarium to recover?'
'There are places they can go where we take good care of them, 

as best we can...for however long it takes.'
He smiled weakly and distractedly, as if remembering 

something he would rather not, and it made her think maybe she 
could be treading close to a raw nerve and stirring up painful 
memories for him. 

'Well I got better and I'm absolutely fine now,' she said, 
assuredly. 'It won't happen again, I'll make sure of it. I'm as tough 
as a whole bag of nails.' 

'Of course you are,' he said, wryly. 'I've seen your type before. 
All bluff and bluster on the outside, but underneath, one wrong 
word and you'll crumble like a day old fruit cake, you see if you 
don't.'

'You seriously underestimate me, Gerry, if that's what you 
think.'



'Do I really?'
'Yes. Now, back to the escorts...'
'Why would you want to subject yourself to the dangers, 

knowing you could end up being so screwed up you won't even be 
able to remember your own name?' he said. 'When Robert does get 
here, wouldn't you want him to be reunited with the woman he 
remembered as his beautiful and vibrant wife, rather than a blank 
eyed zombie, wrecked in mind and body and being fed through a 
tube? Is it worth the risk?'

'Is that what happens to them?'
'Not all, but most.'
'It has to be worth it,' she said, and got up to stand by the 

window, 'If I'm not allowed to see Robert once in a while, to talk to 
him or touch him or be with him when he needs me, I'll have 
nothing to live for and I'll just fade away.'

She wrapped her arms protectively around herself, her huge 
moist eyes staring out over the roofs of the townscape, and as she 
continued to gaze out through the expansive window, he could see 
her reflection in the glass, semi transparent like a ghost. Although 
he could barely make out her face, he could see it carried an 
expression of pure desolation and he knew his assessment of her 
assiduously hidden fragility had been spot on.

She had been torn away from the one and only love of her life, 
her reason for living, the very breath of her soul, without a chance 
to say goodbye, and behind the flimsy veneer of cheeky 
impudence, poise and self-reliance she always had on show, the 
separation was slowly destroying her. 

Yet even when presented with the worst case scenario, of total 
mental and physical destruction, she was still not willing to give 
up, or give in. He had to admire her pluck.

'Come and sit down,' he said.
She turned from the window and retook her seat, slumping in 

her chair, pale and drawn and as delicate as a china doll.
Yet despite his appreciation of her courage, he had to voice his 

irritation at her methodology.
'I don't doubt your conviction and your guts for wanting this for 

a minute, Maxine,' he said. 'I am, however, very disappointed in 
how you've gone about it. In fact, to put not too fine a point on it, I 
am very annoyed.'



He ran his hand down his cheek and stroked it thoughtfully 
through his neatly trimmed beard.

'You didn't come here to chat about Robert, or to make use of 
my good chair and drink my frankly delicious coffee; you didn't 
even come to enjoy my outstanding company. You're here on false 
pretences, to take shameful advantage of our friendship, of me 
personally, to try to manipulate me into giving you what you want. 
You also had no qualms about using me to curry favour with Mr 
Smith.'

'Be thankful I didn't try to flatter you into bed,' she said, 
unthinkingly overstepping the mark. 

His eyes became as hard as flint before he averted them and he 
placed his coffee cup purposefully onto the occasional table, his 
body language screaming flagrant displeasure.

'It might be best if you went now,' he said, coldly.
Appalled at her own inappropriate and inexcusable behaviour, 

she reached over and placed her hand on his knee, feeling it flinch 
under her.

'Oh, Gerry, no, I'm sorry. I didn't mean it; it just fell out before I 
could stop it. You know me. I don't always engage my brain before 
opening my mouth. I'm a bit of a tease and a flirt; it's just my way. 
I've always tended to run off and go a bit over the top...' 

'Way over.'
'And I'm sorry, truly. Please forgive me.'
He sat perfectly still, sullenly silent, staring at his knees, his 

tense jaw working frantically.
'Please, Gerry.'
Slowly and reluctantly, his eyes rose to meet hers and in them 

saw true repentance and he forgave her unpremeditated 
indiscretion. He sat up and squared his shoulders, driving her 
imprudence into exile while forcing a complete change of direction 
in the conversation.

'Have you received notification about which job you've been 
assigned to?' 

'Not yet, but can I take it from your tone you already know? Go 
on, surprise me.'

He smiled knowingly. 'You've been pencilled in to be a teacher.'
'Don't be ridiculous!' she gushed. 'I can't be a teacher. What kind 

of wally made that decision? I hope it wasn't you.'



'A panel of experts make the decisions based on information in 
your file. You'll be hearing from the Education Department in due 
course.'

'Blimey, another panel? Can we not do anything without a panel 
being involved?'

'Not really.'
'Well, for your information, I am NOT going to be a teacher,' 

she said, laughing.
'You might not have any choice.'
'Gerry, darling, there is always a choice if you know which 

buttons to push and which levers to pull. Pencilled in you say, so 
it's not set in stone then?' 

She pouted thoughtfully and sat back nonchalantly in her chair. 
He had no trouble reading her intention.

'Please Maxine, don't go upsetting the applecart.'
'I'm not going to upset it Gerry, I'm just going to give it a little 

shaking up. There is no way on this Ear...in this afterlife I am 
going to be a teacher. I am going to be an escort, you see if I 
don't...'

'No, Maxine...'
'...and you are going to help me. You know you are. So get my 

file, get your pencil, scribble out teacher and write in big fat capital 
letters E.S.C.O.R.T.'

She had deliberately swung the topic right back where they 
started, back to where he didn't want it to be, and for the second 
time in less than ten minutes his detached professionalism deserted 
him, although on this occasion it took his patience along for the 
ride. 

'What?! No! Bloody Hell! Enough!' He shot to his feet. 'Just 
who the hell do you think you are to get the idea you can have 
whatever you want? Hell's teeth, Maxine, you've gone beyond the 
pale this time.'

'Someone who is making plans for her future. Have you never 
heard the phrase, the squeaky wheel gets the oil? Believe me 
Gerry, I can be very squeaky when I want to.'

Gerry commenced to pace, grimacing and muttering under his 
breath, two high red spots of anger on his cheeks. 

Maxine knew her skates were once more on very thin ice, but 
she had come this far and had to press on.



'I really, really need to do this, Gerry,' she said, her upturned 
face fixed into an expression of hapless pleading. 'You have to help 
me. Pleeeeaaaase, Gerry.'

He dropped into the chair again. 'I can't.'
'Yes you can, if you really want to.'
'Then you have a problem don't you, because I don't want to. 

My professional opinion says you should take the teaching job; 
you would be good at it. You can work regular hours and have 
weekends off and be a useful member of our society. You don't 
need to be a portal hopping soul snatcher, who risks being rendered 
down into a pile of dust every time they go on a job or a jolly. At 
least in a classroom you would be...'

'...bored to death?'
'I was going to say safe.'
'In a roomful of seven year olds? You must be potty.'
The full realisation of what he had been trying to do suddenly 

came on her. 
'Aw, Gerry; you dear, sweet man. You weren't trying to put me 

off being an escort because you thought I wouldn't be able to cope 
with the job...you were looking out for me, for my safety and my 
wellbeing? You are a love.' She pressed her hand over his. 'But you 
and I both know I can't be a teacher. I'd be rubbish at it. I'm not 
good with kids, they don't like me, and I don't have the patience. I 
will, though, be a bloody good escort, and we both know that too. 
Put in a good word for me with Mr Smith. He'll listen to you, and 
neither of you will regret it, I promise.'

'Mr Smith doesn't listen to anyone. Mr Smith does the telling, 
and when he says jump, you ask; 'How high, sir, and can I kiss 
your arse on the way back down?'

'If he thinks anything of your judgement, which I'm sure he 
does, and if I've made the impression on him you say I have, then 
he'll know I'm up to it and he won't turn me down.'

'Suppose I do put myself out on a limb for you and you get what 
you want and it doesn't work out, what then?'

'It won't.'
'But what if...'
'If it does all go pear shaped, and providing I don't go poof and 

vanish in a puff of smoke in the meantime, I'll give in and 



surrender and...' She sighed deeply. '...I'll be a beautiful and vibrant 
teacher. I give you my word.'

Large doe-like eyes regarded him from a face fixed into an 
expression of sober expectation, and he drew out a long, defeated 
sigh. 

'Okay you win. You'd better leave it with me, and I'll see what I 
can do,' he said.

She leaned over and kissed his cheek. 'Thank you, Gerry. You 
are a true saint.'

He snorted a short laugh at the bitter irony. 'Yeah, Saint Gerald 
the Gullible, that's me. God help me.'

A handwritten letter from Saint Gerry fell through Maxine's 
mail slot a couple of days after their fraught meeting.

As good as his word, albeit with utmost reluctance he would 
have her know, he had spoken to Mr Smith and they were, as 
expected, in agreement - apart from an initial technical hitch, she 
had exhibited a more than acceptable degree of physical resilience, 
and combined with an insufferable self-confidence and a strength 
of will both of them knew would be a waste of precious time trying 
to bend, consequently she should report to the Administration 
Building in three days' time for further assessment. Of permanent 
employment there was no mention, but she considered she still had 
time to set her not inconsiderable womanly wiles to work once 
more, this time on Mr John Smith himself.

She presented herself for her appointment as requested, and 
submitted to yet another rigorous examination, at the end of which 
her prospective tutor assured her she would indeed be a most 
suitable candidate for training, exhibiting both mental and physical 
adeptness well above basic requirements.

When she asked him when she could expect to be able to make 
her first official pass through the portal, he suggested she allow 
eight weeks. The time scale fitted perfectly with her calculations. 
With Robert's birthday falling in nine weeks, she had plenty of 
time. Unfortunately, their wedding anniversary fell in six weeks' 
time, well short of the course's completion. It would not, she 
concluded, make any difference whatsoever. She would just have 
to work extra hard or, if it came down to it, fake it.
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None the worse for his accidental overdose and recovered with 
no other after effects than a bad headache and loss of face at his 
idiocy, Robert's close shave with the hereafter strengthened his 
conviction to grit his teeth in the face of adversity and get his life 
back on track, and so avowed, he turned in to work the following 
Monday morning.

While his colleagues welcomed him back with handshakes and 
polite enquiries about his health, the office secretary, Libby 
Gaskell, had her own interpretation of a warm reception.

'Welcome back, Mr Dunne,' she said, hanging up his coat. 'It's 
good to see you.'

'It's good to be back, Libby. How have you been?'
'Oh, you know. Same old same old. This and that.'
'How do you stand the excitement?'
'With you guys, every day's a challenge.'
He laughed. 'So what have you got for me?'
'Just this,' she said, and threw her arms around his neck and 

hugged him tightly.
Initially surprised by the embrace, he found he valued it a great 

deal, simply because he knew she meant it. 
'That was very nice, Libby. Thank you.'
'You're welcome, and there are plenty more where that came 

from if you need them. You also have about a million cards, letters 
and emails stacked up, and a brand new project Mr Chappell thinks 
might suit you...to ease you back into the swing of things.'

'Sounds good. Bring it on.'

The new project turned out to be a brand new shopping centre to 
be built on the outskirts of the city, and it suited him down to the 
ground. He threw himself wholeheartedly into the complex job, 
losing himself in the details, and once more he looked forward to 
going into work.

His days bustled with commotion and decision making, with 
creativity and vision and of solving difficulties and overcoming 
snags. Activity filled his time solidly from eight in the morning 



until five in the afternoon, and on the occasions when he took work 
home, it helped his the empty evenings pass until sleep, now 
thankfully restored, beckoned.

Time passed in a blur of hard-hatted site visits, coffee fuelled 
planning meetings, endless presentations and discussions with and 
by all manner of sub-contractors - shop fitters, decorators and 
landscapers pitched their products, services and skills, all hoping 
for a lucrative supply contract. The ones who particularly piqued 
his intrigue were a group calling themselves 'retail psychologists', 
whose sole remit in life appeared to be to advise on all manner of 
product placing techniques, careful use of colour, the primal 
temptation of smell and other trade secrets intended to open the 
hapless shopper's wallet and separate him, or her, from their hard 
earned cash in the shortest amount of time, with the least amount 
of expense to the retailer.

Immersed in such industry, Robert had little time to dwell on his 
personal losses.

He tapped his pencil rhythmically against his teeth as he leaned 
back in his chair to study a large sheet of paper taped to his wall - a 
marked up plan of the first floor of the proposed retail centre. To 
the untrained eye it could have been a random scribbling made by 
a child with a set of coloured pencils, but to him it detailed every 
feature of the development in glorious punctiliousness, right down 
to the shape of the door handles. Another plan, similarly colourful 
and of the ground floor, lay spread out on the carpet, while the 
front and side elevations were strewn across his desk covering 
pretty well every square inch of table top.

Libby, noting the faraway look in his eyes, cleared a space on 
his desk for his afternoon tea. 'Penny for them,' she said.

'Huh?' he grunted.
'Is there a problem with the plans, Mr Dunne?'
'Not really,' he said. 'But it just doesn't look...right. I can't put 

my finger on what it is but there's definitely something wrong with 
it. I'm sure it's something obvious, but I've been staring at it so 
long, I just can't see it.' 

'I wish I could help, but it's all Greek to me,' she said.
He pinched the bridge of his nose and screwed up his eyes 

against the dancing blueprints.



'You look exhausted, she said. 'It's three o'clock now, why don't 
you sneak off and start your weekend early? You've really put in 
the hours on this project; you've earned it. I'll make up an excuse 
for you.'

'No, I'll crack on with it. If I stop thinking about it, something 
will come to me. Thanks for the tea.'

'You're welcome. Do you want something to eat?'
'No thanks.' They exchanged brief smiles and their eyes met for 

a fraction of a second longer than necessary. Libby broke the 
contact and turned away.

'Libby?'
'Yes, Mr Dunne?'
'I think we've known each other long enough for you to call me 

Robert, don't you?'
'I don't know if it would be appropriate, Mr Dunne.'
'It's appropriate if I say so, at least in private. Go on, give it a 

try.'
'Okay, if you like. Is there anything I can do for you...Robert?'
He pulled the mug toward himself and turned it around. 'I hope 

you don't mind me asking, but I was wondering if you would like 
to go for a drink after work. This place has been hell on Earth this 
last week or so, and I'm sure we could both do with a wind down 
before the weekend. I know I could.'

'I'm not so sure that's appropriate either,' she said. 'With you 
being my boss and all.'

'After five o'clock I'm not your boss, I'm just Regular Robert. I 
tell you what, I'll treat you to something to eat too. What would 
you like? Italian, Indian, Outer Mongolian?'

'You don't have to go to any trouble.'
'I'd like to, as my way of saying thanks.'
'For what? I've only been doing what I'm paid for.'
'For looking out for me since I came back to work. Don't think I 

haven't noticed how hard you've been trying to keep everything on 
a normal footing and not to mollycoddle me or wrap me in cotton 
wool. You've gone above and beyond the call of duty, and your 
pay-packet, and I want you to know I really appreciate it.'

She smiled gently. 'In that case, and if you're paying, I would be 
delighted to have a drink with you, Robert; and a bite to eat would 
be nice.'



Throughout their meal of lasagne and salad, and drinks in the 
lounge bar of the White Lion Inn, they made small talk about the 
weather, the state of the economy and the up coming by-election. 
Afterwards, they strolled along the main street, browsing the shop 
windows, and not once did either of them mention Maxine.

At nine o'clock, with the light fading, Robert drove Libby home.
'Thank you, Robert. I've had a lovely time,' she said.
'I've enjoyed it too,' said Robert. 'You've been great company 

and it's made a change from burnt beans on toast and a bottle of 
warm beer. See you Monday, Libby. Have a great weekend.'

She popped the catch on the door. 'You too.' 
With a movement so swift it took him totally by surprise, she 

leaned over and pressed a soft goodnight kiss to his cheek and was 
already halfway out of the door before he took in what she had 
done.

The following Friday they went out again, to the Black Bull to 
eat scampi in a basket and watch a live band, after which he did not 
take her directly home, but instead drove her to his flat.

They sat on the oversized brown leather sofa in the living room, 
Maxine's silver framed photograph looking down on them from its 
position on her piano as they chatted and shared a bottle of sweet 
white wine.

'How are you doing, Robert?' Libby asked, finally broaching the 
one subject they had both skirted around ever since his return to 
work.

'I'm fine,' he said, yet his artificial smile told her different.
'I'm sure you think you are,' she said. 'But how are you, really?'
During the ensuing pause, he took several tastes from his glass. 

'I'm just about holding together to be honest,' he admitted, in a 
small and tremulous voice. 'I thought it was getting better, but it's 
not going as well as I thought. Being back at work and keeping 
busy is helping a bit, but on the whole, it's hard. I keep having 
flashbacks to when she was in the hospital. I suppose you know I 
had to switch off her life support machine?'

Libby nodded and sipped from her wine, her silence creating a 
vacuum and encouraging him to fill it by talking.



'It would have been our wedding anniversary in a few weeks,' 
he said. 'We lived together for nearly four years, but only managed 
five as a married couple. I don't know how I'll cope when it comes 
around. I think I might have to find a great big pile of work to bury 
myself under, unless I go to the Himalayas and climb a mountain 
or two...' 

And fall off...I could break my neck...like Maxine.
'You know, if you ever want to talk about Maxine...anytime...' 

Libby's eyes flickered briefly toward the piano and Maxine's 
photograph. 'I'm a good listener, I promise, and you never know it 
might do you some good.'

'Thanks, Libby. It's very kind of you to offer. I appreciate it. Do 
you want another drink?'

'No. I think I've had enough.'
'Hmm, just as well,' he said examining the bottle. 'It seems to be 

empty.'
An uncomfortable silence draped itself over them like a dark 

veil, neither of them knowing what to say next. Libby put her glass 
on the coffee table. 

'I should go,' she said, and made to stand. 
Robert too got to his feet, his upward motion causing him to jar 

his elbow against her and wine to spill from his glass onto her 
shirt. She squeaked with shock as the cold liquid soaked through to 
her skin beneath.

'Oh crap, I'm so sorry!' Robert pulled his handkerchief from his 
pocket and dabbed at the stain. 'It was totally my fault, Jeez!'

She took the handkerchief from him and blotted the wetness 
herself. 'It's okay,' she said. 'It's not a big deal. It'll wash out. Don't 
worry about it.'

A now redundant Robert sank back onto the sofa, his head in his 
hands, cursing his clumsiness. 

'I'm such a klutz,' he groaned.
'No you're not. It was an accident and it's just a cheap blouse. 

It's nothing to get upset about. I have plenty more.' She stopped 
blotting it. 'Look, it's fine really, don't worry.' 

She sat beside him and laid a reassuring hand on his arm and 
leaned close enough for to him feel her warm breath on his cheek. 

'If it will make you feel any better, you can buy me another one,' 
she said.



He turned to look at her. 'I should do that. I'd like to. Where 
from? A boutique in town?'

'I wish. No, five ninety nine from Stella's on the Friday market.'
'Okay. What colour would you like, another like this?'
'Surprise me.'
'And what...um,' He coughed ineptly. 'What size?'
She smiled affectionately at him. 'Ten.'
'Stella's, Friday, surprise, ten. Got it. I'll see what I can do.'
'Thank you.' 
She leaned into him and her lips brushed the corner of his 

mouth, an action he knew intended to convey nothing more than a 
token of thanks, support and friendship, and it buoyed his spirits a 
little.

At first the tenderness of their full kiss frightened him, and then 
captivated him, lifting him and filling him with its pure, fresh 
vitality, absorbing him until he lost himself completely in its 
warmth and comfort.

'Oh, Maxie!' 
His dead wife's name on his lips stung like static electricity 

between them, shocking them apart and bringing the kiss to an 
abrupt end. Struck with numbing confusion and shame, he caught 
his breath and wiped his hands over his face. 

'Oh Christ! What have I done?'
'You haven't done anything, Robert. I did. It wasn't meant to 

happen, but it did. If anyone is to blame, I am.'
'I'm not ready for this...it's too soon...Maxie...' he faltered, his 

eyes filling with tears of shame and guilt.
Libby laid a cool palm against his flushed cheek, turning his 

face to her. 'I know, and it's okay. Forget it.'
'You're a lovely girl, Libby... and the kiss, it was really nice, 

but...I can't...'
She put a finger to his lips. 'Sshhhh. I said it's okay.'
'You must think me a heartless cad...'
'No, of course I don't, not at all. We just got carried away in the 

moment. No harm done.'
Robert slumped back against the sofa, his eyes closed, 

grumbling words of self reproach to himself.
Libby laid her hand on his leg. 'I know exactly how you are 

feeling Robert, because I've been where you are now. When I was 



eighteen, my big sister Kelly died. She was twenty three and far 
too young. Kidney failure took her practically overnight, and in 
one fell swoop I lost my soul mate, my protector and my best 
friend. I felt so alone and depressed I thought I'd never face the 
outside world again, so I know what it's like, I absolutely do. It's 
difficult and it hurts, and it's going to be difficult and hurt for a 
long time yet, but it gets easier, it really does, trust me. You can't 
force it and you can't ever make it go away, but if you give it the 
time it needs, healing can begin and things honestly will start to 
look brighter.

I promise you, Robert, a little human contact, even an accidental 
kiss, goes a long way. So if you ever feel the need to talk, about 
anything, or you just want a little hug to get you through the day, 
you don't even need to ask. They are there for the taking; no limit.'

He looked at her through half open lids and in her soft sweet 
smile and her gentle words he saw and heard not platitudes offered 
to comfort him, or words proffered for words' sake, but how she 
truly understood the state of his turmoil, appreciated how much his 
raw wound still hurt, and that the kiss was her way of offering 
honest and genuine consolation.

He didn't remember her ever mentioning a sister before, 
particularly one who had died, and he came to realise, even though 
she had worked with the company for over ten years, he didn't 
know much about her life outside the confines of the office 
environment at all, an oversight he thought he might now address, 
taking into consideration this newly developed intimate connection 
between them.

'It's time I wasn't here,' she said, patting his knee before rising to 
her feet. 'Can you get me my coat please?'

Robert also rose, taking care not to do her any more damage, 
and led the way into the hallway, took her coat from the stand and 
held it for her to wriggle into.

'Let me drive you home,' he offered as she fastened up her 
buttons.

'No, it's okay. I'll get the bus.'
'Don't be ridiculous.'
'It's not like I have a choice, Robert. You've been drinking, 

remember. That bottle didn't empty itself, and as they are really 



cracking down with the breathalysers, you wouldn't want to risk it, 
would you?'

He slapped his palm to his forehead. 'Ah crap, I didn't think. 
You're right. I'm sorry.'

'Don't worry. I use it the bus all the time. I'll be fine.'
He opened the front door for her. 'I'll see you at work on 

Monday,' she said. 'And don't forget you have a lunchtime meeting 
with the guys from Isis.'

He pulled a face. 'Urgh, do I?'
''Fraid so. Goodnight, Robert. Have a good weekend.'
'You too. Goodnight and...thanks.'
'You're more than welcome.'
She pecked a quick goodnight kiss to his cheek, crossed the 

landing and pushed her way through the fire door. As it swung 
closed, she gave him a little wave and he could hear her court 
heeled shoes clacking down the wooden steps and echoing in the 
stairwell.

With a heart as heavy as a curling stone rammed in his chest, he 
closed the door on her departure and leaned back against it, limp 
and weary in his empty hallway, now as deathly silent as a tomb.

The following Monday, Libby greeted him in her normal cheery 
manner, as if nothing had happened the previous Friday night. She 
brought him his morning coffee and biscuits, his messages and 
mail, asked about his weekend and also reminded him once again 
of his lunchtime meeting. He said he hadn't forgotten, and thanked 
her, but she did not leave immediately.

'It was a bit awkward, wasn't it?' she said.
He looked at her over the rim of his cup. 'What was?'
'Friday night.'
He coughed gently. 'Yes, it was,' he said, and tasted his coffee.
'So I was thinking it might be best all round if we forget about 

it.'
He bobbed his head in agreement. 'Probably.'
'Because you are right, it's far too soon after...it's too soon to 

even start thinking about...'
'Quite...'
'It wouldn't be right...'
'No.'



'So it's forgotten?'
'What is?'
She headed for the door. 'I'm glad we cleared that up.' 
'Although...' he said, turning her back. 'I still want to thank you 

again...for the evening, and for the company. It was very 
nice...considering.'

'You are welcome to the company any time, Mr Dunne.'
'Did you forget...?'
'What?'
'To call me Robert?'
'No, I hadn't forgotten. Then you are welcome to the company 

any time, Robert.' 
And she left, closing the door quietly behind her and all was 

right between them again.

17

Although her weekend had not been quite so emotionally 
charged as Robert's, Maxine's Monday did bring her a couple of 
points of interest in the form of the two letters she received in the 
same delivery. 

The first, handwritten on rather splendidly headed notepaper 
from Mr Smith's office, informed her she had been 'carefully 
selected' to undergo full and comprehensive portal and escort 
training, with the possibility, should she complete them 
successfully, of her being considered for employment at a future 
date. It instructed her to report to the appropriate floor of the 
Administration Building the next morning - early. 

The second letter, more formally presented, came from the 
Education Department - housed in the same building although ten 
floors higher, and expressed polite regret at her not being able to 
take up her allotted teaching post at this time. They did, however, 
wish her well in her new endeavour and suggested; 

'Should things not turn out as well as expected, we will make 
every effort to find you a post most suited to your abilities.' 

This last comment led Maxine to think they didn't have a whole 
lot of confidence in her being successful in her ambitions. She 



screwed up the letter and threw it away. She had no intention of 
being found wanting.

She arrived at the designated floor, bright and early as 
requested, to find herself a solitary student. Her tutor, a congenial 
man of indeterminate age who introduced himself simply as 
Arthur, spelled out the reason for her learning in isolation.

'We find one to one training helps us to develop a rapport with 
our students, a more intimate connection if you will. That way we 
can build close professional ties which will in turn, we hope, 
develop into a sense of trust. Trust in this game is everything, 
Maxine. Trust in my teaching, trust in your abilities and trust in the 
portal. Without trust, we are lost...sometimes quite literally.'

Hadn't Gerry said something similar when he hypnotised her?
She didn't fully understand Arthur's cryptic meandering, but 

accepted it nonetheless. Without him, she was going nowhere fast. 
Everything from hereon in depended on her cultivating a close and 
trusting relationship with both her seemingly good-natured 
educator, and a magnificent yet intimidating inanimate object.

As she had already been warned the course would be intensive 
and demanding of her time, energy and stamina, she prepared to 
commit irrefutably to it, at the expense of everything else. She cast 
aside chores and shopping, sacrificed socialising to concentrate on 
the preparatory callisthenics she had been given - Yoga-like 
exercises designed to stretch and strengthen her muscles and 
maintain flexibility, and combined it with periods of meditation to 
keep her mind clear and sharp. 

Once Arthur determined her to be centred and focused, he 
attempted to instruct her in more advanced skills, techniques 
whereby she would be able to shift her body's entire molecular 
structure to allow her to pass unhindered through solid objects. 

The theory of it sounded simple enough and it looked easy on 
paper, and he demonstrated it over and again as if it were second 
nature to him, which in fact it was, but try as she might she could 
not bring herself to achieve the shifted state. Her continued failure 
brought her to tears of frustration and pain at her mass of 
accumulated bruises.



'Your problem,' said Arthur, as she rubbed at yet another new 
contusion, 'is you don't believe you can do it, and it is this lack of 
belief which is holding you back. You have constructed yourself a 
barrier of certainty behind which you think of the wall as solid, and 
it will be. You think of yourself as solid, and you will be. Common 
sense tells you to expect two solid objects to collide and not be 
able to pass through each other, and so they will remain. You have 
to get past what you believe to be true. Once you do, everything 
will fall into place and it will be easy. In fact, I guarantee once you 
manage to do it, you'll enjoy it so much you won't be able to stop. 
You need to free yourself from what you know of science and 
physics and reality. They don't count here, they don't work, and 
they don't matter. Let them go. You are as smoke. What are you?'

'Sore. I'm a mass of black and blue.'
'What are you, Maxine?'
'As smoke,' she mumbled unenthusiastically.
'Say it like you mean it.'
'As smoke,' she said, injecting the words with more confidence 

than she felt.
'What are you?'
'As smoke!'
'Good. Better. Now make it your mantra. Stand in front of the 

door and close your eyes and say it over and over and over until 
they are the only words you truly, totally believe. Okay?'

'Okay.'
'So, try again. Eyes closed, relax and breathe, and...'
She emptied her mind and concentrated on a freshly blown out 

candle and the filmy wisp of smoke which rose from its wick, and 
she imagined herself floating within its hazy cloud as over and 
again she chanted: 'I am as smoke, I am as smoke, I am as smoke...'

On the twelfth repetition she felt a pressure in the small of her 
back which overbalanced her, forcing her to take a step forward. 
Much like an intense static shock, a sudden sharp tingling ran 
through her from the roots of her hair to the tips of her toes, and 
she yelped with pained surprise. As quickly as it arrived, it 
vanished, and when she opened her eyes, she found herself in the 
wide white corridor outside the instruction suite, having passed 
through the sturdy oak door without even realising it. 



Her unexpected appearance, seemingly out of nowhere, forced 
two passers-by to leap for safety and edge close to the far wall in 
order to avoid any physical contact with her, lest she walk through 
them too.

Her mental blockades dissolved, and from the moment of her 
letting go of actuality and realism, and of Arthur giving her a 
severe nudge in the back to send her on her way, her confidence 
soared and she had no trouble passing through more or less any 
unyielding obstruction with relative ease.

To a mere novice such as she, though, it remained a dangerous 
manoeuvre, ripe with the potential for disaster, and at first her 
mentor allowed her to practise only under the strictest supervision, 
and it took many hours more before she mastered it totally.

After a few days, so entirely comfortable did she become with 
it, it started to become automatic. She moved around her apartment 
effortlessly, going from room to room without using any of the 
doors, until the day complacency set in and led her to mistake the 
wall in front of her for the partition between her bedroom and the 
living room. 

Her unexpected appearance in her next door neighbour's living 
room took him by such complete surprise that, if he hadn't already 
been dead, he might have keeled over with a fatal heart attack on 
the spot. As it was, he screamed like a horror movie drama queen 
and dropped a very fine example of a Delft vase he had been 
dusting, shattering it beyond repair on the wooden floor.

'What...the...fuck!' he gasped, goggle eyed at the apparition 
before him.

'I am so, so sorry,' Maxine said, shifting her bare feet to avoid 
the innumerable shards of blue and white pottery on the floor. 'It 
was an accident, I swear. I'll get you another vase. Are you alright? 
I didn't mean to frighten you.'

'You...you came through the wall...' he stated, declaring himself 
to be a keen observer of the blindingly obvious.

'Erm...yes I did.'
'But what..? How? Why? Who the hell are you?'
'I'm Maxine.' She held out her hand to the shocked man. 'I live 

next door.'
'You came through the wall,' he repeated.



'Yes, I think we've established that. It's something I've been 
practising and I got a bit mixed up; I got the wrong wall. Sorry.'

'Des,' he said, still staring.
'I beg your pardon?'
'My name...it's D...Des.'
'Well then, Des, can I get you a brandy or something? You look 

like you could use it.'
He pointed with a trembling finger to the cocktail cabinet in the 

corner of the room.
Over a restorative glass of the finest Courvoisier, full 

introductions, sincere apologies and detailed explanations were 
made and accepted, and after its initial inauspiciousness, a new 
friendship was born and quickly blossomed.

Maxine's determination to perfect her new found abilities, 
coupled with encouragement from her new acquaintance next door, 
redoubled her doggedness to pass the course. Every waking hour, 
she practised until, feeling confident of her progress, she 
approached Arthur with her request for early visitation.

'It's too soon. You won't be ready,' he told her.
'I had no trouble last time, apart from some weakness. And it's 

only two weeks off. Aren't there any corners we can cut?'
'Certainly not! Are you trying to kill yourself? I've seen your 

records, Maxine. You were practically comatose for a whole day 
after your first travel, as sick as a dog and as weak as a kitten for 
very nearly a week afterwards. It doesn't sound like no trouble to 
me.'

'Nice use of similes. I got better. I was fine with no after effects 
and no problems. And this time, I know what to expect, so it will 
be easier.'

'You do know a wedding anniversary is considered so minor an 
occasion as to not appear on any list I can think of?'

'So I've been told, but it's on mine and it's important to me. I 
want, no I need to be with my husband. You have to approve my 
application.'

'I don't have to do anything, Maxine, particularly when my 
judgement says you won't be ready. I'm not willing to risk you. 
You've worked long and hard to get this far, and you've already 
outshone more than ninety nine percent of the others who come 



through my door. I can't help but admire your natural born abilities 
and your determination to succeed, and I know you are going to be 
a great asset to us at some time in the future, but you are not all the 
way there yet. There is still much work for you to do. I'm sorry. I 
can't approve you.' 

He studied her face, set firm with determination yet edged with 
disappointment, and it obliged him to offer her a compromise.

'If you are willing to meet me half way, there might be an 
alternative,' he said. 'Half a loaf is better than no bread after all.'

'Okay,' she said, reluctantly. 'I'm listening.'
He invited her to sit down while he went through his 

concession. 
'We have a kind of portable one way window where we can 

home in a particular place or person and have a look see at what's 
going on. You won't be able to interact with Robert as you did 
before, but you will at least be able to see him, although he won't 
be able to hear or see you. How does that appeal?'

'It sounds like a viable option. How does it work?'
'It's technical...you...'
'...wouldn't understand. Isn't it always? I've heard the phrase so 

many times already, I'm beginning to think 'technical' is a 
euphemism for, 'I don't know'.'

'Actually, I don't know, but what it boils down to is somewhere 
back in the mists of time some clever bods developed a method 
whereby we can use something personal - a watch, a mirror or a 
photograph for example, as a conduit between planes. Can you 
think of anything we could use?'

Her eyes narrowed as she thought. 'Robert keeps a photograph 
of me on top of the piano in the flat,' she said. 'It's not a particularly 
good one, but he likes it. Will it do?'

'It sounds like just the thing.'
She pulled her brows together in a tight frown. 'You're 

absolutely sure I won't be ready to go in person?'
'You're doing really well, but my experience says not yet,' said 

Arthur, sympathetically. 'Keep working as hard as you have been 
doing, and when Robert's birthday comes around, I'm confident 
you will be on top form.'

'You promise?'
'As much as I am able, yes.'



Spurred on by Arthur's demi-promise, she continued to practise 
her exercises long and hard in the privacy of her apartment, 
sometimes to the point of exhaustion. Moments of spare time, 
although few and far between, she shared with her new friend and, 
she discovered, fellow music lover, Des.

He had been resident in the block for what he calculated to be 
four years and two months, and one Sunday morning he invited her 
to join him for a late coffee and croissant brunch. 

Out of politeness, and respect for his shredded nerves, she 
eschewed the convenience of passing through his wall and knocked 
on the door of his apartment like any regular visitor.

'What happened to you to bring you here, if you don't mind me 
asking?' she asked, spreading a thick layer of butter on her 
croissant.

'Motorcycle accident,' he said. 'There was a big match on the 
telly I wanted to see and was in a rush to get home from work. I 
swerved to avoid a cat in the road, up looms a lamp post and I'm 
not wearing a crash helmet - what's wrong with this picture?'

She sucked in air through a mouth formed into a tight 'O'.
'Quite,' he said. 'Head smashed to a pulp like a rotten pumpkin.'
'Ouch.'
'Fortunately, I didn't feel a thing. What about you?'
'Another casualty of the road I'm afraid, hit and run; broken 

neck.'
'Nasty. Did they catch him?'
'No. But I'm sure Robert will ensure they keep looking. Did you 

leave any family behind?'
'A wife and two kids; twin boys. They'll be eight now and 

growing up really fast.'
'Have you seen them since you got here?'
'No. I couldn't bring myself to do it. One day maybe.'
'You should, if you can. You don't want to miss everything.'
'I'll think about it.'
'Children didn't really figure in our equation,' she said. 'We only 

just had enough time for each other and weren't really trying, 
although I'm sure it would have happened eventually. Robert is a 
twin, so was his father. I always wondered, as it ran in the family, 
if we would have them too. Unfortunately we didn't get the chance 



to find out. We'd only been married a few years and we both had 
demanding careers...' She paused reflectively. 'What did you do for 
a living...your job I mean?'

He cleared a stubborn frog from his throat. 'I was a...er... local 
government officer...I worked for the city council.'

'What's wrong with that? Somebody has to do it.'
He cocked a cynical eyebrow. 'The public sector? Home of the 

dreaded overpaid non-jobs filled with humourless jobsworths?'
'You don't strike me as a jobsworth. Which department were 

you in?'
His brow creased. 'Environmental Health.'
'Let me guess...Recycling Officer? Rat catcher?'
'No.' He screwed up his eyes. 'Believe it or not...Road Safety.'
He risked opening one eye to witness Maxine's reaction. She 

squeaked and clapped her hands to her face. 'Oh the irony!'
'Indeed.'
'So what do you do now...here?'
'I work at the Administration Block. I arrange transfers.'
'Which are?'
'Sometimes people want to move to other townships to be with 

friends or relatives, or sometimes they simply think a change is as 
good as a rest, so I try to make the shift as smooth as possible.'

'How many other townships are there?'
'I don't really know...hundreds? Thousands maybe? They are 

just...there.'
'A lot of things seem to be just 'there,' she said. 'What's outside 

the township?'
'How do you mean?'
'I mean, if I set off to hike the whole length of Main Street and 

left the township, what would I see? What would be there?'
'Whatever you want to be there.'
She looked at him askance. 'Are you telling me, if I decided I 

fancied a day at the beach, all I would have to do is toddle to the 
end of the road and it will just 'be there' for me?'

'Yep.'
'And I can go anywhere?'
'More or less...within reason. You can't go to the moon or under 

the sea for example.'
She shook her head, uncomprehendingly. He elucidated further.



'Everything here is geared to keeping you contented and 
comfortable. Should you decide you want a change of scenery and 
take a transport out of town you would find whatever you wanted; 
countryside, or mountains or a fun fair, whatever floats your boat.'

'Then let me throw a spanner in the works. If I was with 
someone and one of us wanted the seaside and the other wanted the 
countryside, where would we go?'

'Trust you to find the flaw. You would all have to be in 
agreement and be quite firm in your decision, otherwise you'd find 
yourself turned round at the end of the road and heading back into 
town. You can't be in two places at once.'

'This place just gets weirder by the day,' she said.
'It's how things work around here. You should be used to it by 

now.'
'I don't think I'll ever get used to it. I started to notice weird 

things after the first week.' She held up the carton of milk. 'This for 
example. No matter how much I use, I never seem to run out. 
There are other things, too - the cheese never goes mouldy, fruit 
stays fresh for ever, even bananas, and a roll of toilet paper is 
everlasting. At first I thought it was me. I was so tired all the time, 
getting to grips with life in general and immersing myself in my 
course, I thought I'd done the shopping on automatic pilot and 
forgotten about it.'

'Do you remember the last time you had a bill for anything?' he 
asked. 'Telephone? Electric? Water?'

Her eyes shifted as she focussed on the thought. 'No. Come to 
think of it, I haven't. But I haven't been here long. It's probably a 
new resident delay, like when we moved into our new flat; it took 
three months before we got our first utility bill. We thought they'd 
forgotten about us.'

'Nope. It's the way it is. I haven't had one in over four years, and 
you won't get one either. Have you got any cash?'

'No. I was told I didn't need any and I should use the card they 
gave me. All the stores accept it, no problem.'

'And have you ever had a bill for it, an account to settle?'
She frowned at him. 'No.'
'You won't. What do you do when you need something like, oh 

let's say...' A mischievous twinkle came into his eye. '...a new Delft 
vase for example.'



'I said I was sorry about that...it was an accident and if you'll let 
me know how much it cost, I'll replace it.'

Smiling, he tipped his head to the right, indicating she should 
look on the sideboard. Her mouth fell open. There stood the blue 
and white Delft vase, perfectly intact. 'How..? Where...?'

'...and anything you need just appears like...'
'...magic,' she breathed.
'Exactly!'
The sudden trembling in her hand caused her to drop her knife 

onto her plate with a clatter.
'Hey, are you okay?' he asked, touching her arm with a 

concerned hand. 'You've gone as white as a sheet?' He poured 
orange juice into a glass and passed it to her. 'Here, drink this.'

She took a long, cool sip.
'Okay now?' he asked.
'Yes, thank you.'
'Do you feel ill? Shall I call a medic?'
She shook her head vigorously and took another sip of the 

orange juice. 'No. I'm fine.' 
Des changed seats, moving closer to her. 'What's the matter?'
Seeking reassurance, she reached out her hand, and he took it. 
'Oh, Des, all these months I've been sleepwalking through this 

new life of mine without thinking about anything,' she said, 
shakily. 'I've been accepting of everything that's been thrown at 
me, without question, even learning to walk through walls, because 
always in the back of my mind I've been convinced I'm lying in a 
coma in some nice white hospital bed somewhere and one day I'll 
wake up to find I've been stuck in a dastardly exotic dream and not 
a single moment of it has real. I'll be laughing myself silly at the 
thought of believing anything so mindbendingly ludicrous could 
exist outside of a fantasy novel.'

He smiled gently. 'What might be called a classic case of 
denial?'

'But now, with what's been going on and what we've talked 
about, about things being there when we want them, about mind 
readers and portals and magic and whatnot, it's brought it all home 
to me...we're not in Kansas any more, this really is some kind of 
mythical afterlife we've been taken into. We really are here, I'm 



going to be here for ever more and I'm never going to go home, my 
real home, ever again.'

Large tears welled in her eyes and clung hesitantly to her lashes, 
before dropping onto the table top. 

Des clutched both her hands with his. 'Unless you do something 
pretty awful, it's very likely you are, yes.'

Her steadfastness collapsed and with a muffled, 'Oh, Robert,' 
she hid her face in her hands as thick, heavy, heaving sobs racked 
her fine frame and Des, moved by her distress, rounded the table to 
put his arms around her and hold her tightly against him, where he 
let her cry out all her bottled up fear, anger, resentment and 
bewilderment, and where she finally and totally gave in and 
accepted her unwanted, unsolicited and unfair status.
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The dawn chorus brought a raucous beginning to the day which 
would have been Maxine and Robert's fifth wedding anniversary. 
He roused himself from his bed, showered and shaved, before 
making himself a simple breakfast of tea and toast.

He spent a few minutes in the sitting room, simply gazing at 
Maxine's portrait, sending her his love on this most special of days, 
before leaving the flat to drive across the city to work. He stopped 
off at the local park on the way and walked the circular path 
around the boating lake, attracting the attention of a pair of swans 
and their family of six cygnets.

When they saw he had no bread to give them, the elegant white 
birds stayed in the water and he sat on the bench to watch them 
glide tranquilly around the lake, keeping their fluffy grey charges 
close by as they taught them the ways of the world. 

He sloped into the office at well after ten o'clock, dropped into 
the seat behind his desk and spent the next hour fixedly staring out 
of the window over the cityscape, lost in recollections of the 
pitifully short amount of time he had shared with the love of his 
life.

The insistent ringing of the phone brought him temporarily back 
to reality, and despite wishing the device, and the caller, would 
spontaneously combust into ashes and leave him alone with his 



thoughts, he dealt with the query with consummate 
professionalism. When he had done, he opened his laptop and 
browsed the internet, seeking distraction from the heartbreaking 
poignancy of the day.

At lunchtime, Libby brought him a sandwich and a mug of tea 
on a tray. He picked indifferently at the food, and when she called 
in on him to take the tray away an hour later, most of it lay uneaten 
on the plate and the cold tea sat undrunk in the mug. 

He loitered around the office, trailing through her workspace 
now and then to find something in the filing cabinet or to use the 
washroom, not managing to raise so much as a flicker of a smile.

By mid afternoon, the gloominess of his countenance had 
extended its reach, making her feel down in the dumps too.

She made a space on his desk and set down his coffee mug. 'Tell 
me to take a running jump if you want,' she said, 'but you've been 
moping around here all day and I can't stand to see you looking so 
miserable, it breaks my heart. If you don't get your face off the 
floor, you're going to get carpet burns, so...why don't you come out 
with me this evening.'

'No thanks.'
'Wrong answer. I know today would have been a special day for 

you, and you would have gone out with Maxine to celebrate, so 
why not do it anyway. Let me treat you to dinner. Nothing fancy, 
pizza probably, you don't pay me enough for anything else.'

'There's no need, really.'
'Oh yes there is, as a special treat...and to return a favour.'
'What favour?'
'You took me out, remember, after the busy spell when we 

needed to wind down? So tonight it's my turn. I'm also going to let 
you do all the talking; you can bend my ear as much as you like, 
about whatever you like, especially what's on your mind at the 
moment. So is it a date?'

'I shouldn't really,' he said, but as he could not think of a single 
good reason why not, he smiled amiably at her well meaning 
obstinacy. 'Yes, okay. It's a date, and pizza will be perfect. Thanks, 
Libby.'

He met her at the local Pizza Hut, where they shared a large 
cheesy treat with all the toppings, followed by an ice cream 



dessert. All through the meal Robert talked about Maxine, and 
Libby listened with rapt attention.

When they were sated, they walked the short distance to his car 
and he drove them both back to his apartment to share a bottle of 
wine and talk some more.

Maxine, meanwhile, cried off her day's training, citing her need 
to rest. She passed the day alone in her apartment, languishing on 
the sofa or snuggled under the duvet in her bed in quiet 
contemplation of her lost love, roused only by Des's insistent 
knocking at her door. 

The dear man, as understanding as ever, presented her with a 
bouquet of flowers in an attempt to cheer her. She accepted them 
with good grace and rewarded him with tea and cake.

In the evening, while Robert enjoyed his date with Libby, she 
admitted a technician, William, to her apartment. From a small 
briefcase he extracted the gadget he had brought for her to use.

With a half drunk cup of coffee in hand, she took instruction in 
the use of the portable viewing device, a miniature version of the 
full sized portal to which she had already been introduced, albeit 
briefly. The object had the overall appearance of an ornate silver 
hand mirror, one which might not have looked out of place on any 
well-to-do Edwardian lady's dressing table. She held it up and 
looked into the glass; the colours welled up from deep inside and 
swirled like oil on water.

'What do I do?' she asked.
'You're already doing it,' said William. 'Just touching it has 

activated it. Actually, that's quite unusual. Sometimes it takes two 
or three goes, and then it needs time to warm up. This one acts as if 
it's ready for you and it's raring to go.'

She remembered how the main portal did the same, activating 
itself at her approach, as if it were expecting her.

'I take it that's a good sign,' she said.
'I think so. Just hold it and wait for the connection to be 

confirmed. It should only take a minute or so.'
The colours shimmered, and as if a drop of detergent had 

broken the greasy surface film on water, they fled outward to the 



edges, leaving a clear area in the centre in which before her eyes a 
vague indistinct image began to form.

'It's all dark,' she said. 
William peered over her shoulder to see for himself. 'That's 

because it's night there. The room is dark and he hasn't put the 
lights on yet. Just wait.'

She sat in a chair with the mirror on her knee, her fingers 
remaining in contact with the handle, and waited. She was on the 
verge of giving up hope when the glass glowed with light, and as if 
watching a miniature TV screen, she could see into the sitting 
room of the flat, and there he was, her beloved Robert.

From the photograph's position atop the piano, she had a good 
view of the whole room, apart from a blind spot by the window 
into which Robert, having crossed in front of her, now disappeared 
to close the curtains. When he came back into view, he was 
smiling and appeared to be talking. Did he have someone there 
with him? 

She wondered who it could be - Richard? A client? A work 
colleague? Her mouth fell open when she saw who it was.

Libby Gaskell!
Not being able to hear his voice, she had to read his lips as best 

she could.
'Come on in,' they said. 'Make yourself comfortable while I 

open a bottle. Red or white?'
'White would be nice,' Libby said, seating herself on the sofa. 

After a short delay, Robert came into the room carrying two 
glasses of chilled white wine. He handed her a glass before sitting 
beside her. 

'I'm going to wish you a very happy anniversary, Robert,' Libby 
said, her wineglass held up in a toast. 'To you and Maxine, in love 
forever.'

'Thank you, Libby. It means a lot.'
Their glasses touched with the lightest clink.
Libby took a sip from her glass. 'Do you know what the 

traditional gift is for a fifth?' 
He shook his head. 'Is there one?'
'Oh yes. Every year has its own particular gift; silver for twenty 

five years, gold for fifty and so on.'



'Ah, right. I don't know.'
'I think five might be wood,' she said. 'In fact, I'm sure it is.' 
He noticed the way she ran her fingertip around the rim of her 

glass as she thought - a longstanding habit of Maxine's.
'I know,' Libby said, excitedly. 'Why don't you plant a tree for 

Maxine in the Memorial Garden? It will be something you can 
watch grow over the years and something living and thriving to 
remember her by.'

Robert smiled broadly. 'What a brilliant idea, Libby. I might just 
do that.' 

He raised his glass again, this time towards the photograph on 
the piano. 

'Happy anniversary, Maxine. I love you.' 
He puckered his lips and mimed a kiss for her. 

'And I love you too, darling.' 
Maxine kissed her fingers and blew on them, sending the kiss 

back to him.

'I can't believe how long she's been gone,' Robert said. 'The time 
has really flown and I keep thinking it's as if she's gone away on an 
extended business trip and she'll be back any day.'

'And are you feeling any better? Is it getting any easier?'
He nodded slowly. 'I still have my moments, like today when I 

miss her so much it physically hurts,' he said. 'But, overall, yes. I 
think, slowly, I'm getting there.'

Libby laid her small hand on his leg. 'I'm pleased for you, 
Robert.'

He covered her hand with his own. 'And you've been a great 
comfort to me, Libby. I might not have said so, but I really 
appreciate you spending time with me and allowing me to talk 
about Maxine, and for not thinking me a complete jelly when I get 
a bit emotional. I might not have got this far without you. You've 
been smashing.'

He pressed a light kiss to her cheek and Libby, clearly 
embarrassed, smiled coyly.

Maxine also smiled softly to herself as she observed the 
exchange between the two, and offered her own opinion. 



'Yes, thank you for looking after him, Libby. Now kiss him 
back. You know you want to.'

Following the unheard instruction, Libby turned her face to 
Robert's. He hesitated for a moment, before cupping her chin in his 
hand and lifting it until his lips met hers in a few tentative 
exploratory touches. The resultant full kiss was deep and strong 
and filled with want and need and desire.

Maxine watched entranced as the couple became more and 
more engrossed with each other. 

Robert lay Libby back against the cushions and allowed his 
hand to roam over her breast. This time she did not object or push 
him away, but wrapped her arms around him, pulling him down 
onto her.

He now had one hand under her t-shirt and she had hers on his 
backside. Their kisses became more fevered and urgent. He moved 
down her neck to her throat. She put back her head to allow him 
better access.

Although Maxine felt slightly uncomfortable watching her 
husband and his secretary making out on her sofa, she accepted 
Robert needed love, physical love as well as emotional, just like 
she did, and as Libby seemed more than happy to oblige him...

What now? If she continued to watch them, what would it make 
her? No more than a voyeur?

What is the female equivalent of a peeping Tom?
She could not make out what they were saying to each other, if 

they were indeed saying anything at all, but the way they were 
steadily removing each other's clothing and taking time to explore 
one another's body in generalised foreplay, she knew it wouldn't be 
long before they indulged in a full blooded sex act. 

Out of pure curiousity, and without a hint of jealousy, she 
continued her observations, all the while a warm flush crept up her 
cheeks.

The couple were now naked and writhing together on the leather 
sofa. From the few glimpses she caught, she could see Robert 
already fully aroused and Libby ready to accept him.

She watched in wide eyed awe as her husband inserted his fully 
erect penis into his secretary, both astonished and disturbed to 
discover her own groin tingling as a growing sense of anticipation 
ran through her lower regions. 



As the couple worked steadily towards their mutual climaxes, 
Maxine felt herself becoming more and more excited until, 
synchronised with the moment they joined in their mutual rapture, 
a wave of thrill coursed through her, tightening her pelvic muscles 
and rippling through her stomach, up into her chest, and shooting 
down her legs to her toes. Quivering from head to foot, she 
compressed a cry of ecstasy into a tight squeak.

All this time, William had been keeping an eye on her from the 
other side of the room, seeing her grow more and more agitated 
with each passing moment. When her pseudo orgasm hit, causing 
her to flinch in her seat and make a noise like a trapped mouse, he 
made his move.

'Maxine? Are you alright?'
Breathing heavily, she turned large, bright eyes to him. 'Wha'?'
'You look a bit flushed and you were making a strange noise. 

Are you alright? Are you in any pain?'
She flipped the hand mirror over, hiding the images of the 

naked lovers from him. 'I'm fine,' she said, and smiled uneasily, her 
cheeks now highly coloured.

'Are you sure?'
She nodded briskly.
'How much longer do you need?'
'Not much longer.'
William returned to his seat and left her to it. She turned the 

mirror over again, in time for it to show her Robert withdraw from 
Libby and lie back on the cushions with her. Entwined in each 
others arms, they both appeared to be enjoying a post-orgasmic 
glow of contentment.

She remembered back to how wonderful it had been when she 
experienced the same, and did not begrudge either Robert or Libby 
their moment of pleasure.

'Oh, Libby,' she sighed. 'You are one lucky, lucky lady.'
Although now a case of bolting the stable door after the event, 

she would now give the couple their privacy.
'Goodnight, darling,' she whispered. 'Sleep tight. I love you.'
Carefully she set the mirror onto the coffee table top and folded 

her hands into her lap. Without her touch, the connection broke and 
the mirror surface became once more like oil on water, swirling 



and eddying, gradually becoming solid black as it waited for 
someone else to come along and reactivate it.

'I'm done,' she said, and William looked up from his reading. 'I 
think everyone is satisfied now.'
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Oblivious to having been observed by Maxine, Robert and 
Libby lay together on the sofa for the next ten minutes, until Libby 
suddenly shivered.

'Cold?' Robert asked.
'Hmm.'
'Want to get dressed?'
'If you don't mind. It is a bit chilly.'
'I should have put the heating on. Sorry.'
They both dressed in silence.
'Better?' he asked when she had buttoned up her cardigan.
'Much. Thanks.'
He put his hands on her shoulders. 'Libby...?'
'It's okay, Robert. You don't have to say anything.'
'I want to...'
'You don't have to; I know.'
'You've lost me; know what?'
'How we shouldn't have done it, how it was wrong but you 

needed it because you were feeling lonely and you really wanted 
the company...and how I'm a lovely person, but...'

'Whoa! I wasn't going to say any of that, although I was a bit 
low and I did appreciate the company and you most certainly are a 
most delightful person. What I was going to say is, can I make you 
some supper?'

Libby giggled. 'Were you? Oh dear, I look a bit of a fool now, 
don't I?'

'Not at all.'
'No,' she said. 'No supper. I'd better get going. I might be a 

grown up, but Mum and Dad still worry if I'm out late.'
'I'll run you home. I've hardly had anything to drink. It will be 

okay.'



'There's no need.' She glanced at her wrist watch and saw she 
had missed the last bus. 'It's only a short walk.'

'I don't care if it's only next door. I'm taking you home.'

They pulled up outside Libby's house at a few minutes after 
midnight. 

'Oh, crap,' Libby muttered.
'What's the matter?'
'My brother, Maurice.'
The beam of Robert's car's headlamps picked out a sallow 

skinned man with cropped blond hair, slouched nonchalantly on 
Libby's garden wall. Dressed in torn jeans, a heavy fleece jacket 
and a showy pair of impressively white trainers, he held a beer can 
in one hand and a roll up in the other. As he sucked on the 
cigarette, he eyed the pair with interest.

'I'd hoped he'd still be out and I'd get home before him,' she 
said. 'Now he's seen me in your car, he's going to give me the full 
third degree when I get in.'

'What has it got to do with him?'
'He's had this knight in shining armour attitude ever since my 

sister died and he's been, let's say, a bit overprotective. I can't move 
without him wanting to know all the ins and outs and whys and 
wherefores.' 

She sighed deeply and popped the door release. 'See you 
Monday, Robert. Thanks for a really lovely evening.' 

She did not offer him a good night kiss before she hopped from 
the car, and seeing Maurice regarding them coldly, he understood 
why.

He watched her as she walked down the short path to her front 
door and let herself in. When he chanced to look into Maurice's 
eyes, he saw in them not a brother's benevolent concern for his 
sister, but the gleam of malevolent suspicion. 

Blowing a cloud of smoke into the still night air, Maurice 
dropped the stub of his cigarette to the ground and slowly, 
ponderously, crushed it into the pavement with the toe of his shoe. 
He then rolled casually away from the wall and followed Libby 
inside.

Robert, disturbed by the man's unpleasant, calculated stare, 
shivered inwardly, put the car in gear and pulled away.
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'How was it?' Des asked when he called on Maxine next 
morning.

'It was fine,' she said.
'Did you get to see Robert?'
'Yes.'
'How did he seem?'
'Quite...content.'
Des looked at her squarely. 'Content...how?'
'Don't worry, Des. I'm happy for him. Didn't I say I wanted him 

to find someone else and get on with his life?'
'Yes, but...so soon?'
'It's been long enough.'
'Has it been long enough for you?'
'What do you mean?'
'Would you consider it too soon for you to go on an evening 

out?'
'You mean a date?'
'Not exactly, just a nice evening out,' he said. 'There's a concert 

on at the Town Hall tomorrow night. Have you ever heard of 
Melvin Silverstein?'

The name had a familiar ring to it. 'Yes. Wasn't he a pianist, 
very well renowned?'

'He still is.'
'Does he live in Evermore then?' 
Des frowned. 'Where's Evermore?'
'Here,' she said. 'As no-one seems to have a name for this place 

apart from 'the township' I've given it my own.'
'Hmmm.' He nodded agreeably. 'Melvin Silverstein is a bit of a 

recluse, but he comes out of his enforced retirement now and again 
to give recitals. This is one of them. It might be quite a while until 
the next one. Want to go?'

'Yes please, I'd love to.'

The concert was well attended and quite wonderful. Even for 
one seventy five years dead, Melvin Silverstein had not lost his 



touch. When he played Maxine's favourite Chopin pieces, he 
moved her to tears of appreciation.

Des pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and passed it to her. 
'Why the tears? I didn't think it was so bad.'

'It wasn't bad at all,' she said, wiping her eyes carefully so as not 
to smudge her mascara. 'It was beautiful.'

'Then why are you crying?'
'Memories of happier times. I used to play the piano. It was one 

of the few things I was really good at. I hadn't been conscious of 
how much I miss playing.'

'You don't have a piano in your apartment do you?'
'No.'
'Would you like me to see if I can arrange for one?'
'There's no point. You've been in my apartment, there isn't 

enough room.'
'That's because you don't know the secret,' he said with a crafty 

wink and a tap to the side of his nose. 'Leave it with me.'

They enjoyed a delightful post concert meal at an Italian 
restaurant and washed it down with two bottles of fine red wine, 
before returning to Des's apartment for a nightcap.

After she had depleted her third not too small glass of Napoleon 
brandy, she got unsteadily to her feet. 

'I had a lovely time, Des. Thanks for taking me out. I really 
needed it.'

'It was my pleasure.'
'I should be going. If I don't get my eight hours beauty sleep, I'll 

look like the arse end of a shaggy dog in the morning.'
Des laughed at the mental picture as he too rose. 'We wouldn't 

want that, would we? I'll see you out.' 
A little unreliable on his feet, he walked her to the door. 'We 

should go out again,' he said, pulling it open. 'There's another 
concert next week, a rather fine chamber quartet. Would you like 
to go...if you're not busy...?'

'I'd love to go, thank you.' She leaned into him and kissed him 
gently on the cheek, wiping away the remnants of her lipstick with 
her thumb. 'Goodnight Des.'

'Goodnight, Maxine.'



Each waited for the other to make the first move which would 
bring a very pleasant evening to an end.

Des took the initiative, laying his palm against Maxine's smooth 
warm cheek, flushed pink by wine and brandy, and looked into her 
eyes, their pupils made huge by the soft lighting and the effect of 
alcohol.

'God you're beautiful,' he said, his words a little slurred around 
the edges.

She tilted her chin to present a better profile. 'Am I?'
'Oh yes.' He moved his face closer to hers. 'I don't want you to 

go, because you are beautiful and I want you to...to stay, so I can 
keep on looking at you.'

She hiccuped. 'Do you?'
'Yeah, I do.'
'Are you looking at me now?'
He nodded. 'I am...both of you.'
She screwed up her eyes and looked at him quizzically. 'Are you 

drunk Desmond?'
He chuckled giddily. 'Yeah. Are you?'
'I think there is the teensy poss'bility I may be a little bit tispy.'
'I think you are too. '
He pressed a light kiss to the side of her face, followed by 

another one on her ear, and then her throat, feeling her pulse 
beating under his lips. When she did not withdraw or fend him off, 
he felt encouraged and his mouth found hers, imparting a kiss 
which was firm and hot and intense. 

He had her enfolded in his arms and she wrapped hers around 
him, her hands flat against his back. With a foot, he kicked the 
door closed, turned her around and began to manoeuvre her 
towards the bedroom.

The heavy weight of an arm lying across her stomach felt 
strange, yet comfortable. She touched it, feeling coarse hair and 
warm skin. The arm was definitely male - Robert. 

Close by her ear came the sound of soft, rhythmic breathing and 
she sighed contentedly. 'Morning baby,' she murmured, and turned 
toward the warm exhalations. She opened her eyes and blinked. 

Not Robert.
'Oh my GOD!' she cried and leapt from the bed.



Des snapped awake and sat up, his eyes scanning the room in 
panic. 

'What? Where's the fire?' 
He then spied Maxine, clasping her cast off dress against her, 

very nearly but not quite covering her nakedness, and staring at 
him. 

'Hey Maxine. Wassup?'
'What's up?' she said, brusquely. 'What do you think is up? 

YOU are what's up!'
'Me? Why?'
'I was in your bed!'
'And?'
'I was in your bed!' she spluttered. 'Did we have sex?'
'I don't know. Possibly,' he said, lifting the duvet and looking 

down at his naked self, as if his body would give him some clue as 
to the previous evening's events. 'I appear to be naked, if it helps. 
As are you, I can't help but notice.'

She held the dress against her as best she could while she 
scrabbled about on the floor gathering up the rest of her discarded 
clothing, before dashing into the bathroom and slamming the door 
behind her.

In her absence Des left the bed, put on his bathrobe and slippers 
and ventured into the kitchen to put the kettle on and make coffee 
for them both.

 And then she was there, in the living room, her hands planted 
firmly on her hips in an attitude of pure vexation. 

'I don't have a hangover,' she said. 'I drank plenty last night, so I 
should have a hangover the size of Wales, and I don't. So why 
don't I? What's wrong with the booze in this place that it allows me 
to get pissed out of my head and not suffer for it the next day?'

'It's one of the wonders of Evermore,' Des said, pouring milk 
into the coffee. 'You can drink yourself comatose but it won't do 
you any harm and you never have to suffer the morning after the 
night before.' He pushed a mug across the breakfast bar to her. 
'Which is a good job for you, isn't it? Didn't you say you have a 
physical sometime today?'

Her eyes widened and she slapped her palm to her forehead. 
'Oh, crap, I forgot. We'll talk about this later...'



Before Des could utter a word in response, she snatched up the 
mug, strode across the room to the far wall, and without the merest 
hesitancy, disappeared into it.

'See you later then,' he said to the empty room.

He did not see her again until two days later, when she used the 
door instead of his wall to call on him, to apologise for being so 
rude on awakening in his bed, and also to return his stolen coffee 
mug.

'I was shocked and embarrassed,' she said. 'I didn't mean to be 
harsh. From what little I do remember, we had a lovely evening 
and I didn't thank you properly. You took it very well, all things 
considered.'

'It's okay. I understand. Are we still friends?'
She grinned widely. 'Of course we are, you silly man,' she said, 

and planted a firm kiss on his cheek. 'The best of friends. What are 
you doing tonight?'

'Nothing. Why?'
'I thought you might like to test me on some things for an exam 

I have to take in a couple of days.'
'I'd be more than happy to.'
'About six?'
'Six will be fine.'

Her long hard day dragged under the weight of exercises and 
health and safety lectures, and despite their misadventure, she 
welcomed Des's company. After they had spent a good forty five 
minutes going over what she might face in her upcoming 
examination, she slouched in her chair and took a lingering suck 
from her glass of wine. 

'Do you know what I learned to day?' she said.
Des shook his head slowly. 'No. What?'
'Probably the saddest thing I've ever heard. Did you know the 

babies and children here will never grow up? They won't get any 
older than they were the day they came here. They will stay just as 
they are for all eternity.'

'Tautology,' Dennis muttered.
'Sorry?'



'Tautology. Eternity is by definition, for all time. You can't have 
'for all eternity'.

She squinted icily at him. 'This is no time for pedantry Des-
mond,' she said stonily. 'I'm upset here.'

His expression shifted into one of sheepish contrition. 'I'm sorry. 
Of course you are. And I understand what you mean. We adults 
bring with us what we learned in our lives, all our lessons and 
experiences, but the kids will stay just as they are, innocent and 
pure.'

'I suppose some would find it endearing,' she said. 'But quite 
frankly, I think it's horrifying, particularly for those who are taking 
care of them.'

'How so?'
'You have kids, you should know. When you have a child, or 

take responsibility for one, you want it to grow and learn and 
develop, both mentally and physically. You want it to become a 
whole person in its own right. It won't happen here. A child in 
Evermore is always a child, stuck in time. Their ability to learn is 
restricted because they will never grow up. They will forever have 
the body of a child, or worse a baby, who will never progress out 
of diapers, and anything they learn one day, they are made to 
forget the next, and have to learn it over and over again. True, any 
physical deformity or mental condition they may have suffered is 
eradicated, their health will always be perfect, and they will be 
happy, but without growth and development, what's the point?'

Des's head bobbed slowly up and down. 'I see what you mean,' 
he said. 'I've never really thought about it before, probably because 
I wasn't really a particularly hands-on father. In fact I don't think I 
was that great a father at all.' 

A cast of profound sadness crossed his face and he sat very still, 
staring into his glass, thinking of his own children left behind and 
growing up without him, and she thought he might be about to cry.

'I'm sorry, I didn't mean to upset you,' she said, touching her 
hand to his arm. 'You said you had twin boys didn't you?'

He swallowed the contents of the glass with one convulsive 
gulp and smiled unconvincingly. 

'Yes. James and Michael,' he said.



'I don't know whether I would have been a good mother,' she 
said after a respectful pause. 'It's not like I'm going to find out now, 
is it?'

'You never know, you might meet someone here, and then you 
can take on a child...or two,' he said. 

'Take on? You mean have, don't you?'
'No. Have you not noticed, Maxine, there are no pregnancies 

here? You can fall in love with someone and become a couple and 
live together, but you can't have children with them. The majority 
of babies and children here are without their parents. They need 
looking after until they are reunited. In time you too will be 
assessed and an appropriate one will be assigned to you.'

'But I'm not married...here, and I don't intend to be.'
'It won't be a problem, you don't have to be. Cohabitation is 

quite normal here, and it's also common for singletons to take on 
children.'

'You haven't got one.'
'I'm a single man. I'm exempt. Single women however are not.'
'And suppose I don't want to take one.'
'Let's say...a refusal won't be looked on too kindly.'
She looked at him, disbelieving. 'Do you mean to say I could be 

forced to look after a baby who isn't mine, take on a complete 
stranger's child, whether I wanted to or not and then when their 
parents turn up, ten, twenty, thirty or more years from now, just 
hand them over?'

'Yes.'
'No. I think it's horrific. If I can't have a child of my own, I 

won't have one at all. What would Robert think when he gets here 
and he sees me with a baby that's not his?'

'It might not be for another forty or fifty years, and the kids need 
looking after now.'

'And it might be tomorrow,' she said, staring down at the glass 
clutched in her hands. 'I don't think I could wait fifty years.'

'You miss him terribly, don't you?' 
She nodded vigorously, perilously close to tears. 'Robert is 

everything to me. It says so here...' She took off her wedding ring 
and passed it to him to show him the engraved promise inside.

'Anima mea,' he read. 'Latin?'
'Yes. It means...'



'...my life, my soul.'
'That's what he is.'
He passed the ring back to her and she slipped it on her finger. 

'Seeing him on our anniversary...it really stirred me up,' she said, 
turning the ring. 'When I saw him with Libby, it was like being 
stabbed with a two edged blade. One side cut into my heart and 
said, 'How dare you betray me,', and then I did the self same thing 
two days later. And the other side said, 'Have a good life Robert, 
you deserve to love and be loved. I'm sorry it can't be me'.'

'I'm sorry,' said Des, and she earnestly thought he meant it.
'I shouldn't be pouring my troubles into your lap, Des.'
'I don't mind.'
'But I do. I don't want to spoil your evening. You must have 

things to do and I'm expected in early tomorrow.'
She stood, and he rose with her. 'Please...don't go, Maxine. It's 

early yet. We can talk some more.'
'I'm all about talked out.'
'Then we can sit quietly and listen to some music. I have quite a 

collection. Or we can play cards...or Scrabble, or...'
The pleading in his eyes matched the same in his voice and she 

considered him closely. 'What's wrong, Des?'
He shrugged.
'Des?'
'Honest truth? I don't like being on my own,' he admitted. 'I like 

your company. Stay and talk to me a bit longer, Max. No funny 
business like last time, I promise. Cross my heart.' He made the 
requisite action as if he meant it.

She looked at him for a long moment. The confident joker had 
gone, and in its place stood a sad, lonely man. 

'Alright,' she said. 'Just for a little while.'
A small smile touched his lips, but not his eyes. 'Thanks. 

Another drink?'
'Okay, but make it a small one.'

She woke to early morning sunshine pouring through the 
window, and to the sound of the kettle whistling and cups being 
rattled in their saucers. Her neck felt stiff and sore and she 
stretched herself taut, barely stopping herself from tumbling from 
the sofa in the process.



'Good morning,' Des called from the depths of the kitchen. 
'There's tea in the pot and I'm doing some eggs. Want some?'

She sat up gingerly, rocking her neck back and forth as she 
massaged it to relieve the stiffness. 

'Just tea please,' she said.
Moments later she had freed both her arms from the blanket 

covering her and was sipping from the steaming mug in her hand. 
Des had returned to the kitchen to make his own breakfast.

'Did you sleep well?' he asked.
'Fine, thank you.'
'It's not the most comfortable sofa, I'm afraid. I'm thinking of 

getting a new one.'
'It was okay.'
He busied himself at the stove, in brighter spirits than the 

previous evening. 
'I had no idea it was possible to actually talk someone to sleep,' 

he said. 'But apparently it is.' 
He tipped a pile of scrambled eggs onto a plate and carried them 

through to sit beside her on the sofa.
'Whisky and words does it for me every time,' she said. 'Thanks 

for the blanket by the way.' She blew the steam from her tea. 'You 
seem a little more cheerful this morning.'

'Daylight makes everything seem so much better, don't you 
think, like a brand new sheet of paper ready to be written on?' He 
dug at the food with a fork. 'I admit I did feel a bit low last night. I 
needed to talk and it meant a lot to have a friendly ear to bend. It 
made a real difference to have another human presence in the flat. 
Thank you for staying, even though you slept out here.'

'You're welcome.'
A difficult hush fell over them in which she drank her tea and 

he ate his eggs.
'You know I can't do this on a regular basis, don't you Des?' she 

said presently. 'The neighbours will talk.' 
'I don't care. It's none of their business. I'm really grateful for 

what you did. You're a good friend, Maxine.'
She glanced at her watch. 'Crumbs! I'm going to be late. I've 

still got to get a shower and get changed.'
She took a final gulp from the mug and stood to leave. Des put 

down his breakfast plate and stood. 'I'll see you out.'



'No need,' she said heading for the dividing wall. 'Have a good 
day, Des. I'll see you later.'

'Wait! When?'
'Soon.' 
'Tonight? Have dinner with me?'
'I can't. I'm...busy.'
'Doing what?'
'Stuff,' she said, although she had nothing at all planned for the 

evening except a hot bath and takeaway Chinese.
'Please, Max, I'd really like to have someone to cook for and it's 

wasted on just me. It's just dinner, not a full blown relationship. 
Nothing more than sweet and sour chicken with noodles, I swear.'

She considered him for a moment. He looked sincere enough. 
'Just dinner?

'Just dinner. Scouts' honour.'
A further pause. 'Okay then. What time?'
'About eight.'
She nodded. 'Eight will be fine. Shall I bring anything?'
'Just yourself.'
She smiled demurely, turned, and in three steps melded 

seamlessly into the wall.
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'How many people do you reckon are here?' Maxine asked, 
leaning on the balcony rail and surveying the street below, bathed 
rich golden late evening sunshine. A couple strolled by arm in arm, 
a small poodle trotting ahead on a lead.

Des joined her outside and handed her a glass of wine. He had 
beer for himself. 'In Evermore, or in total?'

'Both.'
He scratched his head. 'Well, at the last census, in this particular 

township there are about a hundred thousand residents, a nice 
manageable number we think. In total....it's hard to say. At a rough 
guess...about a hundred billion and increasing by the hour. They do 
say behind every man or woman alive now, there stand thirty 
ghosts, and I would say that's pretty accurate. We get rushes on 
whenever another pointless war breaks out, or there's some kind of 



natural disaster, an earthquake or a tsunami, or some famine or 
epidemic, but there's always room for everyone. Not everyone is 
housed in a township, of course, and we also have to take into 
account those who are transferred out and come back.'

'Transferred? You mean to...the other place. For punishment?'
He nodded.
'How many are there?'
'I don't know. All I know is that depending on their sentence, 

they can be counted one census and then miss the other and it 
buggers up the numbers.'

'I didn't think you could come back.'
'Oh yes, some only have short sentences of a dozen years or so, 

others are quite a bit heftier. Some are permanent of course. I can't 
remember all the qualifying transgression and their tariffs, but if 
you want to look them up in the Legal Library, there's a pretty 
comprehensive list.' 

She screwed up her face. 'Back up a minute, Des...there was a 
census?'

'Of course. We do one every hundred years or so and although it 
generates a mountain of paperwork, how else would we be able to 
focus resources for the best of everyone?'

'Good point. And those countless billions who don't live in 
townships, where are they?'

'In whatever environment suits them best. You, for example, are 
a city dweller; you feel more comfortable in an urban environment 
like Evermore than you would on a farm, am I right?'

'Spot on.'
'A Maasai warrior on the other hand, would shrivel up and die if 

we forced him to stay in a town, and so they go to where they will 
be happiest - the open plains. There are separate environments for 
different time periods also.'

'You mean like a Medieval or Roman or Victorian zone?'
'You make it sound like museum tableaux or exhibits in a zoo.'
'Are each aware of the others' existence?'
'Not always. We take great care to assess the relative 

intelligence quotients of the different cultures, their technological 
development as well as the dominant belief systems. We work very 
hard to make sure everything is just right for them.'

'It smacks of the worst form of social engineering to me.'



'It's taken since the dawn of time to get it working as well as it 
does. I think we have a pretty good system going. We don't get 
many complaints.'

She puffed her cheeks and blew out a long, slow breath. 'These 
'environments' as you call them, how are they set out?'

'How do you mean?'
She sucked on her lip. 'How are they arranged? Are they stacked 

one on top of another like a block of flats, or next to each other in a 
long chain, or bunched together like honeycomb? Why can't we 
see them?'

Des nodded his understanding of what she was trying to ask and 
took a moment to think of an analogy.

'The layout is really rather simple,' he said, holding up his glass 
of beer to demonstrate. 'Imagine this plane we inhabit as being 
totally flat, like the surface of my beer, but going on and on for all 
eternity.'

'Tautology,' she said, cheekily.
'Shut up. Do you understand?'
She forced the picture to form in her mind. 'Okay, got it.'
'Now see the bubbles? See how they float about on the surface 

tension, each one butting up to its neighbour, connecting but still 
totally separate? The environments are like that, each one within a 
self contained bubble.'

'Each one sealed in within its own membrane, keeping it 
separate from the others?'

'Uh-huh.'
'I have to confess, I'm astounded. It's quite mind boggling. This 

place gets weirder by the day. Would I come up against one of 
these barriers if I went far enough?'

'Eventually?'
'And would I be able to cross it? Suppose I want to take a 

vacation. Can I visit one of these other environments?
'As a tourist you mean?'
'Yes.'
'It's possible, but it's not quite as simple as a day trip to the 

beach. You will be intruding into another culture or another age 
quite different from your own and so there are quite stringent 
conditions attached.'



'I thought there might be, and I suppose it involves some kind of 
societal awareness and appreciation course as well as a whole new 
raft of paperwork...in triplicate.'

'Actually, quadruplicate,' he said, and she could easily envisage 
the internal switch flicking him over into total bureaucrat mode. 
'Inter-environ travel request form T225. Submit to floor 63 of the 
Administration Building and allow 28 days for processing. 
Community Interaction request form CI02. Processing requires 
attendance for personal interview and Diversity Consciousness 
training.'

She stared at the glassy eyed man with open mouthed 
astonishment. 'Bloody hell Des, you sound like a fecking machine. 
You need to get out more, my friend.' 

She grinned wickedly. 'I feel a vacation coming on.'

Late next afternoon Maxine arrived home, tired and hungry. She 
slid her key into the lock and pushed her door open and bent to 
pick up her post, leaning her backside against the wood to close it 
again. When she stood, she stared. 

For a moment she thought she had let herself into the wrong 
apartment, for sitting neatly in her living room, beaming its wide 
black and ivory grin at her, sat a baby grand piano. 

Once over her initial shock, she cautiously approached it and 
circled it. She looked around the rest of the room to see what might 
have been removed to make room for it. She couldn't work it out; 
none of the other furniture had been touched. It was as if the room 
itself had simply got bigger to accommodate it.

A small square envelope rested against the piano's music stand. 
She opened it and took out a card and read:

Play it again, Maxine. Love, Des x
She ran her hand over the glossy walnut body of the instrument, 

a smile of pure joy stretching her cheeks into apples. Gently she 
lowered herself onto the padded stool and placed her feet on the 
pedals. The instant her fingers touched the keys, the music flowed 
from her, filling the room and spilling from her open window. She 
didn't need sheet music to work from, she simply closed her eyes 
and let her fingers dance, playing from both her memory and her 
heart, soon lost in the magic of Chopin.



I heard you playing yesterday,' Des said over lunch the next 
day. 'You lied about being 'rather good'. You're brilliant.'

'I'm just a passionate amateur,' she said modestly. 'I'm a bit out 
of practice. I don't know whether you noticed, but I managed to hit 
a few bum notes.'

'I never noticed,' he said. 'You'll get back into the swing of it in 
no time, and then you can give me a private recital.'

'Robert used to love me playing,' she said. 'I wonder if he's 
missed it.'
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Robert had indeed missed her playing the piano. 
Occasionally, when the silence in the flat became too much to 

bear, he would lift the lid on the instrument and press random keys, 
just to hear the familiar tinkle. 

He himself couldn't play a note. She had tried time and again to 
teach him the basics, but to no avail, eventually giving up and 
declaring him to have 'Van Gogh's ear for music'. 

His own failings, however, did not prevent him from taking 
great pleasure in her ability to produce no end of delightful melody 
from her fingertips.

As he ran his dusting cloth over the fine mahogany of the 
piano's body, he glanced at Maxine's photograph sitting atop it. Her 
bright eyed smile of contentment brought on an unwelcome, 
twinge of guilt as he recalled his evening with Libby right there in 
front of her, and it nibbled at the edge of his conscience.

He felt an overwhelming need to apologise to her, to tell her it 
had never been his full intention to have sex with Libby, to betray 
her on their anniversary, but...

The urgent and persistent double tone chiming of the doorbell 
cut into his musing. It rang again and again without pause. His 
caller certainly was impatient.

'I'm coming!' he called as he trailed through to the front door. 
No sooner had he released the latch, than the door came forward 

to meet him, striking him in the face. His hands flew to his bashed 
nose, leaving his crotch defenceless, which is where the next blow 
fell, causing him to double over with his chin comfortably within 



reach of his assailant's knee. When it struck, it clattered his teeth 
together and he saw stars as he fell to his knees. One sharp, dull 
pain in his ribs and he hit the floor, curling protectively into a 
foetal position. Another vicious blow struck his back and a final 
one, his thigh, numbing it.

A face appeared in his field of vision, immediately recognisable 
despite being blurred by tears of pain and shock - Libby's pale 
faced pit-bull of a brother, Maurice, squatting down and pushing 
his face close to Robert's.

'Be grateful I haven't separated you from your block and tackle,' 
he growled coarsely, his breath smelling of stale cigarette smoke 
and beer. 'Cos if I ever find out you've used 'em on my sister again, 
I'm gonna chop 'em off, deep fry 'em and serve 'em up to you with 
a portion of chips. Got it?'

Robert's reply was an unintelligible murmur through hands 
protecting his battered face.

Another savage kick landed on his already burning thigh. 'I said, 
got it?'

Robert groaned agreement and nodded vigorously.
'See that you 'ave...or I'll have to come back, and believe me, if 

you ever see me again, you'll be sorry.'
After landing a final kick to Robert's buttock, a pair of feet, 

shod in a pair of impossibly white trainers, strode away. As soon as 
they were out of sight, Robert reached out with a foot, and kicked 
the door of the flat closed.

After a short while coiled in a ball on the carpet, catching his 
breath, he got precariously to his feet and reeled into the bathroom 
to inspect his injuries.

Large fat drops of blood leaked from his nostrils and dripped 
into the basin. He wet a towel and held it against his throbbing 
nose, his head back to stem the flow. Seeking a new outlet, the 
blood ran down the back of his throat, making him gag and leaving 
a nasty metallic taste in his mouth.

After ten minutes sat on the toilet, staring at the ceiling with the 
wet cloth pressed against his face, the bleeding subsided, slowing 
from a flow to a bare trickle. He gave it another ten minutes until 
eventually it stopped altogether.

He turned on the cold tap and rinsed stray blood drops from the 
basin, wet his hands and wiped them over his face, then used the 



red stained towel one more time to dry himself before dropping it 
into the laundry hamper.

He pulled sheets of lavatory paper from the roll and used them 
to dab lightly at his nose while he pushed his face close to the 
mirror to examine the damage. Although his nose throbbed madly 
and felt blocked and looked red like it did when he had a bad cold, 
it didn't appear to be too swollen, even though it felt twice its 
normal size.

He pulled up his sweatshirt to give his painful ribs a once over, 
twisting himself around in order to see his back. No bones were 
broken; he wouldn't be able to move in such a way if they were, 
but angry red marks showed where the trainer had so brutally 
connected. No doubt they too would turn into bruises in their own 
good time. He didn't bother to take off his trousers to look at his 
leg. It would be the same.

Overall, he considered himself lucky to have got away as lightly 
as he had. The mean eyed Maurice, he thought, looked as if he 
enjoyed dispensing the odd kicking and he imagined some less 
fortunate others had come off a lot worse than he.

When the bell rang again later that afternoon, he felt most 
reluctant to answer it, fearing his assailant had returned to mete out 
another round of punishment, but when he peeped out of the 
bedroom and made out the familiar silhouette of his brother on the 
other side of the frosted glass, he had no choice but to open the 
door. If he didn't, Richard would let himself in with his own key. 
Fait accompli.

'Woah, dude! What the fuck happened to you?' exclaimed 
Richard, his face a couple of inches from Robert's in order to get a 
closer look at the blue black bruise by now showing the first signs 
of blooming spectacularly over his nose and cheeks.

'A bit of a misunderstanding, is all,' said Robert, heading into 
the kitchen. 'Tea? Coffee?'

'Yeah, whatever's quickest.'
Richard followed close behind him. 'A misunderstanding you 

say? With what; brick wall? Oh shit, bro, you've not crashed the 
Lexus have you?'

'Of course not, and it wasn't a what, it was a who?'



'Hell's teeth, man, have you been mugged? What did they take - 
your wallet, your BlackBerry...ah man, not your iPod?'

'No, not a mugging either.'
'What then?'
'It doesn't matter. Forget it.'
'You know I'm not going to stop bugging you until you tell me, 

don't you?'
'No, you're not, are you.' Robert filled the kettle and set it to 

boil. 'If you must know, it was an irate yob who took exception to 
me having sex with sister.'

Richard's eyes grew saucer wide. 'You had sex? Fucking hell, 
Bob! Who with...and when?'

'Last Friday night, with my secretary, Libby.'
'Fuck-ing hell!' Richard said again. 'Why?'
'Why does anyone?' Robert took clean cups from the 

dishwasher. 'It wasn't something I'd planned on. I'd been a bit low 
all day because it was...would have been my wedding anniversary, 
and she wanted to cheer me up, so we went out for a meal and a 
drink. We came back here, drank some wine, talked a bit and 
then...one thing led to another.'

'You screwed her...here?'
'Coarse, Rick, but yes.'
Richard cleared his throat, clearly both embarrassed and 

disgusted by his brother's behaviour. 'Stone me,' he said, 
confirming it. 'I have to say, bro, I'm utterly shocked, to say the 
least. It's only been a few months since Maxine...went, and on your 
anniversary too. I'm pretty disappointed in you. I thought you'd 
keep that as summat...you know, special...'

'I am well aware of what I've done thank you Rick, and when, 
and I'm not exactly proud of myself, but I have to admit, being 
with Libby, it was nice...sort of comforting. It made me feel 
like...like real life is still going on. Do you know what I mean?'

Richard shrugged. 'I s'pose, but why the pasting?'
Robert put his hand against the bruise quietly developing on his 

ribs under his shirt. 'It turned out her brother is an overprotective 
malicious maniac.'

Richard took a quaff of his drink. 'He took his time getting 
round to it didn't he?'

'What do you mean?'



'You screw his sister and it takes him a week to build up to 
knocking seven shades of shit out of you. A bit of a brooder is he?'

'Apparently.'
'How did he know where you lived?'
'She must have told him, or else he followed her.'
'How did he get past the security door?'
Robert shook his head. 'I have no idea.'
'What are you going to do? Ring the police?'
'No. It's unlikely I'll be seeing Libby outside of work again, and 

I'm sure it's not her fault, so I'll just let it slide, although I expect 
there's going to be some thorny questions to answer on Monday 
when she sees this.' He touched his multi coloured face gingerly. 'I 
might go along with your idea.'

'Eh?'
'I'll tell her I was mugged by a stranger in the street and make 

no mention of her hooligan of a brother at all.'
The kettle came to the boil. Robert made coffee and the brothers 

sat at the kitchen table.
'You haven't said yet why I have the pleasure of your visit, 

Rick,' Robert said, passing the sugar canister across the table.
Richard emptied two teaspoonfuls into his drink and stirred it 

thoroughly. 'I'm on an errand.'
'To do what?'
'I'm sent by your beloved sister in law to bid you, 'Come to 

Sunday tea tomorrow'. So, on the subject of answering awkward 
questions, you'd better start practising now, and make it damned 
good.'

'Oh no Rick, I can't. Tell her I'm busy. Tell her I've emigrated. 
Tell her...oh, shit, make something up.'

Richard's expression became one of exaggerated incredulity. 
'What's that you're saying, brother? You want me to lie to my dear 
pregnant wife?'

'Fuck you, Rick.'
Richard chuckled quietly. 'You know there's no way round it, 

Bob. When the light of my life makes a suggestion, you take it as a 
God given command; you should know better by now. You argue 
with her at your peril. It's your quandary, you sort it.'



'Okay, but when she backs me into a corner and puts the hex on 
me and forces me to confess everything right down to the last gory 
ball kicking detail, you'll back me up, won't you, Rick?'

Richard sipped from his coffee, his eyes turned skywards with 
an air of angelic innocence. 

'Richard...?'
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Each in their own world, separated by an infinity of time and 
space, yet within an atom's breadth of each other, Robert and 
Maxine's respective lives continued. They worked and socialised, 
ate and slept, muddling through the days and nights as best they 
could; some good, some bad, most indifferent, often alone, but 
never without one thinking of and missing the other. 

Two more weeks passed, and Robert's bruises were now all but 
healed. He did go to tea as commanded by Bella, and she did make 
an issue of his injuries. He tried his level best to lie to her about 
how he came to get them, but just wasn't up to the task, particularly 
when she did back him into a corner with her arms folded over her 
swollen belly, her gimlet eyes drilling into him until, like a well 
head under pressure, he cracked and the truth gushed from him - 
his date with Libby, sex on the sofa, the subsequent punishment 
beating at the trainered foot of her insane brother. 

Bella's chastisement, when it came, turned out to be more 
understandingly sympathetic than he expected, or thought he 
deserved.

Richard however was not so lucky. Not one to do things by 
halves, she meted out a severe telling off to him, not only for not 
spilling the beans about Robert's 'accident' the instant he knew, but 
also for daring to encourage him to lie to her.

Both men were in the metaphorical dog house for more than a 
week, their release secured only by the proffering of flowers, 
chocolates and long, relaxing massages of her swollen feet and 
aching back.



The embarrassing predicament soon became consigned to 
Bella's ever swelling 'men are idiots' chronicles, and their lives 
returned to what paid lip service to normal. 

The twins went out for the evening to attend their city's football 
team's most important home match of the season, leaving Bella at 
home alone to finish writing her Christmas cards and watch her 
girlie film on TV, after which she planned to have a long perfumed 
bubble bath and an early night. 

With the birth of her baby due any day, she relished the absence 
of male presence, with its accompanying noise and demands. It 
would only be for a few hours, but once the baby arrived, such 
luxury might be a long time in coming again and she intended to 
make the most of it.

Feeling a desperate urge to pee after her third glass of ginger 
ale, she hauled her now cumbersome belly up the stairs and 
crossed the landing to the bathroom, reached around the door to 
find the pull string for the fluorescent light, and tugged on it. 

The light on the ceiling blinked rapidly and irregularly, before 
settling and filling the room with a harsh, cold glow with a peculiar 
yellow tinge she found both irritating and uncomfortable. More 
than once she had asked Richard to replace the light, but so far he 
hadn't got around to it. 

She shuffled across the bathroom to the toilet and lifted the lid. 
Without knowing why, she felt her eyes drawn to the light, now 
flickering in a series of annoying irregular sputters, and as she 
stared at it, her eyelids fluttered in time with the shimmer.

All at once a familiar, unpleasant smell, similar to one of wet 
moss, filled her nostrils. No sooner had she registered the presence 
of the odour than she dropped silently to the ground as if poleaxed, 
her head striking the side of the bath on the way down.

Before she even reached the floor, every muscle she owned had 
begun to spasm and relax in rapid succession as the electrical 
activity in her brain effectively short circuited, scrambling the 
messages passing between nerve cells, and disrupting all normal 
bodily functioning. 

She pitched and convulsed with savage rapidity, pummelling 
and pounding her body against the hard linoleum. Her back arched 
and her heels drummed against the floor, while her head jerked 



rapidly from side to side, her lips drawn back in rictus contortion 
and her teeth clenched in a rigid jaw. 

Pulled tight against her body by the contraction of muscles no 
longer under her control, her arms curled at the elbows in the 
posture of a prize pugilist, and her glazed, sightless eyes, their 
pupils dilated to their fullest capacity, rolled back in their sockets, 
exposing the whites.

For almost two minutes the fitting continued, during which her 
seized lungs did not inhale and her lips, deprived of oxygen, turned 
blue against her paled skin. Gradually the fit subsided, giving way 
to a generalised twitching which then became more spasmodic 
until, eventually, it stopped altogether. 

Relieved of the tension, her muscles relaxed, causing her to let 
loose a stream of hot urine. Her taut jaw slackened, allowing a 
small trickle of blood to escape from the corner of her mouth, a 
product of her bitten tongue, and her chest heaved as she drew in 
long, slow breaths. 

Released from the power of the seizure, her traumatised, 
battered body fell into the deep, dark pit of exhaustion.

Yet her insensate form was not totally still. From inside her, 
well protected in the womb, sensing the changes in its mother's 
heartbeat and reduced level of oxygen, and now experiencing the 
first contractions of labour brought on by the fit, a smaller, more 
fragile presence called out.
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Maxine woke with a start, her sweat soaked nightshirt clinging 
to her like a second skin. She lay still, staring at the ceiling, her 
dream fading, but the overwhelming sense of foreboding did not go 
with it and somewhere, far away in the depths of her imaginings, 
she heard a baby cry.

Strange, because as far as she knew, no-one in the apartment 
block had a baby. 

She turned over, plumped her pillow and closed her eyes, 
awaiting the return of sleep. It did not come. Instead the crying of 
the child became louder and more insistent and she could no longer 
ignore it. 



She listened intently, trying to pinpoint the direction of the 
sound, but it seemed to come from everywhere at once and when 
she put her hands over her ears to block it out, it became louder 
still. It was then she connected all the dots and knew. The crying 
was coming from her, from inside her head, and it was there for a 
reason.

She leapt from the bed, stripped off the sweat sodden nightdress 
and threw on her clothes.

'Open the portal!' she yelled, as she flung herself through the 
doorway. 'Now!'

The operator, lounging in his chair with a book in one hand and 
a bottle of beer in the other, started to his feet to protest. 

'I can't just...I don't have authorisation. You are not qualified 
to...'

'Fuck that! It's an emergency! I'm giving you the authorisation. 
Open it NOW!'

The operator hesitated for a fraction of a second longer than was 
good for him.

'Oh, for fuck's sake!' Maxine cried. 'Do I have to do everything 
myself.' 

She launched herself at the man and short scuffle ensued, during 
which he to pull her away from the controls and put some small 
distance between them.

'Okay,' he said, gasping with the effort, one hand outstretched to 
ward her off, the other smoothing down the crumpled front of his 
uniform. 'Give me a second.'

'I don't have a second. Bella could be dying. The baby too. Shift 
yourself. Come ON!'

'ALRIGHT!' he yelled back, and then frowned. 'That's weird...'
'I don't have time for weird...get a move on will you!'
'I don't have to,' he said. 'It's already waiting for you.'
'What?'
She followed his gaze to look at the portal, to find he was telling 

the truth. Without his having done anything to activate it, the 
iridescent colours were already swirling and eddying within its 
frame, reaching for her, urging her forward. Obeying, she spared 
not one more moment's vacillation, and stepped into the pool of 



shimmering light to be enveloped by it and vanish from the 
operator's sight.

She emerged from the bone chilling cold into the warmth of 
Bella's living room, and the multicoloured glow of the Christmas 
tree lights. The lamps and TV were on, but of her sister in law, 
there was no sign.

She called out, hoping her desperation might add extra energy 
to her voice and make it heard. 

'Bella! Where are you! BELLA!'
Eschewing the doorway, she walked straight through the 

partition wall into the kitchen. Empty, but the steaming kettle gave 
indication enough, someone was home - somewhere.

She made her way upstairs, her eyes keen for the slightest 
movement, her ears sharp for the smallest sound. The solid pine 
doors to the bedrooms held no fears for her. She passed through 
them as if they were nothing more than cobwebs. Both the 
bedrooms were empty. One room left, the bathroom. The light was 
on, the door, ajar.

Bella lay where she had fallen, feet against the sink pedestal, 
head touching the side of the bath, a bump beginning to rise on her 
forehead. On the mat, around her groin, a wet stain spread; too 
much liquid to be urine alone - her waters had broken.

'I'll get you some help, Bella. Hold on.'
Maxine laid her hand on Bella's stomach, reaching out with her 

mind for baby Olivia. She made contact, barely, yet enough to 
determine the baby was unharmed, but afraid. 

'You'll be fine, baby. Just hold on.'
She looked back to Bella, surprised to see the other woman's 

eyes directly on her, and they way they shifted and focussed could 
tell - she could see her. 

She smiled lovingly at her sister in law. 'Hey Bella, don't worry, 
I'm here, and you're going to be okay. I'm going to get help for you 
and the baby...one way or another. You lie still.'

She had no idea what it could be, but she had to do something, 
and then she remembered - the panic alarm - a button by Bella's 
bedside, wired into the burglar alarm. Once pressed, the alarm 
would sound, lights would flash and a thoughtful, or nosey, 
neighbour would come to investigate the problem...she hoped.



Bella groaned with discomfort as another contraction swept 
over her abdomen. 'The baby,' she croaked. 'Olivia.'

Maxine laid her hand against Bella's brow; warm, but not 
feverish. When she removed it, it startled her to see she had left 
behind the shape of her hand, glowing with a soft blue light. 

'Olivia is okay,' she said. 'I'm going to leave you for a minute, 
Bella, but I'll be back. I promise.'

Not having time to worry about the odd phenomena, she went in 
search of the panic button and found it half hidden under the bed. 
Concentrating with every fibre of her being, she forced energy into 
the tip of her finger. Static fizzed from it and the pain was 
excruciating, as if she had dipped her hand into molten metal, but 
the button yielded under the pressure and immediately an 
undulating siren started up. From a box on the wall outside the 
bedroom window, a dazzling blue light pulsated in time to the 
cacophony. Only someone who was both blind and deaf could fail 
to notice it.

Five minutes passed, yet no-one came to investigate.
'What's the matter with you, you selfish bastards,' Maxine 

muttered. 'Aren't you the least bit curious? Where's your sense of 
community?'

After two more minutes, she had had enough. 'If Mohammed 
won't go to the mountain...'

She checked on Bella again, still semi conscious on the 
bathroom floor, clutching at her stomach as her labour progressed.

Without the slightest misgiving about the adjoining wall being 
of solid bricks and mortar and plaster, Maxine passed through it 
and into the bathroom of the house next door. She ran down the 
stairs to the living room, where she found the neighbour, slumped 
in his chair and sipping from a beer bottle, his eyes on the 
television and paying no heed to the racket outside. Whether he 
chose to ignore it because he thought it was faulty, or a false alarm, 
made no difference to Maxine. Summoning strength she didn't 
know she had, she knocked the bottle out of his hand and grabbed 
the front of his sweater, yanking him to his feet and twisting him 
around.

'What the fuck!' he screeched at the extraordinary manhandling. 
'Get next door! A pregnant woman needs your help. Move 

yourself!' Maxine yelled, as she pushed him hard in his back, 



thrusting him toward his front door, and leaving behind another of 
the curious blue handprints.

Stunned, terrified and bewildered at being moved against his 
will by an unseen force, he opened the door and stepped outside. 
Another push had him up his garden path, and the next at Bella's 
front door.

'Upstairs!' commanded Maxine.
Feeling an irresistible need to do so, the man tried the front 

door, opened it and stepped into the hall.
'Hello!' he called out, his voice shaking with fear. He staggered 

to the foot of the stairs. 'Is there anyone here? Bella? It's Eddie 
from next door.'

'Upstairs. Bathroom!' Maxine hissed his ear.
Gripping the banister tightly for support, he made his way up 

the stairs and along the landing to the bathroom and pushed open 
the door.

One look at the labouring Bella on the floor, moaning as she 
bore another contraction, had him fleeing back downstairs to the 
telephone in the hall.

Back at Bella's side, Maxine could hear him making the call to 
the emergency services.

'Help's on its way, Bella,' she said. 'Hold on.'
Bella looked into Maxine's face, and her brow creased into a 

frown of both puzzlement, and pain. 'You came back?' she said, her 
voice small and unsteady.

'I said I would, and I brought someone with me. He's calling an 
ambulance for you.'

'The baby? Olivia?'
'She's fine, Bell. Where's Richard?'
'He's with Robert. The match. Boys' night out.' 
She managed a weak smile and lifted her hand towards 

Maxine's face, and her fingertips had almost touched her cheek 
when Neighbour Eddie returned to the bathroom.

'Hey Bella, it's me, Eddie Grant from next door.' He pulled a 
towel from the rail, folded it up and tucked it under her head. 'It's 
alright, sweetheart. I've called the ambulance for you. Did you 
have a fit?'

Bella nodded feebly, and Eddie sat on the floor beside her, 
holding her hand and stroking her hair. 



'Don't worry,' he said. 'The ambulance won't be long. I'll stay 
with you until they get here.' He obviously did care for his 
neighbour after all.

'A fit,' thought Maxine. 'Hell's teeth, it's been so long since she's 
had one, I'd forgotten. I wonder if the pregnancy brought it on. It's 
possible I suppose. It must have been what I picked up on in my 
dream. It must have been a belter to reach all the way to me. Poor 
Bella. Poor Olivia.'

Overcome with a feeling of light-headedness, she dropped onto 
the toilet seat and leaned against the cistern. She knew she had 
used a lot of energy interacting with Bella and Eddie, and could 
feel her strength fading. She made a mental calculation of how 
much she would need to stay and see Bella safely off to hospital, 
while keeping enough in reserve to enable her to return safely to 
Evermore. It was going to be a close call.

She sat quietly and observed Eddie talking to Bella and stroking 
her hand.

Another wave of dizziness threatened. 'Come on,' she urged the 
ambulance. 'I can't wait much longer.'

As if on cue, behind the wailing of the burglar alarm, there 
came the approaching whine of the ambulance sirens.

'Oh thank God!'
Minutes later, a pair of paramedics in fluorescent yellow green 

jackets bounded up the stairs and pushed themselves and their 
equipment into the now overcrowded bathroom. They gave Bella a 
cursory examination in situ.

'I think she had a fit,' stated Eddie, standing to one side to allow 
them access. 'And I think you'll find she's in labour.'

The paramedics agreed, confirmed by Bella clamping her hands 
over her drum tight stomach and groaning with pain, giving them 
the added impetus to get a move on. They didn't want to risk her 
having another fit and them having to deliver the baby on the 
bathroom floor or in the back of the ambulance.

They fitted an oxygen mask over her face and lifted her onto 
wheeled chair-like device, covering her in a red blanket, the harsh 
colour of which only served to emphasise the stark paleness of her 
face. 

From behind her mask her eyes, made massive from pain and 
fear, looked straight into Maxine's, and from under the blanket her 



hand emerged. She wiggled her fingers, which Maxine took to be a 
wave of both thanks and goodbye. She returned the wave. 

'Bye, Bella. Good luck. Give Olivia a big kiss from me.'
Bella nodded. 'I will.'
The paramedic looked at her, quizzically. 'I'm sorry? What did 

you say? Are you having another pain?'
She shook her head.
'Right,' said the medic. 'Let's get her out of here. Time is not on 

our side.'
With care, and aided by Neighbour Eddie, they lifted the chair 

with Bella safely strapped in it and descended the stairs to the 
ambulance which would ferry her to the safety of the hospital.

Maxine, however, was not quite so lucky. She had no one to 
help her. Already pushed far in excess of her margin of safety by 
staying until the very last moment to see Bella safely on her way, 
with the departure of the ambulance went the excitement of the 
evening and the remainder of her dwindling strength.

Only by employing sheer key-bending will, combined with the 
substance rushing through her which substituted for adrenaline, did 
she manage to stumble her way to the living room and the 
dimensional aperture which would take her back to Evermore.

To her horror she couldn't find it. When she arrived, with her 
mind fully focused on Bella, she failed to observe the primary rule 
- always mark the entry point.

'Crap! Where is it?'
Hyperventilating as panic rose in her, she covered nearly the 

whole of the room, stepping and testing, left and right and in front 
of her.

'Oh, please, where is it? I want to go home.'
She turned full circle, making herself dizzy, before she 

remembered; she had come in behind the sideboard and passed 
through it.

Time was running out, and she was running on empty now. 
With her heart pounding fit to burst in her chest, she clenched her 
hands and closed her eyes, and stepped forward into the sideboard, 
expecting her legs to knock against its solidity. She met no 
resistance, only the air around her crackling with intense cold. 



Instant relief swept over her as she stepped into brilliant ice 
whiteness, and fell into the comforting arms of darkness.
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The home team's win at the football had put Richard and Robert 
in good spirits. Their exuberance, however, dampened on their 
arrival home, to be met by a house in unexpected darkness, 
intermittently illuminated by the bright blue strobe of the alarm.

Richard ran up the garden path and let them in, calling out for 
Bella whilst keying in the code to disable the alarm, whose 
piercing din had fallen silent when it shifted into standby mode. 
Receiving no reply to his calls, he ran upstairs to look for her.

Robert systematically checked each of the downstairs rooms for 
signs of Bella or, more worryingly, some kind of intrusion.

Richard returned momentarily, joining him in the kitchen. 'She's 
not here. She can't have gone out. Where the hell can she be..?'

The chime of the doorbell interrupted his query, and Neighbour 
Eddie called into the hallway. 'Hello! Richard? Are you there?'

Richard dashed from the kitchen to the front door and his 
visitor. 'Eddie, mate! Do you know what's been going on here? 
Where's Bella?'

'At the hospital all being well. She had a bit of an accident...'
He related to the twins how he just 'knew' about Bella's trouble, 

how he felt drawn, or rather pushed, by some overwhelming 
coercion to come into the house, to find her in the bathroom in 
labour after her fit, and how he called for the ambulance and stayed 
with them until they arrived, securing the house after they left.

'And that's how things stand at the moment,' he said, obviously 
proud of his heroic good neighbourliness.

Impatient to be on their way to the hospital too, the brothers 
ushered Eddie from the house, shaking his hand and thanking him 
profusely for his help and promising they would buy him a drink 
for his trouble, sometime. Right now, they said, they really had to 
get to Bella.

They made it to the hospital with only half an hour to spare 
before baby Olivia made her debut appearance in the world, safe 



and well albeit a little small, but completely unaffected by her 
mother's unfortunate incident.

The newest member of the Dunne family slept contentedly in 
her plastic box crib by her exhausted mother's bedside.

Richard, taking advantage of Bella's dozing, had gone to find 
coffee for himself and Robert, who sat quietly keeping her 
company in a chair by her bed.

He lost himself in a daydream of the children he and Maxine 
might have had, only to be dragged away from them by a touch to 
his arm and the sound of his name.

'Robert?'
He turned to the now awake Bella. 'I thought you were asleep.'
'I was. Where's Richard?'
'He's gone to find something to drink. He'll be back in a minute.'
'Good, because while he's not here, there's something I want to 

tell you.' She looked toward the door, in case her husband should 
be coming back in. The moment's hesitation, however, was enough 
to change her mind. She shook her head and rubbed at a point in 
the centre of her forehead. 'No, forget it. It was nothing. My brain 
had just been scrambled by the fit, so I was probably just 
imagining it.'

'You've got me all curious now, Bella. Why don't you tell me 
anyway?'

She chewed on her lip, and even though they were alone, 
beckoned him to sit on the bed close by her. What she had to say, 
she intended only for his ears.

She clasped his hands in hers. 'When I was in the bathroom, 
coming round from the fit, there was someone there...'

'I know. Eddie from next door came in...'
'No, not Eddie.' Her voice fell to a cautious whisper. 'There 

was...someone else.'
'Who else? An intruder?'
She looked him directly in the eyes, her expression one of 

deadly earnest. 'It was Maxine, Bobby. Maxine was with me. She 
started the alarm and brought Eddie. She talked to me and kept me 
calm and said I was going to be okay, and when I asked her about 
Olivia, she said she was okay too. She said, 'Give Olivia a big kiss 
from me'.'



She pressed her lips together, partly because she feared she had 
said too much and made a fool of herself, but partly because she 
feared if she didn't, she would cry.

Robert regarded her from under brows drawn together in a 
frown, not of anger, but of concentration.

'You don't believe me,' she said, more to herself than to him.
'Yes, I do,' he said, after a thoughtful pause. 'I absolutely 

do...because I've seen her myself.'
Bella looked at him eagerly. 'You have? When?'
'Mostly in dreams, but most definitely at the funeral. Remember 

the guy, Budd, droning on with his waffle? It was really getting to 
me and I was in danger of getting up and planting one on him, just 
to make him shut up, and suddenly I saw her, right there in front of 
me. I saw her, Bell. She touched me and she spoke to me and she 
held me together. I know it was her because...' His eyes filled with 
hot tears of recollection. 'Because she said something, something 
only the two of us know, special words we used with each 
other...anima mea, my soul. No-one else knows them. Just us.'

He wiped at his eyes and Bella stroked his arm, offering both 
consolation and reassurance in her touch.

'I've felt her presence everywhere,' he continued, heartened by 
her belief in his story. 'I think, no, I know, she's been watching 
over all of us.' He clasped Bella's hand and glanced over at Olivia 
in her crib. 'I wish she were here now...she should be here...to see 
Olivia...'

A quiet sob escaped from him and Bella slipped her arms 
around his neck and pulled him to her, hugging him tightly, just as 
Richard returned to interrupt them. 

'Hello, hello, hello! What's goin' on 'ere then?' he said, eyeing 
the couple's comforting cuddle. 'It's nice to be missed, but there's 
no need to get all emotional. I've only been gone two minutes...'

His infectious cheerfulness smashed their solemnity to 
smithereens, and their tears of grief turned into ones of laughter.
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'I think she's coming round.'



The words came from somewhere far away, but as Maxine 
climbed back into full consciousness, the sounds around her 
became clearer. She took in a deep, cleansing breath and opened 
her eyes, to look straight into a placid male face she did not 
recognise.

'Here she is,' he said. 
Another face, female, thrust itself into her field of vision. 'Hi, 

Maxine,' she said. 'Lie still. You'll be fine.'
'I'm okay,' croaked Maxine, her tongue feeling inordinately 

large in her dry mouth. 'Can I have a drink of water?'
The man's strong hands helped ther to sit up, and she sipped 

from the offered glass as supportive pillows were stacked behind 
her. Her thirst slaked, she fell back against them, rebounding 
immediately. 'Bella!'

The woman smiled and placed a hand on her shoulder, pushing 
her back against the pillows. 'Bella's absolutely fine.'

'And the baby? Olivia?'
'Also fine. A lovely little girl, delivered safely. They are both 

healthy and well.'
'Thank God,' she murmured. The woman raised a censuring 

eyebrow at her. 'Sorry, force of habit. How long have I been 
asleep...what's your name?'

'Lindy, and you've been more than asleep, Maxine. You've been 
so deeply unconscious we thought you'd never come round.'

'How long?'
'Almost three days.'
Maxine's eyes widened. 'What! No! That's not possible.'
'I'm afraid it is. You bled yourself to within a cat's whisker of 

extinction. When you got back, you were hardly there at all. It was 
very touch and go for a while. Mr Smith is not pleased to say the 
least, in fact he went so far as to say he thought you were staying 
unconscious on purpose to avoid him. That's why he kept coming 
back, trying to catch you out.'

The woman lowered her voice. 'If I were one for idle 
speculation, I would say it was all a front. He obviously has a bit of 
a soft spot for you and his concern for your welfare is genuine. I'll 
stake my pension on it.'

'Pah!' Maxine wafted a dismissive hand. 'Your pension is safe, 
Lindy, don't worry. He only wants to gloat, 'I told you so...', and 



then give me a right royal bollocking.' She covered her face with 
her hands. 'And he has every right to do so, because I've really 
fucked up this time. He's going to put all this in my record, and he's 
going to chuck me off the course isn't he?'

'On all counts, I should imagine so, yes?'
'I'm working towards a visitation in less than three weeks,' she 

wailed. 'I can't not go, I can't! I've got to do something.' She stared 
at the ceiling, looking for inspiration. 

'Do you think there's the slightest chance Smith will take into 
account the extenuating circumstances of the case? It was an 
emergency after all.'

'I doubt it.'
'Smith's a pompous bastard. No doubt as a result of chronic 

testosterone poisoning,' she mused. 'So, in that case I could say he 
can't help being a control freak and if I appeal to his sentimental 
side, if he has one, I should be able to butter him up a bit. '

'Good luck with that,' said Lindy, with more than a touch of 
cynicism. 'You'd have more luck pulling hen's teeth.'

The man, Wesley, offered his own suggestion. 'If getting around 
Mr Smith doesn't work, there is an alternative you could try,' he 
said. 'You could put in a plea to an Arbitration Panel, if you grovel 
enough and throw yourself on their mercy, you might have a 
chance, although with the time they can take, I wouldn't hold your 
breath. It's a long shot, but even if they did give find in your favour 
and declare you physically fit enough to continue your course, you 
might not be able to complete it in time. Where are you going...?'

Maxine had flung back the cover and sat up. Overcome with 
dizziness, she reached out for some support. The firmness of 
Wesley's restraining hand on her shoulder, pushing her back into 
bed, told her in no uncertain terms she should not try that particular 
manoeuvre again.

'You're not going anywhere, young lady,' he said, confirming it.
'I've got to talk to Arthur. He'll help me.'
'Not today. Tomorrow will be soon enough.'
She quickly understood that in her weakened state, arguing with 

this pair of guard dogs would be an exercise in futility and fell 
back against the pillows once more. 

'Rest is what you need now, Maxine,' said Lindy. 'I've seen 
more get up and go in a stick of damp celery. You need to build up 



your strength again, so you might as well take advantage of the bed 
and go back to sleep.'

Loosing a deep sigh, Maxine surrendered to the pillows, closed 
her eyes and ears to the room and concentrated on her own 
thoughts.

There is nothing and nobody on Earth, or anywhere else, going 
to stop me from being with Robert on his birthday. Come hell or 
high water, or John Sodding Smith for that matter, I'll be there. I 
will.

As she listened to the rush of her pulse in her ears, she felt her 
determination strengthen, and as she slipped back towards another 
twelve hours in the welcoming arms of Morpheus.

'Ah, my troublemaker in chief, awake at last. Did you have a 
nice nap?'

At the familiar clipped tone, Maxine turned her head to see the 
unmistakeable outline of John Smith silhouetted against her 
window, his back leaning against the sill, his hands jammed deeply 
into the pockets of his corduroy trousers.

'So so,' she said, rubbing her bleary eyes.
'And how are you feeling after your adventure?'
'Much better thank you,' she said, realising she did.
'I'm pleased to hear it. Do you feel up to a spot of lunch?'
On cue, her stomach rumbled. 'Actually, I think I might,' she 

said. 'Do I get room service?'
Smith smiled. 'Only in first class. As this isn't first class, I'll 

treat you to the finest cuisine the cafeteria can manage to scrape 
together.'

'Don't make it sound too appetising will you? Where are my 
clothes?'

'They should be in the closet. Let me see...' He opened the closet 
door, and with a triumphant, 'Aha', retrieved her blue trouser suit 
and pumps. He placed them on the bed and stood back expectantly.

She arched a doughty eyebrow. 'I've been able to dress myself 
since I was three,' she said. 'I can do buttons and everything. I don't 
need supervision.'

He harrumphed quietly. 'I'll wait in the corridor...until you're 
ready.'



She waited until he left the room and the door had closed firmly 
behind him, before she swung her legs over the side of the bed and 
stood. She felt perfectly normal; no shakiness, no dizziness, no 
trace of weakness whatsoever. 

She washed her face at the small basin, dressed in the trouser 
suit and after deliberately keeping him waiting for ten minutes 
more than she needed, went to find John Smith.

In the cafeteria, he treated her to a light lunch of a thick soup 
with a crusty bread roll, which she found inordinately tasty and 
would gladly have partaken of a second helping if it had been 
offered. She followed the meal with a mug of hot strong foam 
topped coffee...with chocolate sprinkles.

'I'm really very cross with you, Maxine,' Smith said presently. 
'When word got back to me what you'd done, I couldn't believe you 
of all people could be so stupid. Do you have any idea of the risk 
you were taking? You could have been stranded on the other side, 
or worse.'

'I'm really very sorry,' she said, drawing patterns in the foam 
with her spoon. 'But it was an emergency. Bella...'

'I know all about Bella. The question is - how did you know?'
'I don't know,' she said. 'And that's the God's honest...the whole 

truth of it. I just felt it...here.' She put her hand to her chest. 'It was 
like a dream at first and I had a feeling something was wrong, and 
when I woke up and could still hear the baby crying inside my 
head, I just knew.'

'I see.' He took a long, slow drink from his cup.
She scooped up a mouthful of foam and sprinkles and sucked it 

from the spoon. 
'You're going to throw me off the course, aren't you?'
'Why ever would I do that?'
His sarcasm was not lost on her. 'For...oh, what's the word for it, 

insub...something...for going against orders and buggering 
everything up?'

'Insubordination?'
'That's the kipper.'
He put his cup into his saucer, clasped his hands together on the 

table and puckered his lips thoughtfully. 
'I won't deny the fact you have breached protocol in a most 

spectacular fashion, and throwing you off the course should be the 



least of your punishments,' he said. 'However it would seem some 
extraordinary circumstances led you to act in the way you did, 
circumstances which we need to investigate further by the way, so 
be prepared for a lot of questions and intrusive brain probes...'

She gaped at him. He was joking, surely? 
'...but taking into account the fact you are, without a doubt, the 

most talented student we have ever had, we are going to let it 
slide.'

'Thank you.'
'We shall also take into consideration that you probably saved 

both Bella and the baby's lives. So all things considered...'
She mentally crossed her fingers.
'...I think we can give you the benefit of a second chance.'
Restraining a mightly sigh of relief, she presented an air of 

utmost calm.
'I appreciate it, Mr Smith. I really do. Thank you very much.' 
She put down the spoon, and allowed impudence a question. 
'When you say the best you've ever had, do you mean ever in 

terms of since time began?'
'Not quite, that would be ridiculous, but at least since Eric 

Deitermann in 1822.'
'Never heard of him. Was he good?'
'He was spectacular, and a good role model for you. Get his bio 

from the library; you could learn a lot from him. He had 
impeccable manners, never questioned his superiors, and always 
followed the rules...to the letter. He never put a foot out of line.'

A veiled threat if ever there was one.
'I'll do my very best to behave myself in future,' she said, her 

actual fingers crossed tightly, out of sight beneath the table.
'Providing you give me your solemn, blood binding oath you 

will never, EVER do anything so stupid again. You made me look 
a complete ninny.'

'I will...I do. I promise. Cross my heart.' 
His mouth twitched in the parody of a cynical smile and she felt 

the familiar tickle of him inside her head, looking for the truth 
behind her words. This time, instead of putting up a steel barrier to 
his probing, she lowered every one of her defences, allowing him 
complete access to her open thoughts.



'Pompous bastard, control freak, testosterone poisoning?' he 
said, raising a quizzical eyebrow.

A bright scarlet flush rushed up her neck and over her entire 
face to the roots of her hair. 

'It was just an observation,' she said, with a weak smile. 'I can't 
jeopardise my course Mr Smith, so you have my word I won't do 
anything like it again.'

Deadpan silent censure met her statement, and she amended it.
'Okay, I promise I will try not to.'
'Better.'
Satisfied she had at least intended to tell him the truth, she felt 

him withdraw, and his face morphed from stony aloofness to a 
smile filled with authentic warmth. She took advantage of his 
sincerity to reinforce her assault on his sentiments by rounding the 
table and planting a hot full kiss on his lips. 

'I won't let you down again, Mr Smith. I promise. I'll make you 
proud of me. You'll see.'

She retook her seat and presenented her sweetest most innocent 
smile to the thunderstruck, scarlet faced mandarin opposite.
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The next two weeks flew past in a blaze of activity for Maxine. 
She completed her course and took every test and, as Smith 
confidently predicted, passed every one with more than flying 
colours, attaining the first perfect score in over a hundred years and 
twenty five years.

Two days after her final examination, John Smith called her 
once more into his office.

'You have done magnificently well, Maxine,' he said. 'You have 
every cause to feel pleased with yourself.' 

'Thank you, Mr Smith. I said I would do my best.'
'And you did. Congratulations. I have the feeling you are going 

to be a great asset to us.'
'I do hope so.'
'No doubt you're champing at the bit to get going.'
'I have to admit I am, even though I'm a little nervous.'



'Understandable. That's why, just to break you in, we'd like you 
to do a special job, but don't get too excited. It might not be quite 
what you're expecting.'

'I'll take whatever I can get. What do you want me to do?'
'Something quite mundane to start with. Imagine the work you 

have been training for is the equivalent of being a member of the 
crew on a luxury cruise liner, one of those big fancy ones with all 
the bells and whistles...'

'Okaaaayy...'
'Well, this is more like minding the luggage stacked on the dock 

until it's ready to be loaded.'
'I don't understand.'
'We want you to take care of one of our residents while she 

waits for her husband to enter Receiving.'
'Baby sitting?'
'Let's call it customer relations,' said Smith. 'She's a nice old 

dear who's been here a long time and she's very nervous at seeing 
him again. Her name's Margaret Winston. You'll find her in the red 
section of the Waiting Room.'

'You want me to go now?'
'Please.'
'How will I recognise her? Have you got a photograph?'
Smith slid a bulky, dusty pink coloured folder across his desk. 

'You can't miss her. She'll be the one knitting.'
Maxine took a few minutes to glance through the thick sheaf of 

papers, taking in the likeness of the woman in question, before 
closing it again. 

'Public relations were never my strong point,' she admitted.
'They are a vital part of our work, so this will be good practise 

for you. Off you go.'

Maxine paused in the main entry to the Waiting Room. 
She sought out the red section among the rainbow of seats and 

made her way towards it, her eyes scanning for a solitary old lady 
and her knitting. There were more than half a dozen, busily 
clacking away with their needles, but when she spotted a woman 
sitting alone, not knitting but wearing a smart pink pillbox hat, she 
instinctively knew she had found hers.

'She bought a new hat, just for the occasion. How sweet is that?'



She took a moment to run the information from Margaret 
Winston's dossier through her head and plan how she would 
engage her in conversation. Indulging in small talk would be good 
start and go some way to relieving both their anxieties. She 
smoothed down her tabard and tidied her hair to make herself 
presentable before she approached.

'Hello,' she said, gently so as not to startle the woman. 'Are you 
Margaret?'

The old lady looked up at her. 'Yes, dear,' she replied. 'Are you 
here to keep me company?'

'If you don't mind.'
'Not at all. I've been expecting you. Sit down and make yourself 

comfortable.' She patted the empty seat beside her. 
Maxine offered her hand. 'My name's Maxine.' 
The old woman accepted the introduction and in hers, Maxine 

thought her hand felt like a bird's wing, thin and frail, and she took 
care not to hold it too tightly in case she broke one of the fingers.

'You can call me Maggie,' said Margaret. 'Maxine is a lovely 
name. I've never met a Maxine before.'

'It's not a very common name.' She noticed Maggie's head 
bobbing in a curiously birdlike motion, betraying her nervousness. 

'Have you been waiting long?' she asked.
'I really don't know dear. It's so easy to lose track. It's my first 

time and I have to admit, I am rather anxious. I haven't seen my 
husband for such a long time. I'm afraid he won't recognise me...or 
me him.'

'When you see him, you will know, I'm sure. What's his name?'
'Albert, but everyone calls him Bert.'
'And how long has it been since you last saw him?' 
'Just over eighteen years,' said Maggie. 'Such a long time. I 

wonder how much longer I will have to wait.'
'I'm afraid there's no way of telling, Maggie. The forecasts aren't 

always accurate. Some people get here with just moments to spare, 
others have to wait for days, but I don't think anyone's ever been 
too late.' 

She tried to sound confident even though her own brief 
experience with the Waiting Room had somewhat disappointing. 

'Have you checked the information board?' she said.
Maggie looked startled. 'Oh, dearie me, my memory. I forgot!' 



Maxine smiled reassuringly. 'Don't worry, we'll look together.'
She helped Maggie find her husband's name on the list, dozens 

from the bottom, but still a country mile from the top. Maggie 
didn't seem to mind.

'Patience is a virtue, don't they say? His being on there at all is 
all that matters.'

They sat back down and Maggie pulled a large carpet bag onto 
her knee. She opened it and took out her knitting. Maxine watched 
with more than a little fascination, as her fingers flicked coloured 
yarn back and forth, wrapping it around the quietly clacking metal 
needles. Maggie knew exactly what she was doing; she didn't even 
follow a pattern.

As she watched the progress of the coloured threads, Maxine 
thought back to her own concerns about Robert and how horrified 
and selfish she had felt when she finally cottoned on to the fact he 
would have to give up his own life in order for her to have him 
with her. 

'Can I ask you something, Margaret...sorry, Maggie?' 
Maggie didn't look up from her knitting. 'Of course, dear.'
'How do you feel about...?' She struggled to phrase the question 

articulately. 'How do you feel about Albert having to die to be here 
with you?'

'We all have to die, dearie, and he would be...' She looked 
inward as she reckoned up her husband's age. '...eighty four next 
birthday, so he's gone well past his allotted three score and ten. 
Every day more is a bonus, don't you think? And he's had a good 
life.'

Maxine nodded sagely, murmuring. 'Hmmmm.'
'Do you have anyone here with you?' Maggie asked.
'I have a grandmother, but we don't see each other very often. 

She's busy.'
An announcement came over the public address system, but as 

it wasn't for Maggie, they ignored it.
They both noticed when a hostess in a pale blue dress 

approached an elderly man a few rows to their right. After a brief 
chat he got up from his seat, and crying and thanking the woman 
profusely, allowed her to guide him to a door marked 'RECEIVING'. 

To see the man literally overcome with happiness touched 
Maxine deeply, and to her dismay, tears sprang into her eyes. 



Hurriedly, she blinked them away, and with them went the tearing 
yearning in her heart she felt for Robert.

'Can I interest you ladies in something to eat or drink?' 
A broadly grinning young man stood before them, along with a 

trolley laden with a tempting selection of drinks, cakes and snacks.
'We must keep up our strength,' Maggie said, smiling cheekily. 

'There's no telling how much longer we will have to wait.' When 
Maxine's own stomach rumbled, she had to agree.

Maggie opted for a cup of tea and a liberal slice of dark, sticky 
ginger cake. Maxine, to keep her company, and to salve her own 
hunger, had the same.

'My goodness, this is good,' Maggie said, her right cheek 
swollen like a hamster's pouch and taking enormous pleasure in her 
treat. 'Tuck in, Maxine, it won't do any harm to your waistline, you 
know.'

She did know. It was one of many incomprehensible things she 
had quickly come to realise about her new life. Even though food 
was always plentiful, always of the finest quality, always available, 
and she had eaten freely of it, particularly in times of stress, she 
hadn't gained an ounce in weight. 

Robert will be pleased, she thought. He always liked my figure. 
'You are just right,' he always told her when she worried over a 

spare pound. 'I can't stand bony women...' He would then take fists 
full of flesh in his hands and squeeze them teasingly. '…I need 
something I can get hold of.'

'You can't have been here long,' said Maggie, dragging her out 
of her reminiscences. 'You're very young.'

'I'm not too sure, nearly a year I think. I've lost track of time, 
too,' said Maxine.

'A newcomer,' Maggie smiled. 'May I be so bold as to ask what 
brought you here?'

'A road accident.'
'Oh, dearie me. What a pity.'
'What about you?' 
'The technical term is voluntary euthanasia, or assisted suicide. 

You probably call it 'mercy killing'.'
'Oh…' Maxine flustered not knowing what to say for the best; 

she understood voluntary euthanasia to be still a touchy area, both 
legally and morally, its boundaries not yet clearly defined. 



Taking another's life with malice was murder, the ultimate sin, 
pure and simple, and the perpetrators were more often than not 
escorted directly to their eternal punishment. Deliberately taking 
one's own life was more controversial, and cases of either 
intentional or accidental suicide were carefully considered on their 
individual merits by an expert panel of judges, simply because 
there were so many possible extenuating circumstances for a cut 
and dried decision. 

Maxine remembered back to Robert's overdose, and discussing 
the consequences of suicide in depth with Gerry and the vision of 
hell he put in her head. What a coincidence this controversial 
subject had arisen once more

Voluntary euthanasia however, in which a person brings about 
his or her own demise with the help of another, usually a 
physician, relative, or friend, was something new and had proved 
to be notoriously contentious, being neither one thing nor the other, 
and remained wide open for debate. 

Maggie patted her hand gently. 'It's alright, my dear. I made my 
choice and it really was for the best. I wasn't living, I was being 
forced to stay alive long past my sell by date and in unspeakable 
pain most of the time. I relieved my family of a terrible burden.' 

Like the burden I would have been on Robert if he hadn't 
switched off my life support, thought Maxine.

'I had to go through a few tribunals and interviews, but I didn't 
hide anything,' continued Maggie. 'I stayed open and honest with 
them about everything, and they knew it. I had to confirm over and 
over it was my choice to end my life, not only for my benefit, but 
for my family's too. Thankfully they agreed...' 

Be so grateful they did!
'If I could have stayed without the pain, I would, but nothing 

worked any more. I had fewer and fewer lucid times in which I 
wrote letters and left instructions, but eventually the time came 
when I knew it had to come to an end. I have no regrets.'

'You are a very brave lady, Maggie.' 
'Everyone has been so kind,' said Maggie. 'They gave me a 

lovely apartment in the South Sector with everything I need, on the 
ground floor too, to save my wee pensionary legs. I have made 
some delightful friends and I even have a little pussy cat to keep 
me company. I couldn't be happier.'



'And having Albert with you again will be like the icing on the 
cake?' said Maxine.

Like Robert will be to mine.
'I couldn't have put it better myself, my dear.'
Maggie gave the impression of being happy with her lot in 

Evermore, despite her initial difficulties, and it made Maxine feel 
guilty about the stroppy attitude and wilful behaviour she had 
demonstrated since her first day, making her a veritable thorn in 
everyone's side. Did she even deserve to be reunited with Robert 
again?

She brushed cake crumbs from the front of her top, got up and 
checked the board again, purely to hide the tears of shame standing 
in her eyes. 

Through the blur she could see Albert's name had moved up to 
now be about halfway up the board. Position was, unfortunately, 
no indication of waiting time.

'Had you and Albert been married long?' Maxine asked, 
returning to her seat.

'Over forty years,' Maggie said.
'How did you meet?'
'Oh, it was love at first sight. He was doing his National Service 

in the Royal Air Force. I worked in a grocer's shop in the village 
not far from his station, and he came in one day for cigarettes, 
acting all smart and cocky in his lovely blue airman's uniform.' 

Maxine smiled; she too found men in uniform very attractive.
'We courted for two years before we got married,' Maggie said. 

'We had to live with my parents until Bert got himself a good job 
in the motor industry, and then we managed to buy our own little 
place.'

'Did you have any children?' 
'Four, two of each; I've got grandchildren now and great-

grandchildren.'
'How lovely.'
A wistful expression crossed Maggie's face. 'I would dearly 

have loved to be there to watch them grow up…but it wasn't to be. 
Two of them have been born since…since I left.' 

Her voice trailed off and she sighed deeply and Maxine, 
understanding how the memories were still very painful, did not 



push the point. Instead she patted Maggie's frail hand with 
sympathy and changed the subject. 

'What have you been doing while you've been here?'
'What do you mean?' said Maggie.
'What job did they give you to do?'
'Nothing at first, because they didn't know what to do with me, 

but after a while they found me some nice quiet work in the 
Library; nothing too demanding. What about you?'

Maxine laughed. 'They wanted to make me a teacher, until they 
found I was more suited to this kind of work.'

'And which do you prefer?'
She didn't really need to consider her answer. 'This...most 

definitely.'
Maggie folded her knitting into her lap. 'Tell me my dear, is it 

true you can actually go out,' she said, her voice conspiratorially 
low.

'Out? You mean on a visit to the living world?' 
Maggie nodded.
'Yes, it's true. I've done it a couple of times already. I'm hoping 

to go again in a few days for Robert's birthday.'
'Oh lucky you. Tell me what it's like.'
'It's bloody hard work, very tiring, a little bit painful, but worth 

every second.'
'I wish I could do it, to see the grandchildren,' Maggie said. 'But 

at my age, they would have probably thought me too old and frail 
to make the trip...or get back.'

'I think it might have been the best decision,' said Maxine. 'It's 
physically very draining. Between you me and the gatepost, the 
first time nearly killed me, but with the proper training and 
managing to dig some up strength reserves I didn't even know I 
had, as well as a hefty dose of bloody-mindedness, I've done the 
course and now I'm qualified, and I'm never going to give it up 
without a fight.'

'I'm very pleased to hear it.'
Maxine then had an idea. 'Why don't you ask to use the portable 

viewer? On my anniversary, when I wasn't ready for a visit, they 
let me use it. It's very easy and not tiring at all.'

'Do you think I could?'
'I'm sure of it. Would you like me to ask for you?'



'Would you? Oh, Maxine, that would be marvellous.'
The approach of a young woman in a pink dress interrupted 

their discussion. 
'Hello, Maggie,' she said brightly. 'My name is Claire.' 
Maggie stuffed her knitting into the carpet bag. 'Hello dear, is it 

time?'
'Yes. If you'd like to come with me.'
Maxine frowned in confusion. All the while she had been 

chatting with Maggie, she had been keeping a close eye on the 
information board. She would swear Albert's name had not yet 
reached the top slot, but it would seem he had already arrived. 
How had she missed it? Maybe she hadn't read the board correctly.

'How do I look?' asked Maggie, straightening her skirt and 
fluffing her silvery curls.

'You look very nice,' said Claire. 'I love your hat. It's very 
becoming.'

'Oh, thank you dear. I got it specially.'
Maxine carefully hugged her new friend's slight, fragile frame. 

'I'm so happy for you, Maggie.' She kissed her cheek; it felt like 
crushed velvet under her lips. 'Keep in touch.'

'I will,' Maggie said, and the girl in pink led her away to be 
reunited with her beloved. 

Maxine watched with tears in her eyes, as Maggie shuffled 
across the room in her sheepskin carpet slippers, turning once to 
wave to her before being ushered through the door to the receiving 
lounge. 

She sat quietly in her seat, contemplating Maggie's story and 
now her absence. She blew her nose and wiped her eyes on her 
handkerchief and with her poise once more reclaimed, strolled over 
to the picture window to look out at a small boy running across the 
grassy area far below, tugging a reluctant red kite behind him. The 
kite lifted into the air and the child shrieked with joy.

'Maxine?'
She turned at the sound of her name, to come face to face with 

Maggie and Claire, standing side by side, both smiling broadly.
'Maggie? What's wrong? Why aren't you with Albert?'
'Because there is no Albert,' Maggie said. 'We're here for you.'
'For me? What...why?'
'Well done, Maxine. You've passed,' said Claire.



Maxine looked at her, frowning uncomprehendingly. 'Passed 
what? What do you mean? Explain yourself!'

'Your final examination,' Claire said.
'What examination? I finished those ages ago.'
'And you did very well; splendidly in fact. There was just this 

one final test remaining.'
'And what exactly were you testing?'
'Basically, the one aspect you yourself admitted you were least 

confident with; your ability to empathise with and take care of the 
vulnerable and frightened,' said Maggie, who suddenly did not 
seem quite so old and frail as she had moments ago. 

Maxine closed her dropped jaw. 'Public bloody relations,' she 
muttered, recalling her previous conversation with John Smith. 

'It's the same for everyone,' said Claire. 'This final test is often 
the most difficult, that's why we do it 'on the quiet' so to speak. It 
brings you in touch with your own feelings and tests your honest 
reactions, your true people skills, not ones you have honed with 
practise and rehearsal in advance. You would be surprised how 
many fall down at this final hurdle. I am pleased to say you've 
passed commendably. Well done, Maxine.'

Maxine's initial astonishment turned to anger. 'Well done 
nothing. This kind of underhanded shenanigans has John Smith's 
fingerprints all over it? He duped me. The devious conniving 
bastard tricked me...again! How dare he?'

The mutual glances between Claire and Maggie confirmed her 
assessment. She squared her shoulders and set her jaw assertively. 

'Right! It's time for me to have to have a few choice words with 
Mister Smith. Excuse me, ladies...'

Without another word, she spun on her heel and set off at a stiff 
backed march. As they watched her go, the two women looked at 
each other. 

'Oh, dear,' said Maggie. 'I don't hold out much hope for poor old 
Mr Smith coming out of this in one piece, do you?'

Claire had to admit, she did not.
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With Robert's birthday now only three days away, Maxine's 
eagerness for its arrival became so intense she could taste it, 
leaving her unable to eat or sleep. Yet time had other ideas, 
mocking her by seemingly passing at half speed, dragging out her 
impatience until, like an overstretched elastic band, it snapped.

She didn't wait for her permission slip to arrive in the post. 
Instead, she took up residence in the yellow section of the Waiting 
Room, and for a day and a half haunted the Reception Desk, 
snatching cat naps on the chairs where she could and sustaining 
herself on cakes and tea from the refreshments trolley until, late in 
the afternoon of the eve of Robert's birthday, it finally arrived.

Snapped awake by a tap on the shoulder, she snatched she pink 
chitty from the hand of the Monitor, kissed him full on the lips 
with gratitude, and ran all the way back to her apartment to select 
the most suitable clothing for the occasion, something Robert 
would like.

She sashayed her way through the door to the portal room to 
come face to face with someone she knew well. A smile broke out 
across her face. 

'Hello, Simon. How very nice to see you again. Are you here to 
see me off?'

'No, Miss. I'll be going with you. You can't go solo yet. Have 
you got your permissions? We don't want any cock-ups like last 
time, do we?'

She wafted the slip of pink paper in front of his eyes. 'My 
certificate, all signed, sealed, delivered and legal.' 

'Well done, Miss.' 
He examined it, nodding sagely. 'Everything looks to be in 

order. We'll lodge your paperwork with Kevin at the control desk 
and then we will be on our way. You remember Kevin don't you?'

She recognised the operator who had drawn this particular duty 
stint as the one she had previously had cause to assault. 

'Good evening, Kevin,' she said in her friendliest, most 
inoffensive tone. 'How are you?'

The man behind the desk eyed her with wariness, steeling 
himself in case she should have it in mind to misbehave again. 
'Fine,' he said, tight-lipped.



'Now then, Kevin,' said Simon. 'Maxine isn't going to give you 
any trouble this time, are you?'

She shook her head briskly.
He leaned toward Kevin. 'Do you remember what Mr Smith told 

you not to do?'
Kevin, in stone-faced silence, nodded and narrowed his eyes at 

Maxine. 
'Chilly,' she muttered, once out of earshot.
'Can you blame him?' said Simon. 'You scared the living crap 

out of him last time. He thought you were going to belt him.'
'I was.'
They came to stand within a few feet of the darkened doorway. 
'What did Smith tell him not to do?' she asked.
'Nothing you need worry about. Okay. Final check. Any loose 

objects about your body?'
'No.'
'You haven't been drinking?'
'No.'
'Feeling fit and well?'
'A one plus.'
He wafted his arms back and forth. 'And the emergency exits 

are situated here...here...and here...'
'Stop buggering about, Simon, and let's get to it.'
'I'm just trying to inject a bit of humour.'
'Well here I am, laughing like a drain, ha, ha, ha! Shall we go 

before I die of old age?'
He swept his arm in an arc towards the portal opening. 'It's all 

yours. I'm just an observer.'
She straightened her shoulders and stepped forward to greet the 

blank oval with a strong and confident voice. 
'Hello!' she said. 'Remember me?' 
The pinpoint of light within immediately swelled as if in 

recognition, filling the void to swirl and eddy with the soft blue 
green of a sunlit swimming pool, inviting her to dive in. It wanted 
her to enter it.

Simon and Kevin exchanged glances. Astounded by the 
gateway's reaction, Kevin came out from behind his desk to get a 
closer look.



'I didn't touch a thing, just like Smith said,' he said, his voice 
low with wonder. 'I've been doing this job for nearly fifty years, 
and I've never seen it behave in that way before. Is it her? Is she 
doing it?'

Simon nodded. 'Yep.'
'How?'
'Who knows, Kevin? Who knows? Ours is not to reason why.'
They watched in respectful silence while she exchanged 

greetings with the glowing device, reaching out a hand and pushing 
her fingertips into its surface and stirring the colours, which 
reacted by shifting from the watery blue-green to a blushing rose 
pink, making her smile. Presently, she called back over her 
shoulder; 'We're ready when you are, Simon.'

The two men looked at each other. 'We?'
The vastly experienced Simon, who had done this type of trip a 

dozen times a week for more years than he cared to remember, 
suddenly felt a little less confident than previously, disturbed 
somewhat by this woman's interaction with a mechanism he 
thought he knew well, realising now, he hardly knew it at all.

'Is it...happy?' he found himself asking.
'Perfectly,' she said. 'Can't you tell? Look at the colours. It 

knows it's going to be used for something pleasurable and it's 
happy to co-operate.'

'We'd better not keep it waiting then,' he said. 'By the way, did 
you know it's nearly Christmas there now? I love Christmas. Don't 
you love Christmas?'

'Are you okay, Simon?' she asked, picking up on a little 
edginess in her normally reserved companion. 'You're not nervous 
are you?'

He barked out a short dismissive laugh. 'Nah!'
Although Maxine had full trust in the portal delivering her to 

her destination unscathed, she was not so sure about Kevin, once 
more seated behind his desk.

Might his simmering umbrage toward her extend to him 
deliberately manipulating the settings to 'accidentally' send her to 
the other side of the world, or to lose her completely somewhere in 
the ether? 

Unlikely, because he would be risking Simon too, and surely he 
knew if she ever managed to get back in once piece, he could 



depend on being in line for a severe tongue lashing and the painful 
and repeated application of her foot to some very delicate part of 
his anatomy.

Satisfied the portal itself would protect her and she would be 
safe, she and Simon stepped forward into the rose coloured pool. 
Immediately it enveloped her, curling against her skin as smooth as 
a silk sheet. A brief flash of pink light and a sharp puff of frigid air 
into her face, and she opened her eyes to find herself on the lawn 
outside the apartment block, a few feet away from a dense hedge of 
neatly trimmed privet.

A stiff December wind tried to lift her long skirt and ruffle her 
hair, yet she didn't feel cold.

'Oh, it hasn't snowed,' observed Simon. 'How disappointing. I 
love the snow.'

'We could at least have gone inside,' she complained, looking up 
to see if any lights were on in her former home.

'Out here is best for me,' Simon replied as he scribbled in his 
notebook. 'I have places to go and things to do. You won't have 
any trouble getting in will you?'

'Of course not.'
He motioned toward the building with his open hand. 'So what 

are you waiting for? Off you go and have a good time. Don't 
forget, be back here one hour before sunrise, and don't be late.'

He bent down and placed a small metal disc on the ground. 
Anyone else would have thought it an innocuous discarded beer 
bottle cap. Those who knew what they were looking for would see 
it was, in fact, the essential aperture marker. 

'Remember, rules is rules,' said Simon. 'You start busting them 
again, and we'll both be up to our eyes in the proverbial.'

'I won't.'
'See you don't. Ta-ta.' 
Throwing a wave back over his shoulder, he marched away into 

the shadow, leaving her in the company of a curious, green eyed 
cat which padded across the lawn to investigate the disturbance. 

'Hello puss,' she said, and bent to stroke its ears. It purred its 
delight and wound itself around her legs, visible to cat's eyes, but 
not to those of the well wrapped up humans passing by on the 
pavement a mere ten yards away.



She left off fussing over the cat and crossed the lawn towards 
the entrance of the apartment block, casting no shadow, leaving no 
footprints; to all intents and purposes, not there at all.

She didn't have to open the door to get into the building, she 
used the skills she had been taught. A little concentration on her 
part, and she could shift her very atoms so they were slightly 
misaligned to the living plane, a maladjustment sufficient to allow 
her to pass through solid objects such as doors, windows and walls 
as if they did not exist. Even though she had done it hundreds of 
times, she always found the tickling sensation combined with an 
electric shock intriguing; a not unpleasant experience, but still 
surprising. 

Not wishing to expend precious time and energy on climbing 
the stairs, she hitched a ride on the lift, much to the chagrin of a 
fellow passenger, who expected an uninterrupted ride with his 
takeaway supper to the top floor. He cursed and stabbed the button 
furiously when the lift stopped at her floor and the doors slid open 
to allow her to alight.

The front door of her former home proved to be no obstacle 
whatsoever, and in the hallway of the flat, she listened carefully for 
signs of life. 

In the living room, the TV had been left on, but there was no 
Robert in there. She could hear water running in the bathroom and 
although she had no need to, crept noiselessly along the passage to 
investigate. 

If Robert was taking a shower so early in the evening, he was 
probably getting ready to go out and this would be a spectacle 
worth watching. 

Concentrating hard, she managed to flip the toilet cover closed. 
Robert, with soap and water in his ears, did not hear its echoing 
clatter. 

She took a seat on the toilet to enjoy the vision of her naked, 
soapy husband shampooing his hair, his eyes squeezed tight shut 
against the stinging foam. He rinsed himself clean, turned off the 
water and stepped from the cubicle, dripping water onto the mat. 
He wrapped one towel around his waist and dried his hair with 
another. 

He shaved, cleaned his teeth and wandered into the bedroom, 
where he peeled off the towel and dropped it onto the floor.



'Pick it up!' she admonished him.
Feeling oddly duty-bound to do so, he bent down to retrieve the 

towel and draped it over the radiator to dry.
'That's more like it.'
She sat on the bed and watched while he rummaged in a drawer 

for clean underwear, for the first time noticing the untidy state of 
the bedroom. There were clothes all over the floor, dirty glasses 
and cups on the bedside table and, as evidence he had been eating 
in bed while watching football on the small TV, an empty pizza 
box peeped out from under the bed, days old remnants of cheese, 
tomato and pepperoni still clinging to the inner lining. 

She couldn't help herself. 'Robert Edward Dunne you are 
turning into an absolute slob!' she said. 'Just look at this place! It's 
disgusting. Clean it up!' 

'I'll do it up later,' he said, automatically, and then stopped dead 
in his tracks. 

Only Maxine used his full name, reserving the privilege for 
when he was in serious trouble. Certain he heard it just then, he 
cocked his head, as if listening for a sound he couldn't quite 
pinpoint, a sound which should be there, but wasn't. He could hear 
only the quiet gurgling of the radiator and chatter from the TV in 
the other room. 

'Maxine?' he breathed, tentatively. 'Are you here?' 
His eyes scanned the room as he waited for a reply. She, fearful 

of giving herself away and frightening him, retreated to the far 
corner of the room and stayed silent. 

'She's not here, Bob. Get a grip,' he murmured to himself. 'It's 
just your imagination...or the TV.' 

He continued to dress, donning first a pair of crisp white boxers 
before selecting smart charcoal grey trousers, a pale blue shirt and 
a navy blue jacket and tie from the wardrobe. 

She came out of hiding to stand by his side and watch with 
sweet enjoyment as he examined his scalp in the mirror for signs of 
any grey hairs which might have sprung up in the last twenty four 
hours. He was after all, another year older than this time yesterday. 
He then reached for a bottle of cologne. 

'Not that one,' she whispered in his ear. 
His hand hovered over the bottle, hesitating for a moment, 

before picking up another brand - her favourite. He slapped on a 



generous dose and she breathed it in, filling her senses with the 
heady spicy scent. A final once-over in the mirror and he declared 
himself ready, just as the entry phone buzzer sounded in the hall. 

On his way from the bedroom to attend to it, he spied the corner 
of the pizza box under the bed. A quick guilty push with his foot 
hid it from view. 

In the hall he spoke into the intercom. 'If you're a conman, 
double glazing salesmen or Jehovah's Witness, bugger off, 
otherwise state your business.'

'I wish you wouldn't be so rude,' she said.
A tinny male voice came through the speaker, one she 

recognised; his best friend, David Buckie. 'It's me, Dunny. Open 
up.' 

Robert pressed the button to release the main front door to 
admit his friend. 'Come on up, Davie. Door's open.'

He put the apartment door on the latch and returned to the 
mirror for some last minute titivation. A trice later, Davie let 
himself in. He too was smartly dressed and smelling nice, still 
using aftershave despite sporting what he liked to refer to as 
'designer stubble'. 

In Maxine's eyes, he simply looked scruffy, stubble being the 
result of being too bone idle to shave properly. 

'Hey, birthday boy!' Davie effused, slapping Robert on the back. 
'You ready to par-tay?'

'You bet. Do I look okay?'
Davie puckered his mouth and mimed a kiss. 'You look 

beautiful. I could shag you myself. Let's go.'
Robert stepped into his shoes and shrugged into his jacket, 

checking he had his wallet and keys. He remembered to switch off 
the abandoned TV before leaving the flat, slamming the door 
behind him. 

Maxine passed through it as if it were not even there, and 
followed the two men down the stairs and out of the main door. 

They headed toward a taxi waiting at the kerb, its rear door 
open and its exhaust coughing out a white cloud of exhaust into the 
night air. 

She felt a great temptation to squeeze herself into the back seat 
and go with them and join in the fun, and if it hadn't been for 



Simon's warning about rule breaking ringing in her head, she might 
just have.

The location specified on her paperwork was where he expected 
to find her, and he would, so she had no choice but to wave them 
off and return to the building to sit in the living room and wait for 
Robert to come home. 

She did not, however, sit still, taking the opportunity to have a 
good snoop around. 

She had already seen the untidy bedroom and bathroom, and the 
kitchen was not too bad, apart from the dirty dishes in the sink. 

On the whole, despite being a little dustier and a little more 
cluttered than she would have liked, nothing much had changed in 
the flat in the months of her absence. Although they had planned to 
do it, she was pleased to see he hadn't redecorated the sitting room 
or changed the furniture around, and she felt quite at home.

Apart from token Christmas and birthday cards sitting on the 
mantle, he had made no effort to trim up for the holidays and it 
made her a little sad to know there would be no coloured lights and 
no cheerful Christmas tree to brighten up the room this year.

She looked closely at the photograph of herself on the piano top 
and a suspicious thought flitted into her mind.

Did John Smith have the temerity to use the portable gadget to 
keep an eye on her? Could John Smith be on the other side now, 
watching her every move and making his copious notes? Assuming 
the affirmative, she stuck out her tongue.

She then noticed the octagonal white marble container, its lid 
with two marble dolphins leaping through a carved wave. She 
recognised it at once for what it was - the urn containing her ashes. 

'Oh, sweetheart, you remembered how much I adore dolphins. 
It's beautiful. I love it. Thank you.'

Closer examination of the room provided no further surprises 
for her and so she stretched out on the sofa to while away the time 
until Robert's return, at one point falling asleep.

In the early hours of the morning she heard voices and raucous 
laughter outside the front door, loud drunken goodbyes being 
yelled down the stairwell, followed by a clattering of keys and the 
door swinging open.



Robert all but fell through the front door, legless with drink, his 
tie askew and his shirt tails flapping loose. On his cheek he had a 
large red mark in the shape of a pair of impossibly luscious lips. 

He slammed the door closed.
'Maxie, I'm home!' he called.
He took off his jacket and aimed it at the hook on the wall. It 

missed and dropped unseen to the floor. Tugging his tie over his 
head, he rolled into the bedroom and sat heavily on the bed. 

He belched loudly and unashamedly. 'I had a great time tonight, 
Maxie. You should have been there,' he said, pulling off his shoes. 
'It was a riot. I've never been to a proper strip club before. You 
should have seen the knockers on some of 'em. Like fucking 
watermelons they were.' He placed his hands over his chest, 
imitating huge breasts, and giggling inanely. 'I should have a 
birthday every week.'

Although his sexist sentiments were a little slurred around the 
edges and his lack of good manners appalled her, it touched her 
deeply to hear him chattering aloud as if she were still there with 
him. She wondered if he did it regularly, possibly as a way of 
coping with his loneliness.

'I'm glad you had a good time,' she said. 'But you are a little bit 
tanked, aren't you, darling?'

'I'm a little bit tanked,' he echoed as he stripped off his clothes, 
entangling himself in his trousers and tying his legs together. She 
laughed quietly as he struggled to extricate himself from both them 
and his boxers, to weave his naked way into the bathroom and 
stand over the toilet to pee, managing to spray both the floor and 
his feet. He flushed the toilet before staggering back into the 
bedroom to throw himself face down on the bed. 

'Night, night, sleep tight, don't let the bed bugs bite,' he 
mumbled into the duvet. 'Love you, Maxie...'

It took him no more than two minutes to fall into a deep, 
drunken sleep. 

Maxine sat on the bed beside him and waited. Presently her cue 
came in the form of his gentle rhythmic snoring, and at is 
prompting, she embarked on not only bending the rules to breaking 
point, but outright shattering them beyond all recognition.
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Although no longer Robert's birthday, the midnight hour long 
since passed, she had not yet given him the singular gift she had 
been saving for this most special of occasions.

Her fingers moved through his hair, testing the depth of his 
sleep with a slight crackling of static.

She whispered in his ear. 'Robert, sweetheart. Ro-bert?'
He sighed deeply.'Maxie?' he mumbled.
She ran her hand down his bare back. 'Turn over for me darling, 

I want to see your face.'
As instructed, he rolled onto his back, muttered something 

incomprehensible, sighed and licked his lips.
Every ounce of concentration, and as much energy as she could 

spare, went into making herself as substantial as any mortal body; 
once attained, solidity could be maintained with the minimal of 
effort. 

She laid her head on his chest to feel it rise and fall with the 
rhythm of his breathing and to hear the beating of his warm and 
living heart. When she rose, she saw she had left behind a wispy 
blue mark, the same as the one she had deposited on Bella's 
neighbour Eddie.

A theory formed in her mind. To test it, she moved her hand 
across Robert's stomach. Under it, and the mysterious blue trail, his 
muscles contracted and hardened, and he moved his hand towards 
hers. When they touched, a blue white spark leapt between them. 
She had a solution to the mystery; as energy passed from her into 
him, it became visible...and he could feel her. 

She blew on his skin and immediately it prickled with goose 
bumps, the little hairs standing on end. He moaned softly. She did 
it again, directing her breath towards his groin. He groaned and 
moved his hand to his pubic hair, letting it rest on his cock. She put 
her hand on his, and under her guidance he began to massage 
himself. 

A static glow enveloped them both as she poured yet more 
energy into him, making his hand move quicker, and encouraging 
blood to flow into his slumbering organ. 

'That's right, Robert,' she whispered to him. 'Keep going.'



She kissed his stomach and traced a line across it with her 
tongue, leaving not saliva, but another trail of blue light, and when 
she blew on it, it dissipated like gossamer in a breeze. Her breath 
on his skin made him moan again.

She took one of his hands and kissed the palm and each of the 
fingers in turn, and placed it on her breast, leaving the other free to 
stroke and squeeze his cock. She hitched up her loose gown, 
beneath which she had chosen not to wear any underwear. With 
one hand she helped Robert to achieve full erection, and with the 
other rubbed at her clitoris until it tingled with anticipation.

She climbed onto Robert and slipped herself onto him, 
enveloping him fully. Where their groins touched, glowed and 
shimmered and she put both Robert's hands on her breasts, urging 
him to knead them; all the while she rocked on him, feeling him 
inside her and hoping he could feel her. 

He grunted with effort and his breathing became ever faster. 
She let go of his hands and they fell away onto the bed. Splaying 
her fingers she rested them in the hair on his chest and the gyration 
of her hips forced his cock into her as far as he could physically go. 
The static between them crackled and sparked with a greater 
intensity.

His eyes flickered open, but their unfocused glassiness told her 
he had not reached full consciousness. 'Maxie?' he mumbled.

'Shhh,' she cooed. 'I'm here.' 
The luminosity between them increased, lighting up the entire 

room as his excitement mounted, and he thrust his hips in time 
with her rocking. 

His breath came in shuddered gasps. 'Oh, baby…more 
Maxie…more!' 

She gave him more, until with a cry, he grasped at the bed sheet, 
wringing it tightly in his hands, and lurched under her.

'Jesus! Maxie! Maxieee!' 
He arched his back, bucking and pitching as he ejaculated into 

her again and again, and one final time before he fell back onto the 
bed, spent. 'Oh, Maxie,' he moaned. 'My love.'

She kept moving on him and rubbing at her clitoris until the 
tightening in her became unbearable and every muscle in her 
clenched in spasm as the glory of orgasm hit in a tidal wave of 



ecstasy, filling her vision with light and her ears with the roaring of 
her own blood. 

Blue white firebursts of electricity popped and flittered around 
them both, so lightning bright they assaulted her retina as they 
threw dancing shadows on the walls and ceiling and filled her 
nostrils with the acrid aroma of burning metal.

As their climaxes subsided, so too did the pyrotechnic 
accompaniment, scattering and dissolving until the room was in 
darkness once again.

Robert lay still, his eyes closed, his chest heaving as he breathed 
hard. She lay down to rest against him, feeling his erection inside 
her fade and soften and his semen leak from her. After a while, she 
climbed off him and folded the duvet over him. 

She kissed him on his lips, noticing on this occasion the blue 
haze she left behind to be fainter and more fragile than the others. 
It faded into nothingness in no time and she didn't need to read the 
instruction manual to recognise the sign of her energy having 
reached a dangerously low level, her own senses told her. She 
risked kissing him again, knowing it could be her last for a while, 
and if it took the last of her, so be it, it would be worth it.

'I love you, Robert,' she murmured in his ear. 'Anima mea, 
sweetheart. 

'…love you, Maxie,' he said, already sinking back into sleep. 
He would wake in the morning with a raging hangover, a vague 

memory of the presence of his dead wife and marks on his sheets 
which would lead him to think he had been masturbating in his 
sleep.

Tired but deliriously happy, she let herself fade into semi 
transparency to save energy as she lay on the bed beside him to 
watch him sleep until the time appointed for her to return to 
Evermore. 

She wept quietly as she made her farewells, tears of sadness at 
parting mingled with ones of joy, as she left Robert slumbering 
contentedly in his bed and with minutes to spare, met Simon on the 
lawn as arranged.

As soon as he saw her Simon sighed heavily and groaned. 'Oh 
no. Not again.' 



She strode toward him across the frosty grass. In the moonlight 
her long gown billowed around her, giving her the appearance of 
some benign otherworldly spectre, her face as pallid as a pearl, her 
huge eyes shining brightly, and her pale lips carrying the faintest 
smile of self satisfaction. Her very bearing told him all he needed 
to know - she had broken every rule in the book, and then some.

'I'm ready to go home now, Simon,' she said, with a dreamy 
ethereal edge to her voice. 'I'm feeling a bit tired, and I'd like to go 
to bed.'

'I'll bet you do,' he murmured, as he bent and picked up the 
marker, and together they stepped forward into the gap between 
worlds.

Her dearest wish achieved, for now, Maxine took time to 
consider her future. 

Although she had passed all the required entry level training and 
assessments in order to qualify her as an escort, she had not yet 
been offered an assignment of her own, and until some other poor 
sod imploded and fell by the wayside to leave a vacancy to be 
filled while they recuperated, it wasn't going to. 

Until it did, there would be little chance of visiting and 
interacting with Robert again for the foreseeable future - at least 
legally, and she would have to learn and exercise a new and 
unfamiliar skill - patience. 

There would be many hours to fill in between times, and she 
had to find something to do. 

It will at least put poor Gerry's mind at ease if I take up the offer 
of the teaching post, albeit temporarily, she decided.
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She hardly had time to settle into the daily routine of storytime, 
creative colouring and modelling with clay, when she received a 
handwritten letter from the office of John Smith, inviting her to 
call on him after work in two days' time. 

Simple curiosity drover her to comply.



John Smith sat back in his chair and regarded her carefully. 
'Thank you for coming, Maxine. I know you're busy with your new 
job.'

'Tell me about it. The little buggers...darlings are draining the 
life out of me. Wine and chocolate are my only salvation. What 
can I do for you?'

'I called you in today to discuss something rather important with 
you; another form of salvation, possibly.'

'Ooh, intriguing.'
'Gerry, I, and the rest of The Committee, have discussed you at 

length...'
'You've been talking about me? Should I be concerned?'
'If you'd shut up and listen, you'll find out. You already know 

how highly we regard you, Maxine, you have impressed a lot of 
people with your talents, not to mention how you...interact...with 
those on the other side...' He eyed her humourlessly. '...we think, in 
time, you're going to be an ideal escort. So I have been authorised 
to ask you, how would you feel about undertaking further training, 
actual on the job stuff, for full accreditation, and a post with us on 
successful completion?'

'Further training? I thought I'd done everything.'
'You have and splendidly so. You should look on this as the 

final layer of icing on the cake.'
She could only stare at him over the table, his pale blue eyes 

looking back at her from a deadpan expression, waiting for her 
answer. 

This was it! She had done it. She was in!
'Yes,' she said simply. 'I think I would like it very much. You of 

all people should know it's the only thing I want. What exactly will 
I be doing? Taking people back and forth through the portal? Like 
Simon?'

'Simon is not the only type of escort we have. He is more of a 
tour guide - and please don't tell him I said that.'

She smiled wryly, and he continued.
'We have some who are more specialised; the ones who bring 

over those who are newly...'
'...dead?'
'I prefer the term 'late', it as a gentler ring to it. They can't get 

here by themselves as you know, and so they needed a guiding 



hand, someone to show them the way, to pick them up and carry 
them if necessary.'

'What if they don't want to go,' she said. 'I can imagine such 
eventualities could be fraught with difficulties and aggravation, 
particularly when collecting someone who's stroppy and 
opinionated, who might kick and scream and stir up a fuss; 
someone like...'

'Like yourself?'
Like herself? Had she put up a fight? Had she shouted the odds 

and lashed out at all and sundry at the injustice of having her life 
stolen from her? How many had it taken to hold her down? Had 
she made a complete fool of herself? No one had ever mentioned 
how she had reacted at her retrieval, and as traumatic memories 
were customarily wiped during the healing, she had none to call 
on. She would have to ask Mo. She would know.

'Don't worry, you won't be sent alone,' said Smith. 'Retrievers 
are always sent in pairs, just in case.'

'If you give me a preference, I think I'd rather do what Simon 
does, even if it is considered a lower grade of escort, and build up. 
I don't think I'm quite up to dealing with...aggravation.'

'You will be.' 
Silence fell between them as she turned her thoughts over, 

prepared for the now familiar tickle at the back of her mind. This 
time it did not come, and in its absence she felt it safe to assume he 
had decided to respect her privacy and trust her to make her own 
decision, although he obviously felt a little vocal push wouldn't do 
any harm.

'Beggars can't be choosers, Maxine. There are others who would 
be glad of the chance. Take it or leave it.'

She would take it of course, she had no choice, because it would 
mean her being granted unlimited legal access to the portal, and 
being able to visit Robert whenever she liked, an idea she tried not 
to think too much about in case John Smith latched onto it, 
although she suspected he already had.

She fixed her face into what she thought was an expression of 
bland innocence. Whether it would fool him or not was another 
matter.

'I'll take it.'



Maxine licked cake crumbs from her fingers. 'Can I ask you 
something, Mo?' 

From the other side of the table, Mo sipped purse-lipped at her 
Earl Grey tea. 'Yes dear?'

'When I first came here...you know, on the first day, at my 
retrieval...did I cause any...trouble?'

'What kind of trouble, dear?'
'Did I kick up a bit of a stink? Did I make a fuss over being 

brought here? Was I, to put not too fine a point on it, a difficult 
customer?'

'Has someone suggested you were?'
'No. I just wondered.'
'Do you really want me to say?'
'Absolutely. You can tell me. I won't be upset.' 
Mo set her teacup into its saucer. 'You were...how can I put this 

and retain some kind of decorum..?'
'Cut to the chase, Mo. It's usually best.'
'Well then, to be honest, Maxine, you were a pain in the 

backside, and not in the least ladylike. It took two escorts to get 
you under control. You fought like an alley cat, bolshy and 
quarrelsome, and let loose probably one of the worst cases of 
cursing and swearing ever recorded. Putting you into healing sleep 
was a relief to everyone concerned.'

Maxine's cheeks took on the fiery red glow of humiliation. 'I 
don't remember anything,' she said, although it made sense. 

She had a fearsome temper when riled, and it didn't take a great 
deal to stir it into action. Once the blue touch paper had been lit, 
fireworks were guaranteed, and they would continue to burn 
fiercely until all their fuel had been spent. 

Being stripped from her body and finding herself dragged into 
the afterlife against her will would certainly shake things up a 
little.

'If transference is traumatic, not remembering it makes 
acceptance easier,' said Mo.

'Is it possible, because of the way I am, some memory leaked 
through and things got a bit mixed up?'

'It can happen, yes. What brought this on? Why do you want to 
know?'

'Mr Smith has offered me a position,' Maxine said.



'Already? That was quick.'
'I know. I thought it would take longer, but he seems to think I 

have what it takes and I should take the final accreditation and then 
get to work.'

'And how do you feel about it?'
'Now it's here...a bit scared to be honest, particularly if they are 

a bit...well like I was. By the way, what is the proper name for 
someone who has been retrieved? Customer? Client? Transferee?'

'Any of those,' said Mo. 'We don't really have a name for them, 
but once they are here they are residents, just like you and I, and 
they integrate and become our friends and family, just as if they 
were still living. Whatever makes them comfortable and helps 
them to fit in best. What are you going to do about Mr Smith's 
offer?'

'He didn't give me any time to think about it, so I accepted there 
and then. The bottom line of it is, Mo, even though there might be 
difficulties, dangers even, if it means I can have access to my 
family, and especially Robert, I have to do it.'

Final accreditation took two more weeks and, as predicted, she 
sailed through it. She shadowed a fully qualified escort on eight 
occasions, doing two retrievals herself, each being straightforward, 
and apart from a slight temporary headache, suffered no ill effects 
from traversing the portal so many times in short order. In fact, 
each passing through became gentler, as if the device itself were 
protecting her from harm.

Smith's declaration of satisfaction, when it came, was detached 
to say the least.

'You'll do,' he said.
It was as much as she had come to expect.
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'Here you go,' said Smith, handing Maxine a bulky folder. 'Your 
first official job. You're not ready to be sent out alone of course, 
not yet, so I'm pairing you with an experienced hand called Tony. 
He's done hundreds, probably thousands of collections and what he 
doesn't know isn't worth knowing.'



'Thank you,' said Maxine, clutching the folder. 'When?'
'In about ten minutes.'
'What?!'
'Don't worry, it's plenty of time. Browse through the file; the 

important bits are marked. Let Tony do the actual collection; you 
shadow and learn. If everything goes to book, you can go solo next 
time. Okay?'

'Okay,' she said uncertainly, and took a seat by the window to 
read and wait. 

She looked up when the door opened and a tall, muscular man 
entered. Dark haired and built a rugby player, he was dressed in a 
navy blue scrubs-like uniform and sported a back pack. He 
acknowledged Mr Smith with a nod and they exchanged polite 
greetings. When he saw Maxine, he smiled broadly and extended 
his hand.

'Hello. You must be Maxine?'
'I am. Tony?'
'In the flesh.' They shook hands warmly. 'Welcome to the mad 

house, Maxine. You're familiar with the portal?'
'Yes. We're old friends,' she said, glancing past Tony at Smith, 

who appeared to be suppressing a smirk.
'Good. So you'll know the ropes already. Have you read the 

file?'
'I've only had time to skim it.'
'Good enough.' He clapped his hands and rubbed them together. 

'Right then, let's get this show on the road.'
'Take care of her,' said Smith. 'She's my star pupil. I want her 

back in one piece.'
'Yes, sir.'
Tony headed back to the door, inviting Maxine to follow. She 

managed to keep up with his long stride on the short distance down 
the corridor to the portal room.

'I'm not really Smith's star pupil,' she said. 'It's his idea of a joke. 
He seems to think it's funny to embarrass me by bigging me up.'

'Well, that's not like Mr Smith at all,' replied Tony, with more 
than a hint of mockery. He opened the door to the portal room. 
'Although rumour has it you are A star plus plus. We haven't had 
one of those for a while and a half.' He ushered her inside.



The instant she crossed the threshold, the matte black face of the 
portal burst into life, taking everyone in the room by surprise by its 
sudden eruption of activity, and those in its immediate vicinity 
skittered away to a safe distance.

'Whoa!' exclaimed Tony, a little too loudly. 'Old friends indeed. 
It likes you.'

Aware of the curious eyes of others falling on her to see what 
she could have done to cause such excitement, she half turned and 
bowed her head. 

'It's very humiliating,' she said, the heat of embarrassment 
flushing her cheeks. 'It does it every time I go near it and I don't 
know why. I wish it wouldn't.'

'That's because it knows,' he said.
'What does it know?'
Tony patted his chest over his heart. 'Everything, my dear. It 

knows everything.'
'What's in the pack?' she asked, confounded by his enigmatic 

comment.
'Just stuff we need,' he said. 'You can put the file in there if you 

want. It'll save you carrying it about.' He leaned back far enough to 
allow her easy access to the pack, into which she inserted the file, 
securing the pocket with the zipper. 

From the corner of her eye she became aware of the colours in 
the portal's mouth brightening and swirling impatiently, as if in a 
hurry to put itself at their service.

When the others left, Tony approached the control desk, closely 
followed by Maxine, who noted this controller's name to be 
Michael. 

'Despite appearances, and what it says on his nameplate, 
Michael's not really in control,' said Tony, in the manner she found 
most disturbing - as if her thoughts were being spoken aloud. 'He 
simply tells the portal where we want to go and it does the rest.'

'How? Last time I used it, it just fired up without anybody doing 
anything.'

'That's just you. For the rest of us, he has work to do.' 
Tony indicated a black square inset into the desk's surface. 'He 

touches that gizmo there, and it gets the information from him.'
'Like some kind of thought transference?'



'Pretty much, although his main responsibility is to keep the 
power flowing into it in a nice gentle stream. No peaks or troughs 
to give us a rough ride. As long as the energy flows smoothly we'll 
be fine and be able to get back with no trouble.'

'What powers it? I can't see any cables.'
'That, my dear Maxine, is the million dollar question. Nobody 

really knows. Suffice to say, Michael there knows which buttons to 
press to keep everything running efficiently and safely. Sometimes 
it's best not to ask too many questions.'

'Something I've already learned,' she said.
'Ready then?' 
She nodded. 'Absolutely.'
As they approached the portal mouth the colours flared 

momentarily before they separated, leaving a clear black space 
which invited them to enter.

Tony looked over his shoulder at Michael, who shrugged, held 
up his empty hands and shook his head. He hadn't had to do a 
thing.

In unison Tony and Maxine stepped into the void.

The veil of blackness parted, the customary intense chill 
dissipated and the two travellers found themselves in a drab, green 
painted room, dimly lit by a single light bulb, enclosed in a cage on 
the ceiling. The air in the room hung stale and heavy and smelled 
of antiseptic, ketotic sweat and urine. Maxine resisted the urge to 
pinch her nostrils in disgust, feeling it might be construed as 
impolite.

'Here we are,' said Tony, marking the wall behind him with a 
hardly discernible chalk cross. 'And by the looks of things not a 
moment too soon.'

'Where is here, exactly?' she asked, looking the room over. 'At 
first glance I'd say it looks like a hospital, but it's so...grim.'

And dirty. And it stinks!
'It is and it isn't. What we have here Maxine, is the hospital 

wing of a medium security prison and that there...' He indicated the 
bed and the pathetic looking specimen lying thereon. '...is what 
we're here for.'

'It's not a 'that',' she corrected him. 'It's a man.'
'I know what I mean. See the handcuffs?'



A bracelet of bright metal encircled the man's scrawny wrist, 
joining it via a short length of chain to the metal framework of the 
bed. 

'How awful,' said Maxine. 'What do they think he's going to do, 
leap tall buildings in a single bound? He doesn't look strong 
enough to sit up by himself, let alone do a runner.'

'They're not taking any chances, even though they know he's 
dying. Desperate circumstances call for desperate measures and 
they don't want to take the risk of him getting a second wind and 
making a grand gesture.'

'Of...?'
'Taking his own life...and taking someone with him. It has been 

known.'
'Ridiculous,' said Maxine, stepping forward to take a better look 

at the man on the bed. 
The ravages of illness had certainly taken their toll on him. 

From the quick skim through his file she learned he was only 52, 
entering middle age, but his papery yellow skin, drawn tight 
against the bones of his skull, made him appear far older.

The distance between the top of his head and a foothill at the 
bottom of the bed gave her only a rough indication of his height. 
His physical make up amounted to none at all, his body being so 
skeletally thin it appeared to be no more than a crease in the sheet 
covering him. A receding hairline made his forehead seem 
abnormally high, and below sparse eyebrows his closed eyes were 
sunk deep into sockets surrounded by purple black shadow. For 
some reason she imagined his eyes would be a rheumy blue. 

All in all, she thought, before illness had deflated him like a 
slow leaking balloon, he would have been an all round Mr Average 
Man In The Street, who wouldn't draw a second glance from 
anyone. 

'He doesn't look at all dangerous,' she said.
'Have you never heard the old saying, never judge a book by its 

cover? You'd never guess from looks alone would you? I take it 
you've ever seen a paedophile before - nonce, a perv, a deviant...'

Maxine turned to him, horrified. 'A what? Why wasn't it in his 
file?'

'It was. How far did you read?'



'Just the summary and the highlighted bits, like I was told to. I 
didn't have much time.'

'Then you didn't read far enough. He had a wife and kid one 
time, and was an all round Mr Nobody until he got another calling. 
He was what you might call a late bloomer and didn't get involved 
until he hit his mid life crisis, and then he made up for lost time. 
Maxine, may I introduce Mr Norman Clarke, aka Nobby the 
Nonce, and don't be fooled by appearances. Only his body is 
falling apart, the cancer has seen to that, but his mind is still as 
sharp as a tack and his heart...if he ever had one, is no more than a 
swinging brick. An all round Mr Nasty if ever there was one. He 
looks harmless enough now, but once he's out of his mortal 
confines, all bets are off.' 

'But he looks so...normal.'
'So does every murderer, rapist, ne'er do well and miscreant , 

and you'll find they all have one other thing in common. When 
they get to this stage, the last push up when they know the end is 
nigh, they get a severe attack of conscience, praying like Billy-O to 
their favoured deity, real or imagined, and begging forgiveness 
from anyone who will listen. A lot of them are genuinely repentant, 
others are basically cowards in fear of the unknown. Any port in a 
storm. Although this one...we haven't quite worked him out yet, so 
keep your wits about you.'

'I don't think it's fair to be so judgemental,' she said. 'He's dying, 
he's probably frightened out of his wits. We should have some pity 
for him.'

'You can please yourself, Max. Me, I won't waste mine on scum 
like him.'

Clarke blinked open his eyes, and groaned pitiably.
'Is he in pain? Shall I find a nurse?' asked Maxine.
'If he's in pain, he deserves it, but it's more likely he's just 

disappointed to find he's still alive.'
'Can he see us?'
'At this stage, with one foot already in the grave, to him we are 

as real as the next man. What are you doing?'
Maxine forced a chair closer to Clarke's bed to enable her to sit 

by it. With gargantuan effort, Clarke turned his head to her, the 
slightest frown on his brow. She could see his eyes were indeed a 



watery blue, their pale irises set in whites now yellowed with 
jaundice, and they asked the silent question: 'Who are you?' 

'My name's Maxine, Mr Clarke, and I'm going to sit with you 
for a while. Do you mind?'

He blinked slowly and his head moved in the parody of a nod. 'I 
feel I should know you,' he whispered hoarsely.

Maxine smiled gently at him. 'You don't.'
'Are you sure? You look familiar.'
'I'm sure. Are you in any pain?'
'Nothing I can't bear.'
'Is there anything I can get for you? Are you warm enough? Do 

you need a blanket?' 
A small choking sound emanated from his throat, and she 

realised he was laughing. 'What's so funny?'
'It's going to be plenty warm enough where I'm going...but I 

don't need to tell you that, do I?' 
His dry, furred tongue rasped over cracked lips.
'Your mouth is dry,' Maxine said. 'Can I get you some water?' 
His head moved again. 'Please. If you wouldn't mind.'
Her every move watched and noted by a dispassionate Tony, 

she willed herself into complete solidity to enable her to pour a 
beaker of water for Clarke and to hold its shaped spout to his lips. 
He sucked thirstily on it, stray dribbles running down his stubbled 
chin and dripping onto his thin, stained nightshirt.

'Are you an angel?' he said, his words coming easier as his thirst 
slackened.

Maxine took a tissue from a box on the bedside locker and 
dabbed away the water droplets from his chin. 'No, I'm not an 
angel.'

'You must be. You're too pretty to be a demon.'
'I'm not a demon either.'
'But you have come to take me straight to Hell, haven't you?'
She looked around at her companion, seeking clarification. 
'It's not for us to say, Mr Clarke,' said Tony. 'You'll be assessed, 

just like anyone else. It's for the Committee to decide.'
'More fucking judges,' groaned Clarke, closing his eyes. 'That's 

just what I need...another day in court. Well I won't make a fuss. 
I'll come quietly, it'll be a fair cop, guv'nor.' He chuckled dryly. 
'Before the end of the day, the cancer will have the last laugh and 



I'll be all yours to do with as you will. I've had enough, and to be 
honest, I don't give a flying fuck where I end up as long as I get out 
of this hellhole.'

His chest heaved as he tried to cough away the tumour blocking 
his airway and slowly choking him to death. Its grip, however, 
remained relentless, and tightening by the hour.

'Take it easy, Mr Clarke,' Maxine said, laying her cool ethereal 
hand against his waxen brow. 'Just relax and let go when you're 
ready. All in your own time. We can wait.'

'Thank you.' 
The words were no more than mimed breaths of foetid air, 

adding to the smell of death already oozing from his pores.
She sat patiently with him, her hand on his under the thin sheet. 

To her, his skin felt cold. He in turn, felt nothing but calmness at 
her touch. 

In contrast to Maxine's bonding with Clarke, Tony had nothing 
more productive to do than lean against the wall in the corner of 
the room, picking at his nails while he observed his pupil carefully. 
Quietly impressed by the way she had taken to handling the 
situation, in his mind he worked on formulating the report he 
would present to Mr Smith on their return - 

"Ms Maxine Dunne, without prompting or coercion of any kind, 
did display towards the transferee, Mr Norman Clarke, care, 
empathy and patience in a quantity and quality well in advance of 
the required standards. She approached her obligation to the dying 
with utmost humanity, humility and compassion, being considerate 
of the recipient's needs at all times, attributes which I feel will go 
far towards her making an excellent escort."

Twice during Clarke's final hours, a man in green scrubs, who 
Maxine took to be a male nurse, unlocked the door and made a 
transitory inspection of his charge. Both times, although invisible 
to him, Maxine stood back to allow him to minister to his patient, a 
duty which he failed, nay purposefully neglected, to undertake.

Although it stood readily handy, he did not offer oxygen to 
relieve Clarke's strident, laboured breathing, nor did he cover his 
exposed limbs which were chilling in the unheated room. 



Clarke's morphine drip had long since run dry, the bag drawn in 
on itself, but the nurse made no attempt to replace it or offer 
alternative pain relief. Instead, he stood menacingly over his 
patient, his face carrying an expression of pure loathing. Maxine 
fully expected him hawk up a gobbet and spit it in the sick man's 
face. Thankfully, he did not, but neither did he afford a moment of 
time, spare an ounce of compassion nor offer a single word of 
comfort, omissions she considered far worse misdeeds. 

When the man left, she retook her seat by a now sleeping 
Clarke. 

'You sleep,' she whispered to him. 'At least while you sleep, you 
won't be in any pain.'

A little later, Tony, claiming he had other business to tend to in 
another part of the prison, left her alone with Clarke, promising to 
return within the hour. 

During his absence, the unwelcome nurse sidled into the room 
on his third visit. Maxine once again moved aside and retreated to 
the shadow in the corner of the room, allowing him unrestricted 
access to Clarke's bedside.

As expected, he did nothing for Clarke but sneer cold contempt 
down on him. This time, however, he had something to say.

'Not dead yet, Nobby? You'd better get a move on, because my 
shift is over in half an hour and I want be able to sleep easy tonight 
knowing your stinking, rotten corpse is being stuffed in a bin bag 
to be carted off to the council tip like the rest of the filth from this 
place. Me and my mates are going to be celebrating your absence 
from the world.'

Clarke opened his eyes and groaned. 
'What's the matter, Nobby? Pain relief run out? Well TOUGH! 

You can fucking well suffer, 'cos I don't give a shit.' 
'Please,' Clarke murmured.
The nurse puckered his mouth in an exaggerated pout. 'Aw 

diddums, does it hurt den. You'll have my crying into my beer in a 
minute. And what the hell is that smell?'

Attached to the bed frame and half covered by the loose sheet, a 
clear plastic bag filled to bursting point with a warm, cloudy 
yellow liquid hung on a metal hook; urine drained from Clarke's 
bladder by a urethral catheter.



'Looks like you've sprung a leak, Nobby,' the nurse said, as he 
deliberately covered up the bag, hiding it from sight. He sniffed 
again. 'Smells like you shat yourself, too. What a shame. Out of 
sight out of mind. Next shift can take care of it...if you're still here.' 
He made to leave the room and reached half way to the door before 
pausing, and turning back. 

'But why should they have to put themselves out for you?' he 
said. 'They have better things to do with their time than clean up 
your shit and piss...' He circled the bed like a prowling beast until 
he reached the head. 'I have a better idea. Let's save them the 
trouble, shall we?'

He reached under Clarke's head and pulled out the pillow, 
letting the sick man's head drop onto the lumpy mattress. 

'I think the best thing to do would be to send you on your way, 
Nobby,' he said, as he plumped the pillow in his hands. 'What say 
we put you down like the sick dog you are? After all, it would be 
the humane thing to do, wouldn't it? The state you're in, you won't 
put up much of a fight and in two minutes, three tops, kiddies 
everywhere can sleep safe in their beds.' 

A final flexing of the wrists, a swift forward thrust and he had 
the pillow over Clarke's face. He leaned against it, transferring all 
his body weight into his hands, tightening it against Clarke's nose 
and mouth, blocking off his already restricted air supply 
completely. 

'Away you go, Nobby. Have a nice trip down the Highway to 
Hell.' 

Maxine, at first rendered motionless with horror at the scene 
unfolding before her eyes, leapt forward and threw herself at the 
nurse. 'Leave him alone...' She lashed out with her fists. 'Leave 
HIM!'

Experiencing nothing more than an irritating static shock as she 
struck him, he continued to press down on the pillow. Clarke's 
claw-like hands scrabbled ineffectually at the bigger man's tunic, 
the chain of his handcuffs rattling frantically against the bed frame. 

Maxine tugged at the nurse's arm. 'TONY! Help me!' she yelled. 
'To -nEEEE!'

From nowhere Tony was by her side, and using all his 
considerable size and strength, thrust himself at the nurse, 
knocking him off kilter. The man staggered sideways for two steps 



before regaining his balance. Neither understanding nor caring 
what had happened to him, he returned to his task, the pillow still 
clutched in his hand. 

No need. His previous efforts had already had the desired result 
- a fatal cardiac arrest induced by suffocation and fear. Norman 
Clarke was dead.

The nurse beat at the pillow in order to remove the impress of 
Clarke's terrified death mask, and tucked it back under the 
deceased inmate's head, pausing to offer a final insult - a 
deprecating pat to his sunken yellow cheek. 

He took a pen from his breast pocket to scribble some fictitious 
notes on the clipboard at the base of the bed, and with a grin of 
smug self satisfaction sitting on his face, he left the room, closing 
and locking the door behind him.

Tony and Maxine both looked down at the lifeless man, stunned 
into silence by the wanton cruelty they had witnessed.

'Did you see what he did?' 
They both wheeled around at the sound of the wheezy voice 

behind them. Clarke peered past them to his mortal remains on the 
bed. 'That bastard killed me,' he said. 'He smothered me with a 
fucking pillow.'

Maxine shrugged off her shock. 'I'm so sorry Mr Clarke. I had 
no idea he was going to do it...I...we, tried to stop him.'

Clarke sniffed. 'Never mind, lass,' he said. 'There are worse 
ways to go I suppose.' 

He gazed on his withered corpse from its partly open sightlessly 
staring eyes, past the blue tinged lips of a slightly agape mouth, 
revealing his bottom row of teeth and down over the rest of the 
appalling emaciation barely covered by the sheet.

'Jesus Christ, will you look at the state of that. What a fucking 
mess. Pardon my French, miss.' 

He looked down at his naked self, reed thin and angular with 
protruding collar bones, ribs and hips, bony elbows, knees and 
ankles, their covering of yellowish-grey skin rendered nigh on 
transparent by sickness. 

'And I don't look any better now do I?' he said. 'I don't suppose 
you brought me anything to wear, did you? I wouldn't want to get a 
chill. I could catch my death.' He rattled out a weak laugh which 
developed into a strained cough.



From his pack Tony took a carefully folded piece of white cloth, 
gave it a little shake to release its tight creases and it opened out 
into a rectangular sheet of cotton with a hole in the middle through 
which the wearer's head could pass. 

'It looks just like a shroud,' observed Clarke.
'I'm afraid that's exactly what it is,' said Tony.
Clarke shrugged nonchalantly. 'What the hey, it's better than 

nothing.' He chuckled nervously. 'It wouldn't be seemly to stand 
stark bollock nekkid in front of the big man, would it? It might not 
give a good first impression. I will be meeting him, won't I?' 

'Possibly,' said Maxine diplomatically as she helped Clarke into 
the garment, he still being too frail to raise his arms above his head 
by himself. She secured the garment at his waist using a long strip 
of matching material as a belt, pulling it together to form 
rudimentary sleeves. 

'Are you comfortable Mr Clarke? It's not too tight is it?'
'Mister,' he repeated. 'It's been a long time since anyone 

honoured me with that title. Thank you, miss, yes it's quite 
comfortable. What was your name again?'

'Maxine.'
'Thank you, Maxine.'
Tony dropped a pair of primitive white slippers onto the floor, 

and Clarke had to lean on him for support to step into them.
Exhausted by the effort, but now modestly clad, he laid a bony 

hand on Tony's arm and patted it. 'Ready when you are, mush. 
Let's get the hell out of Dodge.'

With Clarke supported on both sides, the trio headed for the 
faint cross Tony had scribbled on the wall, and their passage home.

32

They dropped their latest aquisition off in the Receiving area of 
the Waiting Room, leaving him in the capable hands of his 
appointed Receiver, who would put him into a deep sleep and set 
in motion the healing and restoration of his cancer ravaged body 
and the erasure of his memory.

Relieved of their duties for the day, there being no more 
collections scheduled to them, Maxine and Tony sat together at a 



table on the sun dappled patio of a cafeteria. She agitated the foam 
of her coffee with a spoon and Tony diligently stirred sugar into 
his as they contemplated their day's exploits.

'We just witnessed a cold blooded murder,' said Maxine, wryly.
Tony replied to her statement with a flat matter of fact, 'Yup.' 
'I was a bit surprised about Mr Clarke's attitude, though,' she 

said. 'He didn't seem too concerned about it; in fact he rather 
seemed as if he couldn't care less about having someone snuff him 
out for their own convenience.'

'With the state he was in, the end, however it came, must have 
been a relief. I suppose being suffocated with a pillow is a better 
way to go than being slowly strangled from the inside by a 
malignant tumour on your windpipe.'

'Perhaps. You did notice he was being deprived of pain relief, 
didn't you? That so called nurse had let it run dry. I think he 
actually wanted him to suffer and I think he was enjoying it. And 
did you see the look on his face when he'd killed him? He was 
smiling fit to bust. He actually took pleasure in rubbing out another 
human life.'

'He probably thought he was doing the world a favour, ridding it 
of a filthy pervert who hurt kiddies.'

'Well he thought wrong. He had no right to act as judge, jury 
and executioner all rolled into one,' Maxine said, stoically. 'He's a 
murderer plain and simple, and two wrongs don't make a right. 
Murder is murder, no matter who the victim is.' She sighed 
pensively. 'What will happen now - to Clarke?'

Tony sat back in his chair and sucked at his drink. 'When 
Receiving has finished with him and he's recovered enough to face 
it, he'll be up before the judicial panel to be processed.'

'Processed?'
'To decide what they are going to do with him and where to 

send him.'
'He was already in prison for life,' said Maxine. 'He had a 

painful cancer which, given a few more hours, would have killed 
him in a most horrible way, what else could they possibly do to 
him?'

'It's up to them. They will do whatever they decide is for the 
best.'

'Might he go to...to the other place?'



Once again she had a flash recollection of her visit to the 
revolting nightmare realm Gerry had created in her mind.

Tony nodded. 'Considering the sort of person he is, the crimes 
he committed, the damage he's done...I think it's a foregone 
conclusion, don't you? Don't you think he deserves it?'

'I suppose so,' she said, convincing no one, least of all herself.

It took a further two weeks before Clarke received his summons 
for processing. He had recovered well, thanks to a steady stream of 
healers, therapists, counsellors and assessors.

Maxine, on the pretext of having paperwork to complete, 
managed to gain brief access to him in order to apologise for 
failing to prevent his ignominious death at the hands of the nurse, 
and to deliver him a fruit basket. He accepted both with humble 
thanks.

Finally, when disease had been driven from his body and he had 
been restored to full health, fitness and strength, a small company 
of officials escorted him from the white room where he had served 
his temporary imprisonment, to a windowless chamber situated 
deep below the Administration building, the function of which was 
unmistakeably that of court room.

Dressed in a dark green pant suit, clean shaven and with his hair 
neatly trimmed and combed, he stood alone before the Panel of 
two men and three women with age old experience of the laws of 
the Evermore. 

Maxine thought he may, at one time, have presented as quite 
handsome, in an unconventional way, and although she tried not to, 
she felt herself watching him throughout the proceedings and 
pondering over how someone so ordinary looking, who had been 
nothing but polite and courteous to her, could be in possession of 
such a reprehensible disposition and lack of moral fibre as to want 
to something as wicked as to sexually abuse children. 

Maybe, she thought, he didn't want to. 
Perhaps he had no control over what he did; maybe a sick and 

twisted personality had possession of him and forced him to do 
those things against his will. 

She immediately admonished herself for making excuses for 
him and dismissed the thoughts as quickly as they had formed in 
her head. 



Over the course of the morning the Panel considered the 
evidence in his file, often reading aloud to the assembled interested 
parties. It made for uncomfortable listening for the gathered 
onlookers and there were often murmurs of disapproval and 
disgust, silenced by a sharp strike of the Judge's gavel.

As Maxine and Tony had been present at his last moments, they 
were called on to give testament to his cruel treatment and 
untimely demise at the hands of the as yet unnamed nurse.

Finally, Clarke was given a chance to plead his case in person. 
Practically from birth, he acknowledged, his life had been 

nothing but a catalogue of wretchedness, abuse and neglect by 
everyone he had ever known, yet he attributed no blame to his 
abusers. His parents, he said, had also been the victims of similar 
horrors at the hands of their own fathers, and so he acknowledged 
that he had inherited a natural propensity for wickedness and it 
would pass down the line, because the apple did not fall far from 
the tree and although he never touched his own child, he feared the 
chain would continue. He pronounced his hope that with his 
demise, his particular succession of depravity would now be 
broken. 

The crimes he committed against his helpless victims had been 
repellent in the extreme, he admitted, yet he did not plead for 
clemency, and proclaimed himself ready to accept whatever 
punishment the panel deemed appropriate for a monster of his 
calibre. 

The court adjourned for lunch, during which the panel retired to 
judge the evidence of both the defendant and the witnesses. They 
took into account the mitigating circumstances of his murder, 
considered the sincerity of his regrets and remorse, allowed for the 
few decent things he had done in his life, and scrutinised the 
detailed reports from a whole raft of specialist investigators, 
therapists and counsellors. 

Mid afternoon the court reconvened, and the panel presented 
their findings and delivered their verdict.

As expected, Clarke would not be allowed to remain in 
Evermore, or any other township, but be despatched forthwith to a 
more appropriate holding place where he would receive 
punishment concomitant with his crimes. 



In solemn procession the Panel led the way up the aisle to a 
double door at the back of the courtroom. It swung open at their 
approach and all those assembled, except Clarke and his minders, 
filed into the circular room. 

Maxine hung back, not wanting to follow.
'Come on,' Tony urged. 'We have to go in too.'
'I don't want to,' she said. 
'You have to. It's part of the package. We've both given 

evidence in the case, we're involved and it's our duty to see it 
through to the end.'

They were the last to enter and took their places on seats set out 
at the edge of the polished floor, and leaning close to Tony allowed 
her to keep her voice low as she asked her questions. 

'What's going to happen now?' Her eyes flitted nervously about 
the room 'What is the mandatory sentence? Are they going to kill 
him? Is this some kind of execution chamber?'

'No.This is sort of transit station,' said Tony. 'To be honest, what 
happens to him when he leaves here I'm not absolutely sure. In 
fact, I don't think anyone really knows, although I think we can 
make a pretty good guess.' 

'He's going to spend the rest of eternity being tortured isn't he?' 
she said.

'It's a very real possibility. Don't you think he deserves it? 
Considering what he's done.'

Maxine shook her head slowly. Were they going to send him to 
Hell and make him suffer his worst nightmare over and over and 
over until it drove him insane? Would they then throw him into 
one of those bottomless pits, so deep that not even sound could 
escape? It would be a most cruel and unusual punishment, even for 
him.

'I don't know. He never actually killed anyone did he?' she said.
'It depends how you look at it,' said Tony. 'Remember what the 

judge said - one of his victims killed himself. Whether it was as a 
direct result of Clarke's assaults on him is unclear, and so not really 
admissible. They could have called the lad to give evidence, of 
course, and I don't know why they didn't, they must have had their 
reasons, but it doesn't change the facts, does it, Maxine? Clarke is a 
self confessed paedophile. He used and abused children, the most 
helpless of victims. He hurt them physically; he destroyed them 



psychologically, he stripped away their innocence and their trust, 
scarring their futures for ever, which is, in many folks' eyes, much 
worse than out and out murder.'

She nodded, realising how she had allowed Clarke's sickness 
and his dreadful treatment and pitiful death in the prison to sway 
her full appreciation of the extent of his contemptible behaviour, 
and the high price it had exacted over the years. 

She had one more question. 'Will he be able to appeal?'
'It's up the panel, but generally not. They set the tariff and they 

are usually very tough, although they don't send anyone to face 
possibly everlasting punishment unless there is no other choice and 
they are fully deserving of it. They cannot take the risk of him 
cheating his way back into society and being a threat to the 
children here. They will take everything into consideration and 
make a decision. They may decide to be lenient...it's up to them. 
We'll have to wait and see.' He looked at her earnestly. 'What's 
with all the questions? Don't tell me you're feeling sorry for him.'

'No, of course not, how could I? I'm just having a hard time 
trying to make sense of the whole thing is all. A man's whole 
future from hereon in until the end of time is going to be 
determined in this room. It's quite overwhelming.'

They fell silent as the panel members took their respective 
places behind a raised dais. Its most senior member, a very elderly 
man with shoulder length, snow white hair and a grave, noble face, 
so deeply tanned and lined it could easily be mistaken for a pickled 
walnut, stepped forward, picked up a gavel and banged it three 
times on the desk before him. 

At the signal, Clarke's escort led him to a metre wide metal ring 
inset into the floor at the centre of the room. He stepped into it and 
stood, head bowed in contrition and in due deference to the 
authority before him.

The white haired man may have had the appearance of an 
ancient relic, but his voice came out strong and authoritative and 
carried with it a demand for respect. He addressed Clarke directly.

'Norman Andrew Clarke, you have been brought before this 
court to answer for your life crimes, have been judged accordingly 
and found guilty. Your punishment will now be determined. To 
your credit you acknowledge your guilt without reservation and 
have expressed remorse and regret, which may or may not be 



genuine, but not even the most heartfelt apology can make up for 
the damage perpetrated on the most innocent of victims by you for 
your own self gratification. However...'

A long pause followed, one pregnant with expectation.
'...we have taken into all due consideration not only the full 

spectrum and tally of your behaviour, but also your subsequent 
long rehabilitative spell in prison, your unfortunate protracted and 
painful illness and also the eyewitness account of the premature 
and inhumane method of your demise. 

This has been a difficult case and we have deliberated deeply 
and profoundly on it, and although we find there are no viable or 
acceptable excuses for the heinous abuses you carried out, our 
specialist therapists feel that there may be some scope for 
rehabilitation at some time in the future. They suggest the 
continuance of the foundation treatment begun while in prison may 
be of greater advantage than abandoning it altogether. In other 
words, Mr Clarke, rightly or wrongly, they see some hope for you.' 

A hum of surprise circulated the courtroom, quickly silenced by 
a series of short, sharp strikes of the gavel.

'Until such time,' the old man stated with renewed influence, 'we 
have to address the appropriate penalty for your past crimes, which 
leaves us with no alternative but to administer the mandatory 
sentence of close incarceration, although we have decided to 
restrict it initially to a period not exceeding two hundred and fifty 
years, at the close of which your case will be reviewed and may be 
extended without appeal. Do you understand?'

Clarke's head rose and bobbed in acknowledgement.
'Do you have anything to say?'
'If I may your Honours,' he said, 'but not for myself.' 
He twisted his head to look over his shoulder at Maxine. Their 

eyes connected and remained on each other as he spoke. 
'I would like to commend that young lady there, the one in the 

red top. Her name is Maxine, and despite what she might of 
thought about me, about what I've done and the sort of monster I 
am, she found it in her heart to be kind to me. She showed 
compassion and sympathy and tried her best to help me at the end. 
She's a real treasure. An angel. Take care of her, be good to her. 
She'll do you proud.' 



Maxine felt tears sting at her eyes. With a final nod toward her, 
Clarke turned to face the Panel. 

'I'm ready,' he said.
A short while passed in which nothing happened, and then as 

Maxine watched, Clarke's back stiffened. His chin rose, and he 
stood stock still, in effect to attention, his arms held rigidly by his 
sides. 

He stared fixedly ahead as tendrils of wispy oily black smoke 
oozed from his mouth and eyes, from his nostrils and his ears. Held 
in place by some unseen force, he made no attempt to fight as the 
cloud thickened and enveloped him in a gaseous shell. 

And then it began to rotate clockwise, slowly at first, gradually 
gathering more and more speed until it resembled a miniature 
whirlwind with Clarke at its eye.

He now put up a token resistance, breaking free from his 
restraint long enough to glance back over his shoulder to her again. 
Cocooned now by the choking black veil, he found a final mote of 
strength to cry out, but the blackness absorbed the words and they 
went unheard. 

With a sudden whoosh, the tornado collapsed in on itself and all 
was gone, and in its place, empty space as if nothing had ever been 
there. 

A dull rumble of approval circulated the audience, quickly 
quelled by a gavel strike. 

'This court is adjourned,' stated the elderly man.
It was over, and the court cleared in reverential silence, 

everyone, apart from Maxine, seemingly satisfied to see justice 
being duly served.

Back home in her apartment, Maxine fell onto her bed, drawn 
and empty. Her emotions had been strained to their very last fibre, 
leaving her in a state of utter, dizzying confusion.

She stared at the ceiling and tried to calm a brain which had 
shifted gear and put itself into overdrive, playing the events of the 
past few weeks like a video on a loop. 

In the macabre movie she had been unable to prevent a sick man 
being cold bloodedly murdered in his bed, had been called to stand 
before the intimidating Justice Panel to bear witness both for and 
against the same man in court and, despite his abysmal criminal 



past, found herself feeling sympathy for him. Under extreme 
duress she had then been obligated to see him sentenced to what 
was, to all intents and purposes, capital punishment. 

She conjured up images of the choking black smoke 
surrounding him; she could almost smell it and feel its oily tendrils 
creeping into her own lungs and it made her feel sick.

The last desperate look he gave her also haunted her; what did it 
mean? Had he pleaded with her for help to stop his enforced exile, 
or had he been thanking her for being kind to him, despite his 
sickening proclivities? Maybe he had simply accepted his fate and 
was saying goodbye knowing they would never meet again. If so, 
why did he cry out in the last second before the blackness took 
him? Was he in pain, or scared, or both. If she had spoken up, 
could she have stopped it and saved him? 

She would never know and couldn't help but wonder about 
where he had been sent, or what further tortures he would have to 
undergo for the next two hundred and fifty years years, a mere 
blink of the eye in a place like Evermore, perhaps, but down there 
in the pits of torment, it would crawl mercilessly slow. 

Could there really be any chance at all of his being rehabilitated 
enough to be given parole and be allowed to retake his place in 
society. She wasn't sure how she felt about it just now, it was too 
soon after the event and too big an issue to contemplate. She took 
some small consolation in having the rest of a quarter of a 
millennium to think about it, after she had had some sleep. 

Two hundred and fifty years. A sobering thought in itself. What 
might she be doing in two hundred and fifty years' time? When she 
had been alive, looking even five years into the future was an 
impossibility. Would she even be here in Evermore in two hundred 
and fifty years' time?

She crawled into bed and tried to relax, but the thoughts of the 
Hellish environment would not leave her alone. Although she had 
had a glimpse of what it could represent for her personally, she 
knew it would be unique for everyone, a tailor made catalogue of 
torments. What did Gerry call it - bespoke punishment?

She found herself formulating all kinds of horrid scenarios, 
improvising them, accentuating them, making them beyond 
description despicable and once the ball was in motion, she found 
it difficult to stop the self persecution. 



That night sleep was a long time coming, and when it did, it 
brought with it more images of the oily black wreath enveloping 
Norman Clarke, pouring from him, writhing around him, wrapping 
itself around him like a living shroud, pressing against him, 
crushing the life out of him as it spun him into oblivion. At the last 
moment he looked directly into her eyes, and the piercing echo of 
his terrified scream wrenched her awake in the dark of the wee 
small hours, lathered in sweat, with her head pounding and her 
eyes streaming with tears. 

She lay still, staring at the ceiling, too afraid to close her eyes 
again in case the dream returned, and when the dawn showed itself 
she greeted it with a sense of exhausted relief.

All through the day, her experiences dominated her thoughts, 
dulling her senses and distracting her concentration. 

When she approached the portal to do her next scheduled job 
with Tony, it did not glow for her, but remained a sad, dull blue 
grey, a colour which reflected exactly how she felt inside.

By the end of the day she felt as if her very sanity might be in 
danger and she needed to talk matters over with someone she could 
trust, someone who might help her sort it all out and put things in 
perspective. 

More than ever she needed Robert to hold her and stroke her 
hair while she talked. He would listen to her troubles, and then he 
would kiss her and comfort her and tell her everything was going 
to be alright, and it would be. 

But Robert wasn't there, and not knowing where else to turn to 
get what she needed, she went to find Gerry.
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'Doesn't it ever rain here?' she asked, gazing through the picture 
window and up at the azure sky overhead. A few white puffs of 
cloud moved slowly across the even blue sameness, adding a little 
shifting contrast, but nothing more.

'Do you want it to rain?' Gerry said.



'It would make a nice change. Every day I've been here, it's been 
sunny and warm and dry. It's boring. When was the last time it 
rained?'

He handed her a cup filled with hot, frothy coffee. 'I think it 
rained last night.'

'Did it? I was awake a lot of the time and didn't hear it and the 
grass and the paths were all dry this morning.'

She took the drink and thanked him. 
'It's how things have come to work,' he said. 'Folks seem to like 

sunshine during the day, they like it nice and fine to stroll about in, 
and they find it uplifting to the spirits. It rains at night when it's 
more convenient, when nobody really notices it.'

'Like Camelot,' she said, idly. She sighed deeply. 'Don't mind 
me, Gerry. I'm rambling because I'm tired. Yesterday was really, 
really bad. Probably the worst thing I've experienced in my whole 
life.' She corrected herself. 'My whole afterlife.'

'Do you want to talk about it?'
She nodded and sipped from her coffee. 'Yes,' she said. 'I think I 

need to, before I go completely off my trolley. Would you mind?'
'That's what I'm here for.' 
He led her away from the view and gave her time to settle into 

her favourite chair, before inviting her to talk.
'In your own time, Maxine. I'm listening.'
She related every tiny detail of her experience with Clarke and 

the court, and red eyed, two cups of coffee and nearly a whole box 
of tissues later, she felt considerably better, lighter perhaps at 
having dropped all her troubles into the ever obliging Gerry's lap, 
including the one thought she did not want to entertain, but which 
would not go away - she did feel sorry for Clarke.

'He might have been a bastard and done some despicable things 
in his life,' she said. 'But he didn't deserve to die the way he did. 
The man who did it should be punished. He should be made to pay 
for what he did. Right now nothing would give me greater pleasure 
than seeing that awful man crap himself with fear at every squeak 
of the floorboards, to see him shaking with terror at the very 
thought of night falling or be so afraid to be left alone for more 
than a minute he will be nothing more than a dribbling gibbering 
wreck.'



Gerry regarded her with a growing unease, staggered at this 
unexpected glimpse into the dark and dirty side of her psyche, 
revealed as if a coin had been flipped; cold, hard dispassion 
replacing the sunshine and strawberries he had come to associate 
with his most engaging yet most challenging client, even if they 
did hide the occasional barb. 

'What the nurse did was totally wrong - ethically, morally and 
legally,' she continued. 'I don't even know his name, but he was 
supposed to be looking after Mr Clarke, doing his duty as a 
professional carer. Whatever happened to 'do no harm'? Instead he 
deliberately made Mr Clarke suffer, and he took pleasure in it. He 
was a total sadist, withholding pain relief and leaving him in 
agony. And then, because he hadn't died quickly enough or 
conveniently enough, he...' She puckered her mouth, controlling a 
building anger. 'He smothered him with a pillow. He murdered him 
in cold blood because sparing a little compassion for a dying man 
would impinge on his drinking time. He's got away with his crime 
Scot free, while Clarke got the lot and has been sent to God knows 
where for God knows how long to suffer God knows what 
torments.'

'He does know,' said Gerry, his face impassive. 'Believe me he 
knows. This Clarke chap really made an impression on you didn't 
he?'

'Whether he has or not is beside the point,' she said defensively. 
'I can't stand unfairness. There should be justice and equality for 
all, or justice and equality for none. You can't pick and choose.'

'And what do you think should be done?' Gerry asked, 
cautiously, a little afraid of what her answer might be.

'I think the vicious bastard's life should be made a little 
'uncomfortable'. I think he should be made to suffer for his crimes.'

He eyed her dubiously. 'What's going on in that devious little 
mind of yours?'

'Something subtle; restrained but no less effective.' A sly grin 
grew on her face. 'I was thinking about a few unexpected 
visitations, some mystifying, unfathomable noises in the night, just 
a general kind of weirdness which might put the wind up him and 
give him the distinctly disturbing notion of...something being 
afoot?'



Gerry snorted a laugh. 'Thank goodness. For a minute I thought 
you were going to suggest...'

'What?'
'Nothing.'
She narrowed her eyes at him. 'You thought I wanted him to pay 

with his own life - literally an eye for an eye?'
'I must admit, it did cross my mind.'
'But it would mean my stooping down to his level and being no 

better than him. Admittedly, if taken too far, a few harmless pranks 
might scare him to death, but if it did, it wouldn't be my fault, 
would it?' She put her hand on his knee. 'Gerry, darling, what do 
you think...are you game for a little revenge?'

'You want me to help?'
'Yeah, why not? I'm sure you can come up with some japes if 

you put your mind to it.'
'Uh-uh. No, nada, zip, zilch - forget it.' He put his hands over 

his ears and shook his head firmly. 'Sorry, kiddo, but if you want to 
do this, you're definitely on your own. I know nothing about it, and 
I don't want to know. As far as I'm concerned, you were never here 
and you never said a word.'

Maxine set about her solitary mission to make the nurse's life a 
living misery with a will. 

Claiming to be a personal friend and trusted favourite of John 
Smith, lies which were neither black nor white, but more a dirty 
grey, enabled her to gain access to the mind bogglingly colossal 
yet astoundingly easy to use Records department, where she found 
out her target's name was Lucas Denham, 32 years old, an 
unemployed, itinerant, semi-literate thug. 

He had never had paid employment in his life, his living, 
drinking and womanising being wholly funded by state benefits, 
and he was not a qualified nurse at all. Far from it. For Mr Denham 
was himself, a prisoner, serving twelve years for grievous bodily 
harm, and bluffing his way toward parole by claiming he had 
'turned over a new leaf' and wanted, out of the goodness of his 
heart, to make up for his past wrongdoings by doing good service 
to the inmates wherever he could in his capacity as hospital wing 
orderly. 



He cared not a jot for his fellow man, nor they for him, and 
therein lay the reason he could get away with so blatantly abusing 
and mistreating those in his care - nobody cared enough to stop 
him. 

Like all bullies who go unchallenged, Lucas Denham put on a 
show of bragging bravado, spite, cruelty and meanness, and in 
order to feed his own developing habit for morphine would 
threaten and intimidate his patients, who were often too sick or too 
scared to complain, whilst helping himself to the drugs intended to 
relieve their pain. 

Maxine had already witnessed this disregard for anyone else's 
suffering first hand and it angered her beyond words. 

She understood her scope for punishing him would be limited 
and she had very little to work with, but sometimes, as she had 
learned from her interior design projects, less can often most 
definitely be more. 

If only she could find Denham's Achille's heel, his one 
overriding weakness ripe for exploitation. And then quite by 
accident, she did.

As is universally known, beneath every bully's wafer thin 
exterior of strutting machismo runs nothing more substantial than a 
thin watery jelly of cowardice, and when Maxine discovered 
Denham's particular weak point, she knew exactly how to make the 
most of it, for it just so happened, for all his malevolence and 
malice, Mr Tough Guy Lucas Denham ran scared...of the dark.

During the day he stalked the hospital wards, maligning and 
abusing his patients at will, and there wasn't much she could do, 
but at night, in the dark and quiet of his cell, the tables were well 
and truly turned.

Behind his securely locked door, in the dark, alone and 
vulnerable, the true depth of his spinelessness would come to the 
fore to be taken advantage of, and it would be then she would visit 
her terrors on him.

He presented her with a captive audience, and it couldn't have 
worked out better if she'd planned it herself. 

34



A bell sounded promptly at ten thirty each night, signifying 
lights out, and every cell in the prison would pitch into darkness. 

But Denham's cell, and only Denham's, had an added extra.
As if a freezer door had been left open, the temperature started 

to fall. Further and further it dropped, until his thin blanket offered 
no protection to the bitterness. 

Lower still and his shivered, exhaled breath could be seen as a 
frosty white cloud. His fingertips and toes turned blue, growing 
numb as blood withdrew from them, causing them to at first tingle 
painfully, and then to burn, and then to just plain hurt. 

The throbbing ache became unendurable and on a daily basis he 
protested vociferously to the wardens about the uncommon cold in 
his cell. Not having experienced it for themselves, they made light 
of his griping and grousing.

'As you are well aware, Mister Denham, the prison is old and 
ready for decommissioning. It's all coming down, so when things 
break down, we don't waste what little resources we have on 
getting them repaired just to keep non-entities like you happy. It's 
not worth the time or the effort. No one else has mentioned being 
cold, so you'll just have to put up with it and keep warm as best 
you can. There's nothing else we can do.' 

In an effort to placate him, they allowed him another blanket 
and a second pair of socks. He in turn threatened to report them for 
breach of his human rights. They laughed in his face.

'And the very best of luck with that one, mate.'
A dozen extra blankets would have made no difference, Maxine 

saw to that. 
Night after night, as the room reached its frigid nadir, the 

protective covers were ripped from his bed and thrown to the floor 
at the far end of the room, exposing him to the bone cracking chill 
and forcing him to climb down from his top bunk to retrieve them. 

At first he thought it no more than a distressing annoyance, 
perhaps caused by a draught, and he tucked the coverings ever 
tighter around himself. Yet no matter how snugly he wrapped 
himself, they still left him and he had no choice but to chase after 
them.

But the nightly aggravation of losing of his bedding was not all 
he suffered; what really got on his nerves was the accompanying 



noise; a persistent whine like an angry mosquito deep inside his 
ears. 

As soon as the lights went out and darkness filled the cell it 
started; a monotone pitch so uncomfortable it made him grind his 
teeth in agitation.

At one time he asked a medic to look in his ears in case some 
small insect had become trapped in there. The medic gave him the 
all clear as far as an insect infestation was concerned, and 
suggested he could possibly be developing a mild case of tinnitus 
and if it got any worse, to come back and see him again.

Every night the temperature would fall, his blankets would fly 
his fingers and toes would throb and he would lie in his bed with 
hands clamped over his ears, but to no avail. The incessant noise 
continued inside his head. And then it got worse. The whine 
changed. 

No longer a shrill nuisance, it now took on the character of 
coarse, heavy breathing, of someone standing close by his ear 
struggling to breathe, wheezing air in and out of a throat partly 
blocked.

And then came the voice, a man's voice, rough and breathless, 
one he recognised - the late and not much lamented Norman 
Clarke's voice, or rather Maxine's imitation of it.

'Looo-cass.' 
His own name became the weapon with which she would taunt 

him. 
'Remember me Looo- cassss!'
Away went the blanket, onto the floor. He looked down from 

his bunk to see where it had landed. Not too far, a stretch and he 
could snag it back.

Leaning down far as he was able, he reached out a hand to 
retrieve it, when before his horrified eyes, it moved - all by itself. 

Fashioned by Maxine's unseen hand, it twisted itself into a thick 
cord, turned half its length into a loop before turning back on itself, 
weaving together the semblance of a noose, it's symbolism quite 
clear.

He slammed his eyes shut and whimpered as he withdrew back 
onto the bunk and curled himself into a frozen foetal ball on his 
thin mattress. There he would lie, with his face to the wall, sobbing 



the wretched night away, only to rise in the morning to find a 
message scrawled in green crayon on the wall over his bunk: 

REMEMBER ME - MURDERER!! 
He endured two whole months of frozen limbs, mocking voices, 

sleepless nights and hallucinations of nooses and scribbled 
messages, before his wits broke, and Maxine's simple yet very 
effective campaign came to satisfactory end. 

Roger Sutton, Chief Warden in charge of this particular wing, 
slid back the spy hole in Denham's cell door, expecting to see the 
miscreant sleeping peacefully on his bunk. Instead he found the 
small round viewing port obscured by a pair of dirty bare feet 
apparently floating in mid air.

Automatically one of Sutton's hands reached out and slapped 
the panic button on the wall, filling the entire block with the 
undulating screech of the emergency siren, while the other 
scrabbled with the keys on his belt, looking for the appropriate one 
which would let him into the late Lucas Denham's cell. 

Lucas Denham himself, or rather his non-physical form, had 
departed the confines of both his earthly body and the cramped 
room more than hour previously, in the company of a chipper 
young woman in a navy blue trouser suit. 

'Hello Mr Denham,' she said, smiling brightly at the confused 
naked soul before her. 'My name's Maxine and I will be your escort 
for the next stage of your journey.' 

From her backpack she took a tightly folded bundle, shook it 
into a loose rectangular sheet of white cotton and passed it to him. 
'If you would like to put this on please.'

He took it from her in stunned silence, looked at it, and then at 
her, and then turned slowly to look at the body suspended from the 
frame of his upturned bed by a rudimentary noose constructed 
from strips of torn up blanket. 

It dug deeply into the flesh at his throat, marking out the stark 
contrast between the paleness of his flabby body, pasty and bloated 
by years of bad food and lack of sunshine, and his congested, 
purple face with its wide, staring eyes, bulging in their sockets and 
looking right at him. Beneath his blue tinged nose, a mass of 
swollen black tongue protruded between lips the colour of liver.

'Is that me?' he asked, in a hushed whisper.



'Yes, Mr Denham.'
'Am I...dead?' 
'Yes, I'm afraid you are.'
When he had donned the cotton shroud and tied it securely at 

his waist, she led him towards the far end of the cell, to where a 
small cross had been drawn on the wall...in green crayon. 

She stopped in her stride and put her hand on his arm. 
'Oh, by the way, Mr Denham, I almost forgot, an old friend of 

yours told me to say hello. You do remember Norman Clarke don't 
you? The poor sick man you suffocated and killed in his bed a few 
weeks ago? He sends his regards and looks forward to seeing you 
again soon.'

She smiled her most affectedly ingratiating smile, and Lucas 
Denham's already shattered reason abandoned him completely. His 
bladder released its hot wet contents down his leg and he began to 
shake with a terror which defied comprehension.

Maxine, still smiling serenely and with a degree of 
professionalism which would have made any high class air 
stewardess look to her laurels, guided the hapless soul onwards to 
receive his just desserts.

Maxine stood before the magnificent desk of her nemesis, 
receiving a severe ticking off for her extra curricular activities. It 
was no less than she expected, and she took it with stoicism and 
dignity. 

She had not only deliberately defied every moral convention in 
the book regarding the settling of scores by tormenting Lucas 
Denham into killing himself, she had taken them in both hands and 
bent and twisted them until they were no more than dogmatic 
pretzels.

John Smith administered her reprimand from a tight mouth set 
in a mask of stony faced officiousness, yet the sly twinkle in his 
eye left her with the sneaking suspicion that, behind the facade, he 
quietly lauded her sheer brass necked gall. Could it be because he 
perhaps had scores of his own to settle and did not have the 
requisite spherical objects to tend to his own setting of the balance? 

Had he taken some form of vicarious pleasure in her actions? 
Revenge by proxy? She hoped so.



Once the reprisal had been duly issued and apologies offered 
and accepted, he summarily dismissed her, but not until he issued 
his parting shot.

'If you put so much as a dainty slippered toe out of line again, I 
will see to it personally that you suffer banishment to the furthest, 
most inhospitable, most disagreeable environment I can think of 
and remain there until you learn to behave or die of old age. Do I 
make myself perfectly crystal clear, Ms Dunne?'

'Absolutely, Mr Smith, you have my word...' she said, her 
fingers crossed solidly behind her back.

'I've heard that one before,' he muttered.
She could not resist one last jibe. 'Old age...that's going to take a 

while isn't it?'
The fierce scowl creasing his brow like rusty guttering 

prompted her to scuttle from his presence and close the door 
solidly behind her. 

When she had gone, a furtive smile grew on Smith's lips as he 
opened her file to the page on which had been written a full and 
detailed report of her appalling and unacceptable behaviour...and 
tore it out.
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Dark haired like Richard, with Bella's soft green eyes, baby 
Olivia thrived. 

The apple of her parents' eye, and doted on by her uncle Robert, 
she fed well and slept contentedly and reached all her milestones 
ahead of time. 

A happy, healthy child, she maintained a placid and soulful 
temperament as she made sense of the world around her. She only 
cried as a last resort, and once she had learned how, would clap her 
hands with glee and laugh out loud for no apparent reason. Later 
on, she would point a chubby finger at nothing in particular and 
giggle, and the first time she waved her stubby hand in a classic 
bye-bye, Maxine, visible only to the infant's innocent eyes, waved 
back.

In the first months of her niece's life, she visited the child 
whenever she could. She would slip into her nursery at night and 



stand over her crib to watch her sleep and to lay a hand on her 
warm soft head. 

Other times, as the baby lay on a blanket sucking at her toes and 
gurgling contentedly, she would recite nursery rhymes or sing to 
her, and when she tickled or blew raspberries on the child's soft 
round tummy, Olivia would squeal with delight and kick her legs, 
much to the bemused curiosity of her parents.

Occasionally she would just sit quietly by and watch Robert 
play with his niece, and shed a tear over their lost opportunities.

Maxine visited Robert as often as she could, usually as he slept, 
alone still, to lie with him and listen to him breathe and keep him 
company in the night. She would lay bright blue kisses on his lips 
and whisper their secret words in his ear. 

Before she left, she would move something in the flat, her photo 
usually, turning it around to face the wall, or she would draw a 
heart on the bathroom mirror with her finger which would reveal 
itself in the steam from the hot water. Sometimes she would 
rearrange her cosmetics on her dressing table. 

Robert grew used to looking out for and spotting the little 
changes and knew she had been there. 

Her current visit, however, required her to get into his place of 
work. She had had something on her mind for several months, 
something very important which involved him...and Libby. 

When the notion first presented itself to her, she dismissed it out 
of hand, refusing to acknowledge its existence, but it planted itself 
like a seed, and the longer she fed and watered and nurtured it, the 
taller and stronger it grew, until finally it blossomed into the only 
logical conclusion. 

Now, she was here to reap what she had sown.

In the outer office, Libby sat at her desk, headphones clamped 
firmly in her ears as she transcribed dictated notes from a tape, too 
engrossed to notice the cold draught which accompanied Maxine's 
entry behind the water cooler.

Maxine regarded the young woman carefully. They were about 
the same age, height and colouring, and like herself, Libby had 
possession of a kind heart and free-thinking nature. She was also 



bright, intelligent, witty and amusing, and as she and Robert 
already got on well both in and out of the workplace, they would 
be a perfect match.

She eased her way into Robert's office. He was not there. His 
hard hat and hi-vis jacket were missing from their usual home on 
the hook by the door, so more than likely he had gone out on a site 
visit. She would wait. She had the time. She had kept her schedule 
clear especially for today.

After an hour sat in his chair, rearranging his pencils and 
scribbling idly on his blotter, she heard the outer door open, and 
Robert's familiar voice greet Libby and ask for a cup of tea. A few 
moments' chit chat turned into leather soled footsteps and she stood 
by his desk to wait for him. 

He hung up his jacket and hat and dropped down into his chair, 
loosening his tie and opening the top buttons of his shirt.

He finished rolling up his shirt sleeves when Libby came in, a 
mug of hot tea in her hand.

'Rough morning?' she asked.
Robert ran his hands over his face and groaned confirmation.
'What's happened?'
'Nothing that can't be fixed with a complete redraw,' he said.
'Did you manage to get some lunch?'
He snorted. 'Stiff white bread and curly ham sandwiches, no 

mayo, and a plastic cup of cold tea.'
She crinkled her nose and made the appropriate noises of 

sympathy as she set down his mug. 'Get that down you. It'll make 
you feel better.'

'Thanks Lib. You're a lifesaver. Any biscuits?'
'Not until you put some money in the tin.'
With him flopped in the chair, and Libby standing by him, 

leaning over the desk, the ideal opportunity presented itself to 
Maxine, and she took it. 

Before either of them could move she stepped forward. Forcing 
energy into her outstretched hands, she pushed against Libby, 
knocking her off balance and making her stumble directly into 
Robert's lap.

She squealed as she fell, and in a reflex action, his arms 
encircled her and held her protectively, their faces mere inches 
apart. 



'Whoa steady, girl. You okay?'
Libby smiled embarrassedly. 'Fine, yes, I think.'
'What happened?'
She looked at him, bewildered. 'I'm not sure. It's impossible I 

know, but if I didn't know better, I'd say someone pushed me.' 
She made to climb out of his lap, but he held on. 'You can let go 

now,' she said.
He would have acquiesced to her request, if he could, but his 

hands were fast around her, his wrists clamped by unseen shackles, 
a bitter cold leeching into his skin and riding up his arms, raising 
goosebumps and freezing his muscles. He harder he struggled, the 
tighter Maxine's hold became as she poured more energy into her 
hands. 

'I...er...I can't,' he said, apologetically. 'I'm stuck. I can't move 
my hands.'

'Don't be so silly,' said Libby, straining against his hold. 
Maxine gripped with all the strength she could muster. If the 

bond broke now, all her efforts would be in vain.
'I tell you I can't,' Robert protested. 'My arms have seized up. I 

can't move.'
Libby put her hands on Robert's shoulders and grunted as she 

pushed against her unyielding imprisonment. 
'See,' he said. 'I can't move them. I'm really trying, but I can't.'
She pushed again. 'Then try harder.'
'I tell you, I'm stuck. They're frozen. I think it must be some 

kind of muscle spasm.' 
'You'd better not be playing silly buggers with me.'
'I swear I'm not. I really am seized up.'
'So what are you going to do about it?'
'I suppose we'll just have to sit here, like this, until it wears off.'
Their close proximity softened Libby's disposition. 'And how 

long do you think it's going to take.'
Robert smiled wickedly. 'Who knows...it could be a while. I'm 

locked rigid' 
Libby put her arms around his neck. 'Well then we'll just have 

to...' She bent close to his ear and whispered something which 
Maxine did not hear. When Robert laughed out loud, she could 
only imagine it had been something cheeky, and probably a little 
bit saucy.



'You are a wicked woman,' said Robert, his eyes sparkling with 
mischief as he smiled at his tormentor. They fell silent, simply 
gazing into each other's eyes, their desire for each other growing 
with each passing second.

'Oh, come on, wake up and smell the pheromones!' urged 
Maxine. 'My batteries are running low, I can't hold on much 
longer. One of you make the first move for goodness' sake!'

Whether it was her sense of urgency or the sexual tension which 
got through to them, she would never know, but foreheads touched 
together, eye contact maintained, and after a few exploratory 
pecks, they pressed their lips together in a warm and affectionate 
kiss; exactly as she commanded them to.

'About flaming time!' she gasped, releasing her grip on Robert's 
wrists and shaking her icy cold hands to get feeling back into her 
numbed fingertips. She watched the couple as they engaged with 
each other in mutual pleasure, and knew the time had come for her 
to make her momentous declaration. 

'Robert Dunne, my one true beloved. I hereby release you from 
our bond formed in life, and give my true and solemn blessing to 
you falling in love again and living a long and healthy life filled 
with more happiness than any man has a right to.'

She drove as much energy as she could spare into the kiss she 
planted on the top of his head, and he shuddered.

No sooner had Robert's lips touched Libby's than he felt his 
wrists released from their frigid restraint, and even though he was 
now free to push the young woman from his lap, he felt no desire 
to do so. Holding her and kissing her felt like the right thing to do, 
and as he lost himself in the moment, he felt something press 
against the top of his head, filling him with a lightness of being he 
had never experienced before, a sensation so intense it sent a shiver 
running through him and forcing tears into his eyes.

Libby felt the tremor and saw the tears, and held her hands 
against his face.

'Robert, what's wrong?'
'I...I don't...don't know,' he stammered, wiping his eyes. 'I just 

had the most amazing feeling wash through me.'
'What sort of feeling. Are you sick?'



'No...at least I don't think so. Something...something 
inexplicable just welled up in me. I could feel it here...' He touched 
his chest, over his heart. 'And then it flooded through me. It made 
me a bit dizzy for a second.' He shook his head, and coughed out a 
short sharp laugh. 'You're going to think I've gone completely 
crazy, Libby, but...I think Maxine just gave me her blessing.'

'For what?'
It was then he caught sight of the small heart Maxine had 

unconsciously doodled on his blotter and he knew immediately 
what it meant. 'To...live again,' he said.

Taking Libby gently in his arms, he kissed her again, before 
hugging her close, appreciating the warmth and comfort of her 
against him. She ran her fingers through his hair and kissed his 
neck and he sent out his simple silent message to 
Maxine...wherever she might be.

'Thank you, Max. Anima mea, my darling. Always.'

Maxine felt herself weakening. She had nothing in reserve, 
otherwise she would have spared a little energy to arrange the 
pencils on Robert's desk, or change the date on his calendar, 
something small and personal to confirm the communication 
between them, and acknowledge receipt of his message to her. As 
much as she wanted to, she couldn't take the risk; she had to go 
now, or dissolve into nothingness. 

She pressed her lips to her fingers and blew him a kiss, sending 
it on its way on a waft of cool air. 

Pausing by the door for one last lingering look, she passed 
through it to seek out the marker by the water cooler which would 
show her the way back to Evermore. From there she would keep an 
eye, and an ear, on him through the portable viewer and visit him 
whenever she could, but for the most part she knew she would 
have to let him go his own way, without her. 

It was for the best - for both of them...except...

Once Maxine had made her decision to match-make Robert and 
Libby, her over keenness to set her plan into action got the better 
of her and clouded her judgement. She failed to do her homework 
as thoroughly as she might - and it was entirely her fault. 



She looked long and hard into Libby's background, checking 
every detail, before declaring her to be a more than suitable match 
for her widowed husband. But by concentrating all her efforts on 
Libby, she failed to fully appreciate her brother, Maurice. 

If she had taken the trouble to read his file, not only would it 
have led her to understand his need to play the overprotective big 
brother in light of the loss of their sister, it would have revealed a 
very dark side to the man's character; revelations which would 
have sent up a whole plethora of red flags.

She would have learned about the brutal thrashing he had meted 
out to Robert, and how it wasn't the first time he had beaten 
someone up in a fit of jealous temper. She would also have 
discovered he had stolen cash and property from friends and family 
and from his place of work - both before and after he got fired, and 
he had thieved from complete strangers in the street, picking their 
pockets and bags - all in order to feed his burgeoning need for 
marijuana, and his decline into alcoholism through cheap vodka 
and strong beer. 

Deprived of this knowledge, she had no way to realise Maurice, 
through particulars gleaned from Libby, had already come to view 
Robert as a vulnerable target - a relatively wealthy man, recently 
widowed, living alone with plenty of material goods for the taking 
- easy pickings indeed. 

It was just a case of which would come to him first - 
desperation or opportunity.

36

The phone's insistent, persistent ringing dragged Maxine out of 
her slumber.

'Maxine Dunne,' she said sleepily.
'Maxine, it's Simon.'
'It's late, Simon. I've had a tough day. What do you want?'
'You should get over to Receiving, right now.'
'Why?'
'Robert's here.'
'What!' Maxine sat bolt upright in bed, throwing off the duvet. 

'What did you just say?'



'I'm telling you, Robert is here. He arrived a few minutes ago. 
You should get over here right now!'

'I'm on my way.' She rammed the telephone onto its cradle and 
hunted on the floor for her cast off clothes and shoes. 

In the dark of the small hours of the morning, the streets were 
all but deserted, enabling her to run full pelt and unhindered all the 
way to the glowing beacon of the Waiting Room. 

She took the marble steps at the entrance two at a time, did not 
pause at the Reception desk, but kept on running until she reached 
Receiving. There she seized hold of the first person she met, a man 
whose nameplate identified him as James. 

'Robert...Dunne,' she gasped, breathless after her sprint. 
'Where's...Robert?'

'Can I ask who you are first?'
'I'm his...his wife, Maxine,' she puffed.
He looked at the clipboard in his hand. 'Yes, he's here,' he said, 

unfazed by her panting, flushed appearance. 'He arrived about half 
an hour ago.'

'I was supposed...to be here. I was assigned as...as his Receiver; 
why wasn't I called?' She rested her hands on her knees, bent 
double as she tried to catch her breath. 'Never mind. It doesn't 
matter, I'm here now. Where...where is he? Take me to him.' 

James's stiff professionalism did not slip for a moment. 'I'll just 
check his status. If you will wait here please.' 

He passed through a set of heavy swing doors, only to reappear 
moments later.

'If you'll come with me, Maxine,' he said, holding open the door 
for her. 

He led the way down a corridor lined with doors, one so long 
the far end of it went out of focus, and she had an immediate 
flashback to the perpetual passageways and the infinite number of 
doors in her Hellish vision. With a vicious shake of her head, it 
dispelled and she limped on behind him, her hand clutching at her 
side.

'You alright?' asked James.
'I'm fine. I just...I'm fine. I've got a stitch from running.'
'He's in here.' James opened one of the doors, a marker on its 

blank surface declaring the room to be 'engaged'. 



She stepped through and allowed the door to fall closed behind 
her and crossed to the bed on which her beloved lay, pale and inert.

'Oh, Robert, my sweet love,' she whispered. 'Is it really you?'
A movement behind her made her aware of another presence in 

the room; a tall man with close cropped white hair and wearing a 
pale purple pant suit. He introduced himself as Samuel.

'Why didn't you call me?' she demanded in hushed tones so as 
not to disturb the sleeper. 'I was supposed to be here for him. I was 
assigned. Why are you here instead of me?'

'I don't know,' Samuel said, maintaining the calmness of a 
millpond at the point of her ire. 'Probably because his arrival was 
somewhat unscheduled. You couldn't be located and I was 
available.'

'Don't give me that claptrap. Nothing is unscheduled here. I was 
in bed, sleeping. There's a phone. It's not rocket science.' She bent 
over Robert again. 'What happened to him? Why is he here?'

'I have a full report on the whys and wherefores,' offered 
Samuel. 'If you are interested.'

'Of course I'm interested you daft bugger. Tell me everything 
and don't skimp on the particulars.' 

He consulted the folder in his hand, flicked over a couple of 
pages, pursed his lips and hummed. 

'Oh dear,' he said. 'It appears your husband may have been 
partly to blame in orchestrating his demise. A foolish move 
indeed.'

'What? What do you mean? Give me that!' She snatched the 
folder from him. 'Robert never did a foolish thing in his life.'

'That's not what it says there.'
'Where, I can't see,' she complained, studying the closely written 

account, but too harassed to make out the fine points.
Samuel tapped the relevant section with a long, slender finger. 

'It's all there. I'll leave you to it.'
Without another word, he turned his back on her and left.
She made herself comfortable on the edge of Robert's bed, and 

set to reading.

Robert had lived in the flat long enough to know every normal 
sound it should make, the hum of the fridge, the gurgle of the 
radiator, the squeak of the floorboard in the hall, even when asleep, 



and so when the side of his brain keeping vigil picked up an out of 
the ordinary noise, it snapped him instantly awake. He threw back 
the covers and leapt from his bed.

Instead of doing the sensible thing and getting out of the flat to 
call the police from a place of safety, he instead went in search of 
the source of the sound. 

He found nothing and no-one besides himself in the bedroom, 
nor, as far as he could tell, in the adjoining bathroom, and so he 
padded in his bare feet down the hallway to the kitchen. This too 
stood in darkness. Only one room now remained; the living room, 
from which another small sound now emanated.

Without a thought for what he might find, he thrust his hand 
around the open door and slapped it against the wall switch, 
flooding the room with light.

The intruder whirled from his business of rooting through the 
contents of the sideboard drawer and startled, dropped the leather 
box containing Maxine's silver coffee spoons. He blinked at 
Robert.

'What the fucking hell do you think you're doing?' Robert yelled 
at him. He glanced at the floor by the miscreant's feet, at the spilled 
spoons. 'Get your filthy hands off my wife's stuff you thieving 
bastard!'

The discovered thief's sharp rat like eyes darted fitfully as he 
sought an escape, and seeing none, thrust his hand in his pocket, 
withdrawing a small, silver coloured pistol. He held it at arm's 
length and it wobbled in time to his hand's unstable tremor.

'Get out of my way if you know what's good for ya',' he gasped, 
breathing hard in his desperation. 

Robert's hands immediately flew up before him, palms out. 
'Whoa! There's no need for trouble. Stay calm, buddy.'

The two men eyed each other as they took the measure of the 
situation. Robert, empty handed, barefooted and in his pyjamas 
presented no threat. The thief, armed, cornered and scared witless, 
potentially lethal.

Robert's brain went into overdrive, fear sharpening his wits as 
he weighed the other man up, and his eyes narrowed with 
recognition. 

'I know you,' he said, and took a step forward. 



The intruder retreated until he came up hard against the 
sideboard. 

'No you don't.'
'Yes I do. You're Libby's brother. You're the one who punched 

me in the face. You're Maurice...I'd know those shoes anywhere.'
Maurice swallowed audibly as he slithered along the sideboard, 

the pistol held in a hand quivering in panic.
'You're dreaming,' Maurice said, his finger tightening on the 

trigger. 'Now let me have the stuff, and I'll be on my way.'
'Over my dead body,' said Robert, taking another step forward 

and closing the gap to no more than six feet. 'You're not going 
anywhere you miserable toe rag...' 

The pistol fired twice, giving off two sharp pops in rapid 
succession, followed by the faint sulphurous smell of burnt 
powder.

One bullet entered Robert's chest, puncturing his right lung and 
filling it with blood. The second tore into his upper abdomen, 
splitting his hepatic artery as it passed through his liver, before 
tearing a chunk out of his aorta, turning on the unstoppable tap of 
internal bleeding.

Stunned, he put his hand to his chest, initially feeling nothing 
but the sensation of having been punched by an iron clad fist, until 
he became aware of spreading, wet warmth. He looked at his hand, 
coated with a slick, bright red liquid. It took him a moment to 
realised he was looking at his own blood, and then his knees failed 
him and he sagged to the ground. 

When his face hit the carpet, his eyes could see only Maurice's 
bright white trainers coming towards him, before they stepped over 
him and out of his sight. Seconds later he heard the front door 
slam. He was alone and seriously wounded, and his fate now lay in 
his own hands. Every synapse in his brain fired at once.

Must get help. Get to the phone, get to the phone. Which is 
nearest - my mobile? In the bedroom in my jeans pocket - too far, 
won't make it. The extension - also in the bedroom...bugger. Okay, 
the main phone - in the kitchen...nearer. Go!

Every shred of effort he could marshal he willed into in his 
rapidly weakening limbs and began to crawl towards the door. He 
managed no more than a couple of yards before his arms turned to 



water and his strength left him. He sank once more onto the carpet, 
quaking and cold.

The increased activity caused blood to flood more rapidly into 
his pierced lung and the air passing through it made his breathing 
noisy, akin to blowing bubbles through a straw into a glass of milk. 
His respirations became nothing more than shallow gulps and his 
chest heaved as each intake became more laboured, more painful, 
less effective.

Now the initial numbing shock welcomed a new companion - 
pain; an extreme, burning pain, in his chest and in his stomach. 

His efforts to move, to save himself, only exacerbated the 
internal damage and the bleeding became more profuse. Within a 
few moments, it would become catastrophic and nothing short of a 
miracle could stop it. 

Death was close, he could already feel its cold, clammy hand on 
his bare shoulder. 

His single desperate cry for help came out as no more than a 
blood spattered gasp of air and did not reach the doorway, let alone 
a neighbour. He hoped the sound of the shots would have alerted 
someone, but then again, these flats had excellent sound insulation. 
He knew this because when he mentioned Maxine's piano to the 
woman next door, she didn't even realise they had one.

Play for me Maxine!
He could taste blood in his mouth, bitter and metallic and 

coughed out a fine red spray onto the rug, expelling his final, 
conscious breath and with it, one last word: 

'Maxine!'
She was the last sight in his eyes, before they rolled into his 

head and closed on the world, his dearest love looking down on 
him from her silver frame on the piano, beckoning him with her 
smile. 

The last of his lifeblood left him, ebbing away into the threads 
of the carpet to create its own unique pattern and as it did, his 
heart, having nothing to work with, slowed and stopped. With their 
oxygen supply cut off, the cells of his brain suffocated, shrivelled 
and died, rendering his senses inoperable, and he felt neither fear 
nor pain, just an all encompassing peace.



Moments after the last beat of his heart, his physical vessel 
released him to the welcoming handshake of a man he had never 
seen before. 

Another intruder in his flat? Two in one night? What were the 
odds?

This intruder however introduced himself with a lopsided grin 
and a cheerful; 'G'day mate, my name's Barry. How're ya doin'?'

'Okay...thanks,' Robert said, thoroughly confounded. 'What's 
going on? What's just happened?'

'You had a bit of an accident, mate, but you're gonna be dinkum 
from now on. I've got some clobber for ya.' He handed Robert his 
cotton mantle. 'Not exactly Calvin Klein I'm afraid, but it's the best 
we have in stock at the mo'.' He laughed. 'Ya don' wanna be 
showin' off yer bare arse to all and sundry, do ya? 

Robert took the utilitarian garment. 'No, I suppose not.' 
He put on the cloth, hiding his awful injuries. He then looked 

down at his pale lifeless body spread out on the floor, and the 
unsightly red stain on the carpet.

'With the best will in the world, that is not going to come out,' 
he observed wryly. 'Maxine's going to be so pissed.'

Barry assessed damage for himself. 'Nope, it's buggered,' he 
said. 'But that's not your problem now, mate. Come one, we've got 
places to go and things to do, starting with getting you fixed up.'

'Where are we going?'
'Home,' he said, and with a guiding hand to Robert's shoulder, 

led him out of the living room and into the hallway.
'What about the...body,' asked Robert, looking back. 'Shouldn't 

we do something about it...tell someone?'
'No worries. Someone'll be along to take care of it soon enough. 

We have bigger fish to fry at the moment. Now where the hell did I 
put it.' Barry's eyes scoured the carpet under the coat rack, seeking 
out and finally finding what looked like a button. 'Gotcha!' He 
picked it up and put it in his pocket.

'Right ho, off we go,' he said, and with Robert in tow, he 
stepped unhesitatingly into the wall.

Maxine closed the file and placed it on the bed. She didn't need 
to read any more. She knew what had happened from thereon in. 
Barry brought Robert through the portal to the Receiving rooms 



where someone had given him what she had come to know as the 
'magic touch' which would wipe away the memory of his death and 
transference and leave him to rest and to heal.

She stroked his hair and kissed his forehead. 'My poor darling; I 
hope you weren't in much pain.'

'It was very quick,' said a voice behind her. 'I doubt he suffered 
much, especially when the shock set in. It has a way of dulling pain 
quite effectively.'

Samuel had re-entered the room unnoticed. He handed her a 
paper cup containing strong hot coffee.

'Thank you,' she said, taking it carefully. 'And I'm sorry I called 
you a daft bugger. I didn't mean it. I get stroppy when I'm upset. I 
was shocked and angry and I just mouthed off. You were right, it 
was partly his fault, but you have looked after him splendidly. I 
can't thank you enough.'

He nodded solemnly, accepting her apology. 'You're welcome,' 
he said, and picked up the file. 'He's all yours from now on. Take 
good care of him.'

'I will.'
When he left her for a second time, she took her turn to sit in the 

rocking chair and as Mo had done for her, keep vigil over her 
beloved as he slept.

All too soon, even the few yards of violet scented air between 
them became too much for her to bear. They had been separated 
for nearly two years. She had a lot of time to make up. From now 
on, at every possible opportunity, she would touch him and hold 
him and kiss him; she would hear him breathe and laugh. She 
would enjoy his solidity and feel his warmth, now as real as her 
own. 

Everything she needed lay right here in this bed, and the other 
men who had figured large in her recent life, the eccentric Simon, 
Gerry with the patience of a saint, lonely bureaucrat Des and the 
high and mighty John Smith, were immediately relegated to the 
next division. They would remain dear to her, of course, and she 
would not abandon them completely. In due course she would 
introduce Robert to them and she hoped they would all be friends 
together, but right now she had no need of them, she had Robert, 
and already an hour of the precious time with him had been 
wasted.



She sat with him and stretched out her hand to touch his hair. It 
still had the rebellious waviness he always hated, and the brown 
carried a little more grey than he deserved, but her tentative touch 
registered its familiarity - soft and silky and so sensuous, its feel all 
the confirmation she needed; her time of heart wrenching longing 
had finally come to an end.

She brushed his hair back from his face and he stirred and 
inhaled deeply. She stroked his cheek, pausing at his lips, their 
indigo blueness now all but gone.

His skin no longer had its sickly mottled cast brought about by 
traumatic blood loss, already taking on a healthier hue. He lay 
quite still, pale and quiet, the only sign of revitalisation being the 
subtle rise and fall of his chest as he breathed with a peaceful, 
steady rhythm.

The crisp, white rectangle of linen draped across his hips to 
preserve his dignity in nakedness, did nothing to hide the round red 
mark visible beneath the hair on the right side of his chest. Further 
down, the still tight, flatness of his stomach carried its twin. 

Not too long ago, they been angry scarlet holes edged with 
black; livid punctures scorched at the edges and ghastly to behold 
in skin blanched to marble whiteness. Already they were half 
healed. Within a day, the torn flesh would reform fully and the 
lividity fade to a soft rosy pink. A while longer and they would be 
hardly noticeable save for the slightest silvering of the skin.

He stirred and moaned softly, as he often did when about to 
wake from a deep sleep, and she laid a reassuring hand on his arm. 
He quieted once more and behind their closed lids, his eyes 
flickered as if he were dreaming. 

More than anything she wanted to see his eyes, to look deep 
into their rich mahogany brown flecked with gold, and see in them 
again a miniature of herself reflected there. If she could see them, 
just once, then she would know for certain he was truly real. 

She ran a finger lightly over his chest and goosebumps erupted 
on his skin, and although the room was comfortably warm, he 
shivered. 

She knew where things were kept, and from the closet took a 
fine woollen blanket and laid it across him, covering him from 
throat to toes. She put her fingers through his hair once more 
before leaning close enough to feel his breath on her cheek and 



kissed his slightly parted lips. Into his ear she whispered the words 
she knew above all would comfort him and guide him to her. 

'Anima mea, my love.'
He moved toward the words, licking his lips as if thirsty and 

swallowing to clear his throat. Eventually his eyes opened, and 
encountering nothing but the same empty blackness Maxine 
experienced her first time, they drooped closed again. 

'What time is it?' he mumbled.
She smiled. Sweet baby. He thought he was at home in bed. She 

put her lips close to his ear.
'It's morning, darling. Time to get up.'
'Ten more minutes. It's Saturday. No work today.'
Unable to resist the temptation of their availability, she planted 

a full kiss on his newly re-warmed lips. He made a deep rumble in 
his throat as he returned the kiss, although not fully aware of doing 
so.

'Hmmmm,' he sighed appreciatively and dozed off again. 
Reason reached him before he slipped too far, jolting him upright 
in full wakefulness with his eyes wide open. When he realised he 
still could not see, his hands flew to his face. 

'Oh Christ, I'm blind,' he cried. 'Oh, God, oh, Christ...'
Maxine, who had already anticipated this all too familiar 

reaction, pressed a cool calming kiss to the hands. 
'Shh, it's okay, Robert. You're fine. You can still see. There's 

nothing wrong with you. It's just dark. Everything's okay. Take a 
few deep breaths and try again, slowly.'

He took in several breaths of the mildly sedative perfumed air, 
and behind his hands he carefully parted his eyelids and blinked. 
Slowly he parted his fingers and peeped through.

'What can you see,' she said.
He swallowed dryly. 'Light and shadows...nothing more.'
'That's good,' she said, comfortingly. 'Easy now. Let it come.'
He lowered his hands into the folds of the blanket in his lap and 

focused his vision on them. When it acclimatised and he could 
count all his fingers and make out the hairs on the backs of his 
hands in sharp focus, he risked raising his eyes to see who had 
spoken to him with such encouraging kindness.

The woman sitting on the bed looked at him with Maxine's pale 
grey eyes; she smiled at him with Maxine's sweetly loving smile, 



curving Maxine's mouth under Maxine's lightly freckled nose. She 
even smelled like Maxine. 

'Hello Robert,' she said, with Maxine's voice.
His befuddled brain reeled, trying desperately to make sense of 

the impossible information his eyes and ears were relaying to it, 
and when it simply refused to order itself to his understanding, it 
merely blanked it out.

'Do I...do I know you?' he queried, eyeing her with naive 
curiosity.

She kissed his hands. 'Yes you do, Robert. Indeed you do.'
She watched his eyes, wide and glazed with confusion, as they 

flitted around the room, looking for the smallest recognisable 
object, and seeing none, come back to her, filled with fear and 
uncertainty. She could well imagine the thoughts coursing through 
his mind and, coming across the gaps in his memory, ordering up 
the flurry of questions he needed to ask in order to fill them. She 
clasped his hands in hers and waited in patient silence for him to 
regain some sense of mental stability. 

All at once the glassiness in his eyes cleared as recognition 
flowed into them, and her name fell from his slackened mouth in 
no more than a breathy whisper.

'Maxine?'
She smiled gently. 'Hi sweetie.'
He raised her hands to his lips and kissed them fiercely. 'My 

Maxine, my darling Maxie, you're alive! You're okay.'
'Yes, I'm okay... '
'I knew it all had to be a dream - a horrible, horrible waking 

nightmare, and it just went on and on! I thought I'd never wake 
from it. And now it's over, I'm awake and you're here!'

He snatched her to him, his arms wrapped around her, holding 
onto her with such ferocity it threatened to grind her bones. He 
kissed her eyes, her cheek, her mouth, testing her solidness, her 
reality, her very existence. 

'Oh Maxie, it felt so real, I thought you were really gone from 
me.'

She broke his hold and placed her cool palms against his excited 
face, stemming his ebullience. 

'I have been gone, but I wasn't far away. I've been here all along 
and I've been waiting for you.'



He frowned at her. 'I don't understand. Where's here?' His eyes 
once more darted around the room. 'This isn't my bedroom. This 
isn't my bed. Where am I? What..?'

She put a finger to his lips. 'It's going to be very hard to explain 
and a lot for you to take in all at once, my love, but there's no need 
to rush, we have lots of time. In fact, we have an eternity.'

She kissed his baffled face. 'Welcome home, darling. Welcome 
home.'

The End
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