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One

 


Jonathan Payne woke with a
crick in the back of his neck. He was lying, as was his wont, in
the foetal position in what felt like his bed and what would look
like his bedroom when he finally got around to opening his eyes. He
might’ve listened to the early morning birds twittering outside,
only there didn’t appear to be any. Not being much of a bird
lover—at least not the feathered variety—this didn’t trouble him
overly much. As he started to come to he found himself becoming
aware of music, no instruments, no lyrics, simply voices in the
distance. Where might they be coming from? No, it didn’t
matter.

Nothing much mattered really. Not
now. Two days earlier it might have, perhaps, but that was before,
before the personification of Truth had waltzed through his front
door and his life decided to take a nose-dive down the lavvy-pan,
before he’d learned that there was life on other planets, that fish
have a spiritual side, that he’d managed to get his one true love’s
name wrong, that there was a God, that his postman was a latent
gay, that the little old lady who worked in the Indian carry-out
had four nipples and that his sister was just about the world’s
worst undiscovered actress. It had been an eventful couple of days.
But on the whole he was handling things well, somewhat well. Well,
as well as could be expected under the circumstances. Well, he
wasn’t actually handling anything. There was no hands-on contact as
such. That was not his way. Things were on hold—he’d get round to
them in time. There was always time. Far more than he had
imagined.

Beds are places of great
security, safety zones where monsters, real and imagined, are
disallowed entry. They are places of respite from the game. And
today, Jonathan didn’t feel like playing. Not with
anything.

Jonathan was not a morning
kind of fellow. Afternoons had nothing spectacular going for them
it’s true, but mornings really sucked. And this particular morning
was destined to be the acid pip at the bottom of the packet. A
blind man a hundred paces off and facing in the opposite direction
could’ve told him that. Jonathan wasn’t thinking much about any of
that. When he found himself wrapped up in his warm bed, he reverted
to an infant who just lived for the moment. There was no
tomorrow. The concept was totally alien. He only knew the now and
just now Jonathan felt sore. He ached. His neck hurt. Based on his
own peculiar brand of existentialism—I’m in pain therefore I am—he
determined that he still existed, a fact to which he attached no
enthusiasm, just a reluctant acknowledgement. He unwound by a
procedure which he was fairly sure would not have been recommended
in the user’s instructions for his model; his bones creaked
unsympathetically and something in his neck gave an audible crack
but at least it felt a little better after it had. He felt hungry,
but before dealing with that, a detour to the bathroom was in
order. He somehow manoeuvred himself into a sitting position and
struggled into his old dressing gown. He looked like a cuddly
Buddha. A dishevelled, unwashed, unshaved, unkempt and moustachioed
one at that. As per usual it took longer than it should have for
his brain to communicate its desires to his bladder and for longer
than he cared to think about it he stood there limply watching his
reflection in the still, calm waters of the toilet bowl.

Why was making water such a
chore these days? He remembered the urinogenital prowess of his
tender years competing with other boys to see who could pee the
highest up a wall. Or over it in the case of Simon Spinks. He
remembered the steam of the boys’ latrine in winter and that rich
acidic odour that somehow failed to offend their unrefined nostrils
even if it did, on occasion, catch in their throats. He remembered
someone peeing into a milk bottle in the street for a dare and then
leaving it sitting there in the middle of the pavement. Life’s like
peeing—once you’ve started you’ve got to keep going till you’re
done. He remembered his sister interrupting him in mid flow behind
the garden shed and his mother making him wash out his trousers
himself. Oh the shame of it! Mary had wanted to know why she didn’t
have “an aiming tube” too—such an appropriate euphemism, he’d
always thought—but their mother had circumvented the issue with her
usual consummate skill and the matter never raised its ugly head
again. If only his sister had realised how poor the original design
had been and that men did not refer to their genitalia as if they
had minds of their own for no good reason. Why was it when he
pointed the blasted thing in one direction the stream, if he was
lucky enough to have only one to contend with, went some
other—invariably on the carpet? It was for this reason he avoided
giving in to the call of nature—unless it was virtually screaming
in his ear—if he was outdoors. And he would always seek out a
cubicle, if at all possible, even if he only needed a Number One.
He couldn’t think when the last time was he had used public
facilities, let alone relieved himself out in the open. (Now what
was so criminal about that? It was the most natural thing in the
world.) It had been a while back for sure, a good long while. For a
moment or two he tried to think but it wasn’t happening. Thankfully
something else was. And about time too.

He thought too much. Anyone
else would never think to think about things like this. But he
wasn’t anyone else, a fact he regretted at some point most days.
Other people just did things and accepted the consequences in a
bland Newtonian sort of way. If they were good consequences then
all the better. He had to peel away at things, paring away the
superficial answers to get to the kernel of meaning at the centre
only to toss it away like any other pip. Something made him dig.
Something else made him reject what he found. Somewhere in all of
this mulling over life he found he had finished peeing and so
tucked himself away and turned to face the washbasin. He was on
autopilot. The shaving mirror reflected as best it could through a
thin layer of dust, dander and stray hairs. He saw the face but he
didn’t recognise what he saw. Oh, it was him well enough but, for
all the time he had lived with these features he’d still not become
comfortable with them. At best you might say he’d become resigned
to his looks but he always thought he should look different. For an
instant his reflection flickered and he would’ve sworn blind he
caught a glimpse of John Wayne. Nah, couldn’t have been. He washed,
shaved and watched the soapy water spiral away down the plughole,
an event that always gave him a suspicion of pleasure.

His bladder empty, his face
clean and substantially free of stubble, he found his way into the
kitchen. His ear was itchy and he tried scratching it but, having
been blessed with fingers the shape of pork sausages, he was having
little joy. The wrong end of a teaspoon provided the needed relief.
His mother had told him never to put anything smaller than his
elbow into his ear but she wasn’t there so what did he care? Then
why did he even think of it? The percolator had been filled and was
bubbling away cheerfully but he was alone. The kitchen was so
spic-and-span you’d think it was an exhibit in some futuristic
museum: the average home of your average home owner at the end of
your average, common-or-garden variety twentieth century. No one
was in the living room or in the spare bedroom. A weird sense of
artificiality was hanging over him but he hadn’t quite worked out
that was what he was feeling. Truth, it has to be said, was a
larger than life individual and it would be impossible to miss him.
For all that, he didn’t imagine the Truth he’d managed to get to
know to be the kind of being much taken with lurking in linen
cupboards preparing to pounce out on unsuspecting booksellers, so
he assumed the being had left him to his own devices and gone off
to turn some other poor wretch’s life on its head. So why did he
feel a sense of loss? It wasn’t as if he’d just given up a baby or
anything. He poured himself a coffee and a man-sized bowl of corn
flakes. After second thoughts though he tipped the half back in the
packet. He felt brighter than usual, though still not that
bright.

The dry flakes lay in their
bowl awaiting their lacteal baptism; a quiet quasi-religious
ritual. Lacking a more formal conviction, his spiritual needs were
often filled by moments like this, if not entirely
satisfied.

His sixth spoonful was
slipping down his throat and, while he was trying to ensure that
his seventh contained the correct number of flakes in direct
proportion to the milk on his spoon, it was then that he spotted
the note. On the side of the fridge, fixed at an awkward angle by a
“Home Sweet Home” magnet he didn’t recall owning, was a note,
neatly folded, with his name in beautiful italics slap bang in the
middle of it. Suddenly he found himself in a ghetto of
indecision.

He ate his seventh
spoonful, managing to chew it the compulsory umpteen times, and
then an eighth and, as the law of diminishing returns was being
strictly applied here, the ninth was an achievement, but the mere
thought of a tenth—even though ten is a round number and symbolic
of completeness—was too much. He heaved himself to his feet and
fetched the note. Something told him to sit down before he read
it.

“My Dear Jonathan,” the
note began—even his writing was infuriatingly perky. It was from
Truth. Who else? He could almost hear the fake Jewish accent: it
sounded like Fagin. “I trust you are well and hope you are seated.
If not then you should be.” This did not bode well. Nothing to do
with Truth did as far as Jonathan’s experiences went, limited
though they were. “This may come as a great surprise to you,” the
note continued, “but when you went to bed last night you died. Not
indigestion, I’m afraid. Well, actually, indigestion too. Yes, I
know it’s a bit of an anticlimax but so’s sex during the four
minute warning.” Jonathan put the note down. The ‘death’ bit didn’t
register at first; he didn’t feel especially dead, but what the
heck, if this was the worst it got then he could cope. After
another coffee, anyway. What choice did he have? So he left the
note, refilled his cup, supped the half nearly scalding the back of
his throat, then read the rest of the note. He felt remarkably
numb. Perhaps he was in shock.

No, shock must feel worse
than this. It must. Mustn’t it?

“My apologies for not being
there to welcome you to the afterlife but I will catch you later. I
know you, you old Stoic, it takes more than a terminal identity
crisis to faze you. Anyway, you’ll have to make this transition on
your own. It makes puberty a dawdle I can tell you. See you when
your wings are dry. Truth.”

The coffee warmed him like
a smug memory. So, he was dead. Life was not that hot anyway. But
what now? Oh, well, he thought, every day’s an adventure waiting to
happen, but it wasn’t a very convincing thought. And he had never
been one for adventures. God, I sound like Bilbo Baggins! He
scratched his groin in a thoroughly undignified and unhobbitlike
fashion. Itchy groins and cricks in necks? Now this wasn’t really
what he expected Heaven to be like. If it was Heaven. Now that was
a thought: it could just as well be Hell. Or Limbo. Wherever it
was, his hosts had taken pains to make it homely: a raindrop on a
hot stone at least. He got dressed. He didn’t feel too comfortable
wherever he was without his trousers on. Or clean underpants come
to think of it. It seemed the right and proper thing to do in any
case.

So what did he think about
death? Nothing very much. It was one of those things that had
always been there. Like China or pi or the ultimate chat up
line. It was something to do with other people. Other people died.
He’d been to their funerals. When he was eight he’d learned that
the white bits that came off him in the bath were actually flakes
of dead him. Being a peculiarly morbid child—he’d wanted to visit a
crematorium for his next birthday rather than the zoo—at that age
the idea that he might be dying from the inside out fascinated him.
“In the midst of life we are in death” and all that. There seemed a
certain poetry to the whole concept which he couldn’t quite frame
in his imagination. But, like some sort of dark sunset, the beauty
of it appealed to him.

Of course, to his mother,
being a religious woman, death’s place in the grand scheme of
things was also a subject of a macabre fascination. In particular
the idea that being dead was not really being dead, it was a
passing on to some other state of existence, a better one—with
harps; she liked harps. Jonathan asked her if there was a heaven
for dandruff but was told not to ask such stupid
questions.

At a very early age he had
also taken note of the fact that the awareness of death, of the
unknown, was something that had a marked effect on certain people.
In the main, though, he witnessed lives devoted to self-indulgence
and wringing the most out of the moment, because, “Tomorrow they
were all going to die,” he supposed. Well now he jolly well had.
And so far death made about as much sense as his entire life had.
It was simply a thing to be got through because it couldn’t be got
round.

He selected a favourite
dark grey number, a secure suit, sombre, smart in its day but past
its best. Still, it fitted him well, if he didn’t fasten the
jacket, and he felt comfortable in it. He was not prone to
fastening jackets in any case so the restriction was lost on him.
Nothing great, nothing monumental had ever happened in it, so it
was overdue.

Now what?

The kitchen clock said it
was half-eight. He should be setting off for work. Now that was a
thing. He was dead—he didn’t have to work any more—so he washed up
the breakfast dishes, dried them, put them by, folded the
dish-towel over the radiator like his mother used to, all of which
exhausted seven minutes from start to finish. There was no point
waiting on Truth turning up. Who was to say when he might fit
Jonathan into his busy itinerary? No, he would go and see if his
book shop was still there, wherever it was he was.

As he opened the front door
the music he had heard earlier caught his attention again. He had
assumed it was Mrs Hadley’s radio and hadn’t given it a second
thought, but on stepping out onto the landing he realised it
wasn’t. It was cold out, but not a fresh Autumnal cold. It felt
like a coal cellar. No, even that wasn’t it. He didn’t have the
words for it, but it wasn’t right. At the side of the door, in its
little crate, was his milk. Now that was a surprise. He wondered
who the milkman was. Benny Hill crossed his mind but he wasn’t
amused by the thought. Anyway he left the bottle—it wouldn’t turn
in this temperature—and headed off down the steps into the yard. He
surprised himself by the details he found himself noticing, the
worn steps, the chipped paint on the rail and the loose bricks on
the top of the wall. And here he had never considered himself one
for the minutiae of life. That word again.

He took the same route he
always had, being a creature of crippling habit, down the same
streets, past the same tedious rows of houses and shops. A dim sun
hung in the sky, just a bit out of focus, a smudge of light. Light
travels at 186,000 miles per second which, for some reason, he knew
was 300,000 kilometres per second; he wondered why. He also
wondered why, if light travelled so goddamned fast it didn’t blow
the back of your head out when it hit your retina unless the 96
million mile trek from the sun had worn it out. Maybe that was it.
What business was it of his in any case? Dead or not he was still
glad it didn’t. Where did he get half these thoughts from? There
was no one about, no wildlife, not even the sound of traffic in the
distance—just that eerie music which he was starting to tire of a
little. He had never been a great lover of boy sopranos and it
seemed like this choir was made up of them. The lower registers
were very poorly supported anyway. Ah, well, one man’s
meat….

He didn’t feel right
though. He didn’t feel as if he belonged. True, he hadn’t felt that
when he was alive but this was a different kind of not belonging, a
kind of feeling that suggested he would never belong here. Jonathan
was like someone Kafka might have dreamed up on a cold night in
Prague while coughing up his guts in his sick-bed: a character
perpetually at odds, if not completely estranged, from the humdrum
elements of his own existence. Predictably Jonathan wasn’t fond of
Kafka’s work. There wasn’t enough plot for his tastes and never
enough characters. Or maybe the whole ambience of his work just
came too close to home for comfort.

He may not have given Kafka
the time of day but that didn’t mean he didn’t have a love of
books. It was one of the few things you could say that he did love
with any degree of certainty but you certainly couldn’t say he
loved all books. Books were like women, some had wonderful covers
with nothing inside, others had their dust jackets hanging off in
shreds yet held such riches; there were thick tomes, slim volumes,
hardbacks, paperbacks, first editions. He gave way to the unique
pleasure of holding each one in his hands but only special ones
were actually read; the rest were for looking at. And there was
nothing like a well stacked bookcase. Apart from a well stacked
woman.

The shop was where he’d
left it. His key still fitted and the bell still worked. As did the
gas fire and the kettle. The fusty smell was strangely reassuring
too, comforting. So, without actually thinking about it, he flipped
round the sign to show that his establishment was open for
business, put on the kettle, hung up his jacket and, being a fully
paid up member of the why-stand-when-you-can-sit? school of
thought, took his seat in the back shop. There was no furniture
more charming than books. This was a safe haven. One of his parcels
lay beside the door. He’d not noticed it when he’d opened up and it
had been pushed up against a pile of horror books. Oh panic, panic!
He hurried over to get it. He couldn’t stand the idea that any of
his magazines might’ve been creased. He hated creases, in books
especially. This is why he’d begun stocking bookmarks. It was the
only item he’d ever consented to sell that wasn’t second-hand—the
kind with pithy sayings usually by Anon. This was his little effort
at changing the reading habits of those Philistines who turned down
the corners of pages—especially the dirty bits. Fortunately the
packet seemed undamaged. He chose not to open it and slipped it
into the desk drawer. It didn’t seem appropriate—looking at dirty
pictures—not until he found out just where he was exactly. And that
reticence bothered him. When he was alive it was safe not to
believe in God and stuff. Now, he’d probably have to face Him and
answer for his sins—all fifty-seven varieties. He bet that was
where Truth was right then—handing in his project report and
looking for a gold star for it. He was wrong. Oh boy was he wrong.
Truth, as bright as a button, was in the process of tripping down
Pinter Street at that very moment whistling along to the heavenly
music but a semi-tone off key. What did he care?

Jonathan had about four
minutes more peace left to enjoy if only he knew it.

 


 


Two

 


In those four minutes
Jonathan did very little. He filled the whole lot with thought, but
not a very high quality thought, certainly not the sort of thought
that looks good on paper so there’s not much point going into
details here. Basically he was bored. He had never aspired to
anything nor had he amounted to anything. He had hoped that his
life would stay simple and uninvolved until he passed away and,
apart from two days right at the finish, that is what had happened.
His plans had ended there. He didn’t think he’d been short-sighted
in this regard and it irritated him no end to find out there was
more to come. He hated books like that, that started life as a
novel which sprouted a sequel which turned into a trilogy and ended
up as a saga. For all that, the idea of death as a sequel to life
made sense to him. It was this thought that was distilling quietly
in his head when the door to the shop opened and in came Truth. No,
that’s not right: Truth didn’t exactly come in, he made an
entrance. Jonathan sighed. This was a Kodak moment if ever there
was one.

“Now how did ah, ah say, ah
say boy, just how did ah know that ah’d find you here?” The Foghorn
Leghorn was one of his favourites and he was particularly good at
it. He had the kind of face that would get a jam butty at any
door.

“Do I really have to answer
that?”

“Sarky.” He leaned against
the nearest shelf, stuffed his hand in his trouser pocket, as cocky
as a jaybird and unsheathed a smile. “So?”

“So I’m dead.”

“Yes. Sorry about that.” He
began drawing with his foot on the floor. “I didn’t actually know
for certain that you were going to croak it that night. I mean I
knew you had a dickey ticker and that. I went to your
funeral.”

“My funeral?”

“Yes. Very… funereal. I
suppose you want to know about it?”

His funeral had been a sad
little affair actually. Not sad, as in unhappy—all funerals are
unhappy events (unless you die in Saint Louis)—but sad as in
pathetic. His sister was there too with her husband, doing his
usual impression of an actor with a walk-on part in a daytime soap
opera who’d forgotten his one and only line; an uncle who looked as
if he was about to croak himself any minute; ‘The General’,
sans dog avec wife; several assorted customers—mostly
female, mostly demential—and a priest who couldn’t quite get
Jonathan’s name right but no one seemed to notice, mind or care. No
Jan. Besides this, the entire service ended up being carried out at
the clappers because the office had managed to double-book
Jonathan’s going with the joining of Henry Fellows Peasbody,
bachelor, to Amelia Jane Kent, widow of the parish and potential
axe-murderer. Truth did his best to dress it up but being the
personification of truth meant he could only work with the
facts.

When did his life become so
devoid of people? He’d never actually avoided making friends but
then neither had he gone out of his way to either cultivate
friendships or develop the acquaintances he had. He felt a bit of a
hypocrite being annoyed at the turnout. Funerals though were one of
life’s unavoidable barometers. You couldn’t help but draw
conclusions about the deceased from the assembled loved ones and it
was patently obvious in Jonathan’s case that this was either a duty
to be carried out, a job of work or something to do till the bingo
opened its doors.

“This isn’t tomorrow is
it?” Why did Jonathan suddenly feel like Chicken Licken?

“Not in the sense you
mean.”

“So how long have I been
dead?”

“Well it’s kind of hard to
put in simple terms.”

“Now why doesn’t that come
as a surprise? I thought you were the truth. Shouldn’t you be able
to give it me down to the microsecond” He got up heavily and rinsed
out his cup. “You want a coffee?”

“Well that’s mighty decent
of you.”

“Right. Sit down. You know
where the biscuits are. I suppose we’ve got time. I don’t seem to
be exactly inundated with customers here.”

“There’s a good reason for
that too.” He stuck his head in the tin. “There’re no chocolate
wafers left. Do you want a ginger cream?”

“Anything. Yes. Fine. So
what’ve you been up to?”

“Oh this and that.” It
wasn’t like Truth to pussyfoot around the issue. There had to be a
lot more to all of this. But he reckoned he could use another good
dose of caffeine to help him get through the explanation. That is,
assuming caffeine still did the trick when you’re dead. Maybe it
would do the doings as long as he believed it would.

The scene was set: Truth
and Jonathan sat facing each other at the table in his back shop
each nursing a mug of coffee and a ginger cream. Only Truth had
three because he maintained he’d missed breakfast. Once these had
been consumed and, since it seemed like Truth had run out of
delaying tactics, Jonathan opened this round of the conversation
with a considered, exasperated and perfectly delivered,
“Well?”

“Yes thanks. And you?” The
being could be infuriating. It simply wasn’t like him to be so
economical with the truth.

“You of all people know
full well that isn’t what I meant. You are a people aren’t you, I
mean, being the personification of truth and all that?”

“Well...” He looked around
as if he’d never seen a back shop in his life until his eyes met
Jonathan’s squarely and not another word needed to be said on the
late bookseller’s part.

“It’s like this,” he began
and then stalled. “Tell you what, why don’t you just ask your
questions and I’ll do my level best to answer them?”

“All right. I’m
dead?”

“Cor-rect.” There was an
overly long pause where it was blatantly obvious more was coming,
“...ish.”

“Deadish? I didn’t think
there was a sliding scale to death. Aren’t ‘life’ and ‘death’
mutually exclusive terms? You either are dead or you’re not.
Yes?”

“Normally, yes.”

Jonathan took his head in
his hands, closed his eyes and massaged his skull. “So, why is
nothing ever normal when it comes to me?”

“I guess you’re just
lucky.” He smiled one of those smiles that come in handy at times
when you don’t have a good answer and you’re appealing to the
better nature of your hearer to let it pass. Jonathan didn’t
possess a better nature; nevertheless he still let it
slide.

“So, assuming that I’m not
dead any more, and have been resurrected (for reasons which I hope
you will make me fully aware within the confines of this
conversation) how long have I been dead?”

“In round
figures?”

“In hexadecimal if you have
to.” He saw the twinkle in Truth’s eyes and quickly retracted the
statement. “Just tell me.”

“Seven billion years.
That’s seven British billion. Roughly. Nearly seven and a quarter.
Seven point two four three on Hitler the Second to be
precise.”

“When
precisely?”

“Ah yes, well, the months
aren’t quite the same as when you were shuffled off this mortal
coil.”

“But naming one after
Hitler?”

“Not that unreasonable all
things said. After the Fourth World War...”

“Wait a minute, what
happened to the Third?”

“Ah, yes, the “Nuclear
Misunderstanding”, it happened more or less on time—lasted two
minutes and twenty-eight seconds—managed to wipe out the better
part of the northern hemisphere, but after the Fourth, there was
practically nothing left apart from a few of those red telephone
box things you Britons have such affection for (by jingo they were
made to last), and people wanted a new beginning, so they started a
fresh calendar, with brand spanking new months and days and the
like. Very shiny. And of course there was so little left when it
came to the history of the old world that they thought Hitler was
this great leader you see. An easy mistake to make. Well, you
would’ve thought so if you’d been there. They did the same with
Nixon, Mao and Thatcher. It’s not that much different to naming the
days and months after Roman gods and emperors is it?”

“Maggie has a month named
after her?”

“Well a day
actually—Thatchday, comes just after Wogansday—don’t ask. They
picked what they thought were great leaders and thinkers from all
over the globe and she was one from the British Republic.” The look
in Jonathan’s eyes was a picture. “And, they got rid of all the old
celebrations like Christmas and Easter and made up their
own.”

“Don’t tell me.” But Truth
was dying to—it saved him having to talk about Jonathan for a
while.

“Well, they read this thing
about the birth of the blues, whatever that was, so they had
Bluesday...”

“Where they all dressed up
in blue...”

“Don’t be stupid. That was
the special day for all the blue people.”

Jonathan’s mouth
flopped.

“You see, there was a heck
of a lot of radiation and pollution and stuff after all the wars
and one of the side-effects was blue kids; not a garish blue, a
kind of powdery denim blue. Are you sure you want to go over all of
this just now?”

“I’m sure. What else have I
got to do?”

“Good question. Can I come
back to you on that one?” This really was a new side to
Truth.

“OK. So where am I? Unless Rigby
has been floating around in a time bubble all these years. Is this
heaven?”

“Not in so many words. How
do you know about time bubbles?”

“I don’t. Then I’m in Hell?
I mean you have to agree, this is pretty hellish.”

“No, no, not
Hell.”

“Limbo? Purgatory?
Tartarus? Gehenna?” He couldn’t actually think of any more mythical
dead places but he’d made his point.

“Well, in point of fact it
doesn’t work that way here. You’re actually on Earth, in Rigby,
and, as far as you’re concerned, it is the day after you
died.”

Jonathan rubbed his
forehead. He was getting a headache. Now that he didn’t
expect when he was dead. That was a double-bummer, with bells on.
Only, he wasn’t dead, was he? Just ‘deadish’ whatever that
was.



“So, what’s happened to the
seven billion years?”

“Erm, they’ve happened too.
And I’ve got more bad news.”

Still rubbing his forehead,
Jonathan couldn’t contain a wry smile. “What?”

“While you were hanging out
at Zedsville the entire macroverse came to an end.”

“Has it?” He hadn’t worked
out the Zedsville bit but he could come back to that. “What
happened to the good old universe?” He had to ask.

“Well you know the way that
you’ve got a solar system which is part of a galaxy and that galaxy
is part of a cluster of galaxies...”

“I get the idea: my
universe is only one of many universes and you call that a
macroverse? Do I get extra points for that?” He didn’t wait for an
answer. “Wasn’t that a bit remiss of you all? I mean it’s not like
blowing up your chemistry set or anything.”

“It’s nothing to get
schmaltzy about. We said we were sorry.”

Jonathan hung his head and
shook it slowly: “Life, the universe and everything—kaput. Kapow!”
He gestured appropriately, “and they’re sorry.”

“You don’t have to be so
God-awfully dramatic. You wanna refill? I’ll get you a refill.” He
didn’t wait for an answer but took Jonathan’s cup off him and
started making a fresh pot.

Armed with a second cup and
another ginger cream they began Round Two.

Truth was staring into the
corner of the room: “Do you see that damp patch up
there?”

“Where?” And what had this
to do with anything?

“Up there.” Truth pointed
up at the roof, “Don’t you think it looks like a side shot of
Alfred Hitchcock?” It did actually.

“Are you going to stop
being so blinking evasive and answer my questions?”

“OK. OK. Shoot.”

“So, if I’ve died—we’ve
established that,” began Jonathan, “and life as I knew it no longer
exists anywhere—what are you and I still doing here?”

“Well we’re going to do it
all again.”

“You what?” He was in
mid-swallow—it hurt.

“Life, the universe and
everything.”

“Everything?” he whispered;
his epiglottis was still struggling with an awkwardly shaped chunk
of ginger cream.

“Cubs’ honour. Dib, dib,
dib and all that. Well, not everything the same of course. I mean
the next time round The Beatles wouldn’t split up so quickly and
The Titanic would set sail in the summer. And the Americans
wouldn’t get their hands on Till Death Us Do Part. We’d get
them bits right.”

“You and your
buddies?”

“Straight up, Macduff.”

“And what’s God got to say
about all of this?”

“Well, I think Happiness is
out on his ear this time for good—I mean the cherry cola thing
turned out to be a mega-flop; we’re talking flop to the power flop.
You remember me telling you about that?” He remembered. “He’ll
probably end up with the invertebrates to look after. That’s our
equivalent of latrine duty. Word on the grape vine is that
Felicity’s going to get the job next time round—nice lass. My
performance was a bit dodgy at times—I have to say I thought my
number was up too—but He reckons all I need’s a bit more
practice.”

“So what on earth does He
call the last seven billion years?”

“A walk in the park. I mean
His clock ticks every eight months four days five hours twenty
seven minutes and thirty-nine seconds. They have a fanfare usually
beforehand, or a party and a parade sometimes
afterwards.”

“So where do I fit into all
of this? Surely I’m an infinitesimally small cog?”

“Nice illustration: you are
full of good questions today.” He looked around him, leaned forward
and whispered: “Well, here’s the scam—do you know anything about
parallel universes?”

“I know E=mc2
and the answer to the ultimate question is forty-two but don’t ask
me what it all means.”

“That I take to be a
‘no’?”

“You take it right. I’ve
read a few science fiction stories where they talk about parallel
universes. Is it like that?”

“Spot on… sort of… well…
not really. The way it works is that, ‘In the beginning God created
the heavens and the earth,’ only he devised them in such a way
that, from a single starting point, all possible permutations could
take place. The idea was sort of survival of the fittest; that we
of The Dunameon could guide humanity towards the perfect society by
concentrating on the more hopeful universes and letting the others
peter out at their own pace. So, on one earth, Eve ate from the
‘tree of knowledge of good and bad’ and in another Adam used the
serpent as target practice and they were still walking round in the
scud in your day. You’d like that world. Actually, the you on that
world isn’t very interested in women, but I can see you don’t
really want to know about that. Ultimately, all the worlds come to
an end. One of the first to go was the one where Noah and his
family died of scurvy in the ark and the animals all ate each other
two by two before the last of them died of indigestion. That wasn’t
much of a fun world. It just bobbed around in space until their sun
went nova. The one where we thought we’d start off a gay world was
even worse: we created Adam and Steve, and they couldn’t have kids
and they both died when they got to about nine-hundred and thirty.
I suppose it was a bit much to ask, but, I mean, it could’ve been
the only world in the macroverse to discover cloning before the
wheel. Your earth gets about six out of ten for effort, but very
nice deportment.”

“Are you doing this
deliberately?”

“Doing what?” He knew
what.

“Going round in
circles.”

“Look here, you young
whippersnapper, I’ll be twenty-eight billion nineteen million three
hundred and four thousand two hundred and seven on my next
birthday—on the fourth of Marx (as in Groucho) if you want to send
a card—so I’m entitled to go around in circles if I damn well want
to.”

He didn’t look a day older
than when he’d walked out of Jonathan’s bedroom, which felt like
yesterday. Jonathan apologised for his lack of patience. He
wouldn’t have been any less comfortable with his position had he
been bent over his old headmaster’s desk with a copy of The
Hotspur down his shorts. He hated not having his feet on the
ground—both physically and metaphorically.

Basically, the position
was, that life, the universe and everything was a bit of an ongoing
experiment and this wasn’t the first time it had conked out on
itself. It was actually their fifth go and they’d been told they’d
better get it right this time. Jonathan discovered that he was only
one of innumerable versions of Jonathan Payne to have lived and
died, most of them in various versions of Rigby.

“In fact,” Truth explained,
“of virtually all the people who have ever lived, your life is
almost the same on every parallel world. You’re not always a
bookseller—sometimes you’re a newsagent. Sometimes you marry Jan
and sometimes you become a gambler like your old man. On one, you
won five-hundred thousand only to get run over by a police car you
were trying to avoid the next week.”

“So things could’ve been
different?”

“They have been—but not
very.”

“So why am I back? Why not
some other me?”

“Hell, you all
are.”

“I don’t know what you
mean.” He thought he did, but he wanted to hear it out
loud.

“So, I have to spell it out for
you?” Truth’s edge might’ve been blunted with age but he wasn’t
that slow. “Right, I’ll tell you: there’s going to be a gabcon
later—a convention of Jonathan Paynes—to try and thrash out what
modifications could be considered the next time around, and, once
we get that over, you’ll all get a second crack at the
whip.”

“Reincarnation, you
mean?”

“Not in so many words;
you’re not going back as a cockroach or a page three girl or
anything sensible like that. You’re going back as a Jonathan Payne,
only hopefully, a bit more successfully next time. So do try and
pay attention or I’m out on my lug’ole and you wouldn’t like to be
responsible for that, would you? Pal? Not that you’ll likely
remember any of this; you didn’t the last four times.” He swallowed
the dregs of his cup. “Right, me hearties, let’s be jolly well
off.”

“Where?” Did he really want
to know?

“To see your mum of
course.”

Had he said things couldn’t
get worse? If he had, he’d like to withdraw that statement in
sackcloth and ashes.

 


 


Three

 


For centuries mothers have
been the butt of many a cruel jest, generally voiced in front of a
live studio audience by their sons-in-laws—though rarely within
their earshot and never within arm’s reach. It is a unique position
of power unequalled anywhere: fatherhood has always been considered
tame by comparison. The fact that she’s gestated you within herself
for nine months gives her power. The fact that the husband started
the ball rolling is neither here nor there. How many times he’d
gone on an errand for his mother to Mrs Witherspoon or Mrs
Shawcross only to be met by the man of the house with the standard
retort, “She’s not in. Come back in half hour.” They didn’t know
where the sugar was or the milk. She wasn’t in. She who must be
obeyed. Or if she was, they’d call indoors, “Mother! It’s that
Payne lad wi’ a note from his mam.” Being a mother was little to do
with giving birth it seemed.

Jonathan’s own mother
ranked about nine point three on the matriarchal hierarchy scale
and, had they ever felt the need to form an association (which The
Dunameon made sure never happened—if only to keep their jobs
interesting), she would’ve been a dead cert for a seat on the
committee, maybe even the chairlady. The only thing they had
against her was that her Yiddish left a lot to be desired, her not
being Jewish and all that. But she made up for it with the
excellence of her pith.

She wasn’t a bad mother.
She loved her children. It was a commandment. They were both
planned pregnancies and she’d conceived within a couple of months
of the target date. Neither gave her much bother. She had morning
sickness when she was supposed to and took a healthy craving for
ice cream and pickles both times. Both pregnancies ran full term
and her labours conformed to the expected norm; Jonathan took
twelve hours to come into the world and his sister, eight. They
should have been the perfect nuclear family only they couldn’t have
a dog due to Mary’s asthma, so they had goldfish that kept dying.
Besides a dog needed love and there was precious little to go round
as it was. Fish just asked to be fed and not much
either.

Her offspring were not
perfect though. She’d read Spock, Montessori and Gesell;
child-rearing was a serious business not to be entered into
lightly. But this was the North of England for goodness sake; there
was no room for fancy new ideas on bringing up little ones here.
Someone telling her how to preserve leftovers was one thing but
instructing her on what to do with her children was quite another.
It was the 1950s, a brave new world waiting to be explored, an age
of optimism. It was true that all the demons hadn’t died in the
war; Communism was still out there somewhere threatening to bring
down Western civilisation with trumped up promises of equality for
all, but what had that to do with her? She had enough of a problem
making sure her man went out with a full lunch box and came home
with an unbroken pay packet. Sadly, the latter was not often the
case.

If her children were not
flawless then it’ll come as no surprise to find that her marriage
was also lacking in the perfection department. It had been a
wartime fling, heavy on the petting but light on the romance, as
were so many, more a result of youthful impetuosity and unforeseen
circumstance; the war hadn’t been over by Christmas. They were led
less by their eyes and their hearts than by the overpowering desire
not to go to the grave with their virginities intact. This was less
of a fear to her since she was convinced that a beastly Hun would
surely deflower her tout de suite if the shores of England were
breached. Still, she would rather the deed was done by one of her
countrymen and Henry was a willing enough candidate. She found the
whole process overrated and over too soon. After The War there was
time to take stock. She’d made her bed, she was willing to lie in
it and let him get on with it. Not that her husband pushed himself
on her, a fact for which she was eternally grateful, and for which
he was duly rewarded on their anniversary and his birthday every
year whether he felt like it or not.

They stayed together for
the sake of the children. It had never been discussed, never been
put into words, but they came from a generation where such duties
were significant. In time though, even the kids weren’t enough to
keep them under the same roof. Quietly one Friday night after tea
his father had gone upstairs, packed a case, and unceremoniously
moved out. And, for once, he left his full pay packet on the
dresser, unopened. Jonathan never knew what financial arrangements
were made after they broke up. He got fed, clothed, was bought
sweets and toys. There seemed no great loss. Today though, he
didn’t expect to see his father in the house. It wasn’t where he
thought of him any more.

On that day Jonathan lost
more than a father. He lost his mother too. He was too young and
self-absorbed to turn to, let alone talk to, so she turned to God
who always had time for her when she had time for Him, and didn’t
ask childish questions for which there were no known answers like,
“But why did Daddy leave?” From merely being a believer she
turned—it seemed overnight—into a zealot.

He was unsure how he felt
about seeing her again. He was unsure about everything but this in
particular took the biscuit. She would only be a few years older
than him now, assuming they brought her back as she was when she
died. Truth confirmed that this was the case. He’d never asked
where they were going. Truth led the way and Jonathan just knew it
was to their old home on Marvin Avenue. He tried to marshal his
thoughts but those that weren’t AWOL already were deserting fast.
Still the place was like a ghost town: no cars, no people, no
animals. Just heavenly music.

“Does that sound have to be
on all the time?” he finally asked of Truth.

“Whassa matta? Youa noa
likea Musak?”

What was this thing with
Truth and his dreadful accents? Jonathan had wondered about that
before and never got a satisfactory answer. “No, not any more. The
first ten minutes was OK but now it’s beginning to get on my
wick.”

“I’ll see what I can do.”
He paused and shouted up at the sky, “Oy, Celia! Can you change the
record or summat?”

After a few seconds the
music stopped abruptly, this being preceded by the ear-splitting
sound of a needle being scraped across several grooves. The silence
that followed, however, was incredible. It was as if the entire
universe had ground to a halt, which was in fact the case. Jonathan
could even hear his own heart beating. Well, it sounded like his
heart.

“Why are we going to see my
mother?” He finally had to ask it.

“I thought you’d never
ask.”

“So?”

“Well, it’s like this:
we’ve been told this time that we’ve got to get the macroverse
right like I told you. Big G’s fed up having to set off big bangs
every few billion years. They’re not cheap for starters. So, before
we do this one, we’ve got to try and suss out where we went wrong
the last four times. Which means we’ve got to go through every one
that’s ever existed with a nit comb to make sure why they screwed
up and to try and stop it happening again.”

“That’s going to take
forever.”

“Very nearly, only time’s
been put on hold until we’re finished. You’re lucky to get me
actually. I was supposed to get the end of the alphabet but Lust
wanted to meet Valentino again and so I swapped with her. I’ve got
the Macs through to Q, so, as you can imagine, I’m sick to my back
teeth of Scotsmen. Much sicker than you could ever be. Though be
assured, in the next life, if you happen to walk out of a shop in
Edinburgh without paying, they will be so much nicer to you. In
their own Neanderthal way they’re actually very sweet. If you like
that sort of thing. And, of course, I’ve had my fill of the feckin’
Irish, too, t’ank ye very much.”

“So I’ve got to go
back?”

“‘Fraid so.”

“I’m not going to be a
mongoose or anything?”

“No, no, no, no,”
machine-gunned Truth, “Weren’t you paying attention earlier? More
like a twinkle in your father’s eye.”

“So what’s the good of all
this?”

“Well, basically people are
fashioned in two ways: there’s what they inherit and then there’s
what they experience. You can usually do damn all about either. But
who you are and what you’ve experienced in the past will affect how
you react to new experiences in the future. Don’t you remember our
little chat in the train about all this? It’s a sort of karmic
thing. For goodness sake, it was only seven billion years ago.” The
last bit was a joke but its humour totally missed its
mark.

Jonathan looked around at
the empty streets. “So tell me,” he began, “If this isn’t the Rigby
that I thought I fell asleep in yesterday, what is it?”

“Good question.” Was this
Truth’s new catch phrase? “Actually, we’re in what we call in the
trade a “MeGeLan Field:” a memory generated landscape.”

“You mean if I forgot what
the street looked like we’d fall through a hole in the
ground?”

“In theory, yes, but in
reality you can’t ever forget.”

“Come on, my earliest
memories go back to when I was four, a Guy Fawkes Night, and that’s
only a few sketchy images. And the next ten years are little
better.”

“No, ’fraid not. They’re
all still there, deep down in your memory stack, but they’re there.
This place is the living proof. Look up there.” He waved his arm at
the attic window of the house they were passing—it was broken. “See
that?” He saw it. “You only caught a glimpse of that one day when
you were eight. You were trying out a new pair of roller skates and
you fell on your arse on the other side of the road and just
happened to catch a glimpse of the window out of the corner of your
left eye, but here it is, accurate in every detail.”

How could he
argue?

“So, how is it all
done?”

“With mirrors.”

“Eh?”

“Loosen up. I’m joking.
Sheesh, you are such a grouch when you sleep late. Dunameons don’t
use nut-and-bolt machines, but on the hyperphysical plane there are
components that when combined have certain effects, like mixing a
Mickey Finn. Well when component ‘A’ is put beside component ‘B’
then any electrochemical traces within a certain radius are
concretised. Viola! But even if you haven’t seen something
then the system extrapolates whatever it is from what you have
seen. So, even though you’ve never seen Mhari Tremble in the
altogether, if that crops up in our travels, then she will be
appropriately endowed with all the necessary accoutrements—and
probably well-endowed to boot knowing your tastes.”

Mhari Tremble? Who the hell
was Mhari Tremble?

They had now reached the
end of the street where Jonathan’s mother’s house was. It was one
of those sepia-tinted moments that should’ve been framed and left
on the mantelpiece to gather dust. He couldn’t care less how he got
here. He wanted to know how he was going to get away from here. The
street was not one he had particularly avoided when he was alive
but then neither had he gone out of his way to travel down it.
There had been virtually no one left there who might have
remembered him, indeed the few older neighbours were so frail that
they practically never set foot outside their doors and, if they
had, the likelihood of their noticing—let alone
remembering—Jonathan were remote in the extreme. He’d never done
anything memorable. Maybe he’d broken a window or two in his time
with a cricket ball but that was about it. None of that mattered.
It didn’t even matter that this was some Dunameonic mock-up of
reality. His feelings of disquiet weren’t rational. He didn’t even
pretend that they were. But they were familiar. And there’s comfort
in the familiar.

This was it, the crucible
of his youth, the place where, for better or worse, he’d been
concocted.

He’d never been one for
hanging around in the street as a lad. Not when the beach was so
close. He’d never seen the point. It wasn’t as if he’d grown up in
a time where there was the slightest chance of his being attacked
by a strange man, more likely scolded and told to get himself home.
Even in winter he’d preferred the surprising sense of security he
found there but he could still see why Masefield had called the sea
‘lonely’. It was such an exposed part of the town but, with its
huge stone wall on one side, the dark sea on the other and the
slate-grey, cumulonimbic loom above, somehow it enclosed him—he was
the eye of the storm, even if there wasn’t a storm. He certainly
had no specific recollection of being down on the beach in the
throes of a storm but then the human mind was a pretty unreliable
means of storing data, always mixing things up and substituting one
thing for another. He might not have remembered the storm but he
would’ve remembered the thrashing afterwards. He remembered that
cumulonimbus clouds could reach up to 40,000 feet and they were the
‘cloud nine’ people talked about being on. His shore was not a
place for building sand castles. It was a place to think. He built
a sandman once, the keeper of dreams. When he thought of this
street though he ‘remembered’ a face at every window watching
him—he was forever being watched. That’s what his mother
said—“Jesus is watching you”—and the intent was always to catch him
out, never to observe him performing some good deed. No one ever
saw that. They blinked when he did them. He didn’t even suppose
Jesus had seen him do good either.

There were times, however,
when he didn’t go down the shore quite so much. Like most seaside
towns Rigby was visited two or three times in the year by carnival
folk who would run fairground attractions for a week and then move
on further up or down the coast he supposed. They didn’t set up
their stalls on the beach itself but the esplanade was too close
for comfort. Sure, he had been to the fair with his dad many
times—his mother didn’t care much for them—and there were things he
enjoyed, like the candy floss and the dodgems, but there were also
aspects that scared him. There was a dark mystery to the place. One
day it wasn’t there and then it was. There was something unnerving
about that. And it would vanish as quickly. Fairgrounds have always
been a subject of fascination for writers. People love to read
about the unknown, about lives so different to their own that
they’re hard to comprehend. They were freaks. Even though they
rarely had proper freak shows—alligator boys and headless
women—there was sometimes a small side-show with one or two
interesting booths. The pictures were enough to frighten him. He’d
never been in one. Curious as he might have been about some aspects
of life, other things disturbed him. In a similar vein but on
another level the whole weirdness of the place got to him. Its
impermanence. It was so anomalous. The fact that it only came to
life at night, the way the fairground folk seemed to prey on the
townspeople— all very quasi-vampiric. The people behind the
counters and on the rides were a breed apart. They looked like he
did—two eyes, a nose, a mouth, four limbs—but they appeared somehow
different too. In time he began to hear stories, from schoolmates
at first and then from other sources, about the things that
happened in the shadows behind the trailers. Some of it scared him.
Some of it excited him. This was another world. His was so small
and he had traversed its length and breadth for all his life it had
seemed. No one would ever think to call Jonathan an explorer, a
wanderer perhaps, but certainly never an explorer. This other world
was something different altogether. It demanded investigation but
only on its terms. They—the fairground folk—watched you all the
time and there was always something behind those eyes that he
didn’t understand or trust. They held onto their words too. The
tallest tales were about them coming to town and leaving with some
of the children—boys and girls—the boys to be put to work as
slaves, the girls to be used for unspeakable practices; some of the
boys, too, it seemed. God, he was so gullible! His earliest sexual
fantasies—before he knew what was happening—were about being taken
away by fairground folk. Always he was naked. They never actually
did anything to him—his imagination didn’t know what exactly could
be done to him—but there was always the threat of something and
that excited him. His first wet dreams frightened him because they
were so full of everything the fairground embodied: darkness,
mystery and sensuality. They were like the fairground. He never had
any control over them. They came at night. And then they were
gone.

Now he was going to have to
face his mother. Or, at least, his memory of her. Could anything be
worse? The thought of being abducted by the fairground folk seemed
quite an acceptable alternative. What if he only remembered the bad
things about her? Were there any good things? No, that wasn’t
fair.

“What’ll I say to
her?”

“How about, ‘Hi, Mom, I’m
home. What’s for tea?’”

“Was that a serious
suggestion?”

“What do you think? I don’t
know. I’ve never had a mother.” Jonathan had never thought about
that.

“What does it feel
like?”

“Not bad actually. But now
and again it’d be nice just to slope off home after a hard day’s
truthing and have someone say I should’ve been home an hour before
and my dinner’s in the dog.”

“Will I have to kiss
her?”

“I don’t think it’s
obligatory. If you don’t want to. What a daft question. What are
you, six?” He supposed it wasn’t a very mature question but he
didn’t want to kiss her. He couldn’t get the image of Judas out of
his head for some reason. This was all happening too quickly. He
could see the house now with its hideous pea green door. He
stopped, frozen. Truth tugged at his arm, but he wouldn’t
budge.

“Come on, for goodness
sake. She won’t bite you. I don’t imagine. I mean, she wasn’t in
the habit of biting before, was she?”

“Look, do we have to do
this right now?”

“I know I said time had
been stopped and all that but, I mean, Jonathan, I’ve got another
six-million two hundred and twenty seven thousand and six chumps
like you to get through before we can get this show on the road
again and there’s a prize for the one of us that gets our quota in
first. At the moment, Joy’s ninety-seven ahead of me and I’m losing
ground by the minute, thanks to you.”

“Sorry.” It sounded
sarcastic; he actually meant it.

“Look I don’t mean to be
hard on you but this thing’s bigger than the both of us. An’ Ah’m
jist doin’ ma job an’ ’at.”

Jonathan started walking
again, slowly, as if he was on death row. Now they were at the
bottom of the steps. Dead Man Walking. That was a film
wasn’t it? And a play! On the BBC. Or was it Channel 4? Now they
were at the top. It seemed to take no time. Having got him this far
Truth wasn’t standing on ceremony; he shouldered the door because
it was stiff and there it lay—open. And an all too familiar voice
from the living room was heard to say, “Is that you
Jonathan?”

 


 


Four

 


The opening to his mother’s
house, the house where he had spent most of his life, the house
where he had had measles, mumps, acne and peed the bed, the house
that symbolised so much of what he hated and feared in life, the
opening to that house yawned before him and a familiar odour seeped
out of it. The MeGeLan Field had outshone itself on this one: it
was like a painting rather than a photograph, it was a montage of
images all fused together in a single instant. Even Truth, picking
up on Jonathan’s vibes, shuddered involuntarily. This took him
aback but Jonathan never noticed. He had been transfixed by that
voice, that feminine whiplash that was just preparing to tell him
to come in quickly, wipe his feet, put on his slippers and close
the door to stop all the heat escaping. He was in the process of
sitting on the stairs doing just that when the predictable
onslaught of words said all this.
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