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Prologue




From the Heliconian Muses, let us begin to sing, who hold the great and holy mount of Helicon, and dance on soft feet about the deep-blue spring and the altar of the almighty son of Cronus… 



Over two millennia ago, and in a time yet to come, there lived a Greek poet by the name of Hesiod. Through divine insight, he perceived the human race as a vast family tree, its branches reaching high into the heavens. This he recorded in Theogony. 

At that time, civilisation was young and the human mind inspired, expansive and poetic; more easily able to link heaven and Earth. Thus, Hesiod could boldly state in Works and Days that ‘gods and mortal men sprang from one source.’ 

In those far-off days, people recited stories in dactylic hexameter, a regular beat that lulled the mind and awakened the spirit. With the musical accompaniment of flute and lyre, portals opened, inviting the audience to soar beyond everyday mental processes into realms peopled by gods and goddesses. 

The paradoxical nature of such stories appeals to the human psyche, as they speak to us of a deeper reality beyond the superficial constructs of our mind. Thus, parables, fairy tales and legends, recorded through the centuries, formed the template upon which history unfolded.

However, in recent times, the mystical approach gave way to the scientific, logical mind. People were encouraged to look elsewhere for answers and even ridiculed for daring to express their intrinsic nature, while deep within the shadows of denial, the narrative of the collective consciousness created a labyrinth of increasing complexity. Entranced by the comforting illusions, this twisted maze gradually imprisoned the human mind.

The time has come when we are beginning to see the self-imposed barriers that bind us to a world of endless problems and burdens. We long to discover a lost world of wonder and beauty within. The challenge looms before us, daunting and mocking, daring us to escape this web. Indeed, our very survival depends on it, as our shared sanity teeters on the edge of an all-consuming nightmare. 

But we are jumping ahead, for every tale must have a beginning, and our story kicks off when our unfortunate friend finds herself in that very place where most stories end—the world beyond. In this realm, where death reflects the great unconscious, she sees her life through a dreamlike veil, making it difficult to distinguish between right and wrong, reality and illusion.



Shepherds of the wilderness, wretched things of shame, mere bellies. We know how to speak many false things  as though they were true; But we know when, we will, to utter true things… Hesiod.










  
  

1

The Guide





Like a puff of wind, she flew from her now lifeless body that had been her home for the past thirty-nine years. In an instant, she hurtled through a tunnel, flying faster than the speed of light. The tunnel gave way to an ever-changing kaleidoscope of ethereal colours and patterns. 

She floated gently. The experience felt strangely pleasant—as if rocked by a boat upon the waters.  

I’m dreaming, she thought. It must be time to collect my daughters from their sleepover. She looked down at her hands… transparent, no longer flesh and blood. An arrow of fear sped through her.  

What happened!

Instantly, a flotilla of swan-like beings surrounded her with soft wings, speaking to her in a language without words. “There is no place for fear in our realm. You’re safe here.”  

Their voices sang a restful lullaby, and she gave herself up to the boundless comfort of their love.  

After what seemed like an eternity, her eyes opened. Her ethereal body, light as gossamer, stood on black-and-white tiles. Potted palms lined the walls, and in front stood a blue doorway surrounded by tiles depicting mythical lions, tigers and goddesses.

An angelic being appeared before her, radiating an otherworldly glow. “Welcome home, Alison. I’m Angelo, your guide.”  

“My guide? Where am I?”  

Angelo spread his arms. “You’re in your foyer to the Afterlife, an extension of your worldly fantasy.”  

Fantasy was something Alison Maybridge had never thought about until now… life had seemed so real, so permanent.

She opened her mouth to speak, but words failed her. She blinked, and in an instant, a picture of an old-fashioned village square appeared on the wall. Alison recognised the image from the brochure she had picked up from the travel agent.

Her eyes widened. “Did I do that?”  

Angelo smiled reassuringly. “This realm is nothing like the Earth plane, where sometimes you receive what you want and other times you get the opposite. Here, you create whatever you wish for.”  

The picture expanded into a lifelike hologram of stone buildings and trees surrounding a village square.

“Amazing,” she whispered.

Angelo turned the handle and pushed open the blue door. An aroma of brewed coffee and the sound of children playing hopscotch on the cobblestones drifted from within. He held out his hand. “Come on. Let’s explore your world of dreams.”  

Like movie stars on holiday, they strolled across the bustling piazza, Angelo in a white Armani suit and dark glasses, Alison wearing crisp white slacks and a floral top.

Beneath a spreading oak tree, schoolgirls in brightly patterned frocks chanted. “When shall I marry? This year, next year, sometime, never.”  

They approached a stone well in the centre of the square. An ancient woman with wispy hair and a grey apron turned the handle until the bucket dangled over the well. Seeing Alison, she held out a penny. “Make a wish,” she said, her pale eyes reflecting an otherworldly light.

“I wish to find happiness,” said Alison as she tossed the penny into the well. It bounced against the stones before plopping into the water below.  

The woman gave a toothless smile and offered Alison a glass of water. “Take my advice and drink from the waters of Lethe.”  

Alison turned to Angelo, her eyebrows raised. “Should I?”  

His eyes met hers. “It’s up to you. The Lethe is the river of forgetfulness. Drinking the water erases memories. It helps you move on… if you know what I mean?” He winked.

Alison reached for the glass. Holding it up, she watched the bubbles rise to the surface. “It looks like champagne,” she said, bringing it slowly to her lips.

“No! Stop!” A shriek reverberated through the piazza.  

Alison’s arm jolted, and the glass slipped from her grasp, shattering on the cobblestones.

A woman limped towards her, waving her arms. “Sorry, I’m late. I’m Cora, your guide,” she said breathlessly.

Alison stared wide-eyed at her purple dress and the untamed tendrils of hair poking out from beneath her hat. “But I already have a guide,” she said, turning to Angelo.  

Angelo gazed at her with doe-like eyes. “You have free will.”  

“What do you mean? What about my dream?” she asked.

He opened his mouth to speak. Cora interrupted. “He means you can drink from the Well of Forgetfulness and continue your dreamlike existence, or you can break free from the web of stories and remember who you really are.”

Alison took a breath. Then, hearing the comforting hum of chatter and the clinking of glasses, she breathed out. The sun’s rays filtered through the leaves, creating a dance of light and shadow on the cobblestones. “What should I do?”  

“It’s your choice,” said Cora, her eyes flickering between Alison and Angelo.  

Angelo’s eyes overflowed with unspoken yearning. He reached out his hand.  

Their fingers met, and Alison felt the tingle of his touch. She sighed, drifting into the orbit of his love. Part of her longed for him to stay, yet a deeper yearning erupted from within, bubbling up and threatening to engulf her.  

The sound of chanting broke the stillness. “What will my husband be? Tinker, tailor, soldier, sailor, rich-man, poor-man, beggar-man, thief.”

An image of her daughters flashed through her mind, and with it came a crushing sense of loss. In an instant, the sights and sounds of the piazza appeared superficial and shallow, like a carefully constructed movie set. She turned to Angelo, but even he appeared two-dimensional, like the picture on the wall. She dropped his hand as if it were on fire. “I don’t know why, but I can’t do this.” She lowered her eyes, her heart aching with regret.

Cora turned to Angelo, her eyes gleaming. “You heard her, Prince Charming. Goodbye.”  

His eyes widened, and he took a step back. “Farewell,” he said. And with that, the dream faded.  

Alison stared at the space where Angelo had stood. What have I done?  

“Now, how about coffee?” said Cora.

Alison forced a smile. “That would be nice.”  

They crossed the piazza and stepped onto the footpath outside an outdoor café. A breeze ruffled the candy-striped awnings, and soft light filtered through the leaves, casting grey patterns on the tablecloths below.  

They sat down. 

Alison rested her head in her hands. The unending hum of voices buzzed like an army of cicadas. 

Cora leant forward. “Great to see you again!”  

Alison wondered where they had met before. She nodded. Her gaze shifted as she watched the people walking past.  

“How was your transition?” asked Cora. Her tone seemed far too joyful for the occasion.  

Alison clutched the serviette, attempting to maintain her composure, as she had long trained herself to do. “Everything happened so quickly. To be honest, I wasn’t ready… not for death, or the Afterlife.”  

Cora tilted her head. “Very few are.”  

A vaporous mist swirled as the chanting increased in tempo. “What will I be? Lady, baby, gypsy, queen.”

Alison closed her eyes, hoping to banish the haunting images behind her eyelids. She longed to sip the champagne, to sink into oblivion. She opened her eyes. “Tell me, why did I have to leave… why?”  

An elf in a green uniform approached, carrying a tray with mugs of coffee and plates piled high with hot buttered toast sprinkled with cinnamon and sugar. He smiled at Cora. “Anything else for the lady? A little pick-me-up, perhaps?”  

“No, thank you, Avery,” replied Cora.

Alison watched the elf as he walked away. “Who was that?”  

Cora sipped her coffee. “Oh, Avery? He’s a remnant of your long-forgotten world.”  

Alison took a deep breath.

“Now, getting back to why you had to leave. In short, there are no answers.”  

Alison’s mouth slackened. She ran her hands through her ash-blonde hair. “And what does that mean? My life is over, and you tell me there are no answers?”  

“Answers are an Earthly concept. In this realm, we see things differently—in time, you’ll understand.”  

A slender man with a mop of red hair walked towards them, holding the hands of two dishevelled children. “Hi, Cora,” he said as he passed. They sat at a nearby table.  

Cora frowned. “Hey, Aidan, aren’t they the twins from the explosion?”  

He nodded. The children’s eyes stared blankly, their faces distorted by fear and streaked with tears.

Cora pushed back her chair. “Excuse me, Alison. I’ll be back soon.” She hugged each child, and soon they were deep in conversation.

Alison took a bite. Mm… cinnamon toast, my favourite. She turned to watch the girls in their red and green patterned frocks. “What shall I wear? Silk, satin, velvet, lace.”  

The girls disappeared, replaced by the faces of Alison’s bright-eyed daughters. “Emma, Haley,” she whispered. She reached out to touch them and the vision faded. Alison felt herself falling—down, down into a tunnel, spinning through time and space. Images from her childhood flickered like scenes from an old movie: her mother’s homemade cakes, nighttime stories, the schoolyard, playing hopscotch with her friends, her boyfriend, Bradley, their first kiss, the birth of her daughters, her hairdressing salon.

Life was good, wasn’t it?  

The newsreel continued: hide-and-seek in the backyard, her mother sobbing at night, her father yelling, her hiding place behind the water tank. She heard an ambulance siren, and her throat tightened. The air felt oppressively warm. The monotony of the endless chant drove a painful wedge through her mind. “How shall I get it? Given, borrowed, bought, stolen.”  

Alison gasped. “Let me out of here!” she cried.

Faces turned toward her. 

I must pull myself together, she thought. She took a deep breath and blinked away her tears.  

Cora sat down. “Sorry about that. An explosion in the middle of a busy city. Aidan and I were there, lending our support, and just as I was about to leave, the two children accidentally slipped through their timeline and followed me into yours.”  

“What will become of them?”  

“Once their little hearts are soothed, their relatives will take them home.”  

“Oh,” said Alison. She watched the elf place bowls of chocolate chip and vanilla ice cream on the table. The children’s eyes lit up with pleasure as they hungrily spooned the deliciousness into their mouths.

“How are you feeling?” Cora said warmly.

Alison slumped. “Terrible. I miss my girls. Can I go back?”  

“Sure, anytime. Only they won’t be able to see you. You’re on the other side. That is the fantasy world—this is reality.”  

Fantasy? Alison recalled the events of the past few days… dropping the girls at school, vacuuming, washing the dishes, and then driving into town to her hairdressing salon. Her mind went blank. “How did I get here?”  

“Don’t you remember?” replied Cora.

Alison shook her head. “No, not really.”  

“Well, all I can say is, you’re in an antechamber of your creation.” Cora smiled. “Did you ever wish to be in a place like this?”  

Alison gazed wistfully at the quaint buildings surrounding the piazza. ““Oh, many times. It was my dream holiday. I even put aside money, but the more I tried to save, the more he spent…”  

The chanting grew louder and more sinister. “How shall I get to church? Coach, carriage, wheelbarrow, cart.”  

Her eyes clamped shut as her mind, distorted by confusion, spun out of control. A force gripped her throat. Seemingly out of nowhere, Stygian eyes glared, and a hot breath blew into her face. She forced a scream through clenched jaws. He slapped his hand over her mouth, and she descended into a vortex, spinning around and around.  

She fell back against the chair, her arms hanging loosely at her side.

“Alison!” said Cora.  

Alison trembled. “Huh, what?” She opened her eyes and stared vacantly as Cora’s face fragmented into a kaleidoscope of shapes and colours.  

“Where shall I live? Big house, little house, pigsty, barn…”  

“I can’t take this!” Alison cried, pushing out her chair. “Let me outta here!”  

Cora reached over and held her arm. “Wait, stop. There’s nothing to fear!”  

Alison stared, wild-eyed. “No!” she cried, yanking herself free. She stumbled across the pavement and into the square, narrowly missing a man on a bicycle.  

Cora stood helplessly on the footpath and watched her charge disappear.

Aidan caught her eye. “Free will?”  

Cora nodded. “Something like that.”  

As if drawn like a magnet, Alison jogged along the road, faster and faster, until she broke into a sprint. Buildings flew by, and she had reached the edge of town before she knew it. She gripped a tree trunk to steady her thoughts—what am I doing? Perhaps I should go back.

The air shimmered like waves on the ocean as a sudden, sharp terror flooded her mind.

Her heart raced as she scanned the surroundings for an escape. Her eyes landed on a narrow lane that led into the countryside, and she took off like a hare across the vivid green hills under a pale aqua sky.








  
  

2

Snow White





Alison ran like the wind—free, no gravity, no tiredness, as if in a trance. The rhythm of her stride matched the beat of her heart. The path took her high on a hilltop before taking her down, down into a tree-filled valley where the scent of lilies and maidenhair ferns filled the air and wild mushrooms dotted the forest floor. 

A deer appeared on the path, its antlers like a regal headpiece. Alison hid behind a tree. He looks just like the statue on my mantelshelf, the one Aunt Joyce gave me, she thought.  

His ears twitched, and he stepped lightly towards a pond. He looked around, put his head down and drank before bouncing off into the forest.

Curiosity drew Alison to the pond. Brushing aside the green ferns, she knelt at the water’s edge, mesmerised by the light that danced across the surface. A trickle of water passed over mossy rocks before spilling into the water. Looking down, she watched the tiny fish dart in and out of their underwater palace.

“This place is so pretty,” she said.

“Not as beautiful as you, my dear,” said a voice.

Her eyes darted around.

“Down here!”  

Alison took a breath and looked down at the water. The surface was as smooth as glass. She saw herself in the mirror, then ripples disturbed her reflection, and another face appeared.  

“So lovely,” sang the princess with the radiant eyes.  

Alison gazed with longing at her silver earrings and fair hair.

“What is it you want?” asked the princess.

Alison’s fingers touched the water, swirling around and around until they formed an eddy. “All I want is a handsome prince and a home, our castle. I want it so bad…” Her voice had a desperate edge to it.  

“Look again. It’s yours, all yours.”  

“Huh?” Alison looked down.

The water stilled, and a vision appeared on its mirror-like surface—a fairy tale bride in an off-the-shoulder gown sparkling with beadwork and lace. A tiara sat on her perfectly styled hair, and in her hands, she held a bouquet of pink and white flowers.  

My dream wedding… Alison smiled.  

The vision vanished in a whirl of ripples, and in its place stood an ancient hag, her eyelids hanging wearily over sunken eyes.  

“It’s a fantasy. Do you know the real you?” Her voice screeched like fingernails on a blackboard.

Alison shook her head.

“You’re a failure,” she hissed.

“No, no, I’m not!” cried Alison.

“Oh yes, you are—a useless piece of trash!” A hand shot forth, grabbing her arm in a vice-like grip.

Alison screamed as she hit the water, droplets flying, her arms churning like egg-beaters. “Let me go!” she cried.

“No escape—ever!” The voice cackled.

Down, down she went. Alison felt the weight of the water pressing around her, smothering her life force until she floated to the surface, limp and unmoving… then, like a helium balloon, she drifted upwards into the insipid blue sky. She looked down at her hair fanned among the reeds.  

Free at last… I don’t need to think or feel anymore… I could drift like a cloud into nothingness.

She heard the words, ‘Then why are you still thinking?’  

A bolt of energy surged through her, and she plummeted. Alison threw back her head and gasped. She dragged herself out of the water, her clothes dripping and her hair matted with pond weed.

Sobbing, she stumbled into the woods and collapsed under a tree. Her anger and sorrow erupted in wild bursts as she beat the ground with her fists.  

“Why? Why?!” she cried, her voice raw with anguish. Finally, drained by the tornado, she collapsed on the grass and drifted off to sleep.  

The sunlight felt warm on her face. Alison awoke to the scent of lavender and the sound of singing. She sat up… Her grandmother’s favourite song.  

Oh, Danny boy, the pipes, the pipes are calling.

From glen to glen, and down the mountainside.

The summer’s gone, and all the roses falling.

It’s you, it’s you must go, and I must bide…  

But come ye back when summers in the meadow,

Or when the valley’s hushed and white with snow.

I’ll be here in sunshine or in shadow.

Oh, Danny boy, oh Danny boy, I love you so…



Alison’s eyes glistened with tears. I love you too, Grandma.  

She watched a butterfly flutter in the breeze, following its path until it landed on a flower.  

A cough sounded, and she looked up. On the bough sat an elf in a sky-blue suit.  

He gazed at her through emerald eyes.  

She blinked. Not another one, she thought. This place is doing my head in!

“Good morning, good evening and good day to you! It’s all the same here.” His voice had a lilt in it.

“Hello,” she said as she straightened her top and pulled strands of pond weed from her hair.

His eyes sparkled. “Can I be of assistance?”  

“Oh, thank you, but I’m fine,” she said.   

“Well, that’s good. And where are you going?”  

“I-I’m on my way home.”  

His forehead creased. “Which one? Home is a relative word in a multidimensional universe.”  

She stared at him. “My home on Earth, of course.”  

“Ah, of course. But why do you wish to return?”  

So many questions… Alison sighed. “Well, for starters, my daughters need me.”  

“Oh!” The elf raised his eyebrows. “I see.” He reached up and picked an apple and crunched it loudly. The juice trickled down his chin. “Is that why you ran away?”  

Her eyes widened. “What? How did you know?”  

“I have contacts.” He smiled. “What were you running from?”  

“Everything, but mostly this place.” She shook her head. “It’s so—bizarre.”  

“Ah, a common reaction. At least you’re going somewhere; that’s what I always say.” The elf kicked the air with his boot. “Well, I’ll be off if you don’t need my help.” He dropped the apple core and prepared to jump down from the branch.

“Wait! I’m sorry. What I’m trying to say is, I’m not ready for…” Her voice faltered.

“This level of transparency?” he said.

Alison sighed. “This place is like looking into a mirror.”  

“Surprising, isn’t it?” he smiled.  

She ran her fingers through her hair. “I don’t want to be forced to look at myself.”  

“Relax! No one can force you to do anything. It’s your story.”  

She shook her head. “It sure doesn’t feel like it.”  

“That’s because you’re still in transit between worlds, so you’re going to cling to what’s familiar,” said the elf. “In time, you’ll come to see that life is as fragile as a butterfly in a field of flowers.” He gazed at her. “You know, we too were forced to leave the Earthly plane.”  

“Oh, what happened?”  

Resting against the tree trunk, he gazed into the distance. “Well, it’s like this. We elves lived in harmony with humans for hundreds; nay, thousands of years.”  

“Thousands?” said Alison.

“It could have been longer or even shorter. Time means little to us.” He sighed. “Life was good. The farmers followed the cycle of the seasons —planting, growing, harvesting, celebrating with a joke, a beer and a rollicking song. Humans left treats and gifts for us, and we played pranks on them so that their lives did not become too solemn. The cycle continued like a well-oiled clock until everything changed.”  

Alison’s brow furrowed. “What do you mean?”  

He frowned. “It all began when armies of workers laid railway tracks through our meadows and forests and, not long after, they dug for coal. The earth groaned as they pulled out the black lumps, and the sky filled with the smoke from their chimney stacks. As they dug up the land and blasted their way through the hills, we had no choice but to hide, only revealing ourselves to those living in harmony with nature; mainly the children. Then the war began, and the army used our homeland for target practice. That’s when our story ended.”  

“How awful!” said Alison. “I remember Grandma telling me about the wee folk.”  

He tilted his cap. “I remember her well,” he grinned. “She used to sing as she cooked, and afterwards, she left us gifts of biscuits and cakes on the windowsill.”  

“Gifts? Oh, that’s because she left them there to cool…” She stopped and stared. “Hey, aren’t you the elf from the café?”  

“Common mistake. I’m Aldrin. That’s my brother, Avery. We have to keep an eye on the newbies.” He slid off the branch and landed softly on the ground. “We heard you’re one of the special ones.”  

She felt a twinge. “I don’t know about that. I’m just an ordinary mother, hairdresser and wife.”  

Aldrin looked up at her. “Ah, but those were the roles you played. Who are you, really?”  

Her throat tightened. “Well, whoever I am, I feel like a failure.”  

“Oh, that’s sad. We must find a way to cheer you up.” The elf gazed at her with his emerald eyes. “I’m one of seven brothers, and we have a little cottage in the woods. We’re looking for a housekeeper. Are you interested?”  

Alison blinked. How strange, then a feeling of familiarity flickered. The more she thought about it, the more appealing the idea appeared—in fact, it seemed the perfect fit.  

She nodded. “That would be nice.”  

His eyes lit up. “Oh, wonderful! Come on then,” he said, setting off along the path.  

As if in a dream, Alison followed.  

They made their way deeper and deeper into the forest. Time seemed to slow. Trees loomed, their trunks and branches gnarled. Shadows flickered in her mind, and a feeling of foreboding came over her. She heard a voice. “Mirror, mirror on the wall, who is the fairest of them all?”  

“Oh, no!” she cried, her heart pounding.

Aldrin turned. “Come on, we’re nearly there.”  

Alison ran to catch up. Soon, they reached a cottage nestled in a clearing. A curl of smoke rose from the chimney. They arrived at the doorstep. Through the open door, Alison saw a fire crackling in the hearth and a wooden dining table set with placemats and cutlery for seven.  

It looks so cosy; she thought.

“Come in,” said Aldrin. “I’ll warm the pottage. Avery will be home soon with cheese and freshly baked bread.”  

Alison was about to follow when a breeze blew her hair. She heard a voice.  

“Oh, Alison!”  

She turned and stared, wide-eyed.

On the path stood a goddess, her eyes as deep as midnight and her hair cascading over a rose-coloured gown. The goddess raised her eyebrows. “Do I detect a fairy-tale ending?”  

Aldrin appeared in the doorway. Seeing the goddess, he bowed. “Greetings, Persephone.”  

“Greetings, Aldrin,” said Persephone, then her eyes narrowed.  

“Oh, I-I can explain,” he stuttered.

Persephone smiled serenely.  

“It was like this; I came across this lady in the forest. She looked lost and alone, so I invited her back to the cottage.”  

Persephone nodded. “And…?”  

Alison piped up. “I just want to be happy.”

“She just wants to be happy,” echoed the elf.

Persephone gazed at Alison with a quizzical look. “Need I remind you how this story ends? Snow White eats a poisoned apple and falls into a deep sleep…”  

Alison’s heartbeat quickened as she recalled the eeriness of the twisted trees and the warning voice. She gasped. “Oh, I can’t handle this!”  

“Then leave!” said Persephone.

Alison blinked, trying to awaken from the dream. “It’s not that easy.”  

Persephone’s gaze met hers. “Try to remember who you are.”  

Alison faltered, fear rising like a tide within her. “I-I don’t know,” she said. The air stilled and, in an instant, the sights and sounds of the forest appeared flat, like an illustration in a book.  

“Come on, Alison,” said the goddess. “Trust yourself.”

Alison drew in a shaky breath and recalled her daughters. A ripple of light spread from her heart; shadows cracked like glass. Slowly, the twisted forest began to straighten. What am I doing? She thought. I can make my own choices… 

She turned to Aldrin. “I’m sorry, but who I am lies beyond this story.”  

His eyes glistened. “Are you sure?”  

She nodded, still trembling, but steadier now. I’m not Snow White…  

“See?” said Persephone. “You’ve begun to step out of the story. The rest will come in time.” The goddess waved her hands, and with a burst of magic, the spell of Snow White shattered into a million pieces. 

Alison threw back her head and breathed.  

“Are you ready?” said the goddess.

Alison nodded, and they set off into the forest.  

“Until we meet again!” Aldrin’s voice echoed through the trees. 

Alison frowned. “What did he mean?”   

“No need to dwell on things you don’t understand,” said Persephone. “Now, it’s time to discover the magic of who you are.”  

As they walked, Alison noticed her limp. “You remind me of someone,” she said, frowning. “Aren’t you Cora, my guide?”  

“Yes, I am,” said Persephone. She turned to Alison with a slight smile. “Arthritis, you know. It comes from years of living in the Underworld.” 

“But why?”

“I try not to overwhelm the newbies, at least not all at once, so I use my original name, the Kore.”  

“Oh, I see… I think,” Alison’s gaze lowered, “I’m sorry I ran away.”  

Persephone nodded. “Not unusual. I often find that humans are afraid of their own shadows.”  

Alison’s eyes widened. “Really?”  

They continued in silence, then Alison glanced over. “I must say, it’s a beautiful gown.”  

“Oh, thank you,” Persephone replied. “I wear it when visiting my father, Zeus. With his eyesight failing, he finds it difficult to distinguish the various goddesses unless they wear their traditional garb.”  

“Zeus?” Alison frowned. “I’m sorry, but I don’t know much about ancient history. It was hard to concentrate. My high school history teacher was so cute.”  

Persephone smiled. “I too, was once at an age when my concentration lapsed and destiny took over.”  

Alison frowned. “Why? What happened?”  

“I was gathering flowers with my friends in the fields when I spied a cluster of golden narcissus flowers,” replied Persephone. “The moment I stooped; Hades arrived in his chariot and whisked me off to his home in the Underworld.”  

Alison frowned. “How dreadful. But what about your father?”  

Persephone shrugged. “Zeus knew that my mother Demeter would not agree to the match, and so he and his brother Hades had arranged for my abduction.”  

“Abducted by your uncle! Whoa, that’s creepy.”  

“Yes, but in those days, fathers decided who their daughters would marry, and they often chose uncles to keep their wealth in the family.”  

“How strange,” said Alison. “But the story isn’t real. It’s just a myth, isn’t it?”  

“Are thoughts real?” asked Persephone.

Alison shook her head. “I don’t know.”  

“Of course, you don’t, which is why you can open your mind to my so-called myth, which is all about facing your shadow.” Persephone’s eyes bored into her. “While on your Earthly quest to find happiness, you ended up in the deep, dark depths. Is that right?”  

The crunch of Alison’s boots on the gravel magnified against the forest’s stillness. She nodded slowly. “Well, yes.”  

“I too, felt desolate. I wanted to escape. That was until I discovered the secret of my happiness.” She turned to Alison. “Speaking of which, Zeus offered to lend me his latest flying machine. Would you care to join me?”  

“Oh,” said Alison. “Is it a chariot with horses?”  

Persephone shook her head. “Zeus has several horse-drawn chariots, but now the gods create flying machines using the latest technology. They still call them chariots, of course.”  

She smiled. “Oh, yes!”  

“Very good.” With a wave of her hand, Persephone changed into grey slacks and an ivory top, her hair tied behind. Then she slipped on a pair of designer sunglasses.

Alison stood transfixed.

“You’ll get used to us after a while,” she said as she pushed aside a waterfall of vines.  

Alison gazed at the swan-like flying machine. “Wow, that’s amazing!”  

Persephone placed her hand on the bird’s wing. “It sure is. Hop in, and we’ll take it for a spin.”  

Alison clambered into the seat. She felt for the seat belt, but there was nothing…

Persephone slid into the seat next to her. The chariot gave a jolt as it lifted off the ground. A flock of red and green parrots flew, squawking, into the sky.  

In an instant, they were hovering high above the trees. Then Persephone pressed a button, and the chariot shot forward, throwing Alison back against the seat.  

She gasped.

Persephone grinned. “Let’s live dangerously!”  
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Alison gripped the seat, her hair swirling around her face as the chariot somersaulted through the air and swooped low over the hills. 

Persephone smiled calmly. “Don’t worry; there are no accidents in our realm.”

Gradually, she relaxed her grip. 

“Would you like to visit Zeus’ domain?”  

Alison’s breath caught in her throat. “What, you mean, go home?”  

Persephone nodded.

“Oh, yes,” said Alison eagerly, thinking she could bail out as soon as they arrived.

Persephone touched the controls, and the craft blasted downwards, leaving a trail of silver vapour behind. They passed through a bank of clouds, and the continents came into view. They soared high above a maze of rivers and roads that looked like strands of spaghetti.  

“Wonderful, isn’t it?” said Persephone. “The emerald earth, the sky and the deep-blue ocean—the perfect theatre backdrop.”  

Alison frowned. It wasn’t how she remembered it.  

Flying over a patchwork of green and yellow reminded Alison of her honeymoon flight to the islands. She recalled the passion and the quarrels and winced.   

The chariot swooped over the suburbs, so close they almost touched the red and grey roofs. Alison inhaled a mixture of sea breeze and car exhaust. “Home at last,” she said, pointing to a two-storey house. “That’s it. I promised to take my girls swimming and to their favourite café afterwards.”  

The craft slowed and then hovered.  

Alison stared at the drawn curtains and the cars parked next to a taped-off area. “Hey, why are there police cars around my home?”  

“There was a bereavement in the family,” replied Persephone.

Alison’s eyes widened. “Are my daughters okay?”  

“Don’t worry, I heard they’re fine.”  

“Well, what about my salon?”  

“Let’s take a look,” said Persephone. She touched the controls, and the chariot zoomed down the main street, weaving in and out of the traffic until it came to a row of shops. They hovered above the car park. 

Alison pointed. “That’s it. Style Leader Hair Design.” She stared for a moment and frowned. “The blinds are closed; the place looks deserted. Where is my staff? Where is everyone?!”  

“I guess they’re coming to terms with your sudden departure.”  

Alison shook her head. “Oh, what?”  

“How can I help you remember?” Persephone tapped her finger on her temple. “Ah, I’ve got it.” She passed her hand over the controls, and the chariot sped towards the centre of town. Ahead stood a stone building that housed the local newsroom. The chariot hovered outside the first-floor window.  

“Follow me,” said Persephone, gliding out of the chariot and through the open window. “Over here,” she said, positioning herself behind a journalist.  

He shivered. Pushing back his chair, he walked to the window and pulled it shut.

Alison stared at the screen. “Another woman’s life tragically lost. This week, yet another casualty of domestic violence, Alison Maybridge, a well-loved member of our community. Her husband, Bradley Maybridge, is under investigation.”  

Alison stepped backwards, eyes bulging. No, not Bradley; he couldn’t have.  

Then the realisation struck her like an oncoming bus. It was late; he was drunk. We argued, and then he hit me.  

Her face paled, and she swayed.

Persephone moved fast, surrounding Alison in a force field. She quickly propelled them through the wall and into the chariot.

Alison curled up with her hands over her face. “No—stop!” she cried as she plummeted into a shadowy realm. Ghostly figures milled about like a murder of crows, mocking her with their whispers. She deserved it… Her husband was a pushover… They’re so naïve, humans.

Alison squeezed her eyes. Her chest rose and fell as she struggled to make sense of the voices echoing in her head.  

Persephone placed a comforting hand on her shoulder.  

Alison opened her eyes and brushed the hair from her face. “I heard voices…” Her throat tightened. “They were mean.”  

“Don’t worry; you’re safe,” said Persephone.   

“But the headlines—I forgot it all.”  

Persephone’s eyes softened. “Over time, you became used to shutting down your emotions, and so it was natural that you blocked the memory of your own death. Now, breathe and release. It takes courage to face your past, but you’re not a victim anymore.”  

Tears ran down Alison’s cheeks.  

At last, she took a deep breath and wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. “I tried my best to be a good wife and mother, but nothing I did was right. He questioned me about my friends and how I spent my money. Oh, yes, he verbally abused me, but it wasn’t until he started hitting me, I knew I had to leave.”  

“A common pattern,” said Persephone.  

“I told him it was over. I wanted to take the girls to a shelter, but what about my hairdressing business? It was all so complicated. I had nowhere to turn.” She bit her lip. “Oh, Persephone, let’s get out of here.”  

“A-okay.” Persephone touched the controls. A zigzag of lightning flickered behind them as they ascended through the clouds.

Alison leaned back. “Oh,” she groaned. “I feel like such a failure.”  

“That’s just an old program playing in your head,” said Persephone. “Do you recognise the spiral of negative thoughts that drag you down?”  

“I never bothered about thoughts.” Alison frowned. “But I see them now.”  

“You see them, but do you still believe them?”  

“I don’t know,” replied Alison.  

“Well, think about it,” said Persephone. “Why should you listen to thoughts that highlight your flaws and prey on your insecurities? Yes, you suffered and made mistakes, and no, it wasn’t fair or right, but give yourself a break. You can’t change what happened, but you can choose how to perceive it. You can either remain a victim of circumstances or master the illusion.”  

Alison sighed. “I don’t want to be a victim.”

“Then know yourself as spirit, and spirit is powerful, beyond your wildest dreams.”  

The craft made a series of jolts as it sped through a dark cloud and out into the sunshine.  

“The crossover between realms can be rough,” said Persephone. “Look down there. We’re passing over the Lake of the Hereafter.”  

Alison found the sight of colourful boats bobbing on the vast cerulean waters somehow soothing. As they flew on, she looked down at the olive-green valleys, clear blue rivers and open fields brimming with herds of wild deer and elephants. “It reminds me of a movie set,” she said.   

“That’s right,” said Persephone. “In the words of Shakespeare, all the world’s a stage, and all the men and women merely players. They have their exits and their entrances.”  

Alison blinked. “I don’t remember hearing that at school.”

They passed over a range of tree-covered hills before descending into a valley below.

Alison’s ears popped. “Where are we going?”  

Persephone pointed to a rooftop. “Down there. There’s someone I’d like you to meet.”  

The chariot touched down in a clearing near a fairy ring of thatched cottages. “Run along now. You don’t want to keep your grandparents waiting.”  

“My grandparents?!” Alison beamed with delight. She pushed open the door and jumped down.  

She gazed at the cottage surrounded by a garden full of colourful flowers. There was something strangely familiar about the scene. It reminded her of a picture book Grandma had read to her when she was a child.  

Alison unlatched the wooden gate, and a shower of fairy dust blew up in her face. She brushed it aside. Remembering it was bad luck to step on the cracks, she skipped along the path. She stood on tiptoes to reach the metal knocker. It clanged.

“Come in,” a voice growled.  

Her eyes widened. Cautiously, she pushed open the door. Her footsteps echoed on the wooden floorboards. She walked along the musty hallway papered with faded yellow roses and opened the bedroom door. Beady eyes scrutinised her from beneath the bedcovers.  

“My, what large ears you have, Grandma.” Her words flowed, as though she was part of the story.   

“All the better to hear you with,” came a voice, low and menacing.  

“Oh, and what bright eyes,” she said.

The wolf smirked, revealing a row of long, white canines. “All the better to see you with, my dear.”  

“And Grandma, what big teeth…” Alison felt a stab of fear in the pit of her stomach. Uh-oh, I remember how this story ends. She spun around and ran down the hallway and out the front door. 

Alison closed the garden gate and walked briskly down the path, not daring to look back. She heard a dog yap followed by a woman’s voice. “Oh, Alison!”  

She turned to see her grandparents at the gate, a black-and-white dog at their feet. “Grandma, Grandpa!” she ran back along the path. 

Her grandmother wrapped her in a loving embrace. “Oh, Alison, how wonderful to see you again. Come in!”  

How strange, thought Alison. The house looked fresh and bright. Gone were the faded wallpaper and the musty smell. Flowers on the coffee table filled the air with a sweet scent. She sat on the sofa. The little dog gazed up at her, tail wagging. “I remember this little fellow,” she said.  

“Jess has been with me forever,” said her grandfather.  

Hmm, this takes forever to a whole new level, she thought.

“How are you?” Her grandmother spoke in a lilting tone.

Alison sighed. “It’s been a rollercoaster ride.”  

Her grandmother’s eyes glistened. “Oh dear, your Earthly experience would test anyone’s faith. Why don’t you come into the kitchen while I make a pot of tea?”  

She followed her grandmother into the kitchen, gazing at the lacy curtains and the old wooden table in front of the stove. A radio on the window ledge played an old tune. “What a cosy home you have.”

“I’m glad you think so, dear,” replied her grandmother. “It’s been in the family for generations.” She filled the kettle from the tap and placed it on the hot plate, then she sighed. “This place is pleasant enough, but we’d like a sea change.”  

Presently, the kettle squealed. Alison’s grandmother poured the steaming water into the teapot. She turned to Alison; a thin line of worry creased her forehead. “Why did you run from the cottage? Did something scare you?”  

“Would you believe I saw a wolf?” said Alison.  

“Oh, my word, how annoying… he always appears at family gatherings. I wish he’d leave us alone,” she muttered.

Alison blinked. “How strange. Can’t you make him disappear?”  

Her grandmother shook her head. “I enquired with the authorities, but they told me he is part of our family history, so unfortunately, he’s here to stay.”  

Alison’s eyes widened. “But why? Can you tell me more?”  

“Well, dear, I was talking to your aunt…”  

They heard a cough and turned. Her grandfather stood in the doorway. “What’s keeping you, girls? Come on, I want to show you my powers of manifestation!”  

“Coming,” her grandmother said, picking up the tray.  

Just as the conversation was getting interesting… she thought as she followed them to the dining room.

Her grandfather moved his hands back and forth across the table and muttered a few words. Instantly, platters of grapes, cheesecake, pavlova, cakes and delicate sandwiches appeared.

Alison’s mouth dropped open. “Oh, Grandpa, you’re a magician!”  

He grinned. “Here, try some.” He piled a plate with pavlova and handed it to her.

Alison spooned the gooey mess into her mouth. “Mm, delicious.”  

Her grandmother poured the tea. An earthy fragrance lingered in the air. “Do you have sugar?” She said, handing her a cup.  

Alison nodded, stirring the tea with a spoon.  

Her grandmother’s face softened. “We were expecting you.”  

Alison looked up. “You were?”  

“Yes. We were sorry to hear that your life ended; however, we had a feeling that something might bring you home earlier than planned.”  

Alison’s eyes widened. “What, how did you know?”  

“Just a little something I overheard while visiting the in-laws,” her grandmother tilted her head.  

“Really?” Alison whispered, wondering how they knew, after all, she had tried so hard to hide her marriage woes from the family.  

Her grandmother dolloped cream onto a large scone. “No secrets here.”  

“It seems that way,” Alison sighed wistfully. “All I wanted was a fairy-tale wedding, a comfortable home and two children. My wedding day was a washout, Bradley lost all our savings, and now this.”  

Her grandfather shook his head. “I’m sorry, Alison. I understand he was a gambler.”  

She sighed. “And an alcoholic, although he would never admit it.”  

“What he did was wrong, but he will face the consequences—we all do.” Alison’s grandfather gazed at her affectionately. “You did your best, and we’re proud of you.”  

Alison’s eyes glistened. “Thank you, Grandpa.”  

Her grandmother reached for a framed baby picture. “Haley and Emma. Aren’t they beautiful?”  

Alison gazed at the picture and smiled. “They’re young misses now; teenagers.” She sighed. “I hope to see them again.”  

“You will,” her grandmother said. “I heard your father is looking after them.”  

Alison’s eyes widened. “Oh, really?”  

“Yes.” Her grandmother nodded. “One thing’s for certain; life on the other side can be a challenge.”  

Alison looked down at her empty plate. “I feel so helpless.”

Her grandfather reached over and touched her hand. “Your Earthly life may have finished, Alison, dear, but your story isn’t over yet.”  

She nodded slowly. “You’re right. I have no choice but to move on.”  

“We can watch out for the girls if you like,” said her grandmother. “I often check in on the family and give them advice.” She smiled. “Mostly they ignore me.”  

“Remember the time you helped Jason turn the steering wheel?” said her grandfather.

Her grandmother nodded. “Just in time to miss an oncoming car.”  

“Wow, that’s amazing,” said Alison. “Thank you for offering, Grandma. That would be lovely.”

At that moment, Jess jumped up and scampered to the door, yapping.

Persephone stood in the doorway. “Sorry to drag Alison away, but it’s time we left.”  

They said their goodbyes, and her grandparents stood at the garden gate, waving white hankies.

The craft reached cruising altitude and then circled before soaring across the sky.

“How are your grandparents?” asked Persephone.

“They’re great. Only my grandmother told me they would like to move house, but for some reason, they can’t.”  

“Did she say why?”  

“She wasn’t sure. In any case, they seem happy enough.”  

“People are happy because they drink from the Well of Forgetfulness,” said Persephone.

“Lucky for them.” Alison sighed. “It would be so nice to forget the lies, insults and the late nights arguing…”  

Persephone glanced over at Alison. “I advise you to keep your memories alive. Only by uncovering the secrets within do you encounter your light.”  

Alison frowned. “Speaking of secrets, I met a wolf in their house.”  

“Ah!” Persephone’s eyes brightened. “The Wolf—a fascinating but not uncommon pattern.”  

Alison tilted her head. “What do you mean?”  

“In times past, people didn’t understand the critical voice inside their heads, and so they imagined their thoughts as monsters, wolves or negative spirits.”  

A quiet unease moved through Alison. She saw again the eyes watching her from beneath the covers. “So, the wolf is a family pattern?”  

Persephone nodded. “When a woman devalues herself, she leaves herself open to abuse and, at the same time, passes the pattern onto her daughters. It works like a magic spell.”  

Alison frowned. “Sounds like a curse to me,” she murmured. “How do we break the cycle?”  

“With some difficulty,” said Persephone. “It requires that you see it clearly, which means you must pass through the darkness of the story before you can transform it.”  

“I’d like to transform my story,” Alison said quietly. “But I’m not ready… not yet, anyway.”  

Persephone nodded. “Which is why I suggest you keep your memories alive. Sometimes the pain of seeing the truth is necessary in order to break the spell.”  

A long silence followed. Alison felt the wolf’s gaze, its eyes searching. She took a breath. “Speaking of magic, Grandpa manifested a beautiful afternoon tea.”  

Persephone raised her eyebrows. “Manifestation is also magic.” She paused. “But even more, you can harness the power of your mind to see through the illusions.”  

Alison exhaled. “Easy for you to say; you’re a goddess.”  

Persephone’s eyes flashed. “You realise goddesses do not exist in isolation—we live within the consciousness of humanity.”  

“Really? They didn’t teach us that at school.”  

“Reality was not a strong point in your school curriculum,” said Persephone. “We can play catch-up. Shoot me a question, anything you like.”  

Alison rolled her eyes. “Um… well, if life is a theatre, where’s the script?”  

“Good question,” said Persephone. “In ancient times, everything was new. Life was simple, and the blueprints of the script were unmistakable. However, as time passed, the human story expanded, and the original blueprint faded into mere myths and fairy tales.”  

“Oh,” said Alison. “That reminds me, my daughters used to enjoy Sleeping Beauty.”

“And just like Sleeping Beauty, your true self was asleep whilst you lived each day on autopilot,” said Persephone.   

Alison raised her eyebrows. “My true self, what do you mean? I made my own choices.”  

“It may have seemed that way, but think about it. Most people react to the life around them, mistaking their reactions for their true selves. They rarely question themselves, nor do they look within to examine what is happening. They make plans, and when things go wrong, they feel frustrated or depressed. Isn’t that so?” She glanced over at Alison.  

Alison faltered. Was that true of her? She wanted to deny it, but memories surfaced. She recalled the times she had acted out of fear or habit, without thinking why.  

She took a deep breath. “I-I suppose so,” she said, slowly. “But then, what was I doing all that time?”

“Sleepwalking, perhaps?” Persephone smiled.  

Alison frowned. “So, you’re saying none of it was real?”

“Real enough to learn from,” Persephone said gently. “But not who you truly are.”

They continued in silence. Alison looked up. “You know, to be honest, at times I felt different from the people around me but I just ignored my feelings and got on with it.”  

Persephone nodded. “Old souls often feel that way.”  

“You mean I lived before?”  

“Yes,” said Persephone. “Only you forgot.”  

A shiver ran down Alison’s spine. She squeezed her eyes shut until the feeling passed, then she opened them again. “Where are we going?”  

“The City of Dreams.”  

“Will I see my mother?”  

“Most probably,” said Persephone.

The chariot sped quietly through the sky, accompanied only by a group of multicoloured flying craft. On board, people chatted. One by one, the crafts joined in formation, swooping and soaring like flocks of birds. As they reached their destinations, the passengers bid farewell to each other with waves and smiles before their chariots peeled off from the group and went their separate ways.

“Who are they?” asked Alison.

“There are many sightseers in this world,” replied Persephone.

The sun sank behind the hills. The sky turned russet, then darkened. From below, a cascade of lights illuminated a helipad on the ground.

The chariot landed.

“Well, this is it,” said Persephone.

Alison gazed into the Twilight Zone. “You’re leaving me here?”  

Persephone nodded.

“But I thought you were my guide?”  

“I’m only a thought away. Meanwhile, you need time and space to sort yourself out, and I need to get back to the Elysian Fields. But we’ll catch up soon.”  

Alison frowned. “How do I get to the City of Dreams?”  

“Don’t worry, I arranged for a driver to collect you.” Persephone reached into her pocket and pulled out a chain with a gold locket in the shape of a flower. “Wear this to remind you of your magic.”  

Alison clipped the chain around her neck and clambered down.

“The car will be here at any moment. I’ll be off now. Ciao, bella.” Persephone fluttered her fingers, and the chariot rose. “Remember, you are the driver of your story.”  

Alison watched until the light was just a speck in the sky. She rubbed her arms, chilly from the night air. Crickets hummed. Distant lights flickered, and church bells pealed their mournful tones.  

Alison shivered. She had never felt so alone. As she walked towards the bus shelter, a high-pitched buzzing noise began, faint at first, and with each step it grew louder. Alison stopped and listened for a moment, then shook her head.  

Must be traffic, she thought. She took another step, and a screech like feedback from a microphone blasted through her head. 

She clamped her hands over her ears. “What the…!”  

Alison walked faster, trying to escape the pain. Visions flashed across her mind’s eye; snippets of memories, moments that seemed like a lifetime, The smell of Bradley’s aftershave, the flowers he bought her after their arguments, his rasping voice, his apologetic attempts at compliments, his lips, his smile.  

She recalled their honeymoon, the warm glow of exhilaration. The feeling she longed for—of being wanted and adored. The feeling of belonging that momentarily silenced the emptiness in her heart. 

The buzzing continued. Memories rolled like a movie reel: quarrels over money, the yelling, the terror that ran through her veins as he walked through the front door. Suddenly, she froze. Trapped by fear, sparks began slowly behind the eyes, then a blinding flash. Her hands flew up to her head; the zigzag lines that come before a migraine.

‘Mum has a headache,’ she heard the girls whisper, knowing their mother would be out of reach for the next few hours. 

Oncoming headlights dazzled her eyes, sending daggers into her head. Alison gasped.

A black Mercedes pulled up alongside her, and the window wound down. The driver leaned out. He wore a cap, and his smile was wide and toothless.

Her eyes sprang open, and she took a step back.

“Alison Maybridge?” he enquired.

She nodded.

The door swung open, and a driver in a suit and tie hopped out. His features, brown and knobbly, resembled a giant toad.  

“At your service,” he croaked.  
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The City of Dreams





The car sped along the road, its headlights beaming snake-like in front. Alison stared at the driver’s leathery skin and the warts on the back of his neck. “So, why am I being driven by a toad?” she wondered out loud. 

The driver glanced in the rearview mirror. “Don't ask me, madam; it's your story.”

Alison closed her eyes, trying to ease her throbbing head. Her mind swam with images of crocodile-infested waters. A toad with wide lips and bubble eyes loomed close. Her nostrils filled with a sour swamp odour as his lips puckered. “Kiss me,” she heard him say. Suddenly, she clutched her stomach as a wave of nausea struck the back of her throat.  

“Stop, I’m going to be sick!”  

The car swerved onto the verge. Alison pushed open the door, stumbled a few paces and then lurched forward, expelling a mass of radioactive green worms. They squirmed and glistened in the dark. A sour taste filled her mouth. Alison leaned her hand against a tree and breathed deeply. 

At least my headache is gone, she thought as she climbed back into the car.

The driver turned and handed her a drink. “Are you feeling better, ma'am?”

Seeing his brown eyes and trimmed beard, she blinked.  “Yes, thanks.” She sipped the iced tea. “I'm sorry. I don't know what came over me.”

“It's okay, I’ve seen it all before,” said the driver. “People feel freer once they purge their past.”  

He started the engine, and the car merged back onto the road.

Alison wound down the window, and a refreshing breeze tousled her hair.

“Excuse me.”  

“Yes?” said the driver.  

“Why is the sun shining, and, uh… where’s the toad?”  

The driver glanced in the rearview mirror. “Newcomers often find the reflection of unconscious thoughts quite unnerving. I find a long drive always helps.” He swung onto a two-lane highway and merged with a cavalcade of fast-moving cars. “We’re about to enter the City of Dreams. Who is your closest relative?”  

“Oh!” said Alison. “My mother. She passed away quite recently.”  

The driver pressed a button on the console. “Number fifteen Buck Avenue.” He exited the freeway and entered a suburban street. Passing a row of houses, he slowed down. Pulling over, he checked the flashing light on the console. “Look familiar?” he asked.

Alison stared at the white weatherboard cottage, the unkempt lawn and the ragged pink and blue hydrangeas in the front garden. “Y-Yes, that’s it,” she stammered.

The driver stepped out and opened her door. “Good luck, and may all your dreams come true.”  

“Thank you,” she replied.

The car door closed with a thud, and he drove off.  

Alison took a breath and started walking towards the front door.  

A permed head popped over the wooden fence. “Hello, Alison dear.”  

“Oh!” said Alison, and then she remembered her neighbour. “Gladys, how lovely. I didn’t expect to see you.”  

“Oh, well, here I am.” Gladys grinned and held up the nozzle of the hose. “Watering, as usual. Arnold is inside watching the cricket. You won’t find anyone at home. Your mother and aunt are at the mall chasing the weekly dream specials.” She glanced at her watch. “They should be back soon.”  

“Gladdie…,” a voice called from the window.

“I won’t be long,” she answered. “It’s lunchtime, must go. Nice to see you again.” Her face disappeared.

Alison wandered through the side gate and into the backyard. The metal swings, the vegetable garden overrun with weeds, the washing line and the old shed. It all looked so familiar. A tabby cat rubbed against her legs. Alison bent down to stroke her soft fur. “Oh, Tabitha, my dear.”  

She recalled the day her school friend’s mother led her to the woodshed at the back of their house. They opened the door, and the kitten’s eyes shone in the dim light. She had placed the tiny tabby carefully in her school bag and carried her home, where she had remained ever since.

Alison opened the back door, breathing in the familiar scent of laundry powder, toast and tea. Tabitha strolled along the hallway, her tail in the air. Alison followed. Cautiously, she opened her bedroom door and peered inside. The room was just as she remembered: the floral bedspread, piles of schoolbooks on the desk and her coat flung over the back of the chair.

The bed squeaked as she sat down. Alison opened the bedside drawer and pulled out her old diary, papered with hearts and roses. I wonder, she thought as she flicked to the last page and read. ‘I went to the prom last night and danced with Bradley, my one and only.’ Her stomach churned. She quickly slid the diary into the drawer. 

Gazing into the full-length mirror, she blinked. Looking back at her was a fresh-faced teenager wearing a red chiffon dress—the one she had worn to the school prom.  Alison stood up. “I’m young again!” She switched on the radio. Her dress swirled as she danced around the room.  

Baby, you don’t know what it’s like

…to love somebody… to love somebody

the way I love you…



A knock echoed in the hallway. Alison ran to the front door. A young man stood on the doorstep in faded blue jeans and a T-shirt. His nose was flecked with freckles and mousy hair flopped over one eye. Seeing her red dress, he smiled shyly, then pushed the hair from his eyes.  

“Hey, Alison,” he said.

“Ah…,” Alison blinked. “I’m sorry, you are?”  

“School, remember? Ian, Ian McKenzie.”  

School-day memories sped through her mind. Ian was a bookish boy who wore black-rimmed glasses and spent lunchtimes in the library. A smile spread across her face. “Oh, Ian. Yes, of course. You lived in the next suburb with your mum.”  

“Still do.”  

“I knew your mother had passed.” She frowned. “I’m so sorry, I didn’t realise you…”

“Hey, it’s okay,” he said. “I just wanted to say welcome. It’s nice to see a familiar face.”  

“Thanks. It’s kind of you to call.” Alison stood for a moment, holding her breath, then exhaled. “Why don’t you come in?”  

“Sure,” Ian said, stepping inside.  

They sat in the living room staring at the old television set. “So, how did you know I was here?” she said, breaking the silence.  

“Mum told me… it was bad luck.”  

Alison stared at the patterned rug. “You can say that again.”  

“She said you have two daughters.”  

Alison nodded. “I miss them so much. Emma is fifteen and Haley is two years younger.” She swallowed, then she turned to him. “So, what about you? Do you still write poetry?”  

Ian smiled. “You remembered…”

Alison nodded. “Of course. It was memorable.”  

“I still write, but it’s mostly computer-related.”  

“Oh, I see. So, what did you do after you left school?”  

“I had a scholarship to study computing and physics,” said Ian. “After that, I did a master’s degree in theoretical computing, and then I worked as a contractor for various computer companies.”  

Alison exhaled a sharp breath. “Wow, quite a career. Did you leave anyone behind?”  

“No.” A shadow passed over his eyes. “My girlfriend left me. She said, my work came before her.”  

“I’m sorry to hear that.” Alison paused. There was something different about him, quieter, steadier. “So, how did you end up, you know… over here?”  

“Last, I remember, my friend Joel and I were driving through a flooded river. He got out okay, but my door wouldn’t open. In any case, I’m here, and he’s there.” He shrugged lightly. “It was fate, I suppose.”  

His calmness took her by surprise. “Do you want to return?”  

“My mother is keen to get back to the Earth plane. She wants me to join her, but I’m not so sure.”  

“I’d like to get back,” said Alison.

“You need to fill in forms, sign contracts and all that.”  

Her eyes widened. “I imagined it was just a matter of choosing your parents.”  

“I thought so too, but with so many trying to return, re-entry has become more complicated.” Ian smiled. “You can’t escape bureaucracy.” He hesitated, then added. “Hey, I’m checking out the Re-entry Pavilion tomorrow. If you’re interested, why don’t you come along?”  

“I’d like to, but are you sure?”  

He nodded. “Of course. It would be nice to have some company.”  

“Thanks,” she said, smiling.

“Great!” he said, standing. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”  

Alison watched him leap sylphlike down the front steps. She smiled. He hasn’t changed; she thought. For a moment, she lingered by the door, watching him disappear down the path.  

Gladys’ face appeared over the fence. “The shops are closing.” She pointed the nozzle towards the mall. “Your mother will be home soon.”  

Alison waved. “Thanks, Gladys.”  

It wasn’t long before the front door swung open, and her mother came inside carrying a large shopping bag. Alison’s eyes widened. She looked so youthful in a green and white patterned dress.  

“Alison dear, welcome home!” Beverly placed the bag on the table and embraced her daughter. “Lovely to see you again.”

“It is,” said Alison, beaming. “Oh, Mum, you look well. Last time I saw you…”  

Beverly nodded. “I know—in the ward with an oxygen mask over my face. But that’s all in the past.” She looked over her shoulder. “Look who’s here, Joyce!”  

A mauve-haired woman with an armful of packages tottered through the door. “Well, I never! Let me put this loot down.” She squeezed Alison tightly. “Lovely to see you! We were just saying how nice it will be when we’re together again.”  

“And here we are,” said Beverly, smiling. “Well, I don’t know about you, but I’m exhausted. I’ll just put a few things away, and then we’ll have a cup of tea.”  
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