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PROLOGUE
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Velvety darkness surrounded the glow of the full moon. An oriental scent filled the air, emanating from the incense sticks placed in the grass along the stone path. Hundreds of tiny candles flickered along its edge. A group of people made their way up the path towards a large garden, each carrying their own candle. 

At the head of the group was a man dressed in a black cloak slowly moving away from the straight line, whispering instructions to the others as if not wanting to disturb the night. The crowd gradually formed a large circle, their dark clothing contrasting sharply with the bright candlelight. One by one, they came to a halt, their heads bowed, their faces eerily lit by the flames. One person stepped out of the circle and made her way to the centre. The woman, dressed in a white cloak, raised her arms. A subtle gong sounded. The heads of those around her turned towards her.

'Friends, tonight we have gathered here to bid farewell to Stephen. Let us celebrate his life among us and in the hereafter. Let us remember him in silence.'

Lulu, with a burning candle in her hands, watched the event unfold. She had always been very close to Stephen and his wife Cynthia. He was a famous painter. He was a connoisseur. He lived life to the full! Enjoying good food, not enough exercise and ignoring his thousands of ailments had killed him. He died in his sleep a few weeks before their wedding anniversary. Her mind went back to the morning when Cynthia had called her in a panic. Her words had been unintelligible, but the wailing and sobbing had been clear enough. Lulu had given Cynthia instructions, like a sergeant giving orders to a soldier. Then she had jumped into her car and driven the short distance at breakneck speed. Arriving, a ghastly white Cynthia opened the door. She held up one arm, her index finger pointing at the stairs. Lulu had run up the steps. When she burst into the bedroom, she was thrown backwards in shock. 

The body on the bed had not moved. 

Lulu could immediately see there was no soul inside, only an empty shell. She had called the ambulance. 

This all had happened just a few days ago in the house belonging to the garden where she was now.

A second heavy gong brought her back to the present. Lulu looked at the tear-stained faces of the others. She knew many of them. 

Lotte and Wesley stood a few steps away from her. The hatred she saw in Lotte's eyes would have made a stranger run for cover, but it did not surprise her. She did find it bizarre that they 

had been invited to the farewell ritual. Her eyes swiftly moved and came to rest upon Cynthia's eyes. Their contact gave her an immediate sense of calm and security.

The woman in the middle of the circle continued with ceremonial words: 

'With these grains we will draw the three circles. 

With these grains, the dead will rise in the primal germ of life ... 

Again.' 

The woman gracefully walked three times around the urn in the centre. She mumbled inaudible words and ended by throwing her arms in the air. 

Waiters appeared out of nowhere bearing trays with various drinks. Lulu took a glass of water.

'Let us now raise our glass in memory of Stephen!'

Everyone raised their glasses to mark his passing to the Summerlands.
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CHAPTER I
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'Don't you think it's time to put things in order?'

'Is it time already?'

'Soon there won't be time left. What will you do then?'

'All right, I'll start putting things in order. I'll go and make the tea!'

The voices echoed through time and space.

'No, he prefers coffee!’ she exclaimed.

Gasping for breath, she opened her eyes. She had dreamt about Stephen who had died a while ago. He had spoken. He would prepare tea. For whom, he had not said. She had no idea why coffee was the subject of her dream! In the past, she had always dreamt about black birds. Or strange creatures. Or invisible people pulling her down by her legs. But never about coffee. 

She looked at the hands of her alarm clock. Half pas six. She turned over with a sigh. Just a few more hours of sleep, she thought. Her thoughts, however, did not allow it. They offered her a return ticket to a past time, a recent past. A past that included a party with an ouija board. When she discovered that some of her friends had tried to do her harm. 

She had been accused of deceit. She had even been the instigator of serious conflicts, they had said. But that night, the truth had come out and the real troublemaker had been exposed. Her so-called friends never apologised for accusing her falsely. 

Lulu pushed away these reflections. 'I have better things to do than wander around the past,' she muttered to herself. She struggled to jump out of her bed. Today, she would help Cynthia clean the house and put away the personal belongings of the deceased. There would be more than cleaning with soap and water. There would also be a ritual cleaning. Lulu remembered the phone call a few days ago.

'The house is a shrine to Stephen’s memory. Lulu, won't you help me?' 

Lulu, however, had not been keen. The demands of her therapy practice left her longing for a stress-free weekend.

'And you know, at first the memories were fun. But after that night with the ouija board, things went completely wrong. Too much negative energy got stuck. My thoughts keep turning into terrifying memories. So I really need your help.' Cynthia's pleading tone had been successful.

'Ok, I will come and help you. Just say when and what time!'

'Saturday, as early as it's convenient for you! Because that thing I did with the black mirror and the normal one, I think it had a wrong effect.'

Lulu misunderstood Cynthia's last sentence. But incoherent stories were now something typical of Cynthia.

A few hours later, Lulu, dressed in worn black jeans and baggy T-shirt, stepped out of her car. Her chestnut hair was up in a tousled bun. She peered with her brown eyes for a moment at the everyday houses in the cul-de-sac that was closed by a thick row of trees. They were the guardians of the wood that swarmed with townspeople in summer. Lulu turned and walked in the other direction, towards her friend's equally mundane house. Ordinary on the outside, she chuckled. Lulu pressed the doorbell.

Cynthia opened the door.

'Hello sweetie, come in, would you like tea or coffee before we start?' 

Lulu felt startled. The cheerfulness was in sharp contrast to what awaited her. 

Today, tangible memories in the form of clothes, books and paintings of the deceased partner would disappear from the house. Memories that would inevitably bring tears. And yet Cynthia stood before her, smiling.

'I can always use a cup of coffee,’ she replied as she tried not to show her concern. 'Those purple-blue highlights in your hair are gorgeous!' 

Cynthia gave her a hug and the two women stepped into the kitchen. They drank coffee together. The biscuits that Cynthia had put on the table, were left untouched. 

Half an hour later, they got up.

Dragging her feet, Lulu climbed the stairs to the bedroom. She hadn’t set foot in that room since that awful morning.

'Wow, did you paint those walls? Those pastels go perfectly with that soft blue bedspread!'

Lulu looked around for a moment. The bedroom seemed cheerful. The bed, now without a cold, dead body, stood in the middle of the room. There was a pleasant calm. And yet something didn't feel right. She frowned as she caught sight of her reflection in the large standing mirror. Only my own reflection, she thought, regretting her choice of worn clothes. Thoughtfully, she continued gazing at her reflection. Was she being watched? She turned like lightning. Her face grew pale. There, for an instant, stood a figure! She blinked for a moment and the apparition disappeared. 

Lulu turned towards Cynthia, who stood on the opposite side of the room, half-hidden among the contents of a green-painted wardrobe. 

'Yes, the layer of paint was necessary,' Cynthia muttered.

Lulu sighed deeply. It must have been my imagination, she mused, ignoring the cold shiver that ran down her spine. Tired, she closed her eyes.

'How far have you got?'

'The warning has been given.'

'Ok, but that was close. Do you think you can get everything done in time?'

'Yes, the first thing I'll do is make some coffee, because it turns out he prefers that. Should I make it strong or weak?' 

'I have no idea. You can add milk and sugar, just in case.'

'I have something to tell you. I have done something that maybe I shouldn’t have. I went to over there to have a look.'

'Have you completely lost your mind? You know that is strictly forbidden!'

'Yes, but I don't think they saw me. The one woman showed signs of recognition, but I don’t think she herself believed I was actually standing in that room. I left the place quickly!'

'I hope for your sake there won’t be any consequences. You have no longer any business there!’

He watched, as the figure slowly moved away from him. He doubted he would obey the many rules.

'Sleepyhead, wake up.' Cynthia’s voice reached her vaguely. 

'Sorry,' Lulu mumbled, disoriented by the vividness of her dream. 'I've been falling asleep everywhere lately.'

'Yes, that's what happens when you always work and don't take time to look after yourself. It doesn't matter. I'll keep you awake.' And Cynthia disappeared back into the wardrobe.

A few hours later, most of Stephen's clothes were neatly packed into cardboard boxes.

'Let's have lunch first, then we can continue with the cleaning,' sighed Cynthia. She walked into the kitchen area and took several food containers out of the fridge.

'Lulu, will you set the table outside? It's such fine weather! We can eat outside.'

Lulu happily complied. After feeling watched and that cold shiver she felt, she had dreamt hearing voices. 

Distorted voices with an alien intonation discussing what was happening at that moment. An all but pleasant experience for which she had no explanation.

She opened the back door to the garden and, with closed eyes, gazed up at the bright July sun. She enjoyed the warm rays on her face. 

The clatter of plates, knives, forks and glasses brought her back to reality. Cynthia placed another platter of sandwiches and toppings on a tray and handed it to her with a smile.

Silently, Lulu set the hexagonal garden table for two. How different the garden was now. Here and there, Lulu could still see the silver of some forgotten burnt-up tea lights twinkling in the grass.

She picked up a glass, playing with the reflections of the sunlight, which created colourful distortions. A wave of fatigue swept over her and the glass slipped from her grasp. 

'Thank you, I could do with a bit of good luck,' Cynthia chuckled, poking her head through the door.

Lulu gulped. She was tired of constantly falling asleep. Perhaps it was time to consult a doctor. Should she discuss this with Cynthia? But was now really the right moment? Today was all about the deceased. Surely she couldn't expect to claim all the attention?

Distracted, Lulu walked back inside.

‘I’ll pick up the broken glass right away. Do you need a hand with that?’ she asked Cynthia, as she watched her balancing food containers and trying to carry them outside. 

‘No, my dear, everything is fine, but perhaps you can take that outside so we can begin our meal.’ She nodded clumsily towards a glass bowl filled with a delightful mixture of lettuce, tomatoes, eggs and pieces of smoked salmon and tuna.

‘Are you sure that’s enough for the two of us?’ Lulu giggled.

‘Yes, absolutely!’

Lulu took the bowl and let her eyes wander over the garden for a moment. Yellow sunspots jumped up and down due to the summer breeze moving the tree leaves. She watched Cynthia arrange the boxes on the table as best she could. She cleared her voice. Now or never, she thought. 

The loud shrill of the doorbell disrupted her intention.

'Oh, I forgot to tell you. There are extra guests for lunch. Sam is one of them!’ Cynthia’s voice sounded from afar.

Lulu blushed slightly and rushed to the front door.

An unfamiliar woman and man nodded towards her and without waiting for an invitation, they stepped into the house. Sam followed quietly, lightly pressing his lips to her cheek. He took the bowl from her hands.

The unknown couple made their way to the garden and set themselves down at the set places. Lulu ran after them, casting a questioning look at Cynthia. 

Unperturbed, Cynthia emerged from the kitchen with extra plates, cutlery and glasses. 

The unknown guests pulled out a bottle of wine from a plastic bag. 

Bewildered, Lulu plopped down into an empty garden chair next to Sam. 

'It's always cosy here, isn't it,' the woman remarked looking around. 'Luckily, Cynthia always provides plenty of food!' Meanwhile, the other person swiftly filled up the plates.

Lulu racked her brain. She recognized these people; she had met them before. And they had left the same eccentric impression back then. But she could not remember their names. To avoid fretting over unknown first names, Lulu started eating.

The conversation was entirely steered by the strange unknown couple. Even Cynthia, who usually dominated conversations, had little input. From time to time Lulu nodded in agreement or responded with an odd 'uh'. Sam remained silent. An hour later, the two strangers got up and disappeared from the house, as if they had never been there.

'Did I dream this? Did this really happen?' Lulu asked with a puzzled look on her face. 

'It was real. Those two were here. And you know them, you met them at Stephen's farewell ritual. Their names are Elsie and Harry,' Cynthia added after seeing Lulu furrow her brow.

'Elsie provided the beverages for the ritual,’ Sam recalled.

Lulu nodded vaguely, choosing not to share the strange impressions these people had left behind and cleared away the remnants of lunch. She didn’t want to ruin the day with her need for acknowledgement. And she definitely wanted to keep her strange sleeping episodes with their weird dreams to herself.

'I'll come back later,' she heard Sam say to Cynthia. A few moments later he was gone, without bothering to say goodbye to her.

'He had to leave urgently but is coming back in a few days to discuss the spiritual housecleaning,' Cynthia explained. 

Lulu hid her relief by moving to the sink.

In the old-fashioned kitchen, the women quickly washed up, then continued cleaning up. However, it took hours before the deceased's clothes and books were put into boxes. Stephen had left behind so many tangible things that it seemed almost impossible to get rid of everything in one day.

'I never knew how much stuff Stephen had.' Cynthia remarked as she folded the sides of the cardboard box.

'Indeed, Lulu replied, stifling a yawn. ‘We have already discarded a lot. And yet, I keep stumbling upon new things.’ 

'Every time we fill a box, the pile of clothes in this closet seems to magically replenish itself.’ Cynthia closed the door.

'Now I can't see what is left,' she joked. Her gaze fell upon the ceramic doorknobs. Her fingers absentmindedly toyed with the crocheted tassel. 'Let’s call it a day! We've certainly put in the effort!'

'Fine by me. I'll make some coffee and we can take a break.' 

'No need, dear Lulu’ Cynthia replied. ‘You don’t have to stay. I can do with some solitude. I'll see you soon?'

Lulu nodded understandingly, her tired eyes struggling to stay open.

'Why are they getting rid of everything now? I can still use that!' He watched as everything disappeared into boxes. His sadness faded at the same time, until it was nothing but a misty memory. What was going on? 

'Lulu, Lulu,’ Cynthia yelled. 'Will you stop dozing off for once?'

'Sorry, it's become a daily thing. I'm simply overtired! These days, everyone seems to need a listening ear. And yet they seem to have no one else to talk to than to a specialist, like me. My therapy practice is fully booked lately. Sometimes, I have clients until ten in the evening. My sleep is seriously suffering.' Her voice trembled and tears welled up in her eyes. 

'Then go home quickly, dear,' Cynthia replied nonchalantly. 

Lulu crawled under the covers early that evening. The clean up, seeing Sam, meeting that bizarre couple and her weird dreams, had worn her out. Her cat was already dozing nicely on her pillow. Lulu glanced at the alarm clock on the bedside table and fell asleep immediately. 

She dreamt she was banging against an invisible wall with a hammer. The noise grew louder and louder. The final bang of the hammer made her sit upright in her bed. Dazed, she heard the dream pounding in her ears. Was this real? Was it in her house? Was it the cat? Was it trying to get in? No, she had not let the cat outside! Or had she? She felt as if she had been asleep for hours. 

Her sense of time was off. Again, she looked at the clock. Three quarters of an hour had passed. No, that could not be! Surely it must be hours. She got out of bed to check the time in the spare room. The alarm clock in there mentioned the same time as the clock on her bedside table. Weird! 

From the stairwell, she saw her cat move slightly on her pillow. So, the cat was inside; and only forty-five minutes had passed. And yet she was quite sure that something had happened to time. The pounding in her ears gave way to voices. 

'You no longer belong to that world! Consider this a last warning. We have noticed that you have revisited that world despite early warning. Playing with time is strictly forbidden! One more slip-up and we will have to come up with a suitable punishment. If you don't know where you are and what exactly happened to you, we are giving you the chance to attend a workshop. Take it! That other thing will have to wait. Leave the coffee for now. We ‘ll have time for that later! Attend that workshop right now and make sure to stay in this world!'

Lulu sprang to her feet, jumping out of bed. Gasping for breath, she rushed to the bathroom to splash cold water on her face. She shuddered. With a head full of haunting thoughts, she climbed back into bed only to fall into a dreamless sleep moments later. The next morning, she was surprised to find the small clock in the spare room misplaced. She jotted down her vague nightly experiences in her diary. Then, she searched the internet, seeking for explanations about the enigma that was time.
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