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Chapter 1. The Final Removal 
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Oscar Whatmore had never much worried about the 'Four Last Things.'

He was, after all, a man whose worldview was comfortably bounded by the four sturdy wheels of his removal truck, the four legs of a good mahogany dining table, and the four main legs of a winning quinella. Death, Judgement, Heaven, and Hell were abstract concepts, useful only as hyperbolic terms for the quality of a racetrack or the current state of traffic on the M25.

If pressed, Oscar might have admitted he was a good man. He was cheerful, pragmatic, and remarkably strong for fifty-three. His core philosophy was simple: measure twice, lift with the legs, and always check the form guide before parting with your cash.

He owned and operated Whatmore & Sons Removals, though the 'Sons' part was wholly aspirational. It was just Oscar, a slightly bruised Bedford CF2 furniture van, and his long-suffering apprentice, Kevin, a nineteen-year-old whose primary contributions to the moving business were the discovery of obscure grime-metal bands and an uncanny ability to lose spanners.

Today, however, the 'Sons' was entirely missing. Kevin had called in with "a deeply metaphysical flu," which Oscar suspected was a euphemism for "I spent all night trying to get past Level 7 of Elden Ring."

Oscar was on his own, tackling a particularly tricky job in a converted Victorian terrace in Chiswick: a narrow stairwell and a truly monstrous French armoire, solid oak and roughly the size of a Fiat Panda. The heat was oppressive, sticking his blue overalls to his back.

"Right," Oscar wheezed, wiping a bead of sweat that threatened to drown his right eye. "We’ve done this before, mate. Just another big lump of dead tree. Respect the grain, respect the weight."

He wasn't talking to the armoire. He was talking into the earpiece of his almost-dead mobile phone, listening intently to the voice of a man named Marcus, the commentator for the 3:45 at Sandown. It was the centrepiece of Oscar’s afternoon: the 'Divine Intervention Handicap.'

Oscar Whatmore's unhealthy obsession with horse racing wasn't about the money, not really. It was about the poetry of the names, the geometry of the odds, and the pure, unadulterated thrill of predicting chaos. He saw patterns in the mud, portents in the trainer changes, and philosophical truths in the way a jockey held the whip.

Oscar was not a particularly successful gambler, but had an unimpeachable reputation for paying his debts promptly.  So much so, that a local bookie, Ron Witherspoon, allowed him to bet on credit – maximum wager not to exceed 50 quid.  Ron had sent three children through grammar school on earnings largely from generally incompetent but desperately honest punters. So in this case, he was quite happy to accept a bet on credit of £50 on a long odds mudlark named 'The Four Last Things.”

Expecting the best but cheerfully preparing for the worst, Oscar had withdrawn £50 from his savings account that morning. The fresh banknote almost sighed as he slid it into his lapel pocket.

"I mean, it's destiny, isn't it, Kev?" he’d told the empty air of his cab on the drive over. "A four-year-old mare. Four syllables. Four last things. It’s a sign."

The irony was not lost on him, even as he was currently wrestling with the earthly weight of what felt like a very stubborn Fifth Last Thing.

He had the armoire tilted precariously on a stair landing, resting it against the wall while he adjusted his grip and mentally calculated the torque required to pivot it without taking out the antique plasterwork.

"They're coming round the final bend now," Marcus's voice crackled excitedly in his ear, momentarily distracting him from the structural integrity of the wardrobe. "It's tight! It's really tight! 'Celestial Navigator' has taken the lead, but here comes the outsider, charging hard on the rail, it's 'Mortal Coil'! Oh, the drama!"

Oscar grunted, straining. The wood beneath his fingers was warm and smooth. He could feel the blood pulsing in his temples.

"Come on, you beauty," he muttered, not to the armoire, but to the horse. "Come on, 'Four Last Things'! Show 'em what a bit of existential dread can do!"

He gave a final, desperate shove. The armoire, perhaps sensing his divided attention, slid. Not down, which would have been bad. But sideways. It shifted its centre of gravity from the wall to Oscar’s already compromised stance.

In the earpiece, Marcus's voice rose to a crescendo of pure, ecstatic sound:

"It's a photo finish! The crowd is roaring! 'Celestial Navigator' neck-and-neck with 'Mortal Coil'! And pushing through, in a magnificent burst of late speed... 'THE FOUR LAST THINGS' IS WINNING! THE FOUR LAST THINGS HAS DONE IT! BY A NOSE!"

The words 'HAS DONE IT!' were the last clear, distinct sounds Oscar Whatmore ever heard.

The armoire, a large, heavy monument to Victorian interior design, completed its final, fatal move. It fell, not with a crash, but with a dull, heavy thud, pinning Oscar beneath its considerable bulk.

The world went instantly dark, quiet, and thankfully, pain-free.



The Graffiti-Lined Passage

A moment later—or perhaps an eternity, time being a highly relative concept when one is flattened by expensive furniture—Oscar Whatmore experienced what he recognised, with the detached annoyance of a man who’d just missed the start of a good documentary, as a Near-Death Experience.

He found himself floating. He was conscious, completely fine, and oddly detached from the messy scene involving the oak armoire.

And then, there was the tunnel.

It stretched out before him, a vast, smooth, light-filled cylinder, just as described in countless books and documentaries. The tunnel was long, wide, and currently vibrating faintly, like a low-frequency hum from a poorly grounded amplifier. The light at the far end was the expected, intense, beautiful white glow, but it seemed oddly fluorescent rather than divine.

"Well, that’s just bang-on, isn't it?" Oscar muttered to himself. "Always knew they had to get you from A to B somehow. A glorified service duct, really."

He began to drift forward, drawn by the intensely bright light.

As he floated, Oscar noticed something profoundly, disappointingly un-celestial.

The walls of the tunnel, which should have been smooth, featureless white light, were instead covered in a dizzying array of markings. It was cosmic graffiti, etched into the luminous surface with apparent ease.

Not tasteful religious iconography, either. This was the work of countless bored, recently-deceased souls with access to celestial spray paint. The tagging ranged from crude symbols to detailed, if slightly boastful, murals.

Oscar squinted at a nearby section as he drifted past.

REPENT OR DIE TRYIN' (Stenciled in aggressive, jagged gothic script, clearly a popular motif).

Underneath, a smaller, neater tag: Uriel + Gab Luv 4Eva (A stylized heart included, pierced by a slightly inaccurate arrow).

Further along, a crudely drawn stick figure captioned: 'MICHAEL WAS HERE' (With a very detailed drawing of a flaming sword, but an accompanying angel-wing emoji had been poorly drawn).

Another message, scrawled hastily in what looked like celestial black marker, read: "DON'T EAT THE CLOUDS – THEY TASTE LIKE SOAP! - BARRY '98"

There was also a significant amount of administrative signage, equally defaced and rendered semi-useless. A large, illuminated sign read: "PLEASE HAVE YOUR SPIRITUAL ID READY. NO SMOKING (EVEN ETERNAL FIRES). NO LITTERING. MAXIMUM SPEED 5,000 SOULS PER HOUR." Someone had crossed out 'NO LITTERING' and drawn a grinning skull with a halo. The speed limit sign had '5,000' changed to a bold '60' with the word 'LIES' spray-painted over it.

The smell, Oscar noticed, wasn't of frankincense and myrrh. It was ozone, slightly damp plaster, and faint bleach.

He then spotted the source of the cleaning supplies and general maintenance.

Up ahead, a small, battered-looking white van with the words 'Celestial Maintenance, Division of Infra-Soul' stenciled on the side was parked slightly off-centre in the tunnel, its hazard lights blinking rhythmically. The engine, Oscar could faintly hear, was idling with a slightly strained, terrestrial rattle.

All around it were workmen.

They were regular blokes, dressed in heavy-duty orange high-vis vests that glowed blindingly against the tunnel’s light. They wore thick gloves and respirators pulled down around their necks, wiping down the walls with industrial-sized cloths. They were using buckets of soapy water and long-handled brushes, the tools of honest, necessary graft.

"Oi! Watch the dust, mate! I just polished this section!" one of them, a burly man named Dave judging by the patch on his vest, shouted good-naturedly, not at Oscar, but at a colleague who was aggressively scraping a truly foul-looking piece of detritus off the wall.

"Sorry, Dave! Look at this! Some soul's left an entire shoe! A Hush Puppy, no less! How does that even happen? Don't they tell people to secure all loose items before transit?" the colleague replied, tossing a suspiciously well-worn brown leather shoe into a large plastic skip labelled: 'Non-Biodegradable Sin-Refuse. NO SOULS ACCEPTED.'

Oscar drifted past the worksite. He saw another worker meticulously using a scraper to remove layers of ancient gum stuck to the floor of the tunnel—gum that was presumably centuries old.

"Any congestion up ahead, lads?" Oscar mentally asked, the thought bouncing off the luminous walls.

Dave, the first workman, somehow heard the thought and paused his scrubbing. He pulled his respirator up and squinted at Oscar. "Nah, mate, clear run for you. Just a bit of a backlog around the Pearly Gates paperwork queue. And mind the gap at the end! It’s a deep one." Dave gave Oscar a weary thumbs-up. "Good luck, mate. Hope you packed warm."

Oscar nodded, finding an unexpected comfort in the sheer normalcy of it all. Even the cosmos needed a maintenance crew. He passed a sign attached to the side of the maintenance van: "INFRA-SOUL: KEEPING THE AFTERLIFE MOVING."

The light at the tunnel's terminus, which had been blinding, now began to resolve itself. It wasn't a featureless void; it was a doorway. A huge, ornate, revolving glass door, like the kind found at a high-end, but slightly dated, city office block.

Oscar Whatmore, furniture removalist, racing enthusiast, and now casualty of a rogue French armoire, found himself spat out of the luminous tunnel and into the lobby of the afterlife.



The Cosmic Waiting Room

The transition was jarring, like walking out of a silent movie theatre and straight onto a busy high street.

He stood (or rather, hovered, but the sensation felt like standing) in what could only be described as the reception area for eternal judgment: a truly immense, echo-laden lobby that resembled a brutalist, mid-century court house.

The floor was cracked terrazzo—the kind that looked great in 1965 but now just looked institutional. The ceiling was impossibly high and covered in dusty acoustic tiles, one of which was visibly peeling at the corner. The walls were panelled with dark, oppressive, mock-expensive wood that was supposed to convey gravitas but mostly conveyed the need for a serious polish. The air was thick with the scent of old carpet, too many people, and a faint, bureaucratic odour that Oscar immediately identified as the smell of stale coffee and unnecessary paperwork.

It was crowded.

Thousands of souls, manifested in their earthly forms (mostly dressed in what they died in—togas, suits, military fatigues, and, in Oscar's case, damp, slightly-ripped blue overalls), milled about. The noise was a sustained, overwhelming hum of nervous chatter, frustrated sighs, and the occasional, distinctly non-celestial moan of despair.

Overhead, a vast, analog clock with a chipped face ticked with agonizing slowness. Beneath it was a digital display that was flashing wildly between a sequence of numbers, presumably queue markers, and the message: SYSTEM ERROR: PLEASE AWAIT REBOOT. (Expected Time: 3-5 ETERNITIES).

Oscar found a space near a potted palm (clearly plastic, with dust clinging to the fronds) and took a moment to observe the scene.

A security guard, a stern-looking fellow who might have been a former customs officer named Bartholomew, was trying to enforce an imaginary line. "Single file! No cutting! No soliciting the recently deceased! And for the last time, Sir, no, you cannot charge your smartphone in the emergency exit! The circuit breaker is very sensitive!"

Oscar watched a portly soul, wearing the elaborate robes of a Renaissance scholar, try to pay for a cup of tea from a vending machine with a handful of ancient Roman coins. The machine spat the coins back out and issued a robotic, slightly sarcastic announcement: "WE ACCEPT EUROS, DOLLARS, AND GOOD INTENTIONS. ROMAN DENARII ARE NO LONGER LEGAL TENDER. THANK YOU FOR YOUR COOPERATION."

He drifted past a notice board plastered with faded, curling flyers:


	
ANCIENT GREEK DISCUSSION GROUP: Tuesday 17:00. Bring your own scrolls. (Cancelled until further notice).


	
LOST PROPERTY: If found, please return one (1) large set of Golden Keys. Contact St. P. (Urgent).


	
CELESTIAL DRINKING FOUNTAIN IS OUT OF ORDER. Use the restroom facilities on Level 3.




"Bloody automation," Oscar sighed, shaking his head. "And lost keys. It's like an airport on a bank holiday."

He decided a bit of human (or post-human) interaction was in order. He walked over to a small group huddled around a bench that looked suspiciously like a bus stop seat, bolted to the floor with worn bolts.

The first was a young woman, perhaps twenty, dressed in the faded t-shirt of a popular band. She was frantically fiddling with an imaginary phone.

"Excuse me, love," Oscar asked gently. "Bit of a crowd, isn't it?"

She looked up, startled. "Oh. Hi. Yeah, mad, right? I'm Chloe. I was just trying to send a final tweet, you know? 'Just died, LOL, the tunnel is so extra.' But the service up here is absolute garbage. No bars at all. My followers are going to think I ghosted them."

"Doesn't seem very divine," Oscar observed.

"I know! And like, I have no idea where to go. They said I’m on the 'minor infractions' list, which I think is because I used my flatmate's Netflix account for three years without paying, plus I lied on a few of those online personality quizzes. Do you think that’s a Hell thing, or just a lengthy orientation seminar?"

Before Oscar could offer an opinion on corporate streaming policy, an older man in a tweed jacket leaned in conspiratorially. He had a look of permanent intellectual consternation.

"Pardon me, but you seem pragmatic," the man said, adjusting his spectacles. "I am Professor Alistair Finch. I ran the Department of Early Modern Philosophy at Oxford. I've been waiting seven hours for a piece of clarification. They've lost my file!"

"Lost it?" Oscar frowned. "Bit sloppy."

"Sloppy is an understatement, my friend! They've claimed they don't have records between 1650 and 1750 because of a 'reclassification of the Enlightenment period.' The sheer audacity! I wrote thirty-two peer-reviewed papers on Bishop Berkeley! How can they judge a life lived in academic rigor if they don't possess the supporting documentation?" Professor Finch wrung his hands. "I died of an aneurysm while correcting a misplaced comma in a PhD thesis. The least they can do is respect the process!"

Chloe piped up. "I bet one of those maintenance guys is using your file as a coaster, Professor."

"Right," Oscar said. He remembered what the workman, Dave, had said: Mind the gap. This gap was administrative, and it looked eternal.

He took another look at the clock. Still ticking with impossible slowness. He spotted a smaller sign near the main queuing area: "NOW SERVING NUMBER: 4,321,907."

Oscar felt a nervous twitch where his wallet used to be. He knew, with the certainty of a man who once spent three days waiting for a council permit, that the number he pulled from the small, blinking machine just inside the revolving door was 4,321,908.

"Looks like I've got a bit of a wait myself, lads," he said, joining them on the bolted bench. "I'm Oscar. Died moving a French armoire. Don't worry, Professor, they'll turn up your paperwork. Bureaucracy moves slow, but it's relentless."

Suddenly, the vast lobby fell silent. The hum of conversation died, replaced by a low, mechanical grinding sound. All eyes turned to the huge, imposing sign above a set of gigantic, gilded double doors at the far end of the lobby.

SUPREME COURT OF THE HEREAFTER

ONLY THE NEXT DECEASED WILL BE ADMITTED.

The scrolling LED sign beneath the doors, the kind found at an old cinema or a rundown high street shop, began to churn its sputtering, green letters.

It scrolled:

N ... O ... S ... C ... A ... R W ... H ... A ... T ... M ... O ... R ... E

The name hung there, luminous, final, and slightly wobbly due to a faulty bulb in the display.

Professor Finch gasped. "Good heavens! The efficiency is shocking! Only one number difference! Oscar, you've been summoned! Go!"

Chloe looked at Oscar with sudden respect. "Wow. Congrats on the fast track, dude. Don't forget to tell them about the Netflix thing. For me."

"I'll see what I can do," Oscar promised. He pushed himself off the bench, adjusting his stained overalls.

He looked back at the bench one last time, at the mass of confused, anxious souls, and the security guard arguing with a Roman centurion about the placement of a spear.

He squared his shoulders, a lifetime of lifting awkward objects suddenly serving as preparation for this final, ultimate inconvenience.

Taking a deep breath of the lobby’s stale, bureaucratic air, Oscar Whatmore walked towards the Supreme Court of the Hereafter to face the rest of the Four Last Things. He hoped, for the sake of his eternal well-being, that the presiding judge understood the intricate beauty of an 8-to-1 outsider coming through on the rail. He felt a sudden, fleeting pride: at least he'd died a winner. He walked up to the heavy, squeaking doors. The security guard, Bartholomew, nodded grimly and unlocked the mechanism with an enormous, rusty key.

The doors creaked open, revealing only a blinding white light beyond. Oscar stepped through.
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Chapter 2. Queue Confidential
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Oscar Whatmore stepped through the giant, gilded doors, expecting blinding illumination and a choir of angels. He received neither.

The light behind the doors was, in fact, incredibly harsh—the kind of stark, shadowless illumination found in large factory sorting rooms or poorly designed underground car parks. It felt less like the light of divine glory and more like the light required for filling out a tax form.

He found himself not immediately in the presence of the Almighty, but in a vast, echoing antechamber. This room was clearly the transition space between the chaotic bustle of the lobby and the sanctum of the Court. It was long, narrow, and designed solely for queuing.

Two very long, winding rows of silver stanchions, connected by frayed red velvet ropes, stretched ahead of him for what felt like miles.

"Oh, come on," Oscar muttered. "A second queue? They couldn't consolidate?"

A harried-looking angel with a clipboard and a chipped halo floated up to him, gesturing toward the nearest queue rope. This angel, named Gabriel 7-Delta, looked like he hadn't slept in several millennia.

"Whatmore, Oscar. Furniture Removalist, occupation," Gabriel 7-Delta recited, barely glancing at his clipboard. "Position 4,321,908. Please proceed to the Final Holding Pattern. Have your metaphysical self ready for inspection. No aggressive thoughts, no perishable items, and absolutely no unsolicited advice for the Presiding Authority."

"Right, thanks, mate," Oscar said, slipping past the angel and entering the queue.

He wasn't alone.

The queue was packed with newly arrived souls, all equally bewildered, all dressed in their final, earthly attire. The atmosphere was a strange mix of resigned patience and barely contained existential panic.



The Voices in the Void

OSCAR WAS IMMEDIATELY sandwiched between two very distinct souls. To his left was a woman whose white tennis dress suggested a swift, active death—she looked perpetually annoyed. To his right was a man in an impeccably tailored but slightly moth-eaten 1930s pinstripe suit, clutching an imaginary cigar.

"Bloody Hell," the woman, Jane, muttered, adjusting an invisible visor. "I told them I was just about to serve for the match! These people are worse than the ICE officials at LA airport.   And what is that dreadful music?"

Oscar strained his non-existent ears. Faintly, piped in through ancient-sounding speakers embedded in the high ceiling, was a maddeningly cheerful instrumental version of the theme from The Great Escape.

"Inspirational," Oscar offered dryly.

"It’s patronizing," Jane snapped. "I was an investment banker, not a prisoner of war. Though, I suppose, if they count my time in corporate M&A..." She trailed off, looking introspective for a brief second before regaining her sharp impatience. "Still, I don't see why I couldn't be fast-tracked. I only engaged in minor insider trading. I mean, who doesn't?"

The man in the pinstripe suit, who hadn’t said a word, exhaled a plume of imaginary smoke and finally spoke, his voice a low, gravelly rumble.

"Rookie mistake, sister," he said, turning a surprisingly jovial but wrinkled face toward Jane. "It ain't about the size of the sin; it's about the quality of the paperwork. You got caught. Sloppy. Now, me? I'm Frankie. My friends call me Slick. Ran the numbers for the Chicago outfit back in '38. They got me on an expired bus ticket, not the dozens of... let's call them 'contractual disagreements'."

He winked, or tried to, which looked more like a spasm. "But I made damn sure my records were clean. Every ledger balanced. Every payoff recorded as 'consulting fees.' They'll look at my file and see a model citizen with an unfortunate jaywalking habit."

"And you think that gets you into Heaven?" Jane scoffed.

Slick Frankie adjusted his nonexistent tie. "Honey, I don't care where I go. Long as the joint's got good bourbon and a poker table, I'm fine. I just want to get out of this queue. And get a cigarette.  What sort of place is this, anyway? No vending machines?  Or dooty free stores?"

Oscar spent the next hour—or what felt like it—listening to the philosophical debate between the investment banker and the mob accountant: the ethics of minor financial corruption versus the technical purity of a well-maintained criminal record. Oscar chimed in once to suggest that the whole process might be weighted more heavily on the 'Good Intentions' line item, citing the vending machine in the lobby. Both Jane and Frankie dismissed him immediately.

"Intentions are for poets, not accountants," Frankie grumbled.



The Paperwork Problem

AS THE LINE SHUFFLED forward, Oscar noticed a peculiar phenomenon. At intervals along the wall, there were small, raised podiums where weary-looking Cherubs sat, typing laboriously on enormous, ancient Remington Typewriters. These Cherubs, who clearly resented their data-entry jobs, were interviewing souls and compiling their final, summary reports.

Finally, Oscar reached a podium presided over by a Cherub who looked roughly ninety years old and smoked an invisible cigarette with intense concentration.

"Next! Name, current status, and brief summary of major life events," the Cherub wheezed, striking the keys with the force of a blacksmith.

"Oscar Whatmore. Deceased. Furniture removalist. Lifted heavy things, enjoyed horse racing. Died under a French armoire."

The Cherub sighed, pulling a three-inch-thick manila folder from a pneumatic tube next to the podium. The folder was labelled, simply: WHATMORE, O. (4321908).
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