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  INTRODUCTION




  C. S. LEWIS’S A Grief Observed was published in 1961, the year Justine Picardie was born. ‘I seem to

  remember,’ he wrote, ‘all sorts of ballads and folk-tales in which the dead tell us that our mourning does them some kind of wrong. They beg us to stop it. All that ritual of sorrow

  – visiting graves, keeping anniversaries, leaving the empty bedroom as “the departed” used to keep it, mentioning the dead either not at all or always in a special voice, or even

  (like Queen Victoria) having the dead man’s clothes put out for dinner every evening – this was like mummification. It made the dead far more dead.’




  I remember all those ballads and stories, many of them Scottish, in which the dead rose up to tell us we were mishandling them, keeping them remote, pushing them into tombs and clouds, far from

  the terra firma of the living. One of my favourites was ‘The Ghost of Sweet William’, in which a wraith turns up at the bower of his former lover.




  He speaks:




  

    

      

        

          ‘My body lies in yon kirkyard,




          Close by the rolling sea;




          And it is but my ghost, Marg’ret,




          That’s speaking now to thee.




          Then sweet Marg’ret! O dear Marg’ret!




          I pray thee, for charitie,




          To give me back my faith and troth,




          As I gave them to thee.’


        


      


    


  




  But her faith is gone. And it was always so. It took a long time in literature for characters to commune with the dead on their own terms. That’s why it was so shocking, at a young age, to

  discover Wuthering Heights, and to learn of Heathcliff’s begging the ghost of his beautiful, ill-fated Catherine to haunt him for the rest of his days. Neither Lewis nor Heathcliff

  wanted their loved one to leave: they cared nothing for graves and prayers, cards and sympathy; they wanted the person they loved to communicate fully from the place they had gone to, as if the

  shadowland between life and death was merely a quiet beach where you might place your shoe in the others footprints, and begin to walk, knowing that in the end you would meet them, never worrying

  whether the world was this one or another, so long as you were together.




  Melanie Klein, writing in 1940, said that mourning was a depressive state that we were happy to overcome. Freud had been impressed by our ability to bear it, our trust and our belief that the

  pain would stop. But what if a person doesn’t want it to stop? What if they can’t let it stop because that would be the true end? ‘Why did I keep stressing what was and was not

  normal, when nothing about it was,’ writes Joan Didion in The Year of Magical Thinking, her book about the sudden death of her husband, John Gregory Dunne. And the wisdom of the

  questioning in that masterpiece reminded me, when I read it, of the wisdom in another, published four years earlier, written by Justine Picardie. One of the epigraphs in If the Spirit Moves

  You is from Eliot’s ‘Four Quartets’ and it stands over the book like a holy ether, telling us as we read that there is transformation in our contact with the dead. We might

  begin by feeling we have lost them, but we may come to feel we have gained ourselves. The paradox must be ear-splitting to the suddenly bereaved, but Justine Picardie’s book made me believe

  in it.




  I can’t remember whether I knew Justine’s sister or just thought I knew her because of my familiarity with her brilliant column in the Observer, which she wrote, at her

  sister’s behest, during the time she was dying of cancer. (Justine was then editor of the Observer magazine, and the columns her sister wrote later became a well-known bestseller,

  Before I Say Goodbye.) When Ruth died, aged thirty-three, Justine dreamt about her every night and wondered where she was. The dreams turned into a kind of metaphysical search – as

  C. S. Lewis’s had, before her, and Joan Didion’s would, a few years later than Justine. Both Lewis and Didion would sorrow over a beloved spouse, and that is one kind of loss. (I know

  her fairly well, by the way, so won’t be calling her Ms Picardie in this Introduction, or the estimable Editor-in-Chief of Harper’s Bazaar.) Justine was grieving for a person

  who was not only blood, but whose blood was a sicker version of her own. Love is love, and we admit no hierarchy of forms when it comes to the true sort, but great siblings possess something of

  their own, a knowledge of the same dark places, the same womb, for instance, but also they might, once upon a time, have lived in a merriment of similarities. After death, it might seem natural to

  cross a supernatural threshold to be in touch with your sister again. And that is what Justine did – she sought her Ruth in the marvellous grey spaces of existence, and wrote a book about

  that search that became a classic invocation of love’s essence, and the family bond, as well as a very beautiful and personal account of what the human imagination can do when faced with the

  unknown.




  There’s something intrepid in Justine’s reaching to the other side, and her book is both a journal of that reaching and a literary exploration of the psychic sphere. With

  Ruth’s death, she lost a sister but gained something to wish for – the sister in herself. In a very T S. Eliot manner, that’s a cycle of being, and Justine rolls with it, feeling

  her way into a new kind of correspondence with a woman she had once known as well as she knew herself. During a telephone conversation with Rita Rogers, then the most famous medium in the country,

  Justine is suddenly hearing extraordinary things and feeling drawn to a truth she had only conjured with. If it was a question, we might say it was Are the dead living?’ But in fact

  Justine’s ‘conversion’ – such as it was – relied on a need in her that is too deep for tears. ‘If they’re dead and gone,’ says Rita, ‘then who

  am I speaking to? I’m certainly not talking to myself, that’s for sure.’




  ‘No, you’re not, Rita,’ I wanted to say. ‘You’re talking to us all.’




  Justine’s journey is heartfelt and heart-sore, and, as a reader, you always feel she is pulling close to something essential about grief. There is no book like this. And reading it again I

  remembered Alison Harte, the middle-aged medium who serves the dormitory towns of the M25 in Hilary Mantel’s novel Beyond Black. At some point on your road you have to turn and start

  walking back towards yourself,’ Mantel writes. ‘Or the past will pursue you, and bite the nape of your neck, leave you bleeding in the ditch. Better to turn and face it with such

  weapons as you possess.’ And this was the energy of Justine’s book, published three years before, a book more forgiving than Mantel’s would be of false belief and more tolerant of

  death’s fertility. You get the impression, as Justine moves from place to place, from one world to another, in search of Ruth, that she is also seeking a reliable source of meaning in her own

  life. The book is moving and memorable because there are two hard-to-find girls at its centre, Ruth and Justine, with only the latter one left in our obvious sphere to tell the story and stake her

  claim on reality. If the Spirit Moves You is essentially a magical statement about a mind’s personality. Ruth, we see, is many things, not least a ghost in the book and a spur to

  greater selfhood in her sister. Only a writer could bring that off, and the book has been loved for the courage of its subjective convictions. No simple paean to a great sister and a mourned

  relationship, the book grows in power, and catches fire, when its author falls headlong into the personal vacuum left by her sister’s death. And so she finds pure gems of personal mythology

  as she contemplates the grammar of loss:




  

    

      Once upon a time, long ago and far away, where the years blur into a half-remembered story, I loved a man (no, not a man, a boy), and for a while, he loved me. One day, he

      stopped talking to me. We stopped seeing each other. I struggled against this – leaving messages, from time to time – but then I gave up, or gave in to the enforced silence. We

      still do not speak. But I do think about him, every so often, and I guess he sometimes thinks about me. Our relationship still exists, somewhere in our heads. I do not feel angry with him any

      more; or even rejected. It is rather peaceful this way. The silence is welcome. It washes over me.


    


  




  That line about giving in ‘to the enforced silence’ seems almost like a clarion call in this terrific memoir-cum-psychic-travelogue. Picardie goes everywhere – St Ives; Times

  Square; the Freud Museum; Dallas, Texas – looking for the authentic sound of Ruth, or the enforced silence, but all in all it proves to be a perfect journey around herself. She never

  condescends to the mediums she is talking to, and is always tactful, forever hopeful, and part of the book’s distinctive music comes from the way Justine’s disappointments slowly fade into

  coping. The book is a beautiful demonstration, in fact, in the art of coping, which, like the art of losing – at least according to Elizabeth Bishop’s amazing poem ‘One Art’

  – isn’t hard to master.




  By the end, Justine has crossed over, but not so much to another plane as to the one that was always there. The lost is found, somehow, and she comes home to herself. And that is the art she has

  mastered, the art of coping and art of the perfect return. In the end I believe she finds a Ruth that can never leave her, an absence, a spirit, perfectly met by her sister’s love. ‘I

  miss her still. I miss her so much. I don’t know where she is, however hard I have tried to find her. “I’m here,” she says to me, inside my head. But which one of us is

  speaking?’




  What we know, or learn in this beautiful book, is that love and writing can rescue the missing and comfort the ghosts in our haunted houses. We have all grieved, or will do, and we must rely on

  art, when it appears, to show us the indivisibility of ourselves and the ones we lost. That is certainly what we find here, a sweet echo to tender philosophy. If the Spirit Moves You is

  now a modern prose classic, and the work proves, by its own lights, a truth that was native to its presiding poet. Death is not overcome, but neither are we overcome by it. Our creativity outlasts

  us. ‘We shall not cease from exploration,’ wrote Eliot, ‘and the end of all our exploring will be to arrive where we started and know the place for the first time.’




  

    ANDREW O’HAGAN


  




  





  For Ruth




  





  The savage, it is said, fails to distinguish the visions of sleep from the realities of waking life, and accordingly when he has dreamed of his dead friends he necessarily

  concludes that they have not wholly perished, but that their spirits continue to exist in some place and some form, though in the ordinary course of events they elude the perceptions of his senses.

  On this theory the conceptions, whether gross or refined, whether repulsive or beautiful, which savages and perhaps civilised men have formed of the state of the departed, would seem to be no more

  than elaborate hypotheses constructed to account for appearances in dreams; these towering structures, for all their radiant or gloomy grandeur, for all the massy strength and solidity with which

  they present themselves to the imagination of many, may turn out on inspection to be mere visionary castles built of clouds and vapour, which a breath of reason suffices to melt into air.




  

    James George Frazer, Book II, ‘Killing the God’,


  




  The Golden Bough




  It was not for a long time that I learnt to appreciate the importance of phantasies and unconscious thoughts about life in the womb . . . They afford the deepest unconscious

  basis for the belief in survival after death which represents a projection into the future of this uncanny life before birth.




  

    Sigmund Freud, The Interpretation of Dreams


  




  

    

      

        

          We die with the dying:




          See, they depart, and we go with them.




          We are born with the dead:




          See, they return, and bring us with them.


        


      


    


  




  

    T.S. Eliot, Four Quartets


  




  





  GOOD FRIDAY IN the year 2000. Jesus is dead and so is my sister, and I’m running on a

  treadmill at the gym, watching MTV with no sound on. If my sister were still alive she would be thirty-six in ten days’ time. But Ruth died when she was thirty-three, the same age as Jesus.

  Obviously, I know she wasn’t nearly as famous as Jesus was at the age of thirty-three – I’m not that crazy, nor inclined to blasphemy under normal circumstances –

  but Ruth is a little bit famous, because after she was diagnosed with terminal breast cancer I asked her to write a column for the Observer magazine, which I was editing at the time. The

  magazine was called ‘Life’ and her column about death came on the final page. She only wrote a handful before she died, but many thousands of readers responded to her pieces, which were

  later collected (along with emails and letters) in a book called Before I Say Goodbye. Thus she has a kind of public afterlife – she rose again, in the bestseller lists at least

  – which is perhaps both a blessing and a curse for those who loved her.




  When I think about her now, which is most of the time, it’s like rewinding a silent film in my head: I see the crucial scenes in our lives together (holding her hand whilst her twins were

  born in an emergency caesarean; holding her hand when she kissed them goodbye just before she died two years later). But what I can’t hear is her voice in my head, and that silence is driving

  me crazy.




  The treadmill is supposed to be good therapy, and sometimes it works, but not today because Good Friday is the saddest day of the year. I’ve tried it all since my sister died, in the

  manner of the sophisticated consumer that I am supposed to be: the gym, bereavement counselling, psychotherapy, anti-depressants, valium, sleeping pills, homeopathic remedies. Prozac is

  sufficiently numbing to take the edge off the silence (though I’m trying to stop taking it because I wonder if I’ve been missing something; if the impermeable layer that it provides is

  in fact now necessary). But still nothing really speaks to me.




  I didn’t expect silence. We had always talked so much. She was my best friend as well as my sister: a little less than three years younger than me, the child I needed to protect when I was

  still a child (and my parents scarcely grown-ups themselves); yet I could not protect her now. When we knew that she was going to die, because the cancer had spread to her lungs and her liver, we

  spoke about how we would always talk to each other, even after her death. Neither of us had grown up believing in a conventional Christian afterlife (and anyway, I had given up on that unkind God

  after his failure to answer my prayers to save her); but, even so, it seemed impossible that we would ever be separated by silence, that our voices were contained only in our flesh and blood.




  Yet in the weeks after her death, I heard nothing. At night there were just my own muffled screams in the pillow when I went to bed; or the memory that I tried to block out but which filled my

  head of her agonized breath on her last night, as she gasped for all that remained of life. And I could say nothing to her except, ‘I love you, I love you, I love you.’ ‘I love

  you too,’ she whispered, before she slipped away to a place where I could not follow.




  Since then there have been times when I have longed to go after her. But today, after I’ve finished at the gym, I walk back home, back upstairs to the computer in the attic. I’m

  almost expecting to find an email from Ruth (‘message waiting’) but there is nothing; just my half-reflected face on the blank screen. I wonder if she is on the other side, looking back

  at me looking in. I wonder if I could smash a hole in the screen and put my hand through to reach her. I often dream about being with Ruth in a wood. She is a little girl, lost in the wood, and I

  am on the other side of a glass screen watching her. In my dream I shatter it with my bare fists and reach through, cutting my wrists as I do so, on the broken glass. When I was a child I saw a

  television adaptation of Wuthering Heights, and Cathy’s ghost came to a dark window; she was outside, and she smashed her way in, with bleeding wrists and knuckles. Or maybe –

  though I can’t quite remember, maybe I dreamed this – it was a little girl in the house who closed the window against Cathy’s ghost, slamming the window down on her dead fingers

  as they reached inside.




  I don’t need a therapist to explain this, thank you very much. I need only turn to one of my favourite books, Iona Opie’s very useful A Dictionary of Superstitions:




  

    

      

        

          Death: opening locks/doors and windows frees spirit: 1891, Church Times, 23 Jan. Yesterday, at Willey, in Warwickshire, I buried a little boy

          three years old. It was snowing hard, yet the parents (of the labouring class) would have both front and back doors of their cottage wide open all the time of the funeral.


        


      


    


  




  So much for communication, then.
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  SUNDAY 23 APRIL




  WHEN I DREAM about my sister, as I do almost every night, she doesn’t say very much. Just

  before dawn on Easter Sunday, when Jesus is doubtless rising again, I dream that I meet my sister at a party. ‘I thought you were dead!’ I say.




  ‘No, I just went to America,’ she says, looking evasive.




  ‘But I saw your dead body. I went to the funeral and saw the coffin. You were cremated.’




  ‘Hmm,’ she says, infuriatingly.




  ‘And what about the children?’ I ask her. ‘How could you just go to America and leave Lola and Joe? They’ve missed you so much! And I’ve missed you so much! How

  could you do that?’




  She turns away.




  ‘Ruth, listen to me,’ I say. ‘Your husband has got a girlfriend. She’s called Anna. They’ve just moved into a new house together, with the twins. Don’t you

  care? Are you even listening to me?’




  She still says nothing. I look at her more closely, at her cropped hair that has been dyed red, and then I realize that this is a stranger, someone pretending to be Ruth.




  ‘You’re not my sister,’ I say to this woman.




  ‘You bitch,’ she replies.




  After this dream, I think maybe I need some help. A few months ago, a friend gave me the telephone number for a man – a medium, in fact – named Arthur Molinary, who works at the

  College of Psychic Studies. I liked his name – it made me smile – and I quite liked the idea of going to this strange sounding place. But I had stuffed the number in a drawer. I

  didn’t feel the need to ring him then. Now I can’t think of what else to do.




  

    [image: ]


  




  WEDNESDAY 26 APRIL




  I RING THE COLLEGE of Psychic Studies from work. This is a very peculiar phone call to make in an

  open-plan office, so I try to whisper.




  ‘I’d like to make an appointment to see Arthur Molinary,’ I hiss into the phone.




  ‘Mr Molinary is fully booked until 6.15 p.m. on 8 June,’ says a business-like woman at the other end of the line. ‘Would you like to take that appointment?’




  ‘Yes,’ I say, ‘but isn’t there anything sooner?’




  ‘Well,’ she says, pausing briefly, as if scanning the appointment book of a popular doctor’s surgery, ‘you could come in and see our junior sensitive on 16 May at 6.30

  p.m. We’ve been getting very good results from him.’




  ‘I’ll take both appointments,’ I say, feeling excited, suddenly feeling Ruth. I can’t see her sitting next to me, not literally, but I can see her in my mind’s eye,

  wearing her favourite lavender-coloured skirt and a white shirt from a shop called Ghost.




  ‘See you then,’ says the receptionist. ‘And we need twenty-four hours notice if you’re going to cancel.’




  ‘I won’t cancel,’ I say. (Later, when I tell my husband, who is a rationalist, about this conversation, he raises one eyebrow and remarks, ‘You’d think the College

  of Psychic Studies would know if you were going to cancel.’)
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  MONDAY 1 MAY




  IT’S RUTH’S BIRTHDAY. I’ve lost

  my good spirits and sunk back into gloomy, angry silence. Both my parents have stayed the previous night at my house (in separate bedrooms because they are divorced). In the morning, we make

  small-talk between slices of toast. I wonder whether to tell them about my appointments at the College of Psychic Studies. My father used to be an Oxford don; my mother is a therapist. I

  can’t see spiritualism going down well with either of them, though, as it happens, my paternal grandfather developed an interest in seances after his parents died. It’s kind of an

  unspoken family embarrassment: poor, sad, silly Louis, who was named Lazar (for Lazarus) but changed his name when he was reborn into evangelical Christianity, joined Jews for Jesus, and started

  listening out for rapping on the table and voices from beyond.




  ‘Dad,’ I say, ‘why don’t you ever talk about Louis and the spiritualists?’




  ‘Oh, that dreadful rubbish,’ says my father. ‘How absurd, how truly ridiculous can you get!’




  My father had the first of several nervous breakdowns just after his mother died; I must have been seven or eight when he was sectioned and sent to a mental hospital near Oxford, where he was

  given electric shock treatment. (I was not there – how could I have been? – but I remember it as if in a bad dream, standing looking at him from the other side of a glass wall, as he

  was strapped to the bed, and electrodes attached to him, like Frankenstein’s monster, and then the electricity was shot through his brain, and when I cried out, ‘Stop hurting

  him!’, no sound came out of my mouth.) Since then, he has had years of therapy, and brutal doses of medication that have left him a little frail and shaky. His father’s experiences with

  spiritualism were, possibly, a gentler way of dealing with grief than my own father’s psychiatric treatment; but he might disagree with this observation.




  (At the same time that my father was in a mental hospital, I made my brief acquaintance with the Old Testament, when I absorbed myself in a curious Christian denomination, for several months at

  least, with a school friend. Her father was a distinguished Oxford physicist, but he was also a Christadelphian, which at the time sounded to me like a flower, but is in fact a subsection of the

  Church that expects a second coming of Christ on earth. So my friend and I sat in the Christadelphian Sunday School in a basement hall on a suburban Oxford street, while her parents waited upstairs

  for the return of Jesus Christ, and my father wrestled with his demons somewhere nearby.)




  As for my mother, she was raised in the rituals of the High Church by her mother, who had been sent away by her mother to a Convent boarding school at the age of four. Perhaps

  unsurprisingly, my mother had thoughts of becoming a nun as a teenager; but though there is something saintly about her, she did not, in the end, follow in the footsteps of her ancestor, Henry

  Garnett, a Catholic priest who was executed after the Gunpowder Plot, and later beatified by virtue of the image of Christ that was seen in the drop of his blood that fell from his severed head.

  Instead of marrying God, my mother discovered my Jewish father and socialism and her own cleverness instead. Their marriage failed. (I grew up associating Easter with my father’s concurrent

  descent into depression; a link which I did not understand until a recent email arrived from him which observed, gnomically, ‘There were Pogroms in the Tsarist Empire, usually orchestrated by

  the Russian police themselves at about Easter time and fuelled by the Catholic priests, to blame the Christkillers who would be accused of murdering Christian children for their blood to make

  matzos at Passover.’) Recently, my father has found some consolation in the rituals of Judaism that he previously rejected; while my mother returned, briefly, to the Church with her second

  husband (a doctor – a blood specialist, and also a haemophiliac). After the doctor died of Aids, she discovered a different kind of solace in what Freud saw as the science of

  psychotherapy.




  I, on the other hand, search for answers in the Dictionary of Superstitions:




  

    

      

        

          Bleeding, charm to staunch. The verse to stop . . . bleeding is the 6th verse of the 16th chapter of Ezekiel, which must be repeated by one of the

          opposite sex from the patient. ‘And when I passed by thee, and saw thee polluted in thine own blood, I said unto thee when thou wast in thy blood, Live; yea, I said unto thee, when

          thou wast in thy blood, Live.’


        


      


    


  




  After Ruth’s death, I seem to my mother to be silent and closed: in need of therapy, probably. But, like I said, my experiences with therapists have not been very

  successful. The first bereavement counsellor I saw made me irritable, partly because of his twinkly New Age language (‘you need a safe place to be held’); and also because he sent me

  notes on blue paper decorated with pastel bunnies and birds. The second therapist was far better, but we got stuck on my recollection of Ruth’s blood phobia (she felt faint – and

  sometimes fainted, even fitted – at the sight of her own blood). The therapist seemed to suggest that perhaps my sister and I had repressed the memory of our father’s suicide attempt:

  could there have been slit wrists or something? But, as I kept telling the therapist, my father had in fact only taken a minor overdose of pills, though during (or maybe because of ) this period of

  therapy, I was haunted by the unasked for image of him hanging in our living room in Oxford.




  Whatever, all this delving into my subconscious soon got to be far too uncomfortable and exhausting. Prozac is so much easier; and anyway, I am bored of myself; bored of grief; bored of hearing

  my own voice talking drearily, pointlessly, when what I really want is Ruth.




  And, if not her voice, then maybe that of a medium who can hear her when I can’t? That’s what I try to tell my mother, stumbling over half-finished phrases, like my tongue

  doesn’t work, on my dead sister’s birthday. She looks at me quizzically. Somewhere in her measured response, I hear the word ‘internalized’, but not much else. Then she

  tells me that she, too, has dreamt of Ruth. ‘Once she was on the other side of a river, waving to me, but I couldn’t cross the river,’ says my mother. ‘Another time, I

  dreamt I was driving very fast down a motorway, and I saw Ruth flash past in the opposite direction, in another car.’




  ‘But do you ever feel her presence when you’re awake?’ I ask.




  ‘Only in my memory and my sense of loss,’ says my mother, quietly.




  My silence fills the air between us. She wants me to love her more, but sometimes love is edged aside by grief. So my mother leaves, without me telling her that I do love her, I do, even though

  my sister, whose name is carved upon my bones, whose spirit runs through my blood, is dead. My sister is dead.




  Then my husband, Neill, drives me and our children and my father south across London, over Blackfriars Bridge – the bridge that I crossed so many times, to and from the hospice that housed

  my dying sister – to the far side of the river. We park where the bridge ends, and walk alongside the grey cold water of the Thames. It is May Day. Helicopters hang like vultures above the

  opposite bank, where anarchists are engaged in a minor riot. There is rubbish washed up on the dirty sand. I think that Neill is angry with me for being sad, on this spring holiday.

  (‘That’s pure projection, and you know it,’ says an imaginary therapist’s voice that sometimes pops into my head when I least want to hear it.) I walk ahead with the

  children, who are uncomplicated in their conversation, leaving my father and husband in our wake.




  Finally, we get to the Hayward Gallery, to an exhibition which has been curated by our neighbour, David Toop, whose wife, my friend Kimberley, killed herself on a wintry morning five years ago.

  (Kimberley half-believed in spiritualism, and as she sank into despair, hoped that death would free her soul from darkness into light; but that is another story . . .) The exhibition is called

  Sonic Boom, and it is about sound, but it is also about silence. I stand in front of a work called ‘A Procession of Ghosts’, made of graceful wires scratching on a huge, smooth white

  page. Nothing is there to read, and yet there is the faint sound of something being written in the silence. I stare at the blank space and try to imagine Ruth’s words on her birthday. But I

  cannot read anything. The page stays empty and smooth, while the faint scratching of what might be a pen continues . . .
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  WEDNESDAY 10 MAY




  I’M SITTING IN a plane on my way to Hollywood to interview a clutch of film stars for Vogue. I look out of

  the window, in search of Ruth, as ever. The first time I flew after she died, I cried because of the sky’s emptiness. This time, it’s easier. Could she not be here in the cabin, her

  spirit flying from her children’s pillows at dawn to be with me again now?




  ‘Are you there?’ I whisper silently, mouthing the words.




  ‘I’m here,’ says the voice in my head. And after all, I think, why should she be dangled in the clouds beyond this tiny, fragile helix of steel and diesel, when I am inside

  waiting for her?




  I close my eyes and hear her voice as mine.




  ‘Ruth?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘I miss you.’




  ‘I miss you, too. But I’m here you know.’




  ‘Can’t you just give me a sign?’




  ‘You don’t need one.’




  ‘What’s heaven?’




  ‘Heaven is a state of mind.’




  And hell?’




  ‘Hell is your unhappiness . . .’




  ‘What it’s like for you now?’




  ‘Blue and fast and silver.’




  ‘So where do you spend your time?’




  ‘With the twins, and you, and by myself. . .’




  ‘Remember that dream I had? The week after you died? We met at night in the gardens at Trinity Hospice, and you were lying on a kind of mat, as if you were sleeping. And then you sat up

  and said to me that you were spending all your time with strangers. I thought of you, like a lost ghost crossing Blackfriars Bridge, to and fro, over and over again.’




  ‘That was before I found myself. I’m better now.’ I open my eyes and I’m crying, 36,000 feet high in the sky, wondering if Ruth is sitting in the empty seat beside me.

  ‘Of course I am, stupid,’ she says. ‘I feel stupid,’ I say. ‘I’m not as clever as you.’




  ‘Yes you are,’ she says. ‘You are me.’
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  TUESDAY 16 MAY




  MY APPOINTMENT WITH the junior sensitive. I’m so nervous I can hardly park the car outside the College of Psychic

  Studies. It’s a grand, nineteenth-century building, around the corner from the Natural History Museum (one wrong turning, and Darwin or Freud could have turned up on the doorstep). Just

  beyond the entrance hall is a waiting room that doubles as a library, with faded rows of dusty Victorian books, and a brochure that sets out the College’s principles. (‘Founded in 1884,

  the College is an educational charity. We seek to promote spiritual values and a greater understanding of the wider areas of human consciousness, welcoming the truths of all spiritual traditions

  and, equally, each and every individual. . .’) I wait, browsing through the forthcoming lecture programme. (Tomorrow night is Dr Edgar Mitchell, who walked on the moon in 1971, yet is now on

  his way to South Kensington to deliver his thoughts on ‘The Quantam Hologram: Nature’s Mind’, with special reference to ‘intuitive, psychic and mystical experiences’.)

  Before I get much further, my name has been called. ‘Justine Picardie. Room four,’ says the receptionist.




  She points me up the stairs, past the oil paintings of the former presidents and luminaries of the College, past the lecture theatre, to the second floor.




  The junior sensitive is a middle-aged man, small and bald and anxious in a carefully ironed shirt and respectable trousers.




  ‘Do you mind if I draw the curtains?’ he says, in a soft northern accent. ‘It’s so light outside, it’s blinding.’




  ‘Go ahead,’ I say, and we both sit down.




  He closes his eyes. ‘I definitely feel something,’ he says. ‘I felt it as soon as you came into the room. My nose is itching and my throat, my throat is sore.’ His hand

  clutches his neck, but his eyes are still closed.




  ‘There’s a very high pollen count outside,’ I say, unkindly. ‘Maybe you’ve got hay fever?’




  He opens his eyes, and looks at me, uneasily. ‘You could be right,’ he says. ‘It could be hay fever.’




  He closes his eyes again, and starts waving his hands in the air, paddling them through the twilight in this hot, still room.




  ‘You must remember to breathe deeply,’ he says, breathing deeply himself, by way of demonstration. ‘In, out, in, out. And swim. When you’re stressed, go swimming . . .

  And you need to drink plenty of water. Lots and lots of water.’




  This does not seem to me to be particularly helpful advice, nor does it seem to represent the views of my sister, so I remain silent. He paddles with his arms more urgently, as if swimming to a

  far shore.




  ‘Clarissa!’ he says, finally. ‘Clarissa! Does the name mean anything to you?’




  ‘No,’ I say, stonily, wishing I could leave right now.




  ‘Hmmm,’ he says. ‘Well, store that name away for the future.’ He breathes deeply again, as if to reassure himself; yet his brow is furrowed and his nose wrinkles like the

  White Rabbit in Alice in Wonderland. (Why ‘junior sensitive’ I wonder? Why can I not bring myself to ask him what that means?)




  I gaze up at the ceiling, feeling foolish and disappointed. What on earth am I doing here? Why would Ruth talk to me in such a peculiar place, anyway, through the unlikely guise of this man?




  ‘I see someone who looks like you and talks like you,’ he continues, undeterred. ‘Do you have someone in your family who has passed on?’




  ‘My sister,’ I say, reluctantly.




  ‘She died of cancer,’ he says, clutching at his stomach, leaning against the wall for support. ‘I can feel her nausea.’




  I feel like punching him on the nose, but I don’t. I’m too polite to leave. I listen to his comments on my dead grandparents. (‘They like this time of year. I see them eating

  ice cream. Did they like ice cream? I’m trying to find some proof for you here. Did one of them have their tonsils removed, perhaps?’)




  Finally, I can go. ‘Goodbye,’ I say. ‘Thank you.’




  ‘Goodbye,’ he says, gently. ‘Sometimes the spirits don’t tell you what you want to hear . . .’




  I walk down the stairs, past the pictures of the Victorian mediums, past the posters advertising Dr Mitchell and next weekend’s workshop on the path of the soul, and then out of the big

  front door, where suddenly I laugh, looking up into the summer sky where the pollen swirls like heaven’s dust or discarded feathers from angels’ wings.
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  WEDNESDAY 17 MAY




  THE NEXT DAY, I go into work, and in my morning post is a book and a letter written on lavender-coloured paper.




  

    

      

        Dear Ms Picardie [it begins],




        I read your article in the Daily Telegraph, 25 September 1999, understanding exactly how you feel about your sister Ruth’s death two years ago. Your remark

        about your longing for ‘her advice and unique understanding of our shared past’ is especially poignant.




        Your story struck such a chord with me that I decided to send you my book, Voices From Paradise. I won’t talk any more in this letter but let the book speak for itself. I feel it can

        help you not only by expressing shared experience, but in a practical way too.




        Please read it and if you feel it adds up, unbelievable though it all may seem at first, perhaps you’ll recommend it in whatever way you feel is appropriate.




      

        With kindest regards,     


      




        Judith Chisholm


      


    


  




  The subtitle of the book is ‘How the dead speak to us’, and despite my disappointing experiences with the junior sensitive, I take the book home with me and read it.

  It proves to be so very absorbing that I miss ER, which is my favourite thing on television, just as it was Ruth’s too (the unreal blood seemed not to disturb her when we watched it

  every Thursday night together before she got ill, and afterwards, and not long before she died, lying side by side on her narrow high hospital bed; though by then her brain tumour meant that she

  could not follow the dialogue. ‘What are they talking about?’ she complained. ‘What are their voices saying?’)




  Judith Chisholm is a former Sunday Times journalist (the paper where I first started as a reporter, though she left before I arrived), whose son died unexpectedly at the age of

  thirty-six. The book begins as a moving account of her grief, and then describes her experiences with mediums and seances, before leading to a precise exposition of her belief in something called

  the electronic voice phenomenon, or EVP, which is, she claims, a means of recording the voices of the dead. By way of support, she cites Sir Oliver Lodge, the inventor of the spark plug, a former

  principal of Birmingham University and President of the Society for Psychical Research from 1901 to 1903. (‘The dead live in etheric wavelengths which operate at much higher frequencies than

  ours,’ wrote Lodge in The Outline of Science. ‘Our physical world is working on vibrations that are up to the speed of light. The etheric world operates at frequencies far in

  excess of the speed of light.’) She also points to the views of Thomas Edison who, after inventing the light bulb and the phonograph, turned his attention to building a machine that would

  allow the dead to speak to the living. ‘I am inclined to believe that our personality hereafter will be able to affect matter,’ wrote Edison at the age of seventy-three. ‘If this

  reasoning be correct then if we can evolve an instrument so delicate as to be affected or moved or manipulated by our personality as it survives in the next life, such an instrument when made

  available ought to record something.’




  Judith Chisholm’s book concludes with a set of instructions on how to record the voices of the dead. ‘You need: A tape recorder (variable speed is useful as some of the voices are

  very fast and need slowing down); a new tape; a remote microphone, if your tape recorder will take one, which should be hung up somewhere for maximum efficiency (a remote mike helps cut down

  background hiss); a quiet room and, very important, a positive, expectant, cheerful, loving attitude of mind.’ She also recommends recording after sunset on the night of a full moon,

  preferably during a thunderstorm: though not for any reasons relating to myth or superstition, but because of electricity and magnetism and something called ‘the gravitational

  effect’.




  

    

      

      

        Not long after Jesus raised Lazarus from the dead, ‘Then came there a voice from heaven . . . The people therefore, that stood by, and heard it, said that it

        thundered: others said, An angel spake to him.’




        

          St. John, Chapter 12, verses 28–9
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  THURSDAY 18 MAY




  I HAVE FINISHED READING the book. It is dark outside. The children are asleep upstairs. There is a full moon, and a

  thunderstorm has just moved on. ‘Have you got a tape recorder and a microphone?’ I ask my husband.




  ‘Why?’ he says. I do not answer, but he knows what I’m thinking, and he looks at me with disbelief and worry and exasperation. But he loves me, so he goes and fetches the tape

  recorder and the microphone and a blank cassette and sets them up for me on the kitchen table. ‘I’m going upstairs,’ he says. ‘Call me if you need me.’




  I light a candle and switch off the lights. I turn on the tape recorder and whisper into it, in case anyone hears me. But then I remember that I want Ruth to hear me, not to mention Kimberley

  and Oscar and Adam and Simon and Jon – all my friends who have died in the last few years. ‘Um, is anybody there?’ I say. ‘I would very much like to talk to somebody. I feel

  like so many people have died recently, it would make more sense to conduct my social life in the spirit world . . .’




  Silence. I leave a gap on the tape, as instructed in the book. (‘With the open-mike method, you will not hear any discarnate voices at the time of recording, only on playback. Leave gaps

  in your own speech in order for there to be space for a response on the other side.’)




  Silence. I believe in this. I do. I have a positive, expectant, cheerful, loving attitude of mind. There is a full moon outside. There has been lightning and therefore masses of electricity. My

  sister is going to talk to me. She is going to leave me a message on my tape. I know this to be true. I do.




  I switch the tape off. I rewind it. I play it back.




  I hear my voice on the tape . . . and nothing else. There is nothing. But there must be something. I rewind it and play it again. Silence. I consult the book. ‘Play your tape back. Listen

  very carefully. At first it’s hard to distinguish anything other than the background hiss of the tape recorder, which you can never completely eliminate, and the sound of your own voice. As

  the discarnate voices usually imprint at a level below that at which we expect to hear them you have to try to listen to all levels on the tape – listen through it. This is extremely hard at

  first, but becomes automatic later on. The voices can be whispered. At first they usually are. They are sometimes very fast, often curt, often seemingly banal in their utterances. There is great

  economy of words yet what is said usually has more than one meaning. Sometimes prepositions and auxiliary verbs are left out. Usually one to three words are imprinted at first. If you hear

  something that may be an ‘extra’ voice, run the tape back and listen again – and again.’




  I run the tape back. I listen again, and again. Still nothing. I go upstairs and get my husband. ‘Can you listen to my tape, please?’ I say. He puts on some headphones and listens to

  it. I watch him listening but I cannot hear anything.




  His eyes fill with tears but he does not speak.




  ‘Did you hear something?’ I ask.




  ‘Only your voice,’ he says, finally. ‘There’s only you. You know that, don’t you? It’s only you . . .’
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  MONDAY 22 MAY




  I RANG JUDITH CHISHOLM after the failure of my experiment in EVP and now I

  am driving through the fading light to her house in East London. I don’t know what I will hear, but I know I have to see her. Are you cracking up?’ says a poster for the Samaritans,

  behind the broken glass of a bus shelter. No, I am not cracking up. I feel calm. I turn left off the main road, to Judith’s street, which is long and narrow. At the end of it lie the Hackney

  marshes, the kind of place where ghosts would live, I think, if ghosts were to live anywhere. I knock on Judith’s front door. She lets me in. She is probably the same age as my mother, but my

  mother’s hair is a paler red, fading to a gentle grey, whereas Judith’s is the colour of blood. She shows me into her front room, which is painted dark green. There is a crucifix on the

  wall and glass vats of jewel-coloured homemade wine on a side table. The house smells of damp cats, or city roses in the rain. Her youngest son – her surviving son – comes into the

  room. His name is Vic. He is an electrician; a thin man, and very pale. He has been expecting me. ‘It’s so amazing,’ he says. ‘You lost your younger sister. I lost my older

  brother. That’s not a coincidence. That’s a one in a million chance.’




  I say nothing. I am silenced by this house. Judith brings me a cup of tea, and half-way through drinking it, I lurch into a question. ‘Do you believe in heaven?’ I say, trying to

  concentrate on looking at her, rather than Christ hanging on the cross on the opposite wall.




  ‘Spirits go through stages,’ says Judith, unperturbed by my clumsy attempt at conversation. ‘I think some of them go to purgatory. Some of them may even go to hell – not

  in the hell fire and brimstone sense, but in terms of mental torture. But they do go to hell, those who deserve it. And purgatory is—’




  ‘Like a waiting room,’ cuts in Vic, ‘or at least that’s what I heard, anyway.’




  ‘Vic, please, go and play with your computer,’ says Judith. ‘Two people can’t do this. We can’t both talk to Justine.’




  ‘OK,’ says Vic, mildly. He looks at me and holds out his hand, which I take. ‘I’m sure we’ll meet again.’




  Judith tells me about her EVP experiments. She has been engaged in them for seven years, she explains, at first in search of her dead son, who said a little; but now he can’t get a word in

  edgeways, because the voice that fills her tapes is that of a man called Jack Hallam. She used to work with Jack at the Sunday Times. He was the picture editor. He believed in ghosts, and

  wrote books, collecting stories about other people’s ghosts. He died in 1986.




  ‘Time is a curious thing,’ says Judith. ‘I’ve heard remarks that suggest that spirits are aware of the passage of time. I heard Jack say, ‘It’s a long time

  since I heard from Chisholm – that’s what he calls me, Chisholm. But I don’t think he’s aware that fourteen years have passed since his death.’
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