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Prologue


Do you ever feel as if something is missing? A yearning, a sense of loss? A longing for a place once called home, which is now nothing but a shade of memory?


There are other signs as well – a fleeting recognition of a place, a face, familiar but yet unknown. Feelings, thoughts, that seem older than time. A strange affinity with a place, an age, a language. A love of history, a disconnection with the modern world.


After death, the soul drinks from the River of Lethe, Forgetfulness, so all memories are erased before life begins anew. But sometimes, a soul drinks from the Pool of Mnemosyne, Memory. The result; a remembrance of the past – fleeting, like a half remembered dream, lost in the sands of time, the only clues as to a life once lived.


I used to think that life was simple. You are born, live then die, gone forever leaving nothing but memories in the people you leave behind. I now know that this is not true. Aristotle once said that what is eternal moves in cycles – stars, days, years, cultures, Ages. The soul is eternal, and lives and dies in a constant flux.


The universe is constantly changing, but the changes are governed by eternal and unchangeable natural laws which cause it to revolve eternally, without beginning and without end. Its parts manifest, disappear and are created anew in the undulating pulse of time. And so our soul manifests in many different bodies over the course of eternity. Behind the scenes, infinite sources influence and guide each one, playing a complex game so all fulfil the purpose of many lifetimes.


Everything – men, gods, animals – is part of a grand and infinite plan, and each and all are guided by a greater power than can ever be imagined, for a purpose that can never be comprehended.


I was about to set out on a journey. With hindsight, I had been preparing for this journey all my life. Everything I’d done, everyone I’d met, had all given me something – some insight, some knowledge, which I would come to need on the way. I was drawn to authors such as Jean Auel, Mark Chadbourn, James Redfield and Paulo Coelho. In this modern age there are no sages, wise men or mystery schools to teach initiates of our sacred wisdom. Instead, these writers became my early teachers, sowing the seeds for what was to come. Books, poems, sacred texts, the internet, they have all helped to replace the teachers – the Truth has become democratised. The sacred wisdom of all cultures and all ages is available to all those who wish to hear.


The world has become smaller, many barriers have been broken. The input of wisdom from many cultures, combined with twenty-first century quantum mechanics, psychology, biology and astrophysics forms a Truth transcending that previously known.


But conversely, many barriers have sprung up between countries, faiths, cultures and ideologies. In another eternal cycle, as the world comes closer together, so it slowly falls apart. This fact was to be central to the journey I was about to undertake.


Here is the story of who I am, and who I used to be.










PART I










Chapter 1




All men dream, but not all dream equally.


T.E. Lawrence





It started with a dream. Such an incongruous thing, little did I realise how much it would change the course of my life. Everyone has had dreams like this, they seem so meaningful, important, evocative, and when you wake up you can’t stop thinking about them. This was one of those. I now know it was the first move in a new game, the pieces on the board being arranged lifetimes ago.


It had been an ordinary day and an ordinary Friday evening. When I got up from the sofa to go to bed, I had no inkling of the dramatic change of events that was about to unfold. I was asleep within seconds, it seemed, and I was immediately transported through time and place to reach a whole new world, a new existence, a new life that was somehow a part of me.


What I saw was a snapshot of a life. I saw people and places, I felt joy and sadness, love and loss, all the things that come as a life is played out. I felt a profound sense of purpose and destiny, and a surety that comes only from the utmost confidence in the gods. The unshakeable beliefs that this person held seemed, even in my dream, intensely profound. Modern life I found frustrating, stressful and exhausting, and the contrast with what I was experiencing could not be more stark.


I’d had vivid dreams before, of places, journeys and people, they’d been magical, mythical almost, but nothing like this, not in the slightest. This was different. Real. More like a long forgotten memory, if that could be possible. And even in my dreaming state, I doubted it.


I felt a name, whispered across aeons of time. Brigid.


When I was a child I was called Brig – a childish pronunciation of Bridget, the nickname had stuck throughout my life. Was this person me? Unsettling confusion filled my mind.


My vision clarified, like mist burns away in the morning sun. I saw beautiful mountains swathed in snow. Rocks, harsh against the background landscape. I smelt the sharpness of the clean air as I breathed deeply in pleasure. I saw moors, trees and heather, then I saw with delight a patch of gorse bushes, blazing yellow in the summer sun. They were alive with bees and tiny black beetles, the sound of their busy foraging filled my ears. I’d always loved to see the gorse flowers, I remembered.


Remembered?


I heard water rushing down a nearby hillside, then the distant screech of a hawk far up in the sky. I had a feeling that I’d never really felt before, a sense of belonging and peace, a sense of home. The word hammered in my mind.


But before I could fully absorb this intense memory, I became aware of something else, a problem. A piece of the puzzle was missing, something that meant this life had been unfulfilled. Towards the end of the scene, something subtly changed in my dream. Hope gave way to despair and a flickering light, striving against the darkness, was finally extinguished. I felt a disquieting chill as if a cloud had suddenly covered the sun. Something had been lost. I had failed in something, something important, desperately important. The sense of overwhelming failure surrounded me like an impenetrable black shroud.


And I saw what it was, that missing piece – vague, blurred, hovering just beyond the edges of my vision, I was aware of a blazing light, multi-coloured and transcendent, incredible in its majesty. When I tried to see what it was, it vanished and was replaced by a stream of other images. I saw a smith hammering frantically at an anvil, the blade of a sword glowing red. A man bent low over a horse’s neck, galloping fiercely across a moor. The flame of a candle in utter darkness. Stars wheeling overhead in an eternal cycle. A bright green horned snake with a leafy twig in its mouth. A cavern entirely filled with swarming bees, the sound almost deafening.


Then I was walking through a glade of trees, verdant and glowing, the scent of apples filled the air. A particularly juicy red apple hung just above my head and I reached up and picked it, its flavour filling my mouth as I bit into it. Then I saw that it had split exactly in two, and the five seeds in the centre formed a pentagram.


Next I saw a strange being, I couldn’t tell if it was man, beast, vegetation, or a combination of the three, and then a woman bathed in light. She placed her hand on my brow, I was overwhelmed by dazzling light and felt myself spinning, out of control, back through aeons of time to my normal life.


On that point between dreaming and waking, when the two worlds seem to combine, I heard a voice, deep and profound. Words of intense power filled my bedroom and my mind, piercing my thoughts, my feelings, my soul, the most defining words I had heard in my life. But as is often the case, although the voice was clear I just couldn’t understand what it had said.


I woke then and lay in bed, my head reeling with the feelings, emotions, sights and sounds of the place I’d visited.


My home.


The powerful surge of emotion I felt was too much to describe. An immense yearning filled my mind and I felt tears of loss and desperation prick against my eyelids. I had to find this place.


With hindsight, I think I’d been looking for it all my life. I’d always loved travelling, I anticipated childhood holidays with great excitement, always loving to see new places, and later I travelled all around Britain. But I could never quite connect with any of the places I visited; after a few days the excitement would pall and the disconnection would return. I would want to move on. I hadn’t yet reached the place I called home.


But now, if only in a dream, I’d finally found it.


The sense of revelation I felt was intense. Then, in that time, that place, that life, I’d been the embodiment of hope, of destiny. But something was lost. Something vital. I felt again that crushing sense of loss, of failure, of despair.


I thought for a long time about those words I’d heard. Their meaning was driven deep into my heart and I tried and tried to recall them, but it was in vain. They were vital, I knew, but they just would not come.


After three hours, replaying the dream constantly in a vain attempt to remove it from my thoughts, I finally got out of bed. In that movement, I was forcing myself back to the real world, away from the world of dreams and destiny. Back to my real life where I had bills to pay and a career to get on with. It was the invention of a dreaming imagination unhindered by rationality, I told myself firmly, the only explanation I could logically think of, or rather, believe.


It was already mid-morning, I realised. I hadn’t stayed in bed this late for years. At least it was Saturday.


I went out onto the landing and jumped. That damned angel, huge, ceramic, ugly and tasteless, glared at me balefully. It had never failed to startle me since Anna, my flatmate, had brought it home a fortnight before. She insisted it would give psychic protection or something, but I hated the damn thing. I walked past it with irritation. Her weird and wonderful acquisitions were taking over the flat, it seemed.


I made some coffee, a Kenyan ground blend. I’d even bought Fairtrade which pleased Anna, but I actually just liked the taste of it. I put the jar carefully back in its rightful place, between a pot of rosemary and some other flowering plant – Anna was quite obsessive about feng shui or whatever it was.


The strong black drink restored my senses somewhat to the present time, but the effect was only temporary. My mind was still constantly returning to the scent of gorse, to the sharpness of clean, unpolluted air, to that feeling – hope, happiness, surety, an easy confident peace. I’d never in my life felt such an intense feeling of being.


I flicked aimlessly through the TV channels, trying to settle my mind, and then picked up the book I’d been reading, Yann Martel’s Life of Pi. I loved reading modern fiction, it was a way of escaping from the harsh realities of life. For some reason, I always seemed to choose books that imparted a profound spiritual message, exploring life and its meaning. They were nice stories, I always told myself. That was all. Nothing more. Real life wasn’t like that at all.


Of course, it was more than that, much more. They were planting seeds in my heart and soul, seeds that were germinating, deep down in the dark earth, slowly pushing upwards until the time came when they would burst forth into the light.


But this time was yet to come. The part of myself that I so vehemently denied was still struggling in vain to make itself heard.


It was only a dream, I kept saying to myself. I did not believe in the power of dreams, I was a scientist, university educated, not a credulous, superstitious nutter. I thought dream interpretation was ridiculous. I knew that dreams were the brain’s way of repairing damaged cells and consolidating memories, nothing more.


I didn’t learn any different for a long time.


I finished my coffee and immediately poured myself another. I was supposed to be meeting Tom later that morning, I really had to get myself going. We’d been introduced by a friend last year –‘You’re perfect for each other’– a statement I’d heard so many times before. I’d always been too involved in work to seriously think about settling down, and Tom was the same, but our fairly low-maintenance relationship seemed to be holding together quite well.


I had a quick shower and forced myself out of the door, and half an hour later I walked into the cinema entrance. Tom did not look happy. He was standing with his arms folded, fidgeting impatiently, then marched over when he saw me.


‘Can’t you ever be on time?’ he growled. ‘I’ve been waiting for you for fifteen minutes.’


I sighed. As if it mattered – the film hadn’t started yet anyway. ‘Sorry, darling. You know how it is, time flies.’ I failed utterly to sound contrite.


‘Well, I’ve got our tickets, we’d better go in else it’ll be over.’ He looked away, still angry, but I could see he was already forgetting his annoyance. I put my arm round his waist and smiled, unusually subservient. I just wanted to have a nice time today.


Tom hesitated, then smiled back. His unruly hair flopped over his face, making him look quite boyish. ‘I am glad to see you though, Brig.’


He hugged me to him, a silent apology, his outbursts rarely lasted more than a few minutes. Then we went into the darkened room. Films weren’t really my thing, I preferred to be outside doing things but Tom was a film buff, he’d set up his own film company after quitting his City job, and I felt obliged to humour him.


It was a French-language film with subtitles, based on the wartime resistance, a deep arty thing that Tom had insisted would be awe-inspiring, but I couldn’t make myself focus on it. A landscape, a sound, a subtle gesture, all kept pulling my thoughts back to my dream, insistent reminders of it were everywhere. Eventually, I settled back in my seat and let the memory wash over me again, revelling in that feeling of perfectness and life.


Tom nudged me roughly some time later. ‘Have you been asleep?’


I opened my eyes and saw the credits rolling. Nearly an hour had passed since I’d entered my reverie.


‘We didn’t have to see it, if you didn’t want to. Joey was dying to see it, but I said I preferred to go with you.’ Tom was looking genuinely hurt.


‘No, no, I just had my eyes shut for a minute,’ I hastily reassured him. ‘It was very good, really, very moving.’ He looked more pacified and I breathed a sigh of relief, then stood up before he questioned me on the details.


We whiled away the rest of the afternoon walking round the local park, making the most of the sunshine. I forced my mind to forget my dream and concentrate on now. The park was full of kids playing football and keep-fit joggers, typical of a Saturday afternoon. I focussed on the feel of the sun on my face, on the wind, of the smell of the lake which was full of beautiful white swans. A child with a bag of bread brought all the birds flocking. Ducks dashed here and there, seagulls swooped down to snatch crusts, and the majestic swans swam in between the fray, dodging discarded drinks cans and carrier bags and effortlessly taking pieces of bread from the smaller birds.


Then as soon as the bread was gone, the birds vanished. The last seagull snatched an overlooked crumb from beneath a floating beer can before too winging away, leaving behind a strange sense of emptiness.


‘I used to love feeding the birds,’ said Tom, looking enviously after the happy child. So did I, I thought. When had the dreams and joys of childhood been replaced by the grim realities of adult life? Tom’s expression told me he was feeling exactly the same way.


‘Let’s get ice cream!’ I suddenly said. We went to a small kiosk and bought two cones, then just wandered, childlike, with not a care in the world.


‘It’s lovely out here, really,’ I said, licking the remains of the ice cream from my fingers and kicking a Coke can to the edge of the path. I wasn’t sure if I was talking to Tom or myself.


This was my home, I told myself firmly, and I was happy here.


I looked at a few tree stumps, still flecked with sawdust, and Tom followed my gaze. ‘They’re cutting down the ash trees, trying to contain that new disease that’s wiping them out.’


I nodded as a cloud drifted in front of the sun, chilling the air. There were a lot of strange viruses emerging nowadays, no one really knew why. As a biochemist, that’s what kept me in work.


There was a piercing shriek behind us and we turned. A small girl wobbled past on a shiny tricycle, squealing with delight. One of the hundreds of CCTV cameras swivelled to watch her go.


Tom looked at her as well for a long moment. ‘I love the idea of having kids,’ he said, a strange wistfulness in his voice.


I was surprised – we’d never spoken about children before. ‘It’s easy to let work take over, and then you look back at your life and you’ve got nothing.’


He took my hand and looked at me with a strange, intense look. The background noise faded away, it was just me and him, alone in the world, and a flicker of excitement rose in me. He wasn’t about to propose, was he?


Then the feeling died, a feeling of panic replaced it. Like most people, I’d dreamed of my wedding day, a beautiful house, rosy-faced children. But somehow, not with Tom.


After a long, heart-stopping moment he turned away. Had something of my thoughts shown in my face? The background noise returned, the world re-emerged. We walked on in silence, my thoughts in confusion. Had he really been about to propose? Or was it my imagination?


He loved me, I knew, but did I feel the same? I didn’t know. I thought our relationship was easy going, convenient but not serious, I’d never had an inkling that Tom wanted more.


The feeling of turmoil and disconnection returned with a vengeance and I suddenly longed to escape, to get far away from here – from London, from Tom, from everything.


This is my home, I told myself again.


No, it isn’t.










Chapter 2




I have been a tear-drop in the sky, a glittering star,


A word in a letter, a gleaming ray of light.


Taliesin





The night passed without incident. Sunday I had set aside for work, and I spent all day in front of my laptop analysing three weeks worth of data and formulating equations.


My results were looking good, the potential new vaccine for the influenza virus was showing signs of promise, and I was really pleased. I’d been lucky enough to get a job at the highly renowned PharmLab after leaving university, but the pressure to succeed could be overwhelming. I’d put a huge amount of work into my pet project and was hoping for a significant leap forward. Simon, my boss, would be pleased when I told him tomorrow. Maybe, anyway. I could always be hopeful.


I looked over the data one last time, mindful of Simon’s opinion, and finally closed down my laptop. I’d done well, the results looked good. Life was going well.


For the next two days I managed to focus wholly on work, the real world, the things that mattered. I was not going to let my life be dictated by a dream. I paid the rent, cleaned the flat, even to Anna’s standards of perfection, and then changed the light bulb on the stairs that had gone months ago. As I’d expected, Simon found loads of faults with the results, but even he’d seen the potential and I was stupidly grateful for that.


I felt proud of myself. I’d taken control of my life, forced shut this disquieting door that had inexplicably opened in my mind and soul. The dream was forced to the sidelines, where it waited, patiently. It was on the third day that it made itself known again.


I could hear water flowing from an ornamental fountain as I walked through the park to the bus stop, and as I passed it I heard a loud screech. It was probably only a seagull, but it sounded just like the hawk of my dream. In an instant I was torn back to it, the images blazed vividly in my mind and the intense, desperate yearning made tears come to my eyes. I shook my head, trying to dispel that terrible longing, but to no avail. A woman looked at me strangely, opened her mouth as if to speak but changed her mind and hurried past. I struggled on, my eyes blurred with tears and my breath catching in my throat from suppressed sobs.


When I got home, exhausted by the rush of emotion, I flung myself in the shower, turning the radio up loud to try to force the terrible feeling from my mind. After half an hour, I felt sufficiently better to venture into the living room.


‘Bad day?’ asked Anna sympathetically.


‘The usual,’ I said. I couldn’t elaborate. I forced my emotions deep inside with a superhuman effort and sank down on the sofa with a groan, staring rigidly at whatever trash Anna had on the TV. Anything to take away this maelstrom of feeling.


Anna got up and returned ten minutes later with a plate of toast, dripping with butter and honey. She put it carefully on my knee. ‘You ought to eat something, at least.’


I smiled my thanks and began to nibble at it. No matter her rather ridiculous ideas on the world, she was certainly a good friend. My favourite comfort food served its purpose and soon I began to feel relatively normal again. Normal enough to put the incident down to stress and the long hours of the past few days.


It was only a dream.


So why did I feel as if it was trying to tell me something?


The rain poured under the collar of my coat as I waited with futile hope at the bus stop. Any minute, it would appear round the corner. Please, I added. The icy water trickled down my back and I tried to pull my coat tighter, but it just seemed to make things worse. The weather lately was really getting nightmarish, the impact of global warming apparently. I looked at my watch for the twentieth time. Why did they bother to print timetables? I looked down the road again.


Finally, it was here. I could already see it was standing room only, and I shared a look of mixed resignation and relief with the other soaked passenger.


‘After you,’ he said.


I squeezed into the aisle, water dripping onto the floor, and one of the monitoring police officers – it doubled as a school bus – shuffled backwards to stop himself getting wet. I smiled a resigned apology, plugged my iPod into my ears and turned up the sound.


Twenty minutes later I finally arrived at work, ran up to the building and swiped my pass at the door. It flashed red – denied – and I cursed and swiped it again as water splashed down my neck from the leaking gutter. On the fifth attempt it relented and flashed green, and I propelled myself in towards the next door. Each one needed a pass to open it – safety and security and all that – but the Big Brother mentality did nothing to improve my mood today.


I hung my sodden coat behind the door in the open-plan office and sat down at my computer. The bad start had killed all my enthusiasm. I opened my Inbox and scanned the list of messages but baulked at opening any. They could wait until later, I decided, and I got up and went into the lab. My experiments from the day before were now ready to analyse. The new influenza virus, an unusual and highly contagious strain which had suddenly appeared in the East, was rapidly spreading around the world and the results would be highly important. I rather liked the idea that I was doing my bit for mankind.


I picked up my test tubes and began to separate the test samples from the controls, but after a few minutes I gave up and went out again, finding it impossible to concentrate. I just couldn’t afford to make any mistakes, I could already feel Simon’s disapproving appraisal of the results.


I went to the drinks machine for a cup of coffee, grim but just about drinkable, then went back to my desk. I opened the files containing the data I’d already collected, then closed it again in frustration.


I stared at the screen for a while, then opened a search engine for scientific research. After a moment’s hesitation, I typed in ‘reincarnation’.


I didn’t know why, obviously there would be nothing. But I was shocked when several hundred hits immediately appeared. It seemed that reincarnation had attracted attention from scientists worldwide. I opened a few of the files that came up – research papers published by serious and objective scientists, not just the theories of nutters and crackpots.


Still not entirely convinced by my peers’ surprising endorsement, I read about many scientifically credible cases of reincarnation, backed up with substantial proof. In one case, a young girl had claimed to remember her previous life and her death in a car crash. When taken to the neighbourhood where she’d lived, she recognised her once husband and correctly remembered his pet name for her, his favourite food, and places they’d been on holiday.


I read many other examples of similar stories, all presenting overwhelming proof of their validity, and then I stared at the screen, lost in thought. I wasn’t ready to change the beliefs of a lifetime – if there was one thing I prided myself on, it was my strength of mind. I wasn’t going to be swayed by a few stories. But still, some niggling voice made me search further.


I searched on Google for more information and over the next hour I learnt that all ancient cultures believed in reincarnation. The idea that life is continually cycling is actually the norm, in both ancient religions and modern esoteric mysticism. The concept of travelling like an arrow from nothing, to life, to death, and either nothingness again for scientists, or alternatively heaven or hell for the religious types, is actually relatively recent.


If this was true, then what was the purpose of this constant cycling? It seemed the answer was that all souls are travelling on a journey, an ever-journey home, to immortality. When after many lifetimes a soul reaches a state of perfection, it escapes this constant cycle and reunites with the divine light from whence it came – Nirvana or heaven.


The door slammed behind me and I jumped, checking guiltily over my shoulder that no one was watching. I wondered how long my soul had been cycling. If it ever had. Which of course it hadn’t.


I found that Pythagoras, the Greek philosopher, mathematician, astronomer and scientist, was a key figure in the reincarnation story. He developed a theory of the immortal soul and its transmigration into human, animal, vegetable and non-living objects, and he believed he himself had lived as a Trojan warrior and a rock in previous lifetimes. His ideas went on to influence great sages such as Plato, Socrates and Aristotle, and through them, the whole of the Western world. And I thought he’d just invented a triangle.


I took a mouthful of coffee. I winced – it was stone cold. I realised guiltily that I’d been engrossed in my reading for over an hour. What was wrong with me today?


I stood up and went back to the drinks machine, thinking about what I’d learnt as the machine whirred and spat a steaming cup into my hand.


I stared at the swirling steam and wondered what it must be like to exist as a rock. It had never occurred to me that they may have thoughts, feelings, awareness of their own. I imagined how it would feel – constant, solid and changeless over aeons of time, watching the rise and fall of the dinosaurs, the evolution of mammals, the first humans descending from the trees and gradually developing into what we were today. A hundred million years flashed before my eyes on fast forward, like I’d called up some ancient universal memory, and I shivered. Then the steam dissipated and I saw I was being watched.


‘Solving the mysteries of the universe?’ Bob always sounded so sarcastic, I thought with irritation. Why couldn’t he just get on with his own work? I gripped the polystyrene cup harder and felt it crack slightly under my fingers.


‘What, Bob?’‘You seem to be finding that coffee particularly fascinating.’ He smirked derisively.


‘I was thinking. I have a lot of results to think about.’ I hoped he noticed the emphasis on ‘results’. I went back to my desk before he could reply, checked round guiltily for observers and then typed ‘Pythagoras’ into Google. From the many hits I learned that Pythagoras developed his reincarnation theory from contact with the Celts of Western Europe. Far from being backward barbarians, the Celts were at the forefront of spiritual and mystical thought.


A strange and intense feeling of familiarity washed over me, as if somehow I already knew this. An image burst into my head for a split second. My computer screen faded and I saw a bearded, robed man exuding an air of wisdom and intelligence, deeply in discussion with someone I couldn’t see. He looked away for a second, absently rubbing a deep, half-healed wound to his face before beginning to speak again, an expression of dawning realisation spreading across his face. I was aware of a rough wooden building and smelt rich wood smoke.


Then as soon as it came, it was gone, like a bubble rising to the surface of the pool of memory, bursting outwards to be no more. I shivered again. It must be the residual damp in my clothes, I reasoned, I really ought to do some work. In a minute.


Pythagoras set up esoteric schools in Greece to teach his new theories and his ideas were studied by mystics and scientists throughout the Dark Ages, influenced the Renaissance scholars, and now were the fundamental principle behind New Age thinking, Aquarianism, and many other mystical beliefs. In short, Pythagoras was the most influential figure on the spiritual history of Europe.


‘Morning, Bridget.’


I jumped, recognising the voice behind me with a flash of panic. I hastily clicked the vaccine results onto the screen and turned round.


‘Morning, Simon.’‘How do the results look?’ he asked pointedly.


‘I’m just interpreting them now,’ I said, moving a few numbers around at random. ‘They’re looking good, very interesting.’‘OK, will you let me have the report by tomorrow at the latest? I can take it to the meeting.’ He looked down his nose at me. ‘There’s not been much going lately, it seems some people are just not pulling their weight.’


A wave of anger surged through me. How dare he speak to me like that? I slaved on this project, I really did. Simon just didn’t like me. Come to that, he didn’t seem to like anyone.


‘Most people would be very happy with my work. Most people would think I’m slave-driven.’ My voice rose. The office became very still.


Simon’s eyes grew hard. ‘Well, maybe you could spend a little less time slaving on what you’re doing,’ he said quietly. With a last sharp look he walked away and I took a deep breath. There had been rumours circulating lately about the company’s struggling finances and job cuts, the last thing I wanted was to get into the boss’s bad books, even more than I already was.


I desperately needed to concentrate now. I went back to the lab and quickly finished analysing my samples, and then settled down to number-crunching. But because of my carelessness and lack of focus, I realised late in the day that I’d made a slight but devastating error in my analysis. I had to start again.


I let out a sigh of frustration. I couldn’t afford to leave before I’d finished, not after this morning, and I stayed at my desk as the office gradually emptied around me. Soon I was alone, the only sounds were the hum of the air conditioning and the tapping of my keyboard.


Eventually, after a mammoth effort, I had the report finished. It was rushed, I knew, but I hoped it was not too obvious. I quickly emailed it to Simon, hoping he would notice the time – nearly nine o’clock – and gratefully turned off my computer.


The rest of the building was deserted, not even a security guard in sight, and my footsteps rattled on the tiled floor. I was glad to get outside – there was something quite spooky about this normally busy building at night.


I walked quickly to the bus stop, desperate to get home. The rain was still pouring down and I was soon drenched again. At least the bus was empty and, a minor miracle, on time. I watched the rain lash against the windows, glowing orange in the street lights, while the only other passenger, a hooded teenager, flicked through various rap songs on his iPod. How could he stand it that loud, I thought, thinking how old that comment made me seem.


I hoped Anna would be at home. My cooking was functional rather than artistic, and I was desperate for something delicious to make up for the terrible day. As I opened the door with a sigh of relief, I knew I was in luck. I could smell lasagne – my favourite. That was the first good thing to happen all day. It smelt mouthwatering and I was suddenly famished – I’d had only coffee all day.


‘Hi Anna,’ I called.


‘You’re late, Brig,’ she said coming out of the living room, her phone to her ear. ‘And you’re soaked,’ she cried, taking in my rats tails and dripping coat. ‘Take that thing off, dry your hair and sit down,’ she ordered.


I threw my coat down, resisting the urge to chuck it over the gloating angel, and went into the living room. I could hear Anna talking in the kitchen. The room smelt of lavender and something else, the result of the dozens of candles adorning the room, and I took an appreciative deep breath. Anna owned a small shop selling hocus-pocus stuff – candles, crystals, meditation aids and all other strange things – and she brought home a lot of samples. Although it was just fairy-tale science, I had to admit I found the aromatherapy very soothing.


She came back a moment later. ‘I was just talking to Jenny, we’re going to that protest at the weekend. Another nuclear power station – can you believe it!’


She walked to the window and shook her head in agitation. ‘As if we’re not destroying the world fast enough.’ The one thing that got Anna’s knickers in a twist was the desecration of her beloved earth.


‘Nuclear power’s the future, Anna. It’s cleaner, more efficient, we can’t rely on solar panels. The world has to move forward.’‘No, no! Look at Chernobyl, Fukushima! It’s a disaster waiting to happen! We’ve got to stop it!’ She looked at me like I’d suggested napalming the rainforests, and I sighed and collapsed on the sofa. ‘But you need someone to moan to,’ she stated, her familiar calmness restored.


‘Today’s been a total nightmare. Everything went wrong, I had to get a report to Simon and completely messed it up. I just couldn’t focus at all today. And you know what Simon’s like, he’ll just rip it to pieces tomorrow.’‘He likes things done well, that’s all.’ Back in her comfort zone, Anna was like a rock in the midst of a turbulent sea.


‘But he just criticises everything, everything seems to be a problem to him. I do it one way, he wants it done another. How do you cope with people like that?’ My stomach rumbled.


‘Do you actually mean, how do you convince someone that you’re right and they’re wrong?’ Anna took a steaming dish from the oven and my mouth started to water. ‘Because that’s what most arguments bottle down to, isn’t it?’‘No…’


‘Yes,’ countered Anna. ‘Everyone wants people to see the world their own way. The answer’s easy. Just accept that you’re wrong, whatever you argue about. You’re wrong, they’re right.’‘I’m not wrong!’ This wasn’t the sympathy and consolation I wanted.


‘Just accept you are, even when you’re not. Do things their way without complaining.’ Anna smiled gently. ‘See what happens, it really does work. Amazingly so.’


Anna put a plate of hot lasagne in front of me. ‘When it got to eight o’clock, I thought you’d need it.’ I smiled at her gratefully. The smell of my favourite meal was mouthwatering, and I took a forkful with barely restrained relish. She fixed me with an appraising look then rearranged the candles, moving them nearer to my chair. ‘They’re all beeswax, so totally natural.’ Now I noticed the delicate honey scent amid the lavender, and the weight of the day began to slip away.


‘You’re working too hard, you need to get out and relax a bit.’‘Tell me about it,’ I said between mouthfuls, feeling better by the minute.


‘And I know the perfect thing. Tomorrow, we’re having a night at the shop, someone’s coming who specialises in past-life regression. You ought to come along.’ She said it casually. I hated that sort of thing and she knew it.


I felt a sudden jolt as if the floor had shifted under my feet. I couldn’t believe the coincidence, that she should happen to mention the very thing that had been taking over my thoughts.


‘Oh yeah? What’s that about, then?’ I tried to keep my voice casual.


‘It’s a woman I’ve had dealings with before, she’s called Lucy Luck.’


‘Lucy Luck?!’ I spluttered, almost choking on my mouthful of food. ‘Wasn’t that a trained gorilla in a film?’


Anna giggled. ‘No, not her. She’s very well-known, she can read people’s minds and lives like a book, you really ought to meet her.’


I made the decision there and then. Maybe something ridiculous like this would convince my mind of its fallacy, get me back onto the realities of life. And with a name like Lucy Luck, it would definitely be good. ‘OK, I’ll come along. What time is it?’


Anna did a double-take, it was the last thing she was expecting. At least I shocked her, I thought smugly. ‘Um, around six thirty, it should last a couple of hours or so.’‘OK. I’ll leave work early and get there.’


If nothing else, I would have some new ammunition to goad her with. I’d never held any credence to Anna’s stranger beliefs, and she in turn derided my firm belief that science held the answers to everything. We were as unlike as two people could be, but we’d shared a flat together since university despite our lives taking dramatically different turns.


On my second night at university, I’d been walking back from the Students’ Union around three in the morning, alone, very drunk, and hopelessly lost until I saw an elaborately dressed fairy coming towards me. With utter relief I recognised her as living on my floor. Anna had willingly shown me the way back to the halls, retrieved my remaining shoe from the road and reminded me which room I lived in. Our friendship had survived through thick and thin ever since.


Anna piled the empty plates in the sink. ‘So how’s Tom? I haven’t seen him for a while.’


‘Stressing over his film, it’s not going that well.’ My mind was drawn back to my confused and conflicting thoughts about our relationship. ‘I think he’s questioning things, really, wondering if there’s something missing in his life.’


Anna picked up on the hesitancy in my voice and looked at me sharply. ‘He hasn’t asked you to marry him, has he?’ She smiled to lighten her serious question, and I sat back in my chair.


‘I don’t know what he’s thinking. The other day, I thought…I don’t know, like he might.’‘Well don’t marry him.’


Anna’s adamant response shocked me and I looked round at her. ‘Why not?’ I asked defensively. I knew he wasn’t perfect, but still.


‘The course of life should come from your heart. Your heart is telling you not to do it, that’s obvious. If it was the right thing to do, you’d be full of happiness that he might propose, and you’re not. He’s not where your future lies.’


I knew that, really, but where else would my life lead? I wanted to be happy, like everyone, and sometimes second best was better than having nothing at all. I began to peel an orange, and when it was obvious the subject was closed Anna settled down on the sofa, picking up a book.


‘What are you reading?’ I asked, more to break the silence than from interest. Anna always seemed to read sham science books – astrology, ghosts, ley lines – nothing I could bring myself to be interested in.


‘It’s called The Word, it’s about gemantria,’ she replied.


‘You what?’


‘Gemantria. It’s the concept that all letters have a corresponding number, and adding up the numbers in a name or a word gives its sum value. Other words with this same value give an insight into the hidden aspects of the personality and soul. It gives a new dimension to the meaning of a name.’


‘OK, sounds good.’ I picked up my own book. I could never understand how she could fall for this stuff.


‘It’s an ancient practice, and people like to find the hidden spiritual qualities of themselves,’ she answered in defence. ‘It’s one of our most popular books. It’s an ancient belief that a name is sacred, chosen by the Gods, the most defining aspect of a person. Once given, a name is eternal, can never be taken away.’


Again I shivered. That whispered name resonated once again across aeons of time. Brigid.


‘So what would my name mean, then?’ I asked, hoping I sounded casual.


‘I’ll work it out for you, pass me that pen.’ I handed her a pen off the table and she began to write.


‘B equals two, R, eighty, I, nine…D, G, E, T, that adds up to…207!’


I was none the wiser. ‘Meaning what?’‘There’s a table of meanings at the back, I’ll just look it up.’ She flipped through the pages. ‘Hang on, 207, it means ‘body of light’, it’s a very auspicious number.’


Anna looked at me, a look I couldn’t interpret. ‘That’s one of the most powerful meanings a name can have. It suggests that you have a great and important future ahead of you.’


That was the last thing I wanted to hear. ‘It means nothing, Anna, it’s not real. They’re just numbers, and my name was chosen at random out of a baby book.’


‘Nothing ever happens at random, nothing. Maybe you should think about that, about where your future lies.’


Something is missing. Something important. Something I have to fulfil.


Anna was still watching me and I felt an urge to tell her everything, about the dream, about Brigid, about Pythagoras, about the strange feelings and visions I was having. She would know what to do.


‘What is it?’ she asked quietly.


I opened my mouth to pour my heart out.


‘I’m not sleeping well, that’s all. I just need an early night.’ I stood up decisively. I was a scientist, rational and logical. I didn’t believe in dreams, past lives, gem-whatever, or any other rubbish that Anna seemed so taken in by. I was proud of my sudden burst of strength.










Chapter 3




Whatever is, has been already, and whatever is to come, has been before.


Ecclesiastes 3.15





One email from Simon, flagged as urgent. Great. Come and see me, I read. No please, no well done, those results were fantastic. My irritation flared.


‘Bridget, that report. Sit down.’ I perched on the edge of a chair.


‘It seemed to lack your usual care and attention. In fact it was terrible.’


So it was obvious then. ‘I’m sorry, I’m a little tired, that’s all.’ I tried to sound contrite.


‘It can’t go to the Board as it is, it’ll have to be delayed until next week’s meeting now. I just can’t understand why you’ve presented the results that way. The stats are all wrong, the interpretations, it’s a disaster.’ He thumped his fist on the table to emphasise his point.


That’s so unfair, I thought indignantly, it wasn’t that bad. Why was Simon always like this?


‘That was the best way,’ I said as calmly as possible, considering my rising temper. ‘There were a couple of minor errors, I admit, but the results are correct.’‘No.’ He barely even looked at me. ‘That way will not do. You will have to put it right.’


I remembered what Anna had said, just accept you’re always in the wrong. I took a deep breath. ‘OK, how do you think I should do it?’ No antagonism, no sarcasm, I felt like an overeager puppy.


Simon looked up at me and leant forward. The most positive reaction so far, I thought with some surprise.


‘Look at Bob’s work,’ he said. I couldn’t help my lip curling in revulsion, but still nodded facetiously.


Twenty minutes later I knew exactly how Simon wanted the data presented. I would do it his way, it was easier, after all. I made a positive start with good intentions, but then ended up just sitting staring into space, seeing rolling hills covered in blazing yellow gorse in my mind, wishing I was anywhere but here.


After who knew how long, I felt a prickling on the back of my neck, and turned to see Simon standing at the far end of the room, staring at me. I felt a sharp flicker of panic. How long had I spent daydreaming? And how long had he been watching me?


I turned back to my computer and forced my mind onto my report, but the ominous prickling feeling stayed with me.


At five thirty I went to the toilets to freshen up and change. I’d never been one to dress up, I was more comfortable in walking boots than heels, so I’d just brought a different top and smart jeans.


I opened the door and was greeted by laughter and the overpowering smell of perfume. The department technicians, collectively known as The Ladies, were preparing for a night out.


‘Careful with that hairspray, Sheila! Last time you set the fire alarm off!’


More raucous laughter followed and I smiled politely at their mirrored reflections.


‘What do you think of that new guy, Dave? He’s a bit of alright, he is! If only I was ten years younger!’ Sheila was liberally applying lipstick and pursed her lips experimentally.


Only ten years? Dave had only just finished college – even I thought he was young.


‘So, where are you going, Bridget?’ Four pairs of eyes fixed me inquisitively. Any fuel for a gossip, I thought.


‘I, um….’ I couldn’t think of an answer. I just couldn’t admit the truth. ‘Just out for a drink with a friend,’ I finished lamely. There was an almost audible sigh of disappointment and The Ladies turned back to their mascaras and eye shadows. I could practically hear the gossip spreading.


‘…Bridget’s been to a past-life regression…’‘…Bridget’s a reincarnated superhero…’‘…Bridget’s spending too long staring at her test tubes…’


I quickly made my escape and headed to Anna’s shop, almost running to release the build-up of frustration inside me. I’d always used exercise as a way of releasing energy, I found it much more therapeutic than indulging in alcohol or chocolate like most of my friends.


I was surprised to see so many people gathering outside the shop. Past-life regression was obviously a very popular subject. An A-board on the pavement advertised the event luridly. I took in the collection of strange objects in the window – angels, fairies, gemstones, books, feathers – everything in the genre of weird stuff, it looked like a display for a child’s bedroom. Then I plucked up my courage and went in.


I was met by the aroma of lavender and incense – evident, but not too overwhelming. Gathered inside were the usual mystical characters, all with flowing dresses, dangling jewellery, perfumes, and who all seemed to know each other. I shuffled my feet awkwardly and half felt like leaving again. I glanced round then fixed my eyes somewhere near the ceiling with contemptuous disdain. Bunch of crackpots. A few people glanced at me then returned to their conversations.


‘Brig!’ Anna came quickly towards me, beaming. She was wearing a long, rich green dress that swished round her legs as she moved. ‘I thought you’d changed your mind!’


I smiled tightly, masking my discomfort. Anna, you look like a leprechaun. ‘So where’s Mystic Meg then?’


Anna gave me a look of irritation. ‘She’s on stage already. Come and sit down.’ She led me into a back room where rows of rapidly filling chairs were facing a raised platform.


Lucy Luck actually looked surprisingly normal. She was wearing black trousers and a smart top, with blonde hair in a tidy bun and black square-framed glasses. She wouldn’t have looked out of place in a bank or an office.


‘Not quite Mystic Meg, is she?’ Anna smirked at my obvious surprise. ‘I saved you a seat near the front.’ We sat down, and when everyone had taken their seats Anna made the standard introductions and left the stage to the star performer.


‘Everyone in this room has walked the world before,’ she said in a melodious, almost haunting voice. ‘Who would like to know how they once lived?’


Almost every hand in the room went up. Every one except mine. I settled back in my seat with a careful look of disinterest on my face. The last thing I wanted was people thinking I actually believed in this stuff. Lucy Luck’s eyes roamed across the rows, settling on my face for a little longer than necessary before selecting a woman in the row behind us. She walked up onto the stage, and sat in the provided chair.


‘What’s your name?’ Lucy asked.


‘Alice,’ replied the woman, smiling nervously and rubbing her hands together. She appeared to be mid-thirties and was smartly dressed.


‘Do you believe you have lived before?’ she asked seriously, removing her glasses, her eyes locking mesmerisingly on Alice’s face.


‘I think…yes. Maybe.’ She seemed confused, her prepared answer forgotten under the hypnotising gaze. ‘I feel like I was someone…lost.’


Their eyes remained silently locked together for a moment and the room grew palpably more silent. The shuffling of feet, chairs and bags stopped. Everyone in the room could sense that events were unfolding in a way they hadn’t anticipated.


Lucy took hold of Alice’s hands tightly, as if absorbing some deep spiritual essence from her. Despite my deliberate scepticism, I watched fascinated.


After a few minutes, Lucy began to speak. ‘You lived on the south coast, you had just married your childhood sweetheart and your lives were fresh and full of hope and promise.’ The melodious voice entranced everyone in the room and I could almost see a vision of her perfect life.


‘But then the Spanish came, the Armada threatened England’s future. Your husband went aboard one of Drake’s ships, despite your pleas for him to stay. He said that your future, and your children’s future, was worth fighting for. You wept uncontrollably as he left your home and sailed far across the sea, determined that he would do his bit for his country.’


A solitary tear rolled down Alice’s cheek.


‘He never returned. You stood on those lonely cliff tops, gazing out to the sea for weeks on end, hoping against hope that your love would return.’


I stole a look around the room. Everyone was mesmerised.


‘How do you feel now? Are you happy with your life?’


‘My boyfriends, my relationships, they always feel…dull, meaningless,’ Alice answered hesitantly, her eyes glistening.


‘You’re still waiting for your lost love to come home to you, as you waited on that lonely cliff top, so long ago.’


The tears were coursing openly down her cheeks. ‘I feel as if I’ll be alone forever,’ she burst out, now sobbing uncontrollably.


‘True love can never be lost, not through time nor place. Your love tried to return to you. He has never forgotten you, and now he is close, he has almost found you. Soon you will be together again. His place in your heart will not be left empty.’ Lucy squeezed her hands firmly and then handed her a tissue. Then Anna led Alice away into a side room.


I was surprisingly moved. I, and probably everyone else in the room, had been expecting something light-hearted and entertaining, but it could not have been further from the truth.


When Lucy asked for another volunteer, the show of hands was substantially less. I wondered if people didn’t really want their souls opening up like a book.


Two more people went up on the stage, but they received readings far less emotional than Alice’s – one lived as a farm labourer during the Great War, and one was a Saxon nun. Not surprising, I thought. The dramatic ones had kept their hands down.


Then Anna gave a final speech and people started to drift away. As I got up from my seat, Anna waved me over to her.


‘Come and meet Lucy, she’s asked to see you.’‘An unrelenting sceptic, can’t she resist the challenge?’ I hung back, it was a meeting I didn’t want to make, but Anna refused to be swayed and I was dragged into a back room.


‘This is my flatmate, Bridget.’


Lucy Luck fixed her eyes on mine. I’d never seen eyes like them, a dazzling electric blue which seemed to pull me into them. I felt suddenly dizzy and forced myself to break eye contact – it felt like my soul had been laid bare to her gaze. I realised then why Alice had been so off-balance.


‘Do you believe you have lived before?’ she asked, her honeyed voice lulling me into a state of relaxation.


‘No,’ I answered stubbornly, studiously avoiding her gaze. She caught at my hand, pulling me nearer. Her eyes caught mine, unblinking, and this time I couldn’t look away, try as I might.


‘Your soul is strong, powerful,’ she said. ‘Your will is the strongest I have ever encountered. You remember, don’t you? Your soul remembers.’


‘I don’t remember anything,’ I insisted. ‘It was a dream, that’s all.’


‘Was it?’


The question hung in the air palpably.


‘Dreams are how the Gods speak to you.’ Her grip on my hand grew stronger, more urgent.


‘There are unseen forces guiding you. Don’t try to fight against them. Listen, believe, trust. I can see the battle within you, and this battle will destroy you, destroy everything. Listen.’


I tried to pull away but I was locked in the depths of her eyes and couldn’t move.


‘The power within you, locked in your heart, is immense, but it must be freed. Follow The Path that is laid out in your heart. Follow your intuition. Reason is only the voice of man, but intuition is the voice of the Gods.’


Her words resonated deeply within me, within the very fibres of my being. My mind began to reel. Once I used to think like that.


‘You lost your way, a long time ago. You shut your mind to the world, because of what happened then.’


That feeling of failure, of something unfulfilled.


‘You’re denying who you are, what you are. And you feel that loss, deep within you.’ I felt as if I was drowning in the intensity of her gaze.


‘Are you happy?’ she asked. In response, I felt tears begin to prick at my eyes.


‘You must learn to feel again, to be again. You must find your way home.’


Home.


I tore myself away and almost ran from the room. Anna had been watching the exchange in silent puzzlement and followed me out. With a huge effort I managed to compose myself and turned to face her.


‘Are you OK?’ she asked.


‘Fine,’ I said through gritted teeth. ‘I just want to go home now.’


I remained alone in the dark and deserted shop until Anna was ready to leave, trying to focus on anything but that heart-wrenching encounter. At last Anna set the alarm and we went out into the street. The stars were shining above our heads, visible even through the glare of the street lights.


‘So what did you think of her?’ asked Anna hesitantly. She was aware that something momentous had taken place.


‘It’s just psychological manipulation, that’s all. She probably just picked up on that woman’s insecurities, through her body language or something, and now she’s convinced her to fall in love with the next guy she meets.’ I tried to sound dismissive, but my voice lacked conviction.


‘What about what she said to you back there? What was that about?’


‘The same, trying to pretend she has some deep and profound insight into the world. It was like she was trying to hypnotise me, is that her trick?’ I snapped my answer with more venom than I intended.


‘You think you’re so perfect, don’t you, believing in nothing but your precious scientific theories? Just when I thought you might be starting to understand.’ Anna was blazing, she looked at me with utter contempt.


I looked at her in shock, I’d never seen her as angry as this before. ‘Anna…’‘Look at what’s in front of you, see the truth for what it is. I know it’s stupid to expect you to see anything further than your own nose, but you could at least try. Think.’ She kicked a Coke can savagely, sending it flying into the street.


‘Anna…’ I tried again.


‘You’re blind, completely blind. Scientists are supposed to be open to new ideas, that’s how progress is made. It’s no wonder Simon’s fed up with you. Sometimes I think you’re the most irritating person I’ve ever met.’ She wrapped her arms around herself, a defensive barrier, and walked faster.


Something inside me snapped. ‘I live in the real world, Anna! The Real World! Not some ridiculous fairy tale! If people are so deluded with their boring, pathetic lives that they want to believe they’re some born-again hero, that’s up to them. I’m too intelligent for that!’


Anna walked on in angry silence. It was a real effort not to continue my rant, but inwardly I was fuming. I knew what was real, and I knew a lot better than her. There was no way I was falling for her laughable ideas.


But at the same time, a quiet thought niggled annoyingly in the back of my mind.


She was right.
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