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I. Authority 

 

Time: Midnight 

Location: The Waiting Room 

Purgatory's waiting room wasn't too dissimilar to the dental surgery Jack had known. Same harsh fluorescent 

strip lights in a shade of jaundice sallow enough to send lightning bolt shudders down the spines of grown 

men. Same hard, black plastic chairs presumably bought second hand from a torture dungeon only with the 

straps sawn off to better befit a medical practice. The mortician's slab, its smooth metal surface reflecting 

back rows of twinkling silver instruments wall-mounted according to size and sadism of design, was a cosy 

family sofa compared to this. He kept touching his legs, chest, head, struggling to believe that his body 

looked, felt, was, normal. Months before his death he'd made the case for cremation, at least tried. The 

thought of a fading headstone in a wintry graveyard, the gates locked at six o'clock, had made him shiver. 

Still did. 

“But it'll look like we're tight-fisted,” his wife had insisted. “Anyway, we'll keep it neat and tidy and we'll be 

visiting all the time.” 

Jack had resisted with what little strength he'd possessed in his last weeks. 

“But they shut at six,” he'd said. “And it's not the state of the headstone I care about, it's...would you want to 

be on your own so far from home?” 

Her pragmatic reply - “the cemetery's two miles away. Two bus rides. It's hardly on another planet” - had 

ended the debate once and for all. 

Still, to his dying hour he'd hoped that after he'd gone, really gone, she might see sense. Change her mind. 

Give him his final wish as well as save a few quid. As he surveyed his body, however, every bit present and 

correct, he assumed she was now spending her days in the pitiless midwinter cold, cleaning wet grass and 

snow off a fading headstone. The gates about to close. And now she's going home. Two miles, two buses, 

leaving me alone. What if she gets dementia doesn't remember where I'm burie 

Hiss. The sudden noise of a vending machine spitting weak tea into a plastic cup wrenched his mind back to 

the waiting room. For the next half hour he watched as a string of fellow spirits, or “inbetweeners” as the 

door staff had smirkingly called them, shuffled glumly through a triple-bolted steel door to his left. He grew 

more and more impatient without having the slightest idea what he was waiting for. He grew sadder, too. He 

missed earth. The familiarity of it, the warmth. He even missed the irritating bits: the monthly crushing of his 

flowers under the window cleaner's boots; the insatiable appetite for reality shows that had replaced The Two 

Ronnies thirty years ago; the hair grips tossed onto the bed amid the morning rush to patiently await the 

small of his back at 3am. Even the smug neighbour with his thrice-weekly-washed Renault Mégane. 



“Get a Ford,” Jack had told him. “British. Reliable. None of this French engineering. You won't be laughing 

when you have to get parts shipped from Paris because the thing chokes up when it sees a Volkswagen.” 

He'd been told to move on, get a life. “The war's over now, you know?” 

He'd been given plenty of advice in his time but hadn't paid attention to any of it. In fact, so permanently 

worried was he about the seemingly weak constitutions of his younger countrymen that “God help them on a 

battlefield” had been his fifty year mantra. Quite who 'they' were had changed over the years as the war gave 

way to six kids, a terraced house, ten years at sea and a hearty appetite for tobacco which in turn gave way to 

bronchitis, bed rest, benefit cheques and a bungalow on a new build estate. Besides, he hadn't really meant 

the Renault thing, just wanted to wind the bloke up. A magistrate by trade. Nicholas his name. Corrects you 

if you call him Nick. “Nicholas. It's Nicholas.” 

Nick’s wife was no better, peering out of the window whenever Jack watered his garden, wanting to know 

his secrets, no doubt. No wonder, sorry state of their patch: “herbs and organic vegetables,” apparently. He'd 

tried to help, offered cuttings - peace lilies, poppies - but no. “Bad for the chest.” 

“God help them on a battlefield, Betty.” 

“Who?” 

“That lot out there.” 

“Which lot out where?” 

He took a deep breath as the clock on the wall ticked on towards his appointment time. This was a luxury 

Jack had afforded himself repeatedly in the days since he'd died. His chest had landed him here. And his 

throat, brain and even bones in the end but it had started with his lungs. On earth he'd barely taken a breath 

without a nebuliser for a decade. At first the fresh air had tickled his lungs, made him laugh. Until he'd 

thought of Betty, half a century married, now widowed. The last image he'd seen as his soul was stretchered 

out of the bungalow along with his body was that of a small, hunched, hardly recognisable form sitting on 

the sofa clutching a mug of Earl Grey. That bloody sofa. Sofa! He'd been banned from calling it a couch ever 

since the neighbours won £700 on a scratchcard and spent it on silk curtains. 

“Fully lined with eyelets,” Betty had cooed. “They think they're better than us now, though. I brought her in 

here today, showed her the new sofa. Cheeky mare asked if they had the same design in a more...what word 

did she use? Not...no...not modern...contemporary shade. She was impressed, though. I could tell. And she 

could tell I could tell. Couldn't let herself show it, mind. Very proud woman. Too proud, if you ask me. Just 

imagine, Jack...Jack...can you imagine being that proud over your home? Honestly, I feel sorry for people 

like that.” 

“Sofa?” 

“Aye.” 

“That couch, you mean?” 

“Sofa.” 

“It's a couch, Betty.” 

“It's a sofa, Jack.” 

“It wasn't a sofa yesterday.” 

“Well it is today.” 

She stroked its surface with the tender attention of a new mother. 

“Dove white. Paid full price. Turned legs.” She closed her eyes, adding with a sigh, “finished split leather.” 



“Turned legs? You should ask the doctor for a walking stick. Don't pay, either. Get it NHS.” 

Eventually he'd given her the satisfaction of hearing one small “if you say so” drop from his lips but only to 

get permission to smoke in the kitchen. Bloody freezing outside. Have to light your fag fifteen times. “Fair 

enough if it's a Silk Cut but it's no way to treat a Marlboro.” 

He wished she'd sit on the other one, though. The proper couch. The “moth-eaten monstrosity” as she 

insisted on calling it. Once their only couch, now only his, a wedding present he'd fought to keep for forty 

nine years commemorating each anniversary of their marriage with a ceremonially-delivered cigarette burn 

to its right arm. Forty nine years. He chuckled as he remembered how he'd dragged it back into the bungalow 

after one of Betty's spring cleans had seen it stuffed into his son-in-law's Ford ready for the dump. 

“You can bin it after fifty years,” he'd beamed. “Fifty fag burns. It'll outlast me, this will.” 

He'd been right, although all he'd received at the time was a terse “fifty? It blocks light from the window, 

makes the whole bungalow dark, cold. It's like spending your days in a graveyar” 

Bang bang bang. Jack snapped back to the waiting room as the deadlocks slammed across the door to his 

left. He couldn't remember standing up or walking into the room he now stood in. 

“That will happen,” said the man seated behind the desk. “A blank here and there. You'll adjust soon enough. 

Tends to take an hour or so give or take a panic attack. Some insist on fainting too though it's discouraged. 

Deeply inconvenient to the efficiency we pride ourselves on up here.” 

“Sorry. I...I don't know,” Jack replied, blinking as the whiteness of the walls now encasing him caused his 

vision to blur, focus, blur, focus, blur, like the always-a-shock moment when the lightbulb snaps back to life 

after a power cut. Distressing, despite knowing it's coming. Coming. Ceaselessly. Inevitably, the way light 

always returns. Must. Seeks us, demanding that we look at what happened in the dark. O light of light shine 

in. Cast out this night of sin. Create true day withi 

Bang bang bang. The deadbolts again, not to open this time. To lock. Triple lock. The shock of the bang 

arranged the shattered pixels of Jack's vision into something that made more sense. A man, a desk, chairs. 

Walls. He shook his arms, patted himself down as if rinsing away rainfall. 

“Must be the vending machine tea. Awful.” 

The man made a perfunctory noise that acknowledged speech as having been offered in his direction without 

betraying the slightest interest in what was said and why. 

“Let's get you placed,” he boomed. “I feel safe in my assumption that you don't want to stay here forever. 

Hmm?“ 

This wasn't the sort of hmm? that necessitated, nor invited, a reply. 

Jack gazed dazedly down at his standard issue afterlife uniform: a starchy black shirt, stiff black trousers like 

those he'd worn in school and a plastic pin badge bearing his birth date, death date and the letters 'LC': lung 

cancer. They'd left him his slippers, small mercy. Sellotaped soles and three patched holes but “fifteen years' 

honest wear in 'em.” He was cold, though. On earth he'd been used to wearing three layers after they'd fallen 

behind with the electricity bill in 1983 and never caught up. The man, meanwhile, impatiently brushed non-

existent dust off his dusted-twice-already lap. 

“Well? Sit down, sit down.” He beckoned Jack into a black plastic chair tucked neatly beneath the other side 

of the desk. “No time to lose. Busy, busy, busy. So, Jack. I've had a look at your file. No formal qualifications 

but lots of experience, and varied. Plenty you can offer the job.” 



Jack tried hard not to raise an eyebrow, still unsure of his surroundings, his place in them, the rank of the 

man in front. He strained through the haze to size him up, get his measure, but his dress - black robe, hood 

pulled up so that all but his clean shaven chin was in shadow - didn't give him much to go on. 

“I don't understand,” he ventured. “I mean, does it matter? I'm...well...here.” 

The man offered a smile made of irritation, insincerity and strained professional patience. He tapped the desk 

with the tip of his pen. 

“Jack. You're undergoing our standard process. When people come here we need to assign them duties, so we 

look at what they've...” 

“You're having a laugh. I haven't worked for years.” 

“Maybe so. But do you see fluffy white clouds? Angels? Grapes? Harps? Princess Diana?” 

Jack's vision, steadying for longer stretches now, could discern nothing new, just the plain, perfunctory office 

items that were here when he walked in. A man, a desk, chairs. Walls. He stammered, said, “well, not exactly. 

That sounds more like...heaven. So where the hell am I?” 

A second sort-of-smile from the man, more laboured than the first. Irritation, insincerity, gritted-teeth 

professional patience. Still within the ballpark of composure but tinctured now with the penchant for suicidal 

ideation that had seen him end up in purgatory in the first place. An IT technician on earth, he hadn't intended 

for the carbon monoxide poisoning to work. He'd put in hours of research; low levels of success when self-

administered, especially among adult men. It wasn't even a cry for help, just a lure to win back his wife's pity 

after she'd packed up and left him for her boss. 

“Prefer his Mercedes to my Renault Mégane?” he'd bawled while spraypainting the Merc's windshield with 

creative profanities. Cut to the car engine in the garage. Cut to a sentence in purgatory to work off his 

spiritual debt. Three years stewing in a torment far beyond that of his wife's original sin. Beyond, even, the 

moment when he realised he'd forgotten to disable autolock and couldn't find the button in the fumes. His 

true nightmare now. Hot, raw and relentless: admin. Specifically, processing an endless queue of purgatory-

detained dead-ish people through a glitchy IT system still running Windows XP, a patchy wifi signal and no 

Bluetooth back-up. Worse, enduring the cosmic condescension of the IT technicians when occasioned to call 

the helpline. The traumatic recollection of “have you tried switching it off and back on again?” snapped him 

out of distraction, made him aware again of the recently deceased seated three feet away, expectant. Twisting 

his lips into a shape that could be mistaken for sympathy, his brain located Jack's query. 

“Where are you? If I had a penny for every time I've heard that I'd have bribed my way into heaven by now. 

Indeed, it doesn't say much for the literacy standards on earth that so many of you arrive unable to read 

signs.” 

Jack leaned across the desk expecting a violent cough to follow. When it didn't he grew in strength and spirit, 

feeling a little like the plucky teenage soldier who'd marched into the Ardennes trenches a lifetime ago. 

“Look, I've read the signs. You can't catch me out. Two cataract operations and I can still read the television 

guide without glasses, and I once spotted the Bake Off bloke from the other side of Tesco car park. What's 

his name? Hollywood..Pete Hollywood. No...Paul Hollywood. Betty said “why would he be in Grimsby, 

Jack? He'll live down south, and I bet he goes to Waitrose, not Tesco” but to this day I swear blind it was 

him. So, what's all this waiting room business about?” 

The man paused, considered the Paul Hollywood claim, dismissed it. Why would he be in Grimsby? 

“The waiting room,” he echoed. “The transitional corridor. Purgatory to give it its official name although the 

word went out of fashion six hundred years ago. You see, Jack...didn't you read the welcome pack? The 

receptionist should have...okay. Never mind. The thing is, life is a test. You know that much, right? But when 



people arrive here they expect flutes and coots and cinnamon incense. They expect me to pull doves out of 

my sleeve like a magician. It's not always that simple.” 

He leaned forward, sighed. Face shaded, eyes invisible, he self-consciously hoped that he was hitting the 

sweet spot between action movie cool and action movie corny. He decided it was likely. Very. Emboldened 

by the thought of his practice paying off, he continued. 

“I won't lie to you, Jack. There is a heaven and there is a hell, and some people...” He gestured sharply 

upwards with his pen. “While others...” 

He slowly tipped the pen until its nib was pointing at the floor. Leaning backwards with a too-satisfied sigh, 

he twisted his neck from side to side evoking sickly cracks that quickly deflated Jack's confidence. The man 

gave a sniff of satisfaction and dropped the pen onto the desk with the sort of theatrical emphasis normally 

reserved for the stage. 

“Sometimes” - full flow now, stretching words as if traumatised by their delivery - “it's a little more 

complex. Watch.” 

He rose from his chair, walked over to the wall behind Jack and began fidgeting with a near-invisible thread 

of string hanging from the ceiling. A minute passed. Two. Three. On he fidgeted. 

“Bloody thing. It was fine this morning. Probably an update. The last update, so-called security patch, gave 

me the blue screen of death. Oh, come on. I'm not calling IT, the condescending...” 

Suddenly a projector screen slammed down from a small slit in the ceiling. After a second of flickering 

static, the screen burst into life. Jack is in a field in Ardennes, a Colt .445 in his hand, a ghastly orange glow 

clouding his legs so that only his torso is visible, holding his arms to the sky to inspect the damage, trying to 

count how many fingers are left. The Germans still firing. The British, too. A lattice of bullets criss-crossing 

his vision. One finger, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight. No nine. No ten. His screams fall silent amid 

the barrage of machine gun fire and pistol shot, pine trees shaking as bullets plug into bark. A split second 

blackout and he's on his knees, shaking and gasping for air, thick liquid gushing down his throat, groping for 

grass to wipe his hands and eyes. He hasn't felt it but it's happened. He knows because he's spun three sixty 

and watched the chest of his green tunic turn red. A split second blackout and a blood-slippery hand is 

digging into the base of his neck. Pulling, tugging, dragging. “Thank you. Thank you. Thank God. Get to the 

trees.” Jack shuts his eyes to the smoky blue sky, opens them again, expects green canopy, sees smoky blue. 

No trees. “You're going the wrong way. Just head for the forest.” No reply. He cranes his neck upwards, pain 

pinballing, red spreading, each pull, tug, drag like another bullet to the breast. Sees him now: the German 

soldier with one and a half arms hauling him towards the enemy trench. A split second blackout and quiet. 

Both sides soundless, one prisoner apiece. Pine trees skeletal and still, tranquil. All is calm. All is bright. 

Round yon virgin, mother and child. Holy infant so tender and 

Bang bang bang somewhere near his legs. A last British cannon round tears into the trench scattering soldiers 

like fireflies. “Rückzug! Rückzug! Rückzug!” Jack's feet burning, must have blown off toes. Choking on 

muddy dust, pine needles buried under fingernails. This is it. It has to be now. Summoning nothing from 

nowhere he bucks his filleted body into hellish shapes. Writhes, screams, wrestles, sobs. Feels his captor's 

remaining wrist twist, snap, release. Crawling over the torso pile, some severed, some armed. Find a gun, 

find a gun. Thrashing pulse, pounding skull, heavy tongue. Hold it tight, hold it tight. Back to earth, arms to 

sky. Please be loaded, please. One finger on the trigger, the other seven shaking. Aiming at the silhouette 

staggering through the smoke. Short back and sides. Can't be more than twenty five. Married. Kids. Mother's 

letters in his pocket. One and a half arms. He, severed. Jack, armed. Round yon virgin, mother and child. 

Holy infant so tender and 

Bang bang bang. Silence. Him or me. Sleep in heavenly <win + D> Your PC is shutting down. 



The screen snapped to black. Jack sat rigidly in his chair. The only parts of his body he could feel were the 

missing bits: two fingers and three toes to the Germans and the tip of an ear to a rat in a trench. Memories 

blocked his brain from a retreat to the present. For years after coming home he'd vomited at the sight of raw 

meat, chopped tomatoes, beetroot, for years blamed his missing fingers for his fatal tobacco habit. “Sorry, 

love. Lost count at eight. To be expected.” 

As the daze of memories gave way to tears, the man rolled the screen back into the ceiling and regained his 

seat in clangorous fashion, hoping it came across as a psychopathic mood switch signifying that they'd 

entered the no-shit-now stage, his favourite part demanding the most committed performance. 

“Jack,” he said, his voice calm, slow, studied. “Good people do bad things. Sometimes they have to. But to 

take your place in heaven you have to forgive yourself, and that means arriving at a deeper understanding of 

good and evil. It's about judgement. Judgement. That's why you're here with me and the vending machine 

tea, not up there with the grapes and the angels. Understand?” 

“And the harps,” was all that Jack could mutter in response. 

“And the harps. Indeed, the harps. So...” 

“Doves.” 

“Yes, yes. Doves, too. So...” 

“Clouds. Fluffy.” 

“Yes! Clouds! Fluffy ones! Maybe Saint Michael himself handing out sauvignon and gluten free bread. So...” 

He took a moment to nose-sigh the impatience away, resenting its intrusion on his performance. Something 

to work on, he noted. 

“So, I'm going to train you to be a magistrate.” 

“A...?” 

“Your training will take place on earth. You'll be a ghost so don't worry about bumping into anyone you owe 

money to. Here...” 

He pulled a tissue from a pocket inside his robe. 

“Go into the waiting room and find the receptionist's desk. Ask for a magistrate starter pack. The good news 

is that as staff you get a robe. The bad news is that they're synthetic. Terrible for clinging static and sensitive 

skin. Alas, 'remove far from me vanity' and so on. Your hours are midnight until midday.” 

The sobbing abruptly stopped. 

“Are you having a...have you heard of workers' rights? Trade unions? I don't do overtime. Never have, and 

even Thatcher didn't bring in twelve hour shifts.” 

“Please, Jack. It's a training day.” 

A pause. “Time and a half, then?” 

The man didn't speak. Instead, his utter stillness of body over a two minute period said no. 

“Fine.” 

Jack flung the tissue onto the desk and stood up with a renewed sense of outrage, rubbing away the tear 

tracks with his bare hands. 

“God help them on a battlefield,” he grumbled under his breath, as his silhouette disappeared back into the 

fluorescent glow of the waiting room. 



 

II. Sufficiency 

 

Time: 5:55am 

Location: Sunrise Street 

“For God's sake. Time is it?” 

“Nearly six.” 

“Is it their house or car alarm?” 

“God knows. House by the sound of it.” 

“Do you think I should look out?” 

“Why? They wouldn't look out for us. They didn't even send a card for the wedding.” 

“I know, but it's been going off for twenty minutes. It's getting light. They must be in.” 

“Well, if you're getting up you can bring me a glass of water. I've got a weird taste in my mouth. Smoky, sort 

of. Probably that new birth control pill. Given me a bit of a cough as well.” 

“Oh, here we go. No. Forget it. You'll have me feeding the cat and hoovering up if I move.” 

“Lazy sod. Give me more duvet, then. We might get to sleep if we put that over our heads.” 

 

Time: 5:59am 

Location: Sunrise Street 

Jack stood staring at the blaze that engulfed the terraced house on Sunrise Street. It had started in the living 

room, dodgy socket, spread halfway up the stairs before the smoke alarm had triggered. Into the bedrooms, a 

killer cumulus of black fumes perforated by licking ribbons of flame. A ghastly orange glow hummed at the 

windows. Two adults, two kids. He was shaking, both from the biting snow and the horror of the scene that 

had unfolded before his eyes. Eyes that were raw with the holding back of tears, blood vessels straining, 

pupils dilating. Eyes that had seen death and dying up close on the battlefield but never like this. Never 

so...cruel? Unjust. That was it: unjust. The boy nine, the girl ten. No age to breathe your last. He'd bitten his 

fingernails down to skin then bitten the skin almost through to bone, whispering to himself the whole time.  

“Why? Why? Why?” 

The tears didn't fall. That is, until the house nextdoor went up as well, flames spreading through adjoining 

lofts just as the fire engines came screeching round the corner. The nextdoor neighbours. Newly wed and 

newly dead. As the fire had torn through their second floor washing everything in its path with the hot terror 

of no return, Jack had lowered his head, said, “they must have heard the smoke alarm through the wall. Why 

didn't they save themselves? Save them all?” 

The house itself attempted an answer, pieces of scorched duvet bursting from the bedroom window, catching 

on the wind and floating to the ground in slow motion circles, kissing Jack's face with the soft grief of 

snowflakes before settling in their final resting place, the blackened lawns of Sunrise Street. Stunned dumb 

and dazed, Jack brushed gutttering ash from his robe, hood, hands, face. He turned, and with no idea where 

to walk, where to go, disappeared in a fluorescent glow. 

 



Time: 6am 

Location: Purgatory 

The room was more or less the same as when he'd left it earlier only now the desk wasn't empty, rather 

hosting a small mechanical lever that glinted under the overhead lightning. Jack was sure the lever hadn't 

been there before. What was it here for now? Across the room, the screen that had hurled him back into the 

hell of Ardennes showed a flickering depiction of a cell. In it, the six victims of the Sunrise Street fire sat 

huddled together on black plastic chairs. The children clutched the sleeves of their parents' afterlife uniforms, 

the parents shellshocked silent. The newlyweds cast nervous glances at the door as they waited for...what? 

Jack was waiting, too. He didn't know what for, either. His mind was as twisted and charred as the house 

furniture he'd watched succumb to the flames, tears prickling at his eyes every time his mind lurched back to 

the moment when the fire chief shook his head, muttered “no chance, guv. Just body recovery” into his radio. 

Nine and ten. No age to breathe your last. The garden swing melting into a twisted grin. Tiles cracking off 

the roof like rotten teeth. The smog, heat, panic. The barrage of machine gun fire and pistol shot, pine trees 

shaking as bullets plug bark. Green tunic stained with spreading red. Thick liquid gushing. A blood-slippery 

hand. Tugging. Tugging. One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight. No nine. No te 

Bang bang bang. Three deadlocks, a sharp twist of the door handle and the man burst into the room. 

“Busy, busy, busy,” he boomed. 

Jack snapped back to the present with a shake, a shout. A wave of nausea surfed through his body as he 

surveyed his comrade, so-called. He'd known this type before. His army sergeant, the man who'd studied 

maps in a tent while his men were getting their limbs blown off. His job centre advisor, the man who'd 

declared that acute bronchitis was no reason to expect the taxpayer to feed his kids. His cancer doctor, the 

man who'd handed him his fatal PET scans tucked inside a stop smoking leaflet. Cowards, the lot. Tented, 

taxpaying, PET scan cowards. God help them on a battlefield. Fists clenched, he breathed deeply and waited 

for the sick feeling to fade. Beneath the robe his body felt bruised, bruised with a longing for life. 

A minute passed. Two. Three. Then, “what in hell's name is going on?” 

Mild, considering. 

The man, impatiently fiddling with the lever on the desk, glanced up briefly. 

“While I must remind you that, as discussed earlier, you are not in hell, rather purgatory with its own unique 

set of charms, the frustration is circumstantially understandable. If you'll just allow me a moment...” 

“Look, dictionary. No more moments. No more waiting. No more not knowing what the...” - Jack paused for 

emphasis - “hell is going on. What's this all about? I want answers.” 

The man paused, glanced up again. His lips pursed as he appraised the older man slumped before him. Two 

fingers and three toes to the Germans and the tip of an ear to a rat in a trench. Fifty years of hardship had cut 

deep lines into his face, the wrinkles forming a road map of his journey from the womb to the war to the 

trawler to the waiting room. He looked older than he had six hours ago, as if a second lifetime of suffering 

had settled upon his shoulders. 

“Jack,” he said quietly, pursed lips twitching a little. He hated compassion, the way it teased him out of his 

comfort zone, made his body relax, his brain relent. He sucked the insides of his cheeks as if trying to draw 

out the poison of sympathy. 

“The inbetweeners on the screen are in a holding cell because they died in suspicious circumstances. 

Therefore, a decision needs to be made. And you're the one to make...” 

“Suspicious?” Jack interjected. They were killed in a house fire. I was there. I saw it all.” 



“Exactly, and that's why the decision is yours to make. Of course they can't stay in the cell. They have to go 

one way...” He gestured sharply upwards with his pen. “Or the other...” 

He slowly tipped the pen until its nib was pointing at the floor. Jack crumpled in dismay as he realised that 

the earlier pen trick wasn't a one-off, rather part of the man's standard repertoire, a stationary-based 

demonstration of his blasé attitude towards an eternity spent either grape-picking with angels or roasting on 

the devil's rotisserie. 

His pining for life intensified. The man, however, pen antics having successfully swilled away the last stings 

of pity from a mind too busy to bother with trivialities like eternal damnation, resumed his professionalism. 

He began to pace the room. 

“I'll make it simple,” he said. “Your conscience, Jack. It eats at you. When you came home from the war you 

took the guilt and the heartbreak and you hid them in a dark corner of your soul. You had to. Life must go on 

as I'm always saying to Saint Michael, though he never lets me at the morphine machine. A suck on that 

every now and then and I might be able to rise from the d...” 

Jack started at the memory of the morphine machine. Tubes, plastic straps, hose, mask. “It won't be long 

now.” Family gathered round. Nursing staff. And fading, fading, fading, fad 

“Sorry, I'm sorry,” said the man. “I meant that it can reverse carbon monoxide poise...never mind. Back to 

you. Sorry.” 

Composure regained, he continued. “Your secrets, Jack. You buried them in the soul, covered it over with 

leaves, a few branches. Maybe poured a little concrete on top. A trip to B&Q, bank holiday weekend, give 

the wife a new patio and hope that stops the questions.” 

He cleared his throat, dropped his voice as low as it would go. 

“The problem being that you buried them alive,” he growled, aiming for Craven grave, achieving Tarantino 

pastiche. 

“Therefore, they wouldn't stay quiet. Nope. They wanted out. They wanted to tell their story, but trapped and 

patioed over they couldn't. Therefore, they screamed in pain. Not a sharp pain, more an ache. A throbbing 

ache. Yes. And ceaseless, like a bruise being constantly pressed on. You assume that at least death will bring 

relief. Not so. That ceaselessness remains and will go on remaining until we clear your soul's way to the 

grapes. You might mistake the pain as a longing for life. Don't. You're ready to go. What you're feeling is a 

longing for release. A longing for...” - he diffused his voice to a whisper - “peace.” 

The moment the word 'peace' hit his brain Jack felt the blood in his remaining toes start to tingle. Adrenaline 

rushed up his legs making them shake uncontrollably, to his lungs making them cramp, contract, up to his 

heart making it beat so strongly it sounded like a military tattoo, thence to his head where it came to rest as a 

pulsing layer of anger. He wanted to spring out of his chair and put the man on his back where he belonged. 

Him, the army sergeant, the job centre advisor, the cancer doctor, the lot of them. God help them on a 

battlefield. 

“God help...” 

Before he had a chance to move he heard a sharp scraping sound and winced into silence as the man pulled 

his chair up to Jack's. He sat down. 

“Jack. I know you want to hit me. To be fair, they all do. One did, actually. The black eye is healing but it 

still has that little sort of half-moon. Blue.” 

He motioned as if to take down his hood, show Jack the evidence of his ability to inspire even a Buddhist to 

violence. A Buddhist whom, after a lifelong pursuit of inner peace and stillness atop Mount Putuo and only 

purgatory-detained for a short period to clear his soul of a snail he once accidentally stepped on, had instead 



been sent to hell for assaulting a member of staff. Hesitating, however, the man changed his mind, left his 

hood in place, his face shaded. 

“Never mind,” he said. “I'm sure you've seen a shiner or two before. The point is, I'm here to help you. Smirk 

you may, but there's a hole in your soul, not inconsiderable in size, and until it's sorted out you can't go 

either...” 

He started to raise his pen, saw a flash of anger whip across Jack's eyes, calculated that it could turn into a 

fist within two, three seconds, relented. 

“You're stuck. You need fixing.” 

“Fixing?” Jack snorted. “Is that what this morning was about? What a great idea. Stand in the snow and 

watch...” 

He slammed his fist onto the desk, started shouting. “This isn't purgatory! It's hell! Fix me? It's just more 

suffering! Because I didn't have enough in life, eh? Wars, cancers, seas, sofas. Sofas! Isn't that enough? What 

next? No, let me guess: I'm driving back down to earth in a Renault Mégane. Great! So can I meet the Devil 

himself? Shake his hand, his...paw...whatever he has. Personally thank him for the miracle cure! You've fixed 

me! Now when do I get to burn?” 

He leaned across the desk, neck sinews straining, lips stippled with spit. “Whoever you are under that hood. 

You think I'm too stupid to know where I am, don't you? Must be a laugh for you in the canteen. Purgatory? 

Magistrate? Grapes, angels, doves, fluffy white...to be fair I should have known from the robes. This is hell. I 

know it. You know it. I know you know it, and you know that I know that...you know that...I...” 

His words slurred to a halt. Vitriol spent, he sunk back in his seat. 

The man, stung by the Mégane jab but preferring the shade of a hood to another black eye, gave Jack a 

moment to rest. A minute passed. Two. Three. 

Then, “Jack. I really wish you'd be open to alternative health approaches. Herbs. Organic vegetables. The 

very, and I mean very, occasional observation of a house fire for the purpose of soul cleansing. The system 

needs a good scrub once in a while and you cannot, must not, rely on colonic irrigation alone. I've known 

men who did. All a shadow of their former selves by fifty.” 

He nodded solemnly, let his shoulders relax. 

“And besides, we can't keep bickering on like this. We're both very simil...I mean we still have the most 

important part to do, and that calls for hardy hearts and steady minds. It's judgement time, Jack. Magistrate.” 

The man got to his feet, satisfied to see the word 'magistrate' inspire a slight eyebrow twitch from his 

shattered charge. He put his chair aside, patted the lever. 

“Good and evil. The difference. Not in the obvious sense, the stuff we teach to children. We need the 

nuances, the nitty gritty. It's about those who belong...” - he glanced at his pen again, thought better again - 

“...in heaven and those who belong in hell.” 

The projector screen snapped into life making Jack jump. After a flash of static the inbetweeners in the cell 

were replaced by a new image. A room, a bedroom, dark but for the charcoal daze of dawn creeping through 

the curtains, cloaking the room in a colt-grey hue that exposes a couple lying side by side in bed. They toss 

and turn, talking, gesticulating. The dull pulse of an alarm. Not in the room. Somewhere else. They pull the 

duvet over their heads. Movement stills. A minute passes. Two. Three. The alarm pulses on ceaselessly, then 

fades some. Fades more. Sleep comes. All is calm. All is bright. Round yon virgin, mother and child. Holy 

infant so tender and 



Uh oh. A ghastly orange glow in the corner of the room followed by swirls of smoke that dance listlessly 

across the ceiling, a corps de ballet of ghosts. Pirouetting down the walls, around the window, above the bed 

until they melt into one milky cloud, one spectral assassin that silently descends on the sleeping newlyweds 

just as the ceiling succumbs to the flames in the loft above. 

The screen faded to black. Jack sat rigidly in his chair. He felt strange. A queasy calm had settled on top of 

the ache. It wasn't an unpleasant sensation, rather soothing, a spiritual balm that seemed to dull the pain 

receptors just enough to take the edge off the hurt. Just like, he thought, the morphine machine that had 

smoothed his last weeks on earth. 

He understood now. He'd seen death and dying up close on the battlefield but never like this. Never so 

unjust. Unjust. Unjust. The magistrate stood up. The man stood up. The magistrate set aside his chair, took a 

firm hold of the lever. The man tapped the screen, tapped it again bringing the family of four square into the 

frame. 

“Very poor responsiveness, this touch screen. I told them not to buy a Hitach...Sorry. As you were, 

magistrate.” 

“An innocent family,” Jack declared, wishing he was wearing something more formal than slippers. “Did 

nothing wrong. Just went to bed and never woke up again. Nine and ten. No age to breathe your last.” 

He swallowed hard. Severed. Armed. “Pea...pea...pea...peace be with you. 

Jack wrenched the lever upwards so hard it almost snapped in half. Inhaling sharply, he wiped his palms on 

his robe. Find a gun. Hold it tight. No slippery fingers. Not then. Not now. 

He looked back at the screen. The family gone, only the two newlyweds remained. Two. Two. Even the 

number riled him. World War Two. Two Ronnies. Two fingers left behind, buried forever in Ardennes soil. 

Would you like to be on your own so far from home? Severed, unarmed, cold. Strangers' blood and bones. 

Gates about to close. Unfamiliar mud. A fading headstone. No going home. Or maybe I could... 

With a hiss of breath he grabbed the lever, wrenched it downwards with a force that sent the desk careening 

into the corner of the room. At the same time the screen snapped to black. A minute passed. Two. Three. 

Silence. He glanced at the man who now stood motionless at the door, his manner imbued with the same 

sangfroid that had so enraged Jack ten minutes before but which now offered him comforting reassurance 

that he'd judged well. Justly. Done what he'd had to do. 

Eventually, “the newlyweds,” Jack said. “They could have been saviours; they went back to sleep.” 

The man nodded and opened the door, sliding the deadlocks silently. 

“Decision made,” he said, adding with pressing seriousness, “now don't dwell on it, Jack. It doesn't pay to 

take work home.” 

Jack stood up, shuddered. He didn't like the mention of home, so far was he from anything familiar or 

comforting. Living, even. He pulled the upended desk back onto its legs. Sighing out the last dregs of 

adrenaline, he walked to the door, paused. The man was holding a cigarette, a Marlboro, and a scratched 

lighter. Jack's old lighter that he'd left behind on earth and instinctively patted his pockets for the moment he 

woke up in purgatory. He placed them in Jack's hands. 

“What the...I can...is heaven...a smoking area?” 

The man smiled. “No, but they'll be handy for the next session.” 

Jack's face went from elation to deflation in a second. “Another session? Why? Please, no more stuff like 

that. No more...selfishness. I can't take any more of it. I need...it's just...they could have...” 



As his words trailed off he shrugged, shook his head. He pocketed the cigarette, the lighter he rolled around 

his palm. It was some consolation that, if he must submit to an authority still unknown but superior to his 

own, this time he too could lose himself in a ghastly orange glow. 

He braced himself, grumbled “God help them on a battlefield is all I can say,” and disappeared back into the 

fluorescent glow of the - paused, turned, bellowed “to hell with the selfish!” - living room. 

  

III. Finality 

 

Time: Midday 

Location: The Living Room 

Jack gazed dazedly at Betty. There she was, hunched on her sofa clutching a stone cold mug of Earl Grey. 

She'd done little but this for days. Hadn't eaten, hadn't even noticed the tea she kept making until she'd held 

the mug long enough for her hands to hurt, arms to ache, a routine broken but once by a visit to the funeral 

home. 

She'd had family round, told them she'd slept a little here and there but the shadows under her eyes betrayed 

her ceaseless insomnia. Jack sat opposite on his couch, shivering. It was cold, Betty's concern about the 

electricity bill heightened by a fear of living on one pension. It was dark, too, despite the midday sun doing 

its best to break in, bring life, bring living, the ceiling light long abandoned for draining the electricity meter. 

She was right, he thought. The couch does block the window, makes the whole bungalow dark, cold. Not that 

he was ignorant of the fact in life, just liked that it also blocked the neighbours, the window cleaner, the 

passersby, the lot of them. He felt ashamed for being stubborn, bloody-minded, selfish, and for so long. Forty 

nine years, years in which they could have done with some light relief. 

“It'll outlast me.” 

It had. 

“It's like spending your days in a graveyard.” 

It was. Is. 

“You can bin it after fifty years. Fifty fag burns.” 

The curt ringing of the phone cut through the silence. Betty paused, left it, thought better, answered. The 

nextdoor neighbour, offering condolences. Offering the silk curtains, too. Moving in with boss. Won't need 

them. Mégane as well. Spraypaint but a good scrub, replace son-in-law's Ford. Would've been Nick's dying 

wish. Mercedes now...thank you, very kind, coping well, yes grief takes different forms doesn't it, let them 

judge, life must go on...so Mercedes now. Heated seats. Tinted windows. Bought outright. Not on finance. 

Healthy to move on isn't it and 

Cough. Betty coughed to bring it to a stop. Jack saw a ripple of indignation cross her face, tinging grey 

cheeks with a hint of colour. A colour hard to define. Not red. Not rouge. Blood-hued, the colour of life itself. 

Tinting her telephone voice with sarcasm, “how kind of you to think of me at the time of your own tragedy, 

but you can keep the curtains. They don't match my sofa. I've never been one for black fabric.” 

She replaced the phone without waiting for a reply, stood up, walked to the window. She was so close to Jack 

they were almost touching when she raised two fingers and held them aloft in the direction of the bungalow 

nextdoor. 

“Dove white! Paid full price! Turned legs!” 



She harrumphed in triumph, started for the door, paused - “in finished split leather!” - walked. 

She drifted into the bedroom, climbed triple-cardiganed into bed. Jack stared at the bedroom door until the 

glow of her night light died. Died, but not fully. It was still on, low, the gentlest of glows. Just like he'd asked 

for, when in his dying hour she'd promised to leave a light on when he'd gone, that if she woke at night it 

wouldn't be in darkness. 

He looked at the clock. Midday. Time. He ran his hand along the arm of the couch, tracing a line from the 

first burn to the last. Forty nine, each ceremonially-delivered on the day of their anniversary. He sighed, 

stood up, smiled. Ten seconds, nine. Seized the Marlboro. Eight seconds, seven. Seized the lighter. Six 

seconds, five. Faced the couch. Four seconds, three. Flicked the lighter. Two seconds, one. Lit the Marlboro. 

No seconds, none. Burned its black fabric for the final time, said “that makes fifty, and always on the right 

arm.” 

Instantly his vision began to blur, focus, blur, focus, blur, like the always-a-shock moment when the lightbulb 

snaps back to life after a power cut. Joyful when it comes, and it's coming. It's coming. Ceaselessly. 

Inevitably, the way light always returns. Must. Seeks us, demanding that we fix, forgive, what happened in 

the dark. O light of light shine in. End thou this grief of sin. Create true day within. O love of love flow in.  

A thin thread of smoke spiralled up his legs making them light enough to take flight, to his lungs making 

them tickle, to his heart making it beat so softly it sounded funereal, to his head into the shape of a halo. 

Thence to his soul, this weightless layer of light that pulled him upwards, upwards, upwards. O light all light 

excelling. O joy all grief dispelling. 

Back to earth, arms to sky, no counting fingers this time. Whole again, and coming home. As he began to 

float he snuffed the embers of the burn with a single breath, watched the ghastly orange glow turn blood red, 

tunic green, dove white. Turn cold. Turn to ash. No fading headstone. Scattered in the soil of his flowers at 

home. Room made for the man by uprooting the pain; soldier, seaman, patient, saint. His poppies blood-

hued, brighter than ever. His peace lilies white as a mourning dove's feather. His life, wife, garden, all 

tributes forever to a love that proved stronger than finished split leather. 

Now altogether! Silent night, holy night. All is calm. All is bright. Glories stream from heaven afar. 

Heavenly hosts sing alleluia. Sleep in heavenly peace. Sleep in heavenly 

 

peace. 
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