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Chapter One 

Weeds on the path, layers of dust and cobwebs. 

 

Connie stood, trembling uncontrollably, in exactly the same spot where she'd been 

standing when she left. It was a bit of a shock, not because it was unexpected, it was so, 

instant. 

As the tingling sensations subdued she looked around the familiar room, something was 

different. What did she expect? A week ago she was talking to the kids from the sect. She 

couldn’t have guessed at the events which followed and eventually brought her back here. 

Had she dreamed it all? The hardly credible validation of her ideas, the apparitions, the 

startling transit and her abrupt return were bizarre beyond any normal comprehension but, 

logic told her, they had to be real, as real as her senses would allow. 

The room hadn't changed, or had it? A few books had been moved around, she guessed 

that they'd come and nosed around when they realised she was no longer at home. A fine 

layer of dust lay over every surface and a single tendril of ivy had found its way around a gap 

under the eaves of the chalet and was hanging down in front of the grimy window. It was lit 

through from behind by a low sun, and the spiders’ webs reminded her that life goes on and 

finds a way. Through the dusty panes she could see that the weeds had grown high. It must be 

at least a couple of years she thought. She had been away for just a few days, a week at most, 

but the state of things here at home in her sitting room and the yard outside her window were 

not as they would have been if she’d been gone for a week or so. 

I started writing this essay as a tribute to my brilliant grandmother Connie Luard. My 

mother Maddy and I relished and the inspiring conversations we’d had with her. I missed her 

profoundly. She had disappeared and gone for more than seven years, I thought I'd never see 
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her again. However, as I trawled through my memories and half-heartedly scribbled diaries, 

and started to write, events took over and the essay soon became a book. 

Connie was Constance Winifred Whittear on her birth certificate. Running her 

smallholding growing strawberries had kept her fit even though she was a little overweight. 

She was barely five feet tall, tough and weather tanned. Incredibly, she had almost no grey 

hair, her slightly Iberian features and her warm gentle expression giving her an empathetic 

demeanour.  She had lived in her wooden shack for as long as I could remember. At one time 

she had been married and while she was still very young she had a large family almost all of 

whom now had little or nothing to do with her. When the sixth and youngest of her children 

had finally left home she began to change. 

At first the family visited often, especially on high days, holidays and birthdays. They 

brought their children to see her and eventually I was one of them. One by one they began to 

show up less often although my own mum, Madeline, the youngest of them, refused to 

believe the tittle tattle about her apparently irrational behaviour, which had become rife 

among the family, and kept up her regular visits. As Connie became more and more isolated 

she allegedly, according to the gossip, upped stumps and gone off to join a circus or on an 

impulse had left to visit distant relatives in Australia.  

During those last couple of years when Connie was most alone, as Mum and I continued to 

visit, I began to understand why the rest of the family had abandoned her. My grandfather 

Nelson, suffered a severe heart attack and passed away when he was still quite young. 

Connie, being left on her own, began to indulge some of her passions. 

Far from being a mother and matriarch she treated the bringing up of her children as an 

important but necessary side-line to her deeper interests in sciences, the arts and literature. 

Although he had no formal education she refused to be outdone by her male siblings and had 
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taught herself the three 'r's and became an avid reader. If she’d been academic she would 

have been a polymath, at least a minor genius.  

As she gleaned ideas she formulated what the family saw as wild radical concepts and not 

very conventional ones at that. She rarely spoke about her interests but her children and 

siblings were convinced that she was doolally or at least becoming demented. She fought 

hard against them imprisoning her in a care home and sold her large burdensome house 

where she and Nelson had lived and brought up their children for enough money to buy her 

plot of land, the chalet and outbuildings. This convinced the whole family, except for my 

mother, that she was not only crazy but had a vendetta against them...those who were hanging 

on to the hope of her early demise and the chance that they'd be in her will were devastated 

and reinforced the rumour that she had become a bitter old recluse. 

At least she could now please herself what she did and finding that she made no demands 

on them, her children quietly disowned her. 

No one knew Connie's age exactly. Even she didn't know. Her father Clarry (Clarence) 

was a staunch pacifist and purposely neglected to register his children’s births with the 

intention that they would not be automatically called up into military service in time of war. 

His sons enlisted anyway through a sense of duty but he was satisfied that at least they’d had 

a choice.  

Time, events and a multitude of other interests clouded Connie's memory, particularly 

around her age, and she just simply forgot how old she was. When she moved into the shack 

she must have been in her late seventies, but she showed little in the way of ageing and even 

began to lose her careworn looks. 

Even when I was quite young I would sit enthralled as Connie talked to Mum and me 

about her ideas and recent discoveries. Even though she spoke in a pragmatic and relaxed 

way, like making small talk to old friends who she had invited over for tea, she held me 
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spellbound while she described the cosmos, the makeup of stars and the patterns of 

constellations. Then as if her conversation had shifted to speculation about the weather she 

would be talking about quantum physics, an exhibition of Leonardo drawings or genetics. 

It was incongruous. You would only suspect the presence of such a labyrinthine mind if 

you knew her well, to all outward appearances she was an uneducated, eccentric but 

intelligent old woman. She had no ambition other than her own curiosity. 

I was nearly sixteen when she suddenly disappeared, when the rumours started that she 

had gone off to Australia or bizarrely, off to join a circus. I suspect the circus thing was a 

metaphor for a secretive departure. According to the family this was typical of her. When 

friendly neighbours, a quiet elderly couple, noticed that her chalet seemed unoccupied, no 

smoke from the chimney, no washing appearing on the line and weeds starting to appear on 

the pathway to the front door, they enquired in Dimmicks, the local corner shop and hub of 

gossip, if anyone had seen Connie. No one had, and the family sent a delegation to 

investigate. 

Her chalet was exactly as they had suspected, full of books and papers in piles, some left 

half open as if still being read and a fairly substantial astronomical telescope. Her large 

kitchen and her bedroom, partitions rather than rooms in what could be described as a log 

cabin chalet, were agglomerations of utensils and clothes, clean but untidy. The books in her 

sitting room and her study confirmed their belief that she had gone off the rails and had 

become an obsessive nutcase. Pages were open on quantum mechanics and the structure of 

black holes as well as the writings of Lao-Tsu, Buddhism, Tao and other atheistic religions. 

There were the teachings of Sufism; the essence of Islam, the apparently spiritual aspects of 

Native American and Australian Aboriginal perceptions of nature and natural forces, Norse 

Mythology and countless other folk and quasi-religious tales and beliefs. Connie left few 

stones unturned. 
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For her the religious works were meaningless fairy tales, the books merely serving to add 

some insight to natural philosophy. Connie thought most religious beliefs were brought about 

by people misinterpreting or failing to understand the processes of nature and consequently 

becoming fearful, believing that supernatural forces must be at work. Anything that couldn't 

be explained was considered magic and supernatural. 

The family couldn't make head or tail of much of what they were looking at but they did 

see the strategically half hidden advertisement from a local parish magazine for a travelling 

circus recruiting logistics staff, and the travel brochures.  

Connie was finally out of range of their guilt, they left everything as it was – in case she 

did come back and accused them of stealing from her. They locked the door to the shack and 

never thought about her again. Even Mum had no idea where she had gone but she was sure it 

wasn't to a circus or to Australia...she and I knew Connie better than that. 
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Chapter Two 

Cockles, strawberries and violets. 

 

It was three weeks later. Connie realised she must have been gone much longer than the 

few days of the extraordinary events which she’d gone through. She knew the time difference 

would be a necessary part of the transference process but this seemed like years rather than 

days or weeks. What had happened to the time? She was no older, if anything she felt 

invigorated and younger, but dust had settled and the smallholding had seen a lot more than 

one cycle of re-seeding and withering to compost. 

Connie pushed her old bicycle towards her “chalet” at the end of the long snaking lane that 

served as her driveway. Swinging gently under each side of the handlebars was a large 

oblong wooden trug, the large wheels on the bike providing a modicum of shock absorption 

over gravel and clumps of grass in the lane. Connie had been picking violets in the early 

morning on her plot of land she called 'the ground' where she grew strawberries, anemones 

and Parma violets to sell at market to supplement her meagre pension. The violets were fresh 

and still wet from the morning dew as a few petals gently fluttered from the rocking of the 

trugs. When Connie reached the shed behind the chalet she transferred the violets to a tin 

baby's bath, a quarter filled with water.  

It had been over seven years since Connie had disappeared. She couldn’t tell how long 

even though she knew it was years.  

I was down from college on a spring break and I'd gone to visit Ivy, my great aunt, 

Connie's sister, Mum's aunt, who at the ripe old age of seventy five was still riding her 

pushbike to the shore a mile and half away just as my great grandmother Vi, Connie's and 

Ivy's mother had done. I found her on the shore filling a sack with cockles which, at low tide, 

she gently prised from the mud with her fingers or a small garden hand fork. She would look 
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for the tell-tale squirt of water from the hastily shut bivalve shell of a cockle and rather than 

rake the mud and destroy the bed where the young cockles were growing, her method left the 

seabed as if it had never been touched. Ivy would then heave the sack with fifteen kilos of 

cockles across the frame of her Brompton fold down. Mum had given her the Brompton as a 

Christmas present in case we ever needed to transport her and the bike from the beach, or 

anywhere else. Ivy walked the mile and a half, pushing her bike, along Postbrook Lane to her 

small cottage next to the council estate on the edge of Bishopwick, an ancient but now 

gentrified village. Fred Elms, Ivy's husband simmered the cockles in a big cauldron over a 

rudimentary outhouse hearth behind the house and then took them to the fishmonger in 

Camslake market early the next morning. After Fred died, Ivy's son Alan, a good few years 

older than me, who lived nearby, took over and would drive the cockles to market once or 

twice a week taking a detour on his way to the outboard repair shop on Camslake creek 

where he worked.  

Ivy's cockling relied on favourable tides and reasonable weather. You could ask Ivy the 

state of the tide at any time and she would know exactly whether it was high, low, neap or 

spring, ebbing or flowing. She needed no tide-table. 

Ivy had been doing this since she was a young mother, taking her children, then her 

grandchildren with her in child seats attached to the bike until they could ride their own 

bikes. From spring to autumn Connie, Maddy and me would join them. Us kids would spend 

hours in the sea till our fingers were white and wrinkled and the tide receded. Then we’d join 

Ivy in searching for cockles on the equally wrinkled mud which oozed through our toes. 

Connie would sit quietly reading for hours in the stained ex-army tent she erected on the 

shingle beach, spreading us with calamine and dolling out cups of squash. 

Ivy and Connie looked like twins when they were young even though Connie was the 

eldest. Connie was pragmatic, seeking to understand the world from an empirical standpoint 
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whereas Ivy was rather more philosophic and was intuitively perceptive. They were 

inseparable and spent their time in discussions sharing their insights and an intimate humour, 

exclusive to them. They were constantly excited by what they were discovering and although 

in later life they followed different paths, their combined understanding of the intermeshing 

unity of the physical and metaphysical kept them content in themselves and with each other. 

I loved going to the shore with Ivy, she was full of fascinating tales, especially gossip 

about the large family distributed throughout the area which she viewed with an 

understanding affection, even though, in my view, they barely deserved it.  

My great grandmother Violet had ten children; Ivy and Connie were the closest of all of 

the siblings. When the rest of them, and their children had abandoned Connie, Ivy stayed in 

touch.  

Ivy was a little stockier and scruffier than Connie. Her usual garb was an old gaberdine 

raincoat covering layers of ancient cardigans and a heavy navy blue twill skirt which reached 

her calves and tough walking shoes, over her grey woolly knee length socks. She rarely 

removed the dark red beret even at home indoors. I think she just forgot it was there. When it 

was cold enough for slivers of ice to form on the mud she would condescend to wear a warm 

scarf and a pinafore dress over her cardigans and skirts. In the summer the tatty beige 

gaberdine mac would be thrown over the bike’s handlebars and she would wear just one 

cardigan. Otherwise it was the same year in year out. 

On this particular day I was carrying her mac as we were walking back along Postbrook 

Lane in the sunshine and not inconsiderable heat for spring, Ivy became wistful. We walked 

slowly, Ivy refused any help, but these days the trek was becoming more of a task and we 

stopped under the shade of a big chestnut tree by the wooden bungalow where Connie, and 

Ivy were both born. The tree, in full bloom, surreally pink and lush, reminded her of Connie 
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and autumn days collecting fat chestnuts ready for roasting. As we sat on the roadside verge I 

noticed her tilt her head as if she was listening for something. 

“Go and have a look at Connie's cottage Miles, I've got a feeling about it.”  

I didn't find this unusual. The lore of the village often related tales of premonition or 

hunches which had a grain of mysterious accuracy about them. I never believed any of it but I 

said I'd drop by and have a look to make sure it was still intact.  

I was in the final year of my postgrad degree and over the last few years I had dropped by 

the chalet and the “ground” when I was on a visit from university just to check on the state of 

the place, and on the off-chance Connie had returned. I had yet to give the chalet a visit on 

this Easter break. 

Connie's husband Nelson Luard was a Canadian. His ancestors had emigrated from 

Norfolk to Canada in the mid eighteenth century while it was still a land of pioneers and 

opportunity. He was unusually bright and returned to England to attend college at Cambridge, 

where he became a leading light in aerodynamics research, eventually working in aircraft 

engine design. He had a hand in the design of many aircraft but as he was designing a 

ground-breaking virtually silent engine, war broke out. As a pacifist he was reluctant to see 

his engine, which he had designed for commercial airlines, used in bombers for the purpose 

of death and destruction and hid his ideas and designs before anyone could use them. He 

spent the rest of the war helping repair damaged aircraft at a nearby base. This didn't stop his 

brilliant mind from working and he and Connie would spend hours, days and weeks and 

eventually years discussing everything from how Turner made his paint, to how the universe 

works and the most intriguing question of all - what is life and human consciousness?  

When he died she was devastated. For a while she lived by simple routine eventually 

deciding to leave the pain of her immense loss behind to recover from her grief in her chalet.  
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When she disappeared Mum thought she was still grieving over Nelson. The true story of 

why and how she left is far more intriguing, a flirtation with the incredible.. 
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Chapter Three 

“Where have you been?” 

 

As I walked up the long driveway to Connie’s chalet cottage it was already looking 

inhabited again. The surrounding hardened earth yard was free of weeds and blown rubbish, 

and the paving had been swept. The windows had been cleaned and the doorframe freshly 

painted in sky blue gloss and the oak door freshly varnished. The chalet was a hybrid log 

cabin/garden shed made in the years between the wars by a reclusive family with a self-

sufficient ethos. Their children had opted for a more traditional life when they left home – 

their spouses had probably helped swing their decisions. The old man eventually died first 

followed closely by his wife. The chalet was abandoned until Connie found it and recognised 

it as a viable proposition, which, with a bit of work, would suit her needs admirably. She 

managed to contact one of the family's grand-children and negotiated a reasonable price for 

the ramshackle chalet and the overgrown land. It was one big cabin built with stone blocks 

and logs with additions. On one side was a very old solid caravan incorporated into the cabin 

and on the back was a large workshop-come storage shed made variously with old railway 

sleepers, heavy corrugated iron repurposed from wartime Anderson shelters and some 

concrete building blocks. The cabin itself had a small second storey. It was supplied with gas 

and electricity, main drainage and water but the original owners, true to their self-sufficient 

ideals, had designed a water capture and storage system which gave Connie a large and 

constant supply of free water for her crops.                                      

The family who'd built the chalet had tended the fairly large plot organically. They grew 

much of their food and kept a few chickens, geese, goats and pigs. The land was in good 

condition. The topsoil sat above a gravel substrate, part of the coastal plain ending in low 

gravel cliffs at the water's edge about three miles away to the south. It drained well but the 
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surface was stony with flints which had been washed out of the nearby chalk downs in aeons 

past. The land was perfect for traditionally grown strawberries. 

Connie had been cultivating the land with her four stroke, single cylinder all-purpose 

rotavator. The blades of the rotating hoes dug about 15 centimetres into the soil enough to 

disrupt the toughest weeds and assist in burying the scattered manure. At the end of each 

growing season the blades had worn to a point and needed to be replaced. As a young 

teenager I was fascinated to find the needle sharp blades on the floor of the outhouse shed. 

The old Auto Culto rotavator, with new blades bolted on, made light work of the weeds 

reappearing after the land had been ploughed roughly by Bill Kearns, a local farmer Connie 

employed to take on the more robust aspects of managing 'the ground'.  

The land was ready for planting. 

When strawberry cultivation continues from one year to the next, the following year's new 

plants are propagated on the ends of 'runners' - long leafless stems growing from the main 

plant with a new strawberry plant on the end of each one. Eventually these will grow roots 

and become independent plants. The process of putting a stone on each runner to keep the 

roots in contact with the soil is laborious but once the roots take hold the plants can be cut 

away to become replacements for plants which have become less productive. I could tell she 

had been back a while because waiting near the chalet there were wooden punnet trays full of 

new plants she had bought from Bill.  Somehow she had already transferred most of the 

heavy glass cloches to the ends of the rows of the early fruiting plants.  Characteristically 

Connie carried on as if there'd been no hiatus in the cultivation and saw no reason to inform 

anyone that she had returned.  She didn't seem to want to bother anyone, but I think it was 

important for her to have everything working and in order so as to remain independent, 

avoiding concern from us or other interested parties. 
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I found her in the large outhouse shed. It was home to a family of hedgehogs under its 

raised floorboards. It was where the tools and rotavator were stored and where the freshly 

picked strawberries and flowers ended up.  As I poked my head around the door I was 

immediately taken back seven years to when I was fifteen. The shed was a profusion of 

odours, soil and earth, fertiliser dust and petrol and oil for the rotavator, it was especially 

strong when the weather was hot. The pot-bellied stove was cold and cobwebbed but still the 

shed had a the faint acrid smell of woodsmoke underlying the aromas. During late spring and 

summer the shed exuded luxuriously sweet scents from strawberries and in the early spring 

the heady smell of violets took you to the edge of intoxication.  In one corner was a small 

padded stool where Connie sat above a tin baby’s bathtub full with freshly cut violets. 

Connie, like Ivy, was small, stocky and a little swarthy, a touch of a throwback to the 

Spanish sailors and merchants who married and stayed with some of the village girls in 

centuries past. She had quick blue eyes, a warmth and friendliness in her round face and 

cheeks and rich dark chestnut hair which had barely a grey streak at the temples. Although 

she appeared neater than Ivy she too was fairly scruffy, her dark red or sometimes blue 

overall covering a similar array of jumpers, jeans, socks and boots. She rarely wore a hat 

except for a Tilley to shade from the sun or a Berghaus waterproof cap when it was cold or 

wet. The Tilley doubled as a sailing hat when she took a jaunt with friends cruiser racing in 

the estuary. Connie looked as though you could confide in her without her offering platitudes 

and advice. You could trust her. She took you at face value although she didn’t suffer fools 

gladly and anyone coming across as manipulative or devious got short shrift and the sharp 

edge of her wit. Genuine fools she treated with the utmost respect and sensitivity. 

As I stood and watched from the doorway for a few moments she was unaware of my 

presence and had a contented restful expression just bordering on the hint of a smile. Connie 

was gathering twelve stems at a time into small posies, then tying them with a couple of 
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wraps of raffia, dunking their heads in a bucket of cool water and laying them neatly into 

another tin bath. When I visited her as a child on cool days Connie would have a thermos of 

milky coffee and a cold corned beef cottage pie. On hot days, she made my favourite, thick 

brown bread sandwiches spread thickly with butter and filled with banana sliced lengthways 

and allowed to get warm in the sunshine in a brown paper bag on the shelf by the window. At 

about mid-morning she'd open her flask and the paper bags and we would indulge in what I 

can only describe as ecstasy; warm malty granary bread banana sandwiches, oozing melted 

butter, and sweet strong milky coffee. 

“Miles!” as she looked up from the violets. 

“Connie!” I swallowed a tear, “I've missed you. Where have you been? Sorry, that's not 

what I meant to say the moment I saw you, how are you?” 

“I'm fine Miles, sorry I didn't let you know I was back, I've been taken up with getting the 

chalet and the ground back into some semblance of order. You look great, you've started 

shaving...how old are you now? Bloody hell...you've grown, I just forgot how much that 

would be...the time gap was longer than I thought ”  

When she said ‘time gap’ a tiny alarm bell went off. What did she mean? ‘Time gap’ 

wasn’t describing a period that she was away, it denoted something more specific in the 

realm of a disruption, a ‘gap’ in time. She was hinting at something. I knew her well enough 

to know her words were fluent and sure, not casual. 

“Ivy suspected something” I said, “she said she'd heard something from a little dicky bird!. 

Mum asked me to go and see her as soon as I got back from Uni. She's been on her own of 

course since Fred died. I get a bit out of touch being away at college and my girlfriend lives 

in East Anglia so I'm not back here quite so often. It's the inter-semester break, that why I'm 

here now.”  
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“Girlfriend eh? You'll bring her over won't you?” Connie carried on wrapping the 

bunches. 

“How's college? Which college? What's your thesis? I can't wait to see what you've been 

up to.” 

“I’m at Bristol doing a new course, a set of modules centred around Quantum 

Consciousness. We’ve had discussions in our seminars just like we used to have. I'm hoping 

it can add to our ideas.” I said knowing it would prompt whatever new concepts she had 

bottled up. It did. 

“Well you'd be very interested in an article I've just come across by John Wheeler where 

he proposes that by noticing and being able to notice stuff, that is, living beings have 

transformed infinite quantum possibilities into one concrete history. We've become 

participants in the evolution of the universe since its very beginning. You know, 

predetermined.” 

Connie looked up at me with a gleam of excitement. Her nonchalant mention of Wheeler's 

work signalled a reservoir of ideas she could barely contain. She was right on the money. 

Wheeler’s work is pioneering and one of the latest developments in consciousness research. 

“Mmm, yeah, I saw that. 'We live in a participatory universe' he said. Blimey Connie I 

haven't seen you in seven long years and we're already back into it! Gimme a hug.” I said. 

“Come here Miles”, as she gave me a great bear hug. She stood back and looked me up 

and down and satisfied said, 

“It’s seven is it? So you’re twenty two, three? Is Ivy OK? How's Maddy? What's her 

name, the girlfriend? When are you going back? Sorry Miles there's so much to tell you, I'm 

more contented than I've ever been I think. Later, later.” 

There it was again, just a couple of words, but she let me know that she had no idea how 

long that ‘gap’ had been. Connie gently eased back down to perch on the low stool. 



 18 

“Ivy's fine, laid back as ever and with a creaky joint or two, but hale and hearty. Mum's 

fine, she'll be over the moon to see you again. Rosy, it's Rosalina, Rosy for short. She's on a 

similar range of modules at uni. She knows about our conversations. We have long rambling 

discussions deep into the night about everything, you know, and she's been getting on well 

with Mum. The inter-semester break will last a couple of weeks I think.” 

She picked up a couple of bunches of violets and put them to her nose closing her eyes as 

she inhaled the sweet intoxicating scent.  

“The violets are perennial you know, they've sprung up each year and died back again but 

they're still there and thriving although I'll need to thin them out after they've finished 

flowering.” she said, handing me a bunch and dropping the last posy into the bathtub. “Take 

these for Maddy.”  

“We talk about you a lot you know.” 

“You'll have to forgive me Miles, but it's difficult to adjust, although I've apparently been 

away for seven years or more, in my experience it was only a few days, so I've had to re-

juggle what I see with what I've expected to see and they're very different. I'll explain later, 

but you are still about sixteen or so to me and here you are damn near middle aged!” 

I frowned with puzzlement.  

“Middle aged? I'm coming up to twenty three Connie.”  

“I know, I know Miles...I'll tell you later. As I said there's a lot to tell. And you'll have a 

lot to tell me.” 

“I'm patient Connie, it's just such a lovely surprise to have you back. Who else knows 

you're back? Have you seen anyone else?” 

“No, I haven't told anyone or seen anyone except Kearnsy. He sold me the new plants and 

rough ploughed for me last week. Bill's getting on a bit now but his nipper Ted helps him out. 

Ted's not too bright and a touch slow on the uptake but he's strong and always cheerful. 
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Sometimes I secretly wish I was more like him, content to relax in a simpler mind and way of 

life. You'll see Ted in a minute, he's due to collect these and take them down to the station 

once I've packed and labelled them for the market.”  

Connie sent her violets and best strawberries to markets in London and Bournemouth, 

where wealthy socialites in London and rich retirees in Bournemouth were willing to pay a 

premium for organic locally hand produced fruit and flowers– but they had to be fresh and 

the train would carry them to the markets by dawn the next day. Later in the season when 

abundance had diluted the premium of the early varieties, Connie's strawberries would keep 

us - Ivy, Connie, Mum and me and a few close friends - as indulgent strawberry 

connoisseurs. Even later in the season the smaller late offerings were made into strawberry 

jam to die for.  

My mouth waters at the thought of brown toast and our strawberry jam. Mum made the 

jam, Connie could never get the knack or be willing to spend the time in the kitchen watching 

over gently simmering cauldrons of the glistening, sweet smelling, molten lava. This was 

another wonderful fragrance evoking the blissful summers of my early childhood. 

There was a little awkward embarrassment, I was only fifteen when I'd last seen her and I 

was now nearly twenty three. Connie and I were speaking in slightly different realms. I was 

exchanging chat about my pre doctorate year at college, my course in the physics of 

consciousness, my girlfriend Rosy and the rest of the family. Connie wanted to know if I'd 

forgotten the conversations we'd had and if Mum and I had ever spoken about them. Had 

those wonderful discussions burgeoned or been pensioned off in favour of boring academia?  

“That's what we've been discussing for the last seven years Connie! You really stirred 

something in me. Mum too, from when she was little and later, talking to you and Nelson, in 

much the same way that I've had with you since I was old enough to understand something of 
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what we talked about. My research for my degree has been an extension of everything we 

discussed, it's fired my ambition.” 

“Good, a lot's gone on since then, really, a fuck of lot.” Connie looked excited and 

mischievous, you never knew what she might come up with next. “We’ll get to it soon 

enough.” 

Ted arrived.  

“Wotcher Connie? Y'all roight Miles? Bin a while since you was down 'ere eh!?” 

Ted picked up the violets and a couple of trays of very early strawberries and loaded them 

into the back of a very ancient Morris Minor pickup which Marton's, the local garage 

opposite Kearns' farm had cleverly converted. They swapped the old thirty four horsepower 

BMC A-series motor with a ninety eight horsepower hybrid from an old Toyota Prius. It was 

in concourse condition and won prizes for innovation at Goodwood. Ted was proud of it. 

“I see you've still got the Morris Ted”, I said,   

“Oh yeah, she'll stay with us as others come 'n' go. Pretty little bugger i'n't she, Uh?” Ted 

grinned,  

“I should hope so too, Ted. See ya.” I waved as Ted settled into the original leather seat 

and drove quietly off waving from the rolled down window. 
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Chapter Four 

Experience 

 

“Rosy called, she'll be at the station around midday.” Mum was putting the finishing 

touches to a watercolour, a delicate group of sakura, Japanese cherry blossom, with a bee 

suspended ready to gather the nectar. 

“Sorry Mum, I forgot my mobile. She must be wondering where the hell I've got to.” 

“She hasn't arrived yet, don't worry.” Mum put down her brushes and stood back from the 

paper and looking into a mirror to see the balance of proportions and colour, turned and put 

the kettle on with a contented sigh. “How's our old Aunt Ivy?” 

Mum is Madeline Constance, named in part after Connie. They both loved that they were 

namesakes of Constance Chatterley, it gave them a shared aura of capriciousness.  Maddy as 

she was known outside the house, was a bright spark and with the help of my grandmother 

Connie, was encouraged to think for herself. This and her discovery that Connie would 

converse with her freely about almost anything led her to a deep interest in humanist 

philosophy and nature. She was fascinated by the physics of the big bang, the ladybird 

crawling across her book as she read, and ancient secular paths to enlightenment. Her Zen 

like delicacy and quiet passion for Japanese painting were outward signs of her inner 

contentment. Like all of the family she was petite and handsome. Her hair was always up in a 

bun, a twist or a plait and it shone with a polished auburn glow. She had the makings of 

stockiness passed down by Connie but she was fit and kept herself trim with regular walks, 

sailing and tai chi. She was a passionate cook and she ate well and healthily. She had a 

collection of spectacles, all types of frames, some simple and traditional and some bold and 

bizarre. She thought nothing of spending a week’s wages on frames handmade in Japan. 

Today she was wearing her ultra-thin Lunor specs with the adjustable arms. Mum was 
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fashion conscious but found her clothes from obscure designers. Fine combinations of 

blouses and skirts, slacks and light jackets in muted interesting colours spots and stripes. Her 

clothes were lightweight and flowing, never tight. When she painted she loved to wear a 

traditional painter’s smock. 

Our visits to Connie began almost as soon as I opened my eyes and belted out my first 

screaming breath.  

Mum couldn't go to University, the family couldn't afford to take on the crippling expense. 

She began her working life as a housemaid for a local aristocratic family, who it must be said 

recognised her intellect immediately and promoted her to running the house. They sent her to 

college where she studied catering. At the end of her course she was given the Catering 

Association's Cup for the highest achieving student with marks of ninety eight percent in all 

of her exams and practical tests. She had Connie’s intellect. Her glowing references from her 

employers in the 'big house' landed her a job as a chef for a local gastro pub. Within a year 

the pub was a regional byword for exceptional and imaginative menus. Bookings for tables 

became scarce, only available six months in advance. Her menus were impeccable and her 

unnervingly accurate stock keeping and accountancy impressed her employers even more. 

When many years later she eventually ran the kitchens for five local schools she was said to 

be the only chief cook supervisor to have never had a red pen used on her books. Not an easy 

task when the budget for each meal was less than the price of a loaf of bread. She found 

innovative ways to use cheap and bulk produce to make almost gourmet meals. Her 

cookbook, produced for parents who regularly asked for recipes after their children 

demanded the same tasty meals at home, is still a local bestseller.  Mum’s close relationship 

with Connie had a positive effect on her. She was still very attractive in her early fifties, she 

had a touch of the Iberian-Mediterranean looks similar to Connie. The village had a small 

port frequently visited by traders from northern Spain and the Mediterranean but it was 
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eventually cut off from the sea by a self-serving local landlord who drained the small estuary 

for extra hunting grounds back in the early eighteenth century...they still burn him on a 

bonfire in early November in lieu of Guy Fawkes, but that's another story.  

My father Stan was a quiet craftsman sort who could manufacture anything from wood 

and painted traditional English landscapes in the manner of John Constable. Taciturn and full 

of common sense, he backed Mum's ambitions to the hilt. He and Mum were inseparable, 

rarely out of each other's company when not working, and adored each other with a quiet 

passion until he died an untimely death from an unsuccessful heart valve operation. He was a 

refugee from a strictly religious family on his mother's side and left home to join the army at 

the first opportunity. Although he never professed atheism, his views were certainly not 

orthodox. He never demonstrated his emotions outwardly and I was devastated when he died, 

never having got very close to him. I was never allowed into his shed and when I bought my 

first mopeds and scooters as a teenager he would have nothing to do with them. He just 

couldn’t. He was a wizard with a saw but at a loss with a spanner. I was always top of the 

class in art thanks to him, he taught me the rudiments of drawing before I started school and 

later we learnt photography together, not just point and shoot but how apertures, shutter 

speeds and differential focus work. 

Mum gave up the heat of the kitchens when he died in favour of a desk job in gas utilities. 

In her first week of the job she did the week's work in a day. They gave her more to do but by 

the end of the second day she had completed that so they gave her the workload of someone 

else who was on prolonged sick leave. By the third day they asked her to slow down, she was 

beginning to upset others in the office and they had no more that they could give her. In the 

end she was given the manager's position. The others in the office soon began to rely on her 

for assistance and instant good advice and she easily won them over with her good nature and 

quiet humour. 
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Green tea's a bit too bitter for my sweet tooth and as I stirred in a spoon of honey I said 

how I'd found Ivy on the shore. 

“Ivy's fine...I think the cockles are getting a bit much for her these days, especially since 

Fred died, but she carries on, it's what keeps her young and sane she says.” 

Ivy loves the smells of the sea...the rotting algae really, the gloriously pungent smell of 

seaweed that all the visiting tourists think is 'the ozone'. She never tires of the changing 

atmosphere throughout the seasons and embraces the stinging pinpricks of cold driving rain 

on her face as much as the balmy warmth of the sun in the spring, the remote toll of bell 

buoys unseen through the summer haze and the occasional blast from a ship's horn on the 

crisp cold frosty late winter mornings when an impenetrable mist forms across the estuaries 

as spring brings the sea-pinks into bloom. It's her place, she is the guardian and curator of all 

she surveys. There is never anyone else to challenge her authority. Ivy understands the shore 

intimately as her own, not in a proprietorial fashion but as a Zen master might, it's her 

experience of life; there is nothing else and never will be. For her it is the “sound of one hand 

clapping”. It is what it is. 

Mum looked back at her painting,  

“She'll have to give it up eventually but there's still people who want to buy local seafood. 

They'll miss her when she stops, there’s no one else cockling around here now. The cockles 

in the supermarket are pathetically small in jars of brine. Awful stuff. Some Asian 

gangmasters have had people raking through the mud in Morecambe bay up north of 

Blackpool but it's not the same, there's a blatant disregard for the seabed and the future 

generations of little cockles are doomed. When they came here to try their luck the council 

banned cockling and they disappeared again, but no one ever came to stop Ivy, the ban didn't 

apply to her. She'll eventually lose her compulsion to dig cockles.” I reminded Mum of a 

recent conversation about Ivy being close to retiring, she giggled knowing that stopping her 
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aunt wasn't something anyone could do or would want to do before she decided for herself.   I 

paused. Mum noticed I'd stopped talking and turned to me. 

“What's up Miles, is everything OK with Rosy?” She had a genuine concern, she liked 

Rosy a lot and was hoping, if not convinced, that we would be lifelong partners. 

“Yes, yes, Rosy's fine but prepare yourself. Connie's back. Ivy told me she had a feeling 

about it.”  

“What? Why didn't you say!” she immediately stopped what she was doing and spun to 

face me. “After all this time? I'm glad we've kept her place in one piece, liveable at least.”  

Mum took off her painter's smock as the track changed on her playlist. Rose Rouge, a 

track we heard incidentally in a hotel restaurant in Buenos Aries was replaced with one of my 

favourites, Eberhard Weber's Mazurius, it had been one of the highlights of the tribute 

concert his fellow ECM musicians had staged for him after he had suffered a stroke and was 

unable to perform again, I was entranced by it and I went about discovering the rest of his 

brilliant melodic jazz. Mum loved it too and we sat for a while listening as she sat back with a 

bemused look on her face, wondering what to do next. 

“We’ve got to go down and see her, is she OK?” 

“Yep, she's been back for at least a couple of weeks and taken up exactly where she left 

off. The yard's tidy and she's already weeded it. The old violet plants have managed to yield a 

little crop for her and she's already got trays full of new strawberry plants from Bill Kearns to 

put in. Some of her old plants are still fruiting too.” 

“How long has she been back?” Mum looked puzzled, why hadn't Connie let her know? 

“You know what she's like, her priorities are in order of importance; I think she wanted to 

get the place back up and running so that she wouldn't be interrupted by us while she did it. 

She says she's been back a couple of weeks but by the look of things it's been a bit longer 

than that. I'd say more like a month or six weeks. Connie thinks she’s only been gone for a 
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few days. She could have had a memory loss or something. She knows it was much longer by 

the state of the place, and she seems to know why there’s this big gap between how long 

she’s been gone and her perception of it. For her it’s like she went away for a few days. The 

disparity doesn’t seem to surprise to her.” Mum’s expression became more perplexed. 

I was searching around for my mobile to call Rosy while she searched for words.  

“It's on the hall table by the landline.” Mum instinctively knew the motive for my 

distraction which had the effect of postponing her questions for a while. 

“We'll pop over and see Connie together as soon as Rosy's settled after her trip. She’d love 

to meet her. She's bright little thing, Rosy. Connie would relish any additional audience. You 

know she'll start again as soon as we see her.” Mum knew Connie would be full of it all. 

“Yup, she started immediately I saw her, after seven years it was weird, like she'd been 

gone a couple of weeks, as I said, like she doesn’t know how long she’s been gone.” I paused 

while Mum thought for a moment. 

 “I'm guessing Rosy's familiar with our 'discussions' and Connie and all that?” 

Mum found a new playlist on her phone and 'Lines' by Waclav Zimpel eased out into the 

morning. 

“She is, mm, yeah. Some of the more convoluted of Connie's ideas are still outside my 

grasp but she's certainly got the gist of it and she's been quite excited to meet Connie if she 

ever returned.”  

I stood looking out of the window onto the view of the river we had from our plot on a low 

rise in the gravel cliffs above the estuary. We could see the distant power station and refinery 

and the cruise liner terminals from the house. On still days we can hear the curlews and 

oystercatchers on the little nature reserve tucked into the bend in the river. The river is tidal 

and constantly changing. It was a very high spring tide, the river looking full to the brim, 

more like a lake than a tidal estuary. Global warming has the water regularly coming over the 
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quaysides now. All along the tidal estuary and the docks the sea walls and defences are being 

raised and strengthened. 

 “Hi Rosy.....”  

Twenty minutes later I met Rosy at the station. 

Rosy comes from East Anglia and is reading astrophysics at Bristol with a few modules in 

new and experimental theories attempting to link consciousness with quantum mechanics 

which I’ve just finished as a masters, roughly defined as Quantum Consciousness. I had 

coincidentally added astrophysics as an option for several of my modules. We naturally 

gravitated towards a relaxed and “made for each other” relationship soon after we met in 

seminars. She took the lead from the start and made the transition to a fully intimate 

relationship easy for me. I was very shy about sexual matters.  

Rosy and Mum had met before and got on like a house on fire and were soon confiding in 

each other like sisters. Mum and I both agreed Rosy would have to meet Connie when she 

came back from wherever she'd gone.  

Rosy's not just a pretty face, she's clever and feisty with it, I seem to be the only person 

around her other than Mum who she couldn't, or more accurately wouldn't, attempt to sweep 

past in an argument or discussion. She has little time for most people, bordering on 

misanthropy, who she sees as facades, projections of arrogance or bravado hiding their low 

self-esteem. Rosy and Connie should get on fine. She is short (just like the rest of our family, 

we wouldn't stand out in Japan!) raven black hair and large round almost black eyes, 

exquisitely beautiful. She's a mixture of several nationalities and seems to have acquired the 

best traits from all of them; Asian intelligence and eastern European beauty, a touch of 

Iberian passion and her English mother's stoicism and piercing wit. Her mildly threatening 

aura probably evolved early on in her life to keep idiotic males at a distance, and it does, very 
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successfully. I feel immensely privileged that she allows me inside her defences, a privilege 

with such rewards, not just of intimacy but of a willingly shared intellect. 

“Good trip?” her smile broad and genuine greeting sweeping me off my feet as usual, it 

was what struck me the first time we were introduced by her friend Ally at the beginning of 

our first lecture on quantum physics. She'd mentioned me to Ally when I asked a particularly 

awkward question in a seminar and Ally promptly saw an opportunity for match making. 

“Not exactly the Shinkansen but as good as any trip on British Rail can be, yes, not bad...I 

had a seat all the way at least.” She hugged me tightly and gave me a passionate kiss, almost 

too much for public decency. 

We we're quiet for much of the ten minute ride home, Rosy seemed a little fatigued by the 

two hour journey and there didn't seem to be much to be said about it. I tried to brighten her 

mood a little before we got to the door. 

“Mum's made a ramen and some daifuku mochi. She's been experimenting with Japanese 

food since our trip to Hokkaido last year when went to see the cranes and the pack ice. She's 

got quite good at it, you're in for a treat. Oh, and by the way, Neil's coming over tomorrow 

with Trish, and Connie's back.” 

“What? I thought that you'd said that Connie might never come back.” Rosy suddenly 

looked excited. I nodded,  

“I wasn't sure then but she's back as if nothing has happened and I can't wait for you to 

meet her. Neil and Trish will be surprised, they've not met her either and what I told them 

about her was sketchy. It all sounds a bit too weird unless you meet Connie or you go into 

detail. Neil's such an arch cynic with an answer for everything, although Trish might be more 

inquisitive.” Rosy smirked, knowing what a hard head Neil can be, but he has a big heart. 

I had told Rosy about Connie in much more detail. About her interest in consciousness and 

our relationship to life and the universe, about the disparity between quantum and classical 
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physics. Everything I'd told Rosy about Connie and her autodidactic understanding held her 

in disbelief of Connie's erudition. In trying to describe Connie’s ideas and the range of her 

thinking it’s easy to think she’s just too good to be true. It is just the way others see her and 

interpret what seems to be her many disciplines, she never describes herself like that. If 

anything she’d modest and constantly doubts her ability to formulate and make joined up 

hypotheses. As far as she’s concerned it’s all just fun. 

“What else is there to do? To be interested in?” she said to me once. Our professors, 

physicists and published papers in the journals are only just beginning to question the nature 

of consciousness and physics, even though some of the ideas had been suggested in the early 

twentieth century, they are still feeling their way in the dark.  

Both Rosy and I are keen on the current research, not only because it is a most fascinating 

exploratory field but because, like any new field, it offers countless paths to a doctorate...the 

opportunity for new and fresh research is vast. 

Rosy settled in, and we sat down to savour Mum's ramen, it was always different as she 

tried the vast range of bonito broths, tamaris and regional sauces she'd found in the Japan 

Centre's food hall. She had regular deliveries. We indulged in the daifuku, silenced for a few 

minutes by the chewy delicious green tea buns filled with sweet red bean paste, more like 

slightly solidified jellyfish than cakes.  

“Let's go straight down to see Connie, I’m impatient to see her,” Mum said after we'd 

cleared and washed up. 

“Hang on Mum, just a bit, I need to explain to Rosy what she's in for, I've only told her 

about Connie's confabs so far, about her ideas.” Mum nodded OK with a touch of a knowing 

grin. She sat down opposite us in the old wooden armchair she always sat in to read and 

continued to nod in agreement as I outlined what to expect. I explained to Rosy that Connie 

was eccentric and unusual to say the least. She grew up in a village where some people had 
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only ever travelled to the nearby town once a year for 'special' shopping. That meant a new 

piece of furniture or a Christmas present. Education wasn't high on family agendas, getting a 

job to support a large family was usual as soon as you reached school leaving age. Connie 

was no different in that respect, she never went to college or university and she followed the 

same pattern of village life, getting married young, having children with the prospect of 

retiring quietly knitting by the kitchen range until the grave beckoned. She was fortunate that 

her husband was an intellect like her.  

Ivy and Connie never had birth certificates, their father was a pacifist and never had their 

births registered. He was adamant that none of his children would be called up to fight, 

although most of the boys in the family did in fact enlist voluntarily during the Euro-Russo-

Asian conflicts orchestrated by the Taliban which in the end thankfully didn't develop into 

war, mainly, because for once, the Americans decided to stay out of it 

Connie put her youthful longevity down to being interested in more than just seeking 

comfort or merely surviving through life. Moreover, she never seemed to age much after  

reaching about sixty when the last of the kids left home. She always had a remarkably open 

expression, an enquiring look, interested in other people and their opinions. She never got ill 

and acted as if she had all the opportunities of life ahead of her. Connie seemed charmed, by 

what, we'll probably never know, and Mum seemed captivated by the same spell, she 

certainly had Connie's lust for exploration of the mind, as much as of the physical properties 

and theories about the universe. She travelled to where she could afford fares to visit,. 

Connie's counterpoise to nature was something I would expand on later, more importantly for 

now as far as Rosy was concerned, was Connie's forthright approach to herself and anyone 

else in her vicinity. She occasionally swore, farted loudly and sometimes belched while 

eating. She slurped her noodles like any Asian native. I told her about her old stained 

gaberdine mac over layers of scarves and jumpers on top of her overalls and her wellingtons, 
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which were in fact expensive leather sailing boots with grip soles she'd stuck on herself. In 

the summer she might not wear any clothes at all and would hastily pull on a button-up 

smock dress if visitors appeared in the drive. Her chalet was clean but everywhere there was 

a chaos of books, artefacts from her travels, tools for repairs and gardening, a laptop and 

instruments such as a small bore rifle, a crossbow, binoculars, cameras and an astronomical 

telescope. In an outhouse was an electric bicycle and an elderly Triumph Speed Twin garaged 

alongside the Auto-Culto rotavator. She was not unaware of the quirkiness of her traits. She 

cultivated these aspects of her character because she considered them healthy and a way of 

avoiding social constipation, something she blames for many ills, both in individuals and in 

society. In her view megalomaniac leaders are clearly anally retentive and plenty of 

politicians show signs of living in the fear that they'll be caught masturbating by their 

mothers.  When I was old enough to sit and listen to Mum and Connie talking she would 

recite to me the inscription on a gravestone in the yard of the old Norman chapel in the 

village as she grabbed my hand, raised herself a little from the settee and farted . 

“Wherever you be, let your wind go free, in church or chapel, let it rattle, for the want of a 

fart was the death of me!” She said there was a lot of truth in folklore as she burnt a strip of 

newspaper in the hearth to void the subsequent miasma. Mum was used to it and would 

giggle. It was always funny to see a diminutive elderly lady behaving like a trawler-man in a 

pub after a week at sea. Rosy said there were plenty of eccentrics in her family and Connie 

was probably not as startling as her uncle Howard's Tourette’s.  Rosy made a good point. I 

liked Howard. He was a mathematician and strategist and had brilliant ideas and dialogues 

about current affairs, politics and the nonsense of celebrity. It took no time at all in his 

presence to ignore his tics, everything else overwhelmed them into insignificance. It was the 

same with Connie, her unrefined candour became trivial for those who were privileged to 

spend any amount of time with her. 
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Connie's common touch is perfectly aligned with one of the fragments of her search for 

elements of consciousness, our experience. As she explains it, our experience is always the 

same, it's how we interpret it, the choices we make are what defines it. Our senses contribute 

and so does our state of mind. If we enter the house after a ride on a motorbike on a chilly 

day the house feels extremely warm, if on the other hand we've been sat at the computer in a 

sun warmed room it is decidedly cool when we emerge into the same house from the study. 

The thermometer reads the same on both occasions. Our senses are being fooled. One’s 

enjoyment of a film can be enhanced by a successful day filled with humour and friendship or 

conversely diminished after a confrontation with a bad driver or poor service in a shop, our 

egos are being manipulated; our experience is personalised; it's unique to us. No one else has 

the same one. Similar perhaps but not the same. Connie was fascinated by our perceptions, 

our experience and what is real, or not, as the case may be. Reality may not be as our senses 

represent it at all. 

Connie would need no prompting. Seeing us after so long and meeting Rosy would have 

her raring to tell us her latest ideas. But first there was still the question of where she'd been 

for seven years. If I didn’t know Connie better I’d have thought she was hinting at a 

paranormal experience. I don’t think she either knew she’d been gone for so long or how to 

reconcile the ‘time gap’ she’d talked about. Something else seemed to lurk and she was 

reluctant to come right out and say what it was. 

We left the car just inside the gate and walked the hundred yards to the chalet.  

The chalet was obscured from the road by hedges, bushes and trees, one of which, a large 

willow grew beside the pond where I caught newts and marvelled at the waterlilies as I tried 

to draw them for art class. The small wooded area helped keep the chalet safely hidden from 

local delinquents and chancers, from the road the field looked like a field with a few trees in 

it. Connie had dredged the blanket weed out of the pond and already frogspawn tapioca-ed 
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the edges, I could see the ominous silvery flash of the large carp patrolling the deeper areas. 

The field was once an enormous carp pond for Bishopwick Abbey a couple of miles away. 

This was all that was left of the pond after the rest was reclaimed by the monks to make a 

large kitchen garden growing food for the Abbey kitchen. 

“I heard you coming”, a small authoritative voice startled us from behind and Connie 

emerged from behind the chalet laughing and hurrying towards us.  

“This must be Rosy?” 

“Hi Connie”, I said gently putting my hand in the small of Rosy's back in a gesture of 

presenting her to Connie. Rosy turned her head and glared at me, I stepped a pace back and 

Rosy strode forward couple of paces herself, her hand outstretched.  

“Hello Mrs Luard, I'm afraid I've already heard a lot about you from Miles, all good I can 

assure you.” 

“Connie, please, call me Connie. I leave formalities at the gate and I'd like it if you did 

too. Hello Maddy, how's my favourite daughter?” Connie threw her arms around Mum. I 

could see Connie looking her over as she let her go, momentarily holding her at arms-length 

by her shoulders.. Her eye’s asking ‘how old are you now?’ 

“Come inside, I've cleared a space, Miles told me he'd bring you down to see me.” 

Connie's phone was connected to an extraordinary old Quad 33-405 amp and some still 

serviceable Tannoy speakers, perfect for the classics she loved but right now was booming 

and pumping with millennial Chemical Brothers tracks, a perfect accompaniment for her 

housework she said. Her music library was extensive with jazz, chamber music, rap and early 

rock but most of all the unusual, obscure jazz, experimental contemporary and world music 

she found late at night on Radio Three. It was too loud for us to speak at all let alone 

converse and the silence which followed her pushing the stop button was instantly filled with 

birdsong, starlings scrabbling around nesting in the roof, the soughing of breezes in the leaves 
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of the willow, a distant train horn at a level crossing and the barely audible white noise hiss 

of traffic on the south coast motorway three or four miles to the north and, something I hadn't 

heard for a long while, which suddenly brought floods of memories, a skylark's ascending 

song.  

The skylarks nested among the straw bedding of the strawberry plants, some even under 

the cloches. We'd find the nests with eggs, then chicks, fledglings and then they were gone 

until next year. 

“Sit down, sit down. I'll give Rosy the grand tour later, I want to see you all first, catch up 

on gossip, the tittle tattle, who's died and who hasn't and hear about college and the gas 

board. It's been a while, I can see that.” We glanced at each other, she was aware of the big 

difference in how long she had been gone from our perspective and from hers. 

“I've made some coffee. How do you like it Rosy?” 

Mum produced some more mochi from an old quality street tin,  

“We had some fantastic home-made from the famous mochi shop in Nara. I made these. 

Once you get the hang of handling the glutinous rice paste they're not too difficult to make.” 

The mochi slowed us all down for a few minutes. Connie making 'mmm' sounds of 

approval and giving a respectful pause but once we'd mumbled our way past the platitudes 

and sucked the last of the daifuku from our teeth we all started speaking at once.  

“What happened Connie?” 

“You left in a cloud of mystery, everyone thought you'd gone mad. You know, I mean the 

rest of the family” Maddy said. Connie smirked at the thought of the family nonplussed. 

“Are you back for good? I wasn't sure if you'd ever come back.” 

“I missed you a lot Connie, I have so much to ask and talk about! Did it have something to 

do with the sect?” I asked. 

“Where did you go?” 
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“OK, OK, calm down you lot, I'll get to all that. Let me look at you, I've missed you too 

you know, even if it was only a couple of weeks or so.” We looked at each other again, the 

questions piling up. Two weeks!? 

Connie was relaxed. She stood up from the sofa which was strewn with oriental blankets 

and hangings. Her room had the hallmarks of hippiedom, not because she was a hippie, it was 

the comfortable chaos of a life unconcerned with appearances. She reached up to a shelf 

laden with relics, souvenirs, objet trouvé and heavily thumbed reference books, dictionaries 

and thesauri. As she sat down I saw she had a couple of shepherds' crowns held in one hand. 

“It was these. Ivy and I found these on separate occasions and in different places.” 

Connie began to tell her tale. Rosy, already fascinated, sat right on the edge of the old 

settee. I could see her bursting with questions. Just the ambience and chaos of Connie's room, 

the artefacts, the books and instruments, some which had the veneer of science about them, 

raised a spate of queries, but she sat quiet and enthralled as Connie put the almost identical 

fossilised urchins on the low table. In this room they were nothing unusual. 

Connie found her urchins among the stones on the strawberry field among the Red 

Gauntlets and Royal Sovereigns. She grew three or four different varieties of the more 

traditional strawberries, for their fragrance and sweetness. Most strawberries are now grown 

in vast poly-tunnels. The varieties are quick growing, can withstand transport, have a long 

shelf life and are generally tart and tasteless. Connie grew small sweet Red Gauntlets, 

Cambridge Favourite, Royal Sovereigns and Talisman, each fruiting at a different time to 

span the whole season, and she grew them in the old labour intensive fashion of bedding 

straw around every plant to keep the developing fruit above the soil. A niche market for 

people of discerning taste. It's why her tiny volume of produce found its way to the exclusive 

food halls of wealthy boroughs. 
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Sea urchin fossils are not uncommon, just a bit tough to spot in a chalk cliff face, among 

shingle on the beach or among the stones scattered on the surface of a field. They're found in 

all corners of the world. Connie's are from a shingle substrate but I found one on a trip to the 

Purbeck region among the oolitic limestone on a corn field. That one was decidedly squashed 

flat whereas Connie's were perfect domes. They seemed to have escaped hard weathering and 

the erosion of a beach or river bed and the ravages of Connie's rotavator. It was as though 

they had only just surfaced from millennia buried beneath the topsoil and below the depth of 

a plough. Ivy had found several on the shore which had fallen out of the low cliffs during 

storms and landed among the shingle. Akin to Connie's, they looked complete and unworn. 

Live urchins have a hard shell under their spines called a test, made up of ten hard fused 

plates. The test of an ancient dead urchin could survive as it became buried in mud, the 

hollow inside filling to equal the pressure ultimately forming a fossil. The oldest are about 

450 million years old and the evolution of urchins over millions of years has helped 

geologists date various rocks they are found in. The dome of the fossil has ten distinct broad 

lines where the plates fused radiating from what was once its anus. Fine examples like 

Connie's were called bishop's hats or shepherd's crowns. In less enlightened times fossilised 

urchins were high on the inventory of mystery in folklore.  

Rosy picked one up to look at it closely.  

“I've seen ammonites and trilobites, ferns and fish skeletons in Mary Anning’s house 

museum in Lyme Regis, and the famous dinosaurs, pterodactyls and amber, but I've never 

seen these.” Rosy gently ran her fingers over the smooth surface to feel the indentations of 

the rayed star pattern. Connie spoke to Rosy holding the other urchin. 

“They're rather lovely aren't they, they're a reminder that the Earth is old enough to petrify 

the skeletons of once living creatures. A simple piece of evidence that the universe was 

created much longer ago than six thousand years, if it was created at all. Creation implies a 
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creator doesn't it?! The Sea urchins have been here for a hundred times longer than humans. 

We'll get to these little fellows, but I want to explain why I left in what would have appeared 

to be a...bit of a hurry!” 

Connie told us about the New Infinite Faith Trovists Sect, a quasi-religious group who 

approached her when she was at work in the field one day about ten years ago. I remembered 

her mentioning it then but she never spoke about them again. To her they seemed a harmless 

enough bunch, they were a bit like the Mormons or the Jehovah's Witnesses who would 

dearly love to convert her and after a lively discussion would graciously withdraw when she 

was clearly not interested. Connie loved to invite them in. After having doors slammed in 

their faces and a curt 'not today thank you' at many others, they were delighted to at least be 

invited to have a conversation.  

Connie would talk about anything to anybody, John Calvert the local vicar and Sensei 

Russell and Sensei Pete from the Shorinji club they organised in the church hall often 

dropped by and had a robust chinwag. They knew she was 'cranky' and a dyed in the wool 

atheist, Russell and Pete were Buddhists so essentially they were too. All three of them loved 

to talk with Connie, not to convert her but, like her, they found their conversations 

stimulating and evoking fresh ideas, confirming some and showing others to be merely 

dogma.  

John was a very open minded vicar, he realised that the words, the books, the sermons 

were the best that the religion could do to foster a moral background to life and understood 

clearly that blind faith, belief in the stories and gospels of Christianity were just one route to 

enlightenment and they were just that, blind faith. Like Russell and Pete he found 

conversations with Connie enhanced and focused his beliefs on the one hand, modifying, 

expanding and even changing them on the other. Gradually their reliance on their belief 

systems were diminishing, replaced with some incredible ideas and logic. The zealots of the 
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fringe faiths like the Trovists were less likely to modify their beliefs but the young Trovists 

never left a conversation with Connie disappointed. 

The two young fresh faced teenagers who stopped to talk to her over the fence had a 

puritanical air about them. They were twins, Rebecca and Saul Rasmussen, and eagerly 

welcomed her invitation to drop by if they wanted to chat. Rebecca looked as though she was 

straight out of a Jane Austen novel. Pre-Raphaelite long hair and neat blouse and skirt, 

radiating a kind of purity rarely seen in teenagers nowadays. Saul had a very regulation short 

back and sides, wore a dark suit and a tie and had polished shoes. They appeared a touch 

unreal, they were very good looking and both the same height - it gave them the aura of 

puritans like Amish or Shakers.  

They came about a week later. They sat around the table, putting what appeared to be their 

neatly leather bound bibles down in front of them. On closer inspection, they were not bibles 

but, like the Book of Mormon, were a text narrating revealed epiphanies representing proof of 

their beliefs. They frequently referred to arbitrary passages in their book, “The Trove 

Illuminations”, to counter Connie's ideas, insisting that the revelations were true but 

presenting no actual evidence. Connie listened attentively as they described their sect, it 

wasn't like any other. They believed in one god but not as Christians, Muslims or Jews 

would. Somewhat similar to Mormons, they had their own story, equally as odd and far-

fetched as any of the supernatural narratives but not the same. They seemed to think she was 

ready to join their cause as she was so attentive and when she started to ask questions in her 

usual very open minded way they mistook them for naivety.  Connie was careful not to 

engage in contentious notions, she didn't mention atheism and they didn't ask. What started as 

a once a fortnight visit, for half an hour became more frequent and for longer. The 

Rasmussen twins came to talk but the adults, Ruth and Isaac only came once, just before their 

abrupt final visit. She thought that maybe they thought that she had all but joined the sect. 
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They talked about the relationship of God to science, of creation to evolution even going as 

far as discussing chaos and order, entropy and growth. All the while Connie enjoyed their 

company, knowing it couldn't last but keeping them guessing about her own ideas. The older 

members who turned up were not the same. Ruth and Isaac Morton were aggressive. They 

side-lined the youngsters who sat meekly listening while Ruth talked. She dominated the 

conversation. With the youngsters Connie had gentle, pleasant conversations but Ruth was 

preaching. Isaac sat on the edge of Connie’s sofa in a submissive posture. Ruth Morton was 

what Connie referred to as a matriarch. She was well overweight and taller than Isaac. She 

dressed in a business suit, dyed her hair a plum crimson, wore semi-transparent black 

stockings which didn’t do a very good job of hiding her varicose veins. Her face was hard 

with severe makeup. Dark red lipstick, black eyebrows and a glowing orange rouge. Isaac 

was poorly dressed in a saggy grey suit which needed the attentions of a dry cleaner. His 

heavily pattered tie fought against a black shirt. He came across like a 1950s spiv. All he 

needed were two tone brogues to complete the picture but he wore brown loafers.  

About a year had passed when her discussions with the sect came to a hiatus. Connie had 

just finished stacking half a dozen trays of strawberries ready for collection by Ted Kearns to 

take to the station in his pickup. John, Russell and Pete turned up. 

“Just in time for a cuppa fellas”, “Thanks Connie” they chimed in unison with broad grins. 

Just then, as they sat around the kitchen table four of the sect turned up. 

“Hi Rebecca, Saul, this is John our local vicar from St. Aldhelm's in the village and this is 

Russell and Pete, they're both third dan black belt Shorinji Kempo teachers in the church hall. 

Rebecca and Saul live in the old schoolhouse behind the industrial park on the main road. 

Who are you guys?” Connie welcomed them with a smile but the teenagers were subdued and 

responded with their heads bowed in a deferential way. 
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Rebecca introduced Ruth and Isaac to Connie as she went back to light the gas under the 

kettle and Russell asked with a quizzical frown, “The old schoolhouse? Isn't that where the 

sect hangs out?”  

“If you mean our group, the New Infinite Faith Trovists, yes, that's us, we've been there 

for well over a year now, it's a nice village” said Isaac, “We moved out here for quiet and 

security, our place in London was regularly targeted by local kids using our grounds to sniff 

glue and smoke drugs and have liaisons away from their parents. We were frequently burgled 

for our computers, projectors and so forth – funds for drugs probably.” 

“Well you're very welcome,” said Russell, “I see you've already found the oracle – great 

place to come for a bit of stimulating chat.” 

“Mmm.” Isaac was non-committal. 

“Has Connie told you her theories? She's managed to tie my brain in knots a few times!” 

So far Connie hadn't really let on to the sect what she was really thinking, she didn't want 

to upset them and in many ways she realised that they were too entrenched in their beliefs to 

hear any alternative views. That's all they were to Connie, alternative ideas. Many of her 

ideas at that time were alternatives to her own ideas! But others might see her ideas as rather 

more idealistic and radical, especially if they had their own fundamental beliefs.  

Rosy looked puzzled as Connie talked about conversations with believers, with religious 

people. She asked Connie why she would bother talking to people who believed in 'fairy 

tales'. 

“Ahh!” said Connie, brightening to the challenge. She'd asked herself the same question,.  

“They're not all stupid or ignorant, in fact some of my friends like John, Pete and Russell 

question their own beliefs and have what they see as valid reasons to maintain them, others 

put up strong arguments in favour of their theories and refuse to deviate from them. People 

can acquire ideas through the influence of discussion broadening their understanding of who 
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we are, how we got here and what, if anything drives it all? These nuances can spark ideas 

without any need for reasoning or refutation, it's just like reading a book but without the 

ordered structure of pages and chapters. You take from it what seems to have value to you 

and you can leave the rest for others to peruse and sanctify. For some folk, ideas can be 

bound up in dogma, the arrogance of self-righteousness and end up with factions and sects 

created by anger, suspicion, fear and mistrust. It means that for religious fundamentalists, 

science and faith can never interact with any openness so consequently they never have the 

willingness to listen and learn. Belief, faith and commitment are for some a source of power. 

A justified idealised dictatorship.  

It's always been an overriding factor for me that most, possibly all of what people believe, 

is told to them as a matter of fact. It really is blind faith, a faith in someone else's 

interpretation and it rarely comes from peoples' own experience. Children can be 

indoctrinated into religions from birth and they have no hope of making up their own minds 

from their own experience. If  they do deviate from the credo they can be ostracised from 

their communities and families, even killed in what are euphemistically called honour 

killings. Probably, manifestations of the supernatural, such as being spoken to by god, 

visitations, visions, 'callings', healings and answers to prayers, are our mind's attempt to 

justify the conviction, the belief, to allay fears and at all costs avoid the inevitable discovery 

that life is meaningless.  There's more to this than meets the eye, especially visitations, 

apparitions and the like, and how much oppression, manipulation, conflict and exploitation is 

driven by reinforced fears and misplaced survival. I'll bring it up again later, it’s central to 

what happened when I went away.” 

We looked at each other intrigued and at the sound of intakes of breath poised for 

questioning, Connie held up her hand.  

“It's not so simple, so not just now...later. 
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Sartre's 'the anguish of freedom', freedom from reliance on religious faith, suggested that if 

there is no God the entire responsibility of our existence is on our own individual shoulders, 

ultimately meaning that we are on our own in an empty void filled simply with our own 

experience and nothing else. Existential angst doesn’t sit easily with goals or purpose in life 

so belief in a deity offers deliverance and life after death as an alternative to hopelessness. A 

simple solution.” 

“Phew!” Rosy blinked and grinned, “I see what you mean Miles, that's just so obvious 

when you hear it spread out like that! Thanks Connie. Please go on, I won't interrupt again.” 

“Oh please do Rosy, I can rattle on for ever but I get most pleasure from discussion. Our 

disagreements and prompts are just platforms for better understanding, clearing out the 

weeds.” Connie took Rosy's hand in a warm gesture of welcome. 

“I'm not seeking answers any more. Having you all here and being back on my ground 

with the skylarks is my idea of being enlightened, there's nothing else really. Ivy seems to 

have known that long before I did. Yakking about it keeps my intentions clear. Someone said,  

‘if you keep saying it the way that it is, it becomes real in your universe’. The universe 

becomes you. Come back tomorrow, can you do that? And we'll carry this on then.” 

We left with Mum and Rosy deep in a discussion about Connie as they walked down the 

driveway to the car,  

“I'm not sure I understood some of what she was saying and I didn't understand at all the 

last thing she said before we left. I thought you said she was 'crude', she's the most down to 

earth person I've met in a long time, but I wouldn't say crude.”  

“She's being very prim,” said Mum, “probably so as not to frighten you off. That means 

she likes you. As Connie gets to know you better she'll be more inclined to speak as she feels. 

You'll see. I can only understand her ideas and aphorisms when they're put into the context of 

the overall picture. Believe me she's only just started, before she left 'to join the circus',” 
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Mum punctuated the air with finger quotes and with a smile, “She seemed to be on the brink 

of a breakthrough and she found it very difficult to voice. I think she could see connections 

and relationships which she had no words for, so she just kept 'yakking' as she calls it until it 

became clear. When she left, Miles and I were confused and aching to talk it out with her. 

We've had ideas of our own over the last few years but Connie is the one who has a handle on 

this.” 

“Miles has told me a lot about your discussions and I’m intrigued, I'm dying to hear more. 

It seems so wierd to be in awe of someone like a prophet or messiah or something, it has the 

rasp of religious 'teaching' but listening to Connie it seems much more like it’s just a hobby. 

Research just for the fun of it.” 

Rosy seemed to be convincing herself that this encounter was not about sitting at the feet 

of an oracle with spiritual ideals. Rosy wanted to talk with Connie. 

Connie's inklings were originally sparked by questioning superstition almost certainly 

being touted by various religions, folklore and nonsense stuff like homeopathy, faith healing 

and spiritual mumbo jumbo coming from all sides. One of her most ardent pet hates was the 

word 'energy' when applied to anything metaphysical. It was meaningless, a weasel word 

used to make other words like ‘spirit’ and ‘aura’ sound plausible.  

It led her to some fundamental understanding of who and what we are when all the applied 

magic, cult beliefs and contrivances are stripped away. Remove our basic survival instincts, 

our propensity to assume super-nature, our fears and our need to abdicate responsibility for 

our existence to a deity and we're left with only our experience of the moment. Everything 

before that moment is in the past, and is a memory and anything subsequent to that moment is 

a thought about the future and neither are real. Experience of this present moment is moulded 

and framed by our previous experiences and our ideas for the future are concocted from our 

past. This moment is constantly devolved to the past and the future is constantly becoming 
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this moment. The past and the future have no gap between them and it's where we exist. 

There is no moment of now and yet that is all we are and all we have.  

Connie had a revelation that if our experience is all we have, and it is being assembled by 

memories, instincts and desires, can we trust our own experience? 

It’s what Zen monks are doing when they appear to be praying, they're meditating, 

repeating mantras in repetition, they're attempting to empty their minds to allow unaffected 

spontaneous experience. What they would call enlightenment.  

Experience is life? What else is it? What else is life other than experiences of now? Now is 

a timeless moment in that it doesn't actually exist. So, Connie asked,  

“What is life, what is reality. What is our conscious?” 

I had a bit of a conflict with the meaninglessness of it all. I live as though I’m engaged in a 

game. When you weigh up the pros and cons of existence and you realise it’s all ultimately 

futile, what else can you do?  

My discussions with Connie and Maddy had me thinking too much about the lack of 

incentive, the purposelessness of it all. I found it difficult to let go and savour life like other 

people, who are oblivious to Sartre’s empty void. I began to despise my baser instincts as 

simply machine like animal behaviour. I hated the idea of allowing myself to sink to that 

vulgar level.  

This spilled over right into my natural libido. I winced at the idea that I’d be coercing, 

manipulating and soft talking my way to satisfying my carnal instinct. All the women I’d ever 

fancied I endowed with superlative attributes of intelligence, poise, ambition, skill and 

athleticism. I spurned my feelings of lust to make passionate love to them. I put beautiful 

women on a pedestal. To allow my desire to surface would be to defile them, to compromise 

their sublimity. 
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Rosy changed all that. She gave me permission. We could talk for hours. We could enjoy 

parties, loads of activities like sailing, walking and travel. Things which for me were 

worthwhile pastimes, nourishment for the intellect. But, when it came to what I really 

wanted, I shrank back, unwilling to lay bare my blatant desires. At first Rosy thought I was 

being chivalrous but she soon realised I was shy and had no idea of how to conquer my self- 

imposed sexual conflict. 

All I needed was permission. Once Rosy had made it clear she had a healthy libido and 

desires, her gently pressing her hips into my legs and groin was like all the lights turning 

green. 

My heart exploded in my chest and my aching groin never gave me any more cause for 

concern. 

I couldn’t have imagined that passion could be so exquisitely quiet and so violently 

passionate. It was the apex destined to bind us together for life. Soul mates? Yes, baser 

instincts? Definitely. 

We couldn’t wait to get back home to Mum’s house. 
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Chapter Five 

How long had I been gone? 

 

We arrived at Connie's shack at about eleven, she had been up since six, already sent the 

violets off to the station, had coffee ready and was listening to 'White Man Sleeps' by Kevin 

Volans, a musing track on the The Kronos Quartet, 'Pieces of Africa' album. As we knocked 

and put our heads around the door she was gently dozing. 

“Sorry, I didn't hear you on the drive.” she was instantly awake and bright and pouring 

coffee.  

“Hello Rosy, I hope I didn't put you off yesterday. It's so great to see everyone again, I've 

hardly spoken to anyone since I spoke to the Trovists, well, I have,” she hesitated, “but they 

were, ah, how can I put it, transitory? And maybe not actually there for me to speak to at all, I 

don't know. That's part of the story.” Connie looked at us all as though she had just revealed a 

criminal past. She knew she'd let the cat out of the bag when she mentioned the possibility 

that she's spoken to others, possibly not physically even though she didn't actually say that in 

so many words. 

“I'll tell you the rest of the story, but before I get to the point when I departed I want to 

explain how I got to that point. It’ll sound like the ramblings of a demented soul otherwise. 

It’ll still sound like that but at least there may be a reference point. It seems easier if the 

inevitable questions are addressed before I reveal the ‘less than credible’ events. You can’t 

talk about time travel unless you’ve got a handle on time and quantum ‘no time’, so a quick 

explanation will help to clarify the extraordinary. ”  

We’d all settled with our coffees and idly chatted about the weather, the strawberries and 

rotavator servicing, studiously avoiding the elephant in the room, and what an elephant! Time 

travel! Connie got back to what we were avidly waiting to hear. 
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“The sect were fairly insignificant in the series of events and ideas which led to my 

decision to go. I didn't leave in the sense that I had absconded, emigrated or run away; I went 

away. More like in the sense of going, going on a trip, almost like a holiday. I'd be coming 

back, I just had no idea when. I realised I'd been gone for about seven years by the calendar 

on the clock which was still going. The battery lasted all that time. Then of course I saw the 

news on the telly. I will get to where I went, just be patient.” 

I looked around at us all sitting on the couch, looking like children waiting for ice cream, 

mouths agape, questions seething, but dumbfounded, where was this going? 

“My initial inkling was triggered when I was talking to the martial arts lads, Russell and 

Pete, and John, the vicar. They mentioned that we know nothing about consciousness. What it 

is, or more accurately where is it? Scientists have been looking at the brain to try to discover 

the core of our being and can only describe billions of neurons controlling everything we do 

consciously, subconsciously and unconsciously. We think, breathe and digest automatically 

as well as consciously calculating a future from memories. Where is all this stuff stored? In 

our brains? And what or who is controlling it? When it comes to how we interpret the world, 

how we interpret our experience, we still end up with nothing. Our experience doesn't exist, 

only a memory of it. Miles, you must remember our conversations about this, about 

experience?” 

“Rosy and I have begun to try to fathom this, we’ve talked about it at college. It's a 

fascinating paradox. Our experience of life doesn't actually exist as a thing, only as an 

interpretation. That's about as far as we could get, but it throws up so many questions.”  

“There! That's the key I thought I'd found when Russell, Pete and John said more or less 

the same thing. Our experience of life, life, or consciousness, is our experience. All the 

physical make up of us and of the universe leads to our experience. In many ways, and 

perhaps in every way we are the universe's experience of itself.”  Connie had a broad grin. It 
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was the lead up to this cliché which brought with it a real possibility of an explanation for our 

state of being. “It's a hubristic trite saying touted by yoga teachers and self-help books, but it 

does have some traction when seen as part of an overall explanation of our direct experience 

of life.” 

Connie was quiet for a while and sipped her coffee looking as though she was staring past 

us. She was staring into space to the chart she had created in her mind. It was impossible to 

visualise the machinations of the universe and life on such a massive canvas, so Connie kept 

a sort of road map, a chart in her mind which she referred to, and that's what she was doing 

right now. But it threw up an interesting idea for me.  

If life, our experience, is all there is and we are the universe's experience of itself, it does 

give rise to the idea of a sentient universe. This is difficult. 

“Perhaps life has popped up everywhere in the universe and the collective experience is in 

fact the universe?” I said. “Maybe every galaxy has a life in it. Are galaxies the vehicles for 

life forms? Even if there’s only one per galaxy, it’s a heck of a lot.” Connie looked bothered 

by this. “It's the idea that without us experiencing it, there is no universe. It's the tree falling 

in the forest syndrome; if no-one is there to hear it, does it make a noise? That's one of the 

reasons I gave myself for why we may not be the only sentient beings. Even if we didn't exist 

the universe would still exist being experienced by other beings elsewhere. For me it’s the 

definition of pointless. If there’s no experience of the universe, what’s the point? Our 

existence as an accidental occurrence in the universe could suggest we and our experience are 

pointless. We could be the only life. The idea that we are the only experience of the universe 

is humbling to say the least. As far as we know stars don’t experience other stars and planets 

don’t experience the suns they orbit. Only we know it, if it can be known in any ‘real’ sense.” 

I looked at Connie for her reaction. 
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“I've got no answer to this Miles. I can only guess. There are almost certainly other 

experiencing intelligences in the universe, but I don't think that changes how we as 

individuals experience. The simple fact that we are mortal means we come into existence and 

leave again, being born into an already existing universe. I see our experience as a 

contribution enabling the progress of a timeline. The flux and flow of populations of 

experience, here or elsewhere creates the universe. A bit like a bush fire sweeping across a 

forest, the direction and intensity dictated by what's in front of it at that moment in time. The 

decisions are taken at the quantum level by us but unknown to us.  

Scientists discovered quantum collapse and the possibility of tapping into its process, but 

that's only a pipe dream as yet. It's as hidden as genetics and DNA were until we fathomed 

how to access the codes. This is another step into the microcosm.” 

fThere's a line of reasoning which physicists love to reiterate. Practically all the hydrogen 

in the universe was created in the first two minutes of its existence after the big bang, and 

heavier elements such as carbon, oxygen and iron were formed in stars not long after in 

cosmological terms. The first star was born out of a dark universe after about a hundred 

million years. As Carl Sagan loved to say, we're made of star stuff. What he meant was that 

we carry the information of the whole universe since it began in our cells and in that sense 

alone we are 'a way for the cosmos to know itself'. How did what we experience emerge from 

total chaos? Or did the universe begin in a 'special' state, with time as the factor to facilitating 

our experience. Did it have 'possibility' built in as the potential for something to exist? 

Determinism is a very unpopular idea and superdeterminism, the idea that the whole 

universe is predetermined, even less so. It appears to negate free will and we're convinced we 

have free will! 

The Universe was, and is, uniform; it really doesn't matter where you observe it from. 

Chaos and equilibrium are the same thing. Chaos and order are the same. Our consciousness, 
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our construct of our experience, is a different kind of order. It's time and our experience 

which disrupts chaos and coalesces matter into what we are and what we see before us. It’s 

time for lunch.” Connie stopped abruptly and held up a hand to allay our questions. 

“We’ll eat first.” 

We had lunch which was crowned with strawberry summer pudding. A bit early in the 

season for that but Connie wanted to give Rosy a local treat. There was a large bunch of 

violets, the flowers which didn't make the grade for market in a bowl on the sideboard which 

gave a heady scent to the room heralding the summer.  

I'd called Neil and told him that we we're with Connie. Our day's jaunt out of Poole sailing 

in his little twenty foot Kingfisher cruiser could wait. Neil and Trish live on a small 

houseboat in Poole Harbour about forty miles west, down in Dorset. 

They were dying to meet Connie. I went to the door. 

“Trish, is Neil with you? Come in, come in.” I said as I peered out. 

“He's coming, he was putting stuff in the boot. He brought his cameras and didn't want to 

leave them in the car.” Neil appeared, breathing heavily after a trot up the drive. 

“Wotcher mush!” His broad grin shining out from under his considerable grey beard. “I 

brought these for ya,” as he dug into his camera bag and handed me a small pile of CDs. 

“There's some interesting stuff there. You'll like most of it.”  

Neil and I had been swapping music for years. He had introduced me to jazz and 

contemporary classical that I'd not heard before, but his overall taste was broad and eclectic, I 

really looked forward to hearing what he'd brought. 

I'd met Trish and Neil on a brief self-improvement weekend when my curiosity was at its 

peak, searching for answers. Connie had recommended I did it. She'd been taken along to a 

session by friends in Los Angeles thirty odd years ago and eventually the courses had been 

imported to Britain. It was a couple of years after she’d disappeared when I gave it a go. I 
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took to Trish and Neil immediately. They'd done loads of these courses, they were always 

searching. They'd achieved a peace in themselves but were still fascinated about how the life 

they were living related to the universe around them.  

Neil and Trish had been on the houseboat for years. He was a sort of ancient hippy, 

smoking an occasional joint, sailing, riding his ancient Laverda, listening to music and 

travelling with Trish. Neil had written a book about giving up smoking and alcohol called 

“STOP! Your lungs, liver and heart will thank you” which became a best seller during the 

health craze when everyone suddenly cared about their weight and their heart. He wrote 

articles regularly for motorbike, yachting and photography magazines. As well as being a 

writer he supplemented his income with a bit of boat design, repair and maintenance. Trish 

was a part time curator at a gallery in Poole which helped pay for her taught master's course 

in Astrophysical Fluid Dynamics at Southampton University. Trish already had a degree in 

hydrodynamics, it's how she met Neil when he was investigating hull design for a dinghy he 

was building. Neil had a master's in education psychology for which he studied while he was 

a young teacher in a local college.  Trish and Neil had developed strong interests in 

astrophysics and astronomy after they had made the connection between personal self-

improvement philosophies and the bigger question of where we are as individuals in the 

universe. Neil was a competent photographer having been a professional at one time and still 

produced artwork oriented images which he exhibited when there was an opportunity or Trish 

could squeeze a slot for him in the gallery's local artists' space.  

Neil was short, a little overweight, long grey hair and beard, he wore overalls much of the 

time and his idea of smart was a t-shirt and jeans, or corduroys with a polo neck sweater for 

very special events such as when he and Trish married. He was in his mid-fifties and Trish 

probably fifteen years younger, a quiet confident elegant woman of mixed race. Her fashion 

sense was fortunately superior to Neil's and she usually looked very comfortable in flowing 
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Izzy Miyake skirts and dresses when she dressed up. Still a tad hippyish but definitely not 

passé. Her Romanian mother and Anglo Caribbean father had gifted her an extraordinarily 

striking allure. 

Neil was not quiet. His banter could have us curled up in agonies of mirth, but he loved 

getting into discussions about anything. He would love Connie and with luck she'd get on 

with him. They had similar interests but it was yet to be seen if their encounter would be 

contentious or agreeable. 

Connie touched my hand and quietly said  

“It can wait a bit longer Miles, I'm looking forward to meeting Neil and Trish. I'm here 

now and I'm not leaving again soon.” I'd told Connie they were coming and although she was 

very content to spend time alone she welcomed guests and liked meeting new people. 

Trish, Mum and Rosy immediately started nattering, gossiping and giggling like 

schoolgirls...they were best of friends and soon found themselves in Connie's little kitchen 

making coffees and laying out Connie's oatcakes and speciality strawberry and apple tart for 

us all to try, at the same time catching up on the latest scandals from college, local news and 

the always and ever appalling political landscape 

“Mrs Luard, I've been dying to meet you. Miles has told me so much about you, especially 

the conversations you have, he's been itching to ask you about stuff you know?” Neil held out 

his hand and Connie took it warmly, 

“Oh, call me Connie, Neil, sit down, sit down, tell me about yourself.” 

Connie was studying Neil, in an amicable way, making idle chitchat and commenting on 

Connie's description of the quality of this year’s early harvest, surprisingly good as the plants 

hadn't been tended for such a long time. 
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The tea and cakes arrived, we all settled into sipping and making mmm noises about the 

stupendous strawberry summer pudding. Neil slumped back in the old settee next to Mum as 

she returned from the kitchen,  

“Hello Maddy”. He hauled himself back up into a comfortable elbows on knees and leant 

over to give Mum a kiss on the cheek. “I've got a couple of turbot for you in the cold-box. 

We caught a few yesterday.”  

“Thanks Neil, how's the boat, still afloat? It's time I came down for a few days and caught 

a couple of my own.”  

Connie was nothing if not direct and said, 

“Miles mentioned that you've been interested in philosophy and you're still a bit of a 

seeker, and you too Trish?” Neil looked momentarily startled as Connie swept aside the 

banality of small talk. But this was one of the reasons Neil and Trish were close to me, Rosy 

and Maddy, our conversations, and I saw Neil’s eyes brighten at Connie’s question. 

“Well, yeah, I suppose we are...although when you get to the point where there's really 

nothing but yourself, I do question what is the point?” Trish nodded and took up Neil's point, 

she was a tad sharper than Neil and found her words more readily. 

“We're privileged aren't we? We've got a comparatively easy existence, living on the 

South Coast, it's not too challenging. The all-consuming drive for success and wealth isn’t so 

much of a priority. What to aim for, where to go next has left us wondering if the seeking is a 

lot more interesting than the “finding”. I guess the competitiveness is why loads of people go 

for sports, extreme challenges, academia or finding purpose in their lives or volunteering and 

charities as an unacknowledged ‘feel good’. By not looking for any bigger answers people 

are staying safe, avoiding the possibility of meaninglessness, the fundamental realisation that 

there really isn't anything, there’s no purpose, we're just machines accidentally and blindly 



 54 

groping a way till death! Sorry I didn’t mean to be morbid!” Neil nodded vigorously and 

Connie was smiling, 

“We’ve just been going over the same stuff. I was just about to tell Miles, Rosy and 

Maddy about my time away when you arrived. It looks as though you turned up at the right 

time or maybe the wrong time! I found myself in a similar state of mind just before I left, 

although I had taken it on myself to explore the science of 'being' and the nature of the 

universe as my next step. I realised that ultimately we’re destined to live through time. 

Experiencing “it” to our fullest extent is about as good as it'll ever get. I'd had a hunch about 

life. In us humans we'd probably describe it as consciousness although life exists in many 

other modes which could be entirely instinctive. But instinct is in itself fascinating. How 

much instinct is buried in DNA and how much is nurtured? An Atlas moth can fly as soon as 

it leaves the cocoon, and only for one day, time enough to mate and then it dies. A deer can 

run just a few minutes after being born, but a young otter has to be taught to swim. It's not 

entirely mysterious, as brilliant old Darwin discovered, instinct evolves to aid survival, and 

according to Darwin it's random except for the tendency for evolution to favour the fittest or 

most fuck worthy!” Everyone giggled knowing exactly what she meant, and at the same time 

helping Neil and Trish to feel more at home. 

“Where did it all come from? Where's it all going? Why? I ended up asking the same 

questions as physicists and mathematicians, as artists and philosophers, but, I had none of 

their training or prior knowledge. Where the hell do you start?” Connie already had Neil and 

Trish sat on the edge of the settee hands held in gestures of questions and assertions. 

Connie grinned,  

“This is going to be fun!” 
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“Ivy's coming up.” I said, “I phoned and told her she was right, she'd guessed you were 

back, she seems to sense things in the same way she knows the tides, but I think it was a 

calculated guess and someone noticed the driveway was clearer of weeds.” 

“There's a couple of old IKEA fold down comfy chairs out in the shed. They're slid up in 

the rafters. Go and bring them in Miles. I'll save some summer pud for her. I'll wager it was 

more than a calculated guess if I know Ivy” 

Ivy arrived and the shack was getting full. Connie and Ivy just stood and smiled at each 

other for a moment. Then hugged.  

“Yer back then?” Connie nodded at the query with a smirk. Beaming, she was so pleased 

to see her sister that I'm sure there was a tear in her eye. 

We all sat quiet, Ivy sunk back into the IKEA chair I'd set up behind her, Connie settled 

back into her old wood and leather armchair and both of them let out a contented sigh. It was 

as though they'd seen each other yesterday. In fact it had only been about a month since 

Connie had seen Ivy but seven odd years since Ivy had seen Connie. 

“This is weird,” said Neil “we haven't been over here to see Miles for what, three months? 

And everybody's here. Miles reckons you obviously didn't join any circus Connie and he's 

been cagey about what might have happened to you especially since that bunch of Trovist 

nutters were bothering you and you suddenly disappeared.” 

“It wasn't so sudden Neil.” 

“Let Connie tell us Neil, she was about to lead forth just before you arrived.” I said as 

Mum added her agreement with a little “Yeah.” 

“Sorry Miles. You know I can't keep my trap shut.” Neil sheepishly lowered his gaze, 

“We're all on tenterhooks Neil,” Mum put a hand on his shoulder, “and Connie's barely 

met Rosy properly yet, and the suspense is killing us all. Go on Connie. I know Neil well 

enough. At some point he'll slow down enough to listen.” She put her hand to her mouth in a 
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pretend aside to Trish,  “He's certainly better behaved since you took him in hand my girl!” 

Trish giggled. 

Connie wanted to walk the ground. She said she hadn’t quite put her thoughts in order. 

She was still convincing her cynical mind that it wasn’t all an elaborate dream, or possibly a 

hoax. 

After Ivy had finished her summer pudding and we’d all relaxed,  Connie making us 

practice being patient, we went out into the clear afternoon hoping we might see the skylarks 

and linnets. The pond was now seething with tadpoles and the occasional heron swooped in 

to try its luck. The newts were usually wary but today there were many wriggling about near 

the edge of the pond gorging on the tadpoles. As we walked down the rows of strawberry 

plants, freshly bedded with golden straw a skylark rose rapidly a few yards ahead.  

Skylarks walk furtively away from the nest before they take flight and walk back to the 

nest from many metres away when they land. Finding a nest isn't easy for us or for predators. 

As it rose its song dominated the air, clear sweet and musical. The song ended abruptly when 

it was a few feet off the ground as it descended. Vaughan Williams 'The Lark Ascending' 

does a wonderful justice but there's nothing quite like the real thing, the remote singular voice 

in the heat haze rising from stony ground. The song declares territory and rarely lasts for 

more than a few minutes but seems eternal, probably because as one ends his song his 

neighbour begins. It is the males' song. 

Connie was still growing early fruiters under cloches. The cloches can be dangerous if you 

happen to fall on them and we kept well clear. When I was about two years old Mum tripped 

in the strawberry field onto cloches which broke and sliced through her hand just below her 

thumb. Later that day, as a two year old, I fell gently towards her arms from the table top as 

she dressed me I fell on the stitches of the gash on her hand and she dropped me. I broke my 

arm. It was on the way to Connie's house that Mum noticed my arm was limp and rubbing on 
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the wheel of the pushchair. I remember feeling the heat of the friction on my hand from the 

wheel. I was proud of my plaster cast and one of my first clear memories is of Connie when 

we visited her soon after I'd had it plastered. She called it my dolly and drew a budgerigar on 

it in full colour.  

The sun reflected off the limed cloches, squintingly bright and it was a relief when we 

reached the shadow of the trees at the farther end of the ground. Connie had some old 

wooden picnic benches she acquired from local council surplus and we sat around listening to 

grasshoppers and the skylarks singing. Connie brought lemonade from a cool-bag with some 

fresh strawberries.  

“Mad dogs and Englishmen” Mum mused.  

I could see Rosy was itching to get back to Connie's account.  

“What's the difference between observation and experience Connie?” She had held this 

question in limbo until she felt that it was appropriate to resume our discussion, more or less 

picking up from Connie's last sentence. A big grin spread across Connie's face, 

“You homed in on that little nugget Rosy, I'm glad someone's taking notice.” Connie took 

Rosy's hand in a most familial way. She liked Rosy, she could see the quick mind beneath the 

pretty facade. 

“I think that observing is 'intentional' experience whereas 'experiencing' in itself is not 

necessarily registering anything as 'something' in particular. I suppose it's about the naming 

of parts. Our experience generally is clouded, coloured and defined by the labels which we 

automatically attach to everything. Observation is making a conscious decision to register 

that, although our automatic response doesn’t really allow us to experience something 

without the description which goes with it. It’s difficult to look at a cat without thinking cat.  

Bird watching is observation because we note the name of the bird, on the other hand, as 

an experience we don’t describe it to ourselves. The experience is and can be nameless 
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although we’ll still describe the thing as a bird.  It's a bit like when we've been to China and 

Japan where the shop signs, street signs and calligraphy, the instructions on vending 

machines, books and newspapers are meaningless to us, it's all just shapes. It's not easy to 

divorce the label from the object and only have the experience of it. But, it’s still Chinese, or 

more broadly, an oriental language What is a rose if not a rose? 'A rose by any other name 

would smell as sweet' as Juliet said to Romeo. Our naming of everything in our experience 

allows for communication and memory, thought and imagination.” 

I found myself frowning. There's something in physics about quantum mechanics and 

observation and I remembered Connie talking about it before she left.  

“Didn't you start to link quantum theory with observation and ultimately our experience 

Connie? I remember that you were really excited about it” I asked. 

“It was that stuff that got me into trouble with the sect” she said, “but funnily enough it 

was their negative reaction to it which drove me back into a more thorough evaluation of the 

ideas I'd had up until then.” 

As she never had a formal higher education her mathematics were rudimentary, enough to 

keep her books straight and calculate how many pound punnets of strawberries in seven 

stacks of trays, each five high. But when it came to pure maths, the sort of calculations 

required for astrophysics and allied subjects she was at a loss and had to content herself with 

creating visualisations from what she could glean from abstracts and popular descriptions. 

Connie had a diagrammatic idea of quantum physics and she was always unhappy that she 

couldn't necessarily have a full comprehension of the subatomic world without fully 

understanding the maths. There are current hypotheses which are considering that some 

physics is not describable with maths, as it has appeared to be up until now, and science is 

extending its reach for ideas beyond conventional processes. People have ideas which they 

can describe which are seemingly outside the realm of physical equilibrium. Quantum theory 
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is one of them. She built her imaginary diagrams of how it all worked from fundamental 

atomic theories and theories which turned out to be the most incredible ideas about quantum 

level particles and waves. The notion is of a seemingly supernatural property of electrons and 

photons, that they are nebulous waves until observed, and only exist in a sort of neither here 

nor there state, in no particular place, a hazy blur, a vague state of possibility until they are 

observed or measured and it's only then that they 'become real' and become particles, and 

become located. 

Connie began to tell us the story of the events which led to her leaving. 

“And those turds, sorry Rosy, my empathy has limits, those buggers from the sect kept 

badgering me on a point. ‘If God created us and everything around us including the universe 

then our experience is to experience God’. It's really difficult to separate yourself from the 

idea that the whole is a conscious being and that the consciousness is God. That's when I 

started to get into trouble with them because I suggested that there is no overall 

consciousness and to invoke such a deity is to abdicate responsibility for your life and the 

state of everything around you to an all-powerful entity. After a tirade of objections and 

religious rhetoric they dismissed me as a hopeless atheist and heretic and they started to get 

annoyed that they'd wasted so much time on me, the older ones I mean, the youngsters were 

fine, they were just naïve. I feel ashamed that I hated those malicious leery sods, I could see 

how they worm their way around vulnerable people and indoctrinate them. It's difficult to 

argue with them, before long you're questioning logic, reason and common sense, let alone 

maths, science and evidence. It was when I attempted to discuss the role of consciousness, 

determinism and the manifestation of what’s 'real' that the sect started to change their tone 

from a pseudo friendliness, to contempt, then to hostile and ultimately to vindictive. They'd 

never heard of quarks or quantum theory and they dismissed their existence as a trumped up 
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attempt by atheistic scientists to throw a spanner in the works of their faith. Modern day 

Copernicuses they called them.”  

“Why get so angry with you Connie? It's not as though you threatened them,” I said. 

“No Miles, You're right, I don't know why unless I came close to a nerve, but even then?” 

Rosy looked at Connie and at me plucking up the courage to speak, then said, 

“It could be. For them. If your ideas have credibility it takes their power. In the end it's 

probably just their collective egos being affronted. You know when a self-righteous person 

gets caught at the wrong end of an argument they go pale and their lips tighten and go purple 

and you know it's time to shut up and run, with a smirk on your face of course!”  Connie 

smiled and took a moment to consider. 

“You could well be on the right track Rosy. I didn't get the sense they were content to 

disagree. They wanted to convert me, to win. To stop my argument, my discussion. It had 

already gained purchase with the youngsters. Perhaps they thought I was deliberately trying 

to influence the kids away from them.” 

Connie had twisted the knife when she suggested that religion separated us, humans, from 

everything else, as though we're not a part of nature, that our thoughts and actions are 

superior in some way, that we are the observers and everything else is the observed. She 

realised that in some ways this fed into their illusion that God is everywhere and in us as 

well. It's that tiny word, in.  Innocuous in itself it keeps humans separate from nature, that 

God is ‘in’ us and is in essence not us, we are separate and superior to all else except God 

who is not us but dwells in us. The sect bristled at this. 

The conversation between Connie, the sect and John, Pete and Russell threw doubt over 

Connie's thinking like a dark cloak, as if the universe (God, in the sect's bubble of belief) was 

cruelly suggesting that maybe the religious nutters and the not so nutty religious friends could 

be right. Perhaps there is an all seeing, all powerful entity, a creator in control of it all, 
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throwing paradoxes into the mix to keep the cloak opaque. It maintains our purpose and 

mechanics of life, the universe and our consciousness mysterious. Keeping control and power 

by misinformation, and propaganda, dividing opinions and ruling by fear and threat. They 

evoke the paradox of 'free will' to explain everything 'bad' in the world, and 'God works in 

mysterious ways' to explain crime, violence, predatory animal behaviour or disease. 

That sounded familiar to Connie, it was how most religions had operated through history 

even if now they had moderated their tone, resurgences as seen in fundamentalist parts of the 

world were scurrying towards a return of religious dominance, authority and conflict. Why 

were the Trovists so adamant? She really was no threat to them. There was more to their 

wrangling, she was sure. 

Even though she was no scientist Connie was committed to evidential and empirical 

research. She was, like any scientist, or for that matter anyone with a shred of integrity, 

willing to be wrong about what she thought. She accepted that what she thought was 

provisional and subject to modification or complete revision or even abandonment. It wasn't 

that religious belief was in any way feasible but the arguments for a 'created' universe were 

strong when separated from scientific rigour and it's why Darwin and evolutionists, atheists 

and scientists often found themselves being tagged as batty, even disparagingly “so-called 

experts” by evangelists, bishops and politicians who didn't like their findings.  

Creationists invented the idea of intelligent design to back up their arguments for a creator, 

implying that life was too complex to have happened by accident. They gleefully cited the 

eye as something which could only have been created by design even though scientists and 

biologists can show how eyes developed through evolution, and, it happened more than once. 

There are many independent evolutionary paths to eyes. Octopus eyes are from an entirely 

different evolutionary origin from our eyes, and so are insects.. 
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It took a few minutes after the sect had left for Connie to shake off her doubts. Connie 

smiled to herself. She didn't need a deity to confirm or justify her existence. She knew then, 

and knows now, who she is. 

It was this conversation with the sect and their insistence and arguments for a being 

controlling the universe, creating the universe perversely only six thousand years ago that led 

Connie to one of those moments of epiphany, an “ah ha!” moment. Contrary to her 

conclusion that there was no overall controlling being, a god, she saw the possibility that 

there may be an overall consciousness to the universe.  A few of her ideas and passions 

clicked into place like an intricate machine suddenly looking like it might spontaneously start 

up and run.  

Connie could not see us as separate in any way from nature or the universe, nothing in the 

universe is more complex than us, that we currently know of. That in itself puts us in the 

driving seat of our cosmos. From the first hydrogen atoms, created very soon after the 'big 

bang' to the 91 plus naturally occurring elements, the universe has produced through 

immense heat and pressure, in the cores of stars and super novae, all the elements needed for 

life and we’re the result, the pinnacle.   

This leaves an enormous question. Are we here by accident, the chance coming together of 

some of these elements? The sheer size and numbers of galaxies which make up the universe 

would allow for this. The chance that a mitochondria invaded and co-existed with a single 

celled eukaryote is plausible, if not improbable. It’s why some scientists think we may be the 

only life in the universe, but, the numbers are huge, anything is feasible. There are at least 

two hundred billion galaxies in the observable universe and each of those galaxies has an 

average of around a hundred to four hundred billion stars. If we are here by accident there is 

no meaning or purpose to our lives. Do we need a purpose? Or is it all, as the sect would have 

us believe, the product of a designer?  
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We do experience the universe or at least as much of it as we can know given our range of 

senses. Is our experience and our intelligence merely a product of survival, a non-thinking, 

undesigned evolution, an automatic response and product of our reproducing genes? Is our 

experience an illusion, a hologram, a film being projected and played out in our life's 

panorama by our gene's need for survival. Why does life have a need to survive and 

reproduce at all? 

The Trovists' arguments for their faith were oddly, perfect questions to ask of science. 

Their adamant insistence caused Connie to ask the ultimate questions asked by religions and 

atheists: Why? Why are we here? What for? What does God want? Why would He create it 

all?  

The age old questions still taunt us. Is there a scientific explanation beyond God's will, or 

God's purpose? Is He or She or It looking after us? If not, and it’s all disrupted by disaster 

and conflict, the other entity takes over to explain all the anomalies.  Conveniently it's Satan's 

work that there are wars and illness, or is it God testing us? For Connie, the supernatural 

answers just don't cut it. Inventing a god is one thing, then inventing an alter ego to explain 

the anomalies in your deity's supposed perfection is just plain lazy. 

No wonder there's a comfortable living to be made from philosophy. Questions just pile 

one on another. There's a whole industry in religion and another in academia, another in 

scientific research, and yet another in just keeping us alive. What for? To keep us 

comfortable and interested in a life with no purpose?  

Connie regretted ever inviting the Trovist sect into her chalet. What began for her as an 

amusement became a serious threat to her well-being. The teenagers Rebecca and Saul had 

been pleasant enough and their conversations had been dominated by Connie, she listened to 

them and they listened attentively, they had been taught to listen and question, and Connie 

could talk her ideas. Connie had penetrated the youngsters' shell of indoctrination, she'd 
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shaken their faith a bit and managed to whittle away their blinkers enough for them see a 

chink of light and to question their beliefs. Connie saw this and was just a bit smug at her 

success. It didn't last long. Rebecca and Saul had returned to the old schoolhouse enthusing 

about possibilities way beyond the teachings of the Trove Illuminations. The older members 

of the sect came across as incensed and not only stopped their protégés from visiting Connie 

again but began a barrage of petty insults, and minor damage. A broken window with a 

threatening note demanding she stop her heretic “preaching” and then they tried to set fire to 

the chalet by lighting one of her straw bales near the shed.  She could never prove who did it. 

Luckily with the help of nearby neighbours she managed to put it out before it got to the 

chalet and destroyed all her books. The only things she considered valuable. Were the  

Trovists paranoid that she would turn others in the sect against them. For them she really was 

a threat. 

She saw the instability of the sect, their lack of confidence in their own teachings. Like 

many dictatorships, communist and fascist, and power hungry autocrats, their oppression and 

coercion maintained order and loyalty. A step back to take a look at the bigger picture would 

reveal a conscience in the psychopathic mind of despots and reveal a mortification which a 

tyrant could never tolerate. Ultimately they had to save face. 

It put Connie on her guard. She no longer felt at ease and considered installing alarms and 

cctv.  

She was sat on her settee when she noticed the shepherd's crowns on the table. The fossils 

were very old. Ivy had found them and given them to Connie remarking on the faint bluish 

glow which she thought might be bacterial biofluorescence or contamination from seaweed.  

Connie reached up to a shelf above the hi-fi and took down three more shepherd's crowns. 

“That brings me back to these.” Connie placed them with the others on the low table. “I've 

seen a few of these in my life but never so perfect or symmetrical, and most of all they are 
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remarkably similar to each other. The creationists, the sect and other religions imagine a 

supernatural fairy tale in which everything was created by a deity between four to six 

thousand years ago. Some cranks have even calculated an exact date. These urchins either 

back up an analysis which dates them from long before humans wandered the Earth, or God 

created them.” Connie picked up a sea urchin fossil and cradled it in her hand like a fledgling.  

“They lived at least one hundred million years ago and possibly more than five times 

longer than that. The fossil record, cave paintings from fifty thousand years ago and even 

mammoths frozen in the Siberian tundra from almost as long ago are not evidence enough for 

most fundamental religions. Apparently, God created all that too. If you try and find texts on 

how this may be so you will be confused very quickly unless you already have an 

unshakeable faith in God. As Simon Dein says in his research work on fundamentalism and 

science, 'Fundamentalists go to great lengths to rationalise their beliefs when presented with 

conflicting evidence.' It struck me as the sect stomped off that not only are we made of star 

stuff, urchins are too and so are their fossils. The same information is in us right now as it 

was in them one hundred million years ago, and in the universe at its beginning.” 

It looked as though Connie was just about to finally get to how and when she disappeared. 

It was fresh in her mind and she was on a roll. As always she wanted to know, to understand. 

The story wasn't worth telling if there was no denouement, an explanation, the who dunnit 

and who stood to benefit.  
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Chapter Six 

The urchins, the sect and a disappearance. 

 

“OK. Where was I? The Trovists were threatening.  

I'd begun to realise that the younger members didn't have much choice, they’d been 

indoctrinated and my chats with them had opened up a can of worms in their active minds. 

They were questioning their elders.  When the leaders tried to warn me off talking to the 

youngsters I reminded them that they came to me first, I wasn't preaching anything. The kids 

were interested.  

The sect elders were angry and I pointed out, and perhaps on reflection I shouldn't have, 

that if their faith is so strong why would they care what I thought? I don't see other Christians 

justifying themselves. This made them angrier and I think it was a sign to them that I'm not 

just an infidel, most people they encountered were infidels as far as they were concerned, I'd 

become a manifestation of the devil. My snigger riled them even more and they went off 

mouthing some crap about witches and evil. Next thing I know they've set fire to my straw 

bales.  

It was this that really shook me up a bit. Up until then my thinking was mostly an 

amusement, something to occupy me but I realised my ideas touched a nerve in this lot. 

Maybe I was on to an idea which would show religious fabrications to have some elements 

of credibility but always centred around deities separated from us as humans, separate from 

our consciousness. It was the Trovist inquisition which finally threw my ideas into 

perspective. 

As I was talking to the teenagers Rebecca and Saul, they kept reminding me about this 

separation. I said that as far as I was concerned it's all one thing, me, the Earth, the universe 

all one thing, inseparable from itself. We're made of it. If it hadn't been for a star collapsing 
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billions of years ago we wouldn't exist. They kept insisting that God made them therefore 

they were put here by God, and so on. It gets tedious, there's no other word for it. There’s no 

wonder or excitement in it, all their imagination was vested in this one thing, this story, in a 

God. 

The overriding feature that seems to drive religions and science too is the assumption that 

consciousness is separate from us, from everything else. All our research and experiments 

into the nature of the universe neatly sidestep our consciousness. Quantum theory has shown 

that our measurements and observations cause a collapse from a possibility, the potential for 

some-thing, to a reality, to an actual something, a tangible part of  the physical. But even 

physicists have skirted around a rather obvious question. How does a quantum particle know 

it's being observed? The physicists have recently thought about this and added a caveat; 

relatedness. It even has an entity in their equations.  

They're talking about the interrelatedness of everything and quantum waves and particles 

are no different. 

This was when the Trovist kids started catching on and started to get excited, One of them 

even noticed that praying to a god was a clear distinction between the person praying and the 

deity. I did point out that we talk to ourselves, not in the delusional sense but internally. The 

inquiring 'mind' speaks to the experiencing self and both seem to be part of an 'existence', an 

overall essence of being which includes our environment and all life. 

They were no longer trying to evangelise me, they were discussing existence with me. As I 

said, when they went back full of revelation they were soon brought to heel and the 

retribution started. I was a witch. This isn't about a bunch of narrow minded bigots though. 

They gave up their paranoid behaviour after the police visited them and although I never saw 

them again, I sensed it wasn't over.  For me though, they had triggered a chain of thought 

which started with Ivy.” 
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Ivy was sat comfortably in the big Ikea deckchair, not a deckchair as such but a canvas 

'sling' hung in a fold down frame. These chairs were oddly soporific and I think Ivy was close 

to dozing when she heard her name and suddenly pricked up. 

“Wha? I didn' do nothin' !” she said with a grin... 

“S'awright Ivy, I'se just sayin' you started me thinkin'” Connie slipping into the gentle 

south coast accent as she spoke to her sister, as though they were children again. 

“You remember we was talkin' about purpose, why were 'ere, down on the shore not long 

before I went. I said one thing that had fascinated me was the idea that we're the universe's 

experience of itself, 'n'you said that still has us separate from “it”, what if there's no “it”? 

What if it is it, what if we're it. What if life is the universe? Maybe we're just its eyes...like 

my eyes are part of my body?” Connie was clearly touched by what she was saying and took 

Ivy's hand.  

“You knows that's why I don't go for all the scientific stuff like you do Connie – I'm 

content on my beach. I know that's all there is for me. In fact the universe looks much the 

same from wherever we are in it, ‘cos we are it! There's no better spaceship than 'ere on this 

planet.” 

These things sound like repetitive analogies, aphorisms, adages like the idea that the 

universe only exists because of our experience of it? However, coming from Ivy they were 

not just philosophic notions, she really did live an enlightened existence and didn't feel 

compelled in any way to explain it. Connie, on the other hand, wanted to know the how and 

the why. 

“Ivy, you really got me thinkin'.” 

Connie settled back into the sofa. Neil still sat with mouth half open in a frozen question, 

finally managing to find some words, he said, 
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“Aren't you just talking about a God in the end? Surely we're made from the stuff of the 

universe, not a part of it? We're affected by it, not it by us.” 

“I think you're confusing the body, the mind and the experience Neil. It's the problem one 

immediately comes up with after the main problem, time, manifests itself. We're here through 

a process of time, to imagine that our consciousness influences the universe, or our 

experience of it, seems impossible, bizarre and unlikely.  As I started to unravel Ivy's simple 

understanding of her being in the world I started to see that it's time which keeps us guessing. 

Our very essence is controlled by time, our language is about time, the words we use all refer 

to time or a state of time, the naming of everything and the process between them, the 

conjunctions..  Think about it. Let's just break down a simple sentence. Pull that book by Will 

Self down Trish.  Here you are Neil, read the first sentence.” 

The book was “The Butt” which starts with Tom swearing that the cigarette he's just lit 

will be his last. 

“Standing on one of the balconies of the Mimosa services apartments, Tom Brodzinski 

sucked on the moist filter-tip of his cigarette, and swore to himself it would be his last.” Neil 

held the book open at the first page and looked up. 

“There, see, almost every word has a time context, words ending in 'ing' for instance 

always indicate a passage of time, services happen over time and 'sucked' can only occur over 

time. Tom 'swore to himself', an act which takes time, 'would be' indicates an emergence in 

time and of course 'his last', something ending happens after a period of time.” Connie 

grinned at Neil satisfied she'd made the point. Neil looked excited as he continued to read,  

“And in the next sentence the actual word 'time' appears twice! Did you set this up 

Connie?” with a cheeky sideways glance,  
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“No Neil, honestly it was the first book I saw when I looked at the shelf and asked Trish to 

fetch it. You could pick any source and it would be the same. We don't notice it because 

we're in it, like fish in water? We are in time and can't see outside of it, we have no need to.”    

Connie went on as Neil closed the book. Suddenly all our thinking minds were full of 

ideas and speculation, where was this going to lead? It seemed like a dead end, is this it? Is 

this all we have and ever will have? Ivy seemed to think so. All we have is our experience. 

Our purpose, if there is one, is purely to experience. This is it.  

“Our experience of the universe is through time and because of that we don't question it. 

Scientists researching the fundamentals of physics, especially quantum physics suggest that 

time doesn't exist or if it does it must control from outside the universe regulating physical 

processes. According to Einstein time inside the universe is irregular and subject to 

distortion. Not only that, what we perceive as time in most physics works in both directions, 

or can be suspended. Only the laws of thermodynamics obey any direction of time through 

entropy, the progression from order to chaos, from ordered structures like stars and planets 

degenerating to the random order of matter and antimatter; to equilibrium where everything is 

the same. In  my view, chaos is absolute order, equilibrium, where everything is uniform. 

Everything is nothing and nothing is anything. 

I thought about entropy and it strikes me that yes it does work in the sense of cooling from 

hot to cold, from whole to broken, like a smashed glass for instance, but from what I can see 

that's just the omnidirectional nature of an aspect of our experience of time, we also see life 

managing to form order out of chaos and planets coalesce from random dust clouds in space. 

The universe has ordered itself from a uniform whole, a homogeneous endless mass.” 

Mum had been sitting quietly listening with ripples of inquiry, disbelief or realisation 

subtly playing across her normally serene face. 
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“Well, life's just the opposite isn't it? Surely life creates order of a sort and it needs time to 

do it.” 

“That's a brilliant point Maddy. I'm getting to that. After all how did stuff amalgamate in 

the beginning, if there was one. That's another discussion entirely, about big bangs or 

repetitive cycles of creation, but it could be connected to how atoms formed, then molecules, 

stars, elements and planets before life existed? The universe as we know it, if we know it, 

was around for a long time before life started. Unless of course, the universe is life.”  

Connie took us straight back to our internal debates.  How did it start to merge, to collapse 

into something requiring process? What drove the early universe to make stuff? Did it just 

appear? Was there a 'state, a special state? These seemed like unanswerable questions. 

This thing called time is more than a simple progression from one moment to the next, it's 

our consciousness, it's entropy, it's relative and it's space, it's instantaneous and it's the speed 

of light. The big bang is happening right now and light brings the fact across a period dictated 

by the speed it can carry the fact, but it's still happening right now as is everything. 

Connie was gathering her thoughts.  

“I find it really difficult to maintain my train of thought regarding time or the lack of it, the 

ideas I've had about it don't sit easily or logically in our temporal minds.” 

Rosy nudged me in the ribs, she said 

“Thank god for that! I thought I was the only one finding this hard to follow.” She looked 

around as if from a daze. Everyone nodded and chuckled in agreement. Rosy carried on while 

Connie sat back and listened. “I've tried to contemplate consciousness in a time free universe 

and so far all I've managed to come up with is the idea that without time there's no space. Life 

and consciousness can't exist without time and space. Our experience is one of time passing 

and the space that it happens in. The only point where there's a timelessness is the moment of 

experience. In other words, now. Miles has expounded this a lot, it's the basis for most of our 
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discussions. You know what I mean. Now doesn't exist. Now is pure experience, pure life, 

and it exists only in our memory, in the construct we've created to predict our next experience 

or action. It seems that time is life, not just something existing in time, but time itself. 

Likewise space is time, or more accurately the space created by our experience moving 

through time from one moment of now to the next.  Space exists as the distance between 

things and time exists as the period that light takes to travel between those things, but, as far 

as I can see that's relative, you know, Einstein.  In reality things happen instantaneously of 

each other, the constriction is our perception which can only be wrought by light and the time 

it takes. Instantaneous means no time. Gravity changes the perception of time for different 

observers and could fundamentally be the progenitor of time. It's all an illusion! The 

beginning and now are all happening together and all future is now too.  I can see where 

some researchers end up imagining we're merely playing out a computer programme as 

holograms of ourselves, our lives like a film in which we're the star. The problem I have is 

that once I start to think about all this logically everything points to something controlling it 

all, outside ourselves, as an atheist it disturbingly looks as though I'm invoking a God!” 

Connie let out a quiet little “Yes!” and gave a single clap. She chuckled and shook her 

hands before her in a gesture of excitement. 

“Rosy, you're way ahead of me...brilliant. It leads me to when I started to write my 

thoughts down. Everything was beginning to make more sense, especially when I realised 

that time is the essence of all of our experience including language. The way we think, the 

way we register moments of now and devolve them to memory. We're really stuck in 

language. Whether it's words or maths – they're the same of course just different symbols – 

science uses maths to demonstrate rigour and accuracy and to prove information about the 

universe whereas words convey the visual message and can be speculative, not necessarily 

needing proof, ideas which can later be proved with maths.” 
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Connie nodded to Rosy. She could see that Rosy was dying to speak. 

“Mmm, Yes, we treat the words as though they mean something. We haven't a clue what 

life is! Or consciousness. We can see it and there are plenty of theories such as where it's 

centred. So is it just a construct of our brain, which gives rise to the idea that a computer 

programme, if complex enough would have life? Are all living things conscious? Where is a 

tree's consciousness? Apparently trees communicate, they form symbiotic relationships with 

fungi and other creatures. How conscious is a dog? We know that our words are merely 

sounds to dogs, meaning food mostly, or walk, but the sounds are processed, is this 

consciousness? Do fish think? How does a virus know what it's doing if at all? Earthworms 

eat and fuck too! Where does instinct end and consciousness begin? Or is it a smooth, 

infinitely variable continuum from the first life forms, from bacteria all the way through to 

chimpanzees and humans. I think we will eventually need to see life and consciousness as 

something else. Possibly much, much bigger than us or all of life as we describe it on this 

planet. Is our consciousness just a highly complex and deterministic instinct?”  

This question about consciousness and life, the unknown, unseen force which drives what 

we can see and describe, survival, reproduction, the quest for knowledge and exploration was 

key to Connie's ideas but she found it difficult to make inroads into an explanation. So she 

wrote it down in as logical a fashion as she could. She started with small pieces of paper or 

post-it notes, each with an idea hastily scribbled. The pieces became piles which Connie 

eventually collated and organised. 

Connie sat up and nodding at Rosy tried to explain, 

“Unfortunately you can only think one thing at a time. It seems like more but the apparent 

complexity of thinking is the same as our experience, moments of now, just like the words in 

a book, we read them one at a time and the meaning is derived from the memory of words 

already read, and the expectation of words yet to come. Each word has a very limited 
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meaning by itself, like each thought that passes through our minds, but as a complex of 

memories can describe problems and solutions.  I started to write all this stuff down because 

initially I couldn't hold enough points in my memory to keep my mental image of my ideas 

complete. The overall idea was too big. It's easy for me to visualise but not to explain. 

Secondly, much of what I want to express just seems too weird, even for me! When I get to 

my next steps, which led to my, um, going away, you'll see that my thinking started to get 

quasi-religious and supernatural. I needed the backup of some science to bolster my ideas and 

holding the proof together with the pudding was easier when I had it written down. I started 

with mind-maps and post-its but the writing soon developed into a logical order of 

information and ideas.” 

Neil broke in with Trish trying to keep him quiet. 

“It's OK Trish let Neil speak...this is far better as a discussion anyway. I know it's 

ultimately about my leaving, when I left, where I went and my return but I'd really like you 

all to have a rough idea how I was thinking and why what I was thinking produced the train 

of events around the time I disappeared from the chalet. It was discussions with Maddy, 

Miles and Ivy which started me off in the first place. Neil, do carry on.” 

“Sorry Connie.” 

“Don't apologise Neil, it's fine really.” 

“Well it almost seems irrelevant to this but Zen masters have this sort of 'this is it!' 

mindset. Like, there is nothing but your experience of now. It makes you the God in your 

universe and we create the universe from moment to moment. I've gone so far in my thinking 

about this to aver the idea that we are the God. Not that the God is in us but that we are the 

God. For a Zen master this is also meaningless, to even give a name to the being in us or 

outside of us, for them it separates us from who we are in reality.” 
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“That's not irrelevant at all Neil, in fact that's where we're going next, perhaps not to a 

state of pure enlightenment; a Zen master needs no explanation of their universe. In fact Ivy's 

a Zen master with her attitude to her life. More so than all of us here.” Ivy looked up with her 

eyebrows raised at hearing her name again. 

“Whatdja mean Connie? I don't know nothin' about Zen or any other religion?” 

“It’s not really a religion in the sense of deities and beliefs and faith Ivy, zealots and some 

followers grasp the wrong end of the stick and endow it with the paranormal, but essentially 

it's atheistic.” 

“Aah, I see, so why do I look like a Zen master?” Ivy had a mischievous look. 

“Not look like Ivy, seem like.” Connie opened her arms in front of her to indicate a 

broader meaning, then, “you’re havin’ me on aintcha! Ya ol’ bugger!” Connie said as Ivy 

sniggered. 

“It’s the way you live your life content with what is, unquestioning, and getting on with 

life in a satisfied contented way, the empress of all you survey.” Ivy and Neil sank back into 

their chairs content, albeit from different starting points. Neil surprised at himself and proud 

for keeping up with the discussion and Ivy, just being Ivy. 

“Are you likely to be around tomorrow Trish, and are you staying down Rosy? Can you all 

come over tomorrow? I'll fetch my books and papers down and we'll finish this. It's too much 

for today.” 

We were still no closer to knowing where Connie had gone and why. 

“God, yes! I wouldn’t miss this for anything. The day to day routine is all very comfy but 

doesn’t have much to stimulate the intellect beyond railing against mendacious politics and 

the coercion of the idiotic masses. That’s just a formula for heading towards a bitter dotage. 

They won’t get any more truthful and the Mail readers won’t get any smarter.” Trish 

shrugged with a palms up grin. 
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Connie smiled. We all looked a bit disappointed but it was clear that Connie and Ivy were 

looking a touch weary. Rosy and I had still barely spoken and Mum wanted to have a chat 

with her too. 

“That's fine Connie we'd love to come back down if you'll have us.” Neil said. 

“Come for lunch, bring something. I'll make a big flan.” 

“We made some of Neil's infamous fishcakes at home before we came. They'll go well 

with the 'salata de bouef' it's one of Neil's favourites. Miles suggested we bring something 

with us. What, about twelve?” Trish asked. Trish glanced at the old NewYork clock in pride 

of place among the books, bits of porcelain, Japanese toys and mugs of pens on the thick 

wooden shelf above the fireplace. 

“Perhaps you could bring some more Mochi Maddy? I really liked them! Bye Neil. Bye 

Trish.” Connie walked with them to the porch.  

Ivy wheeled her bike out into to driveway, switched on her blindingly bright LED lights 

and pedalled off with a wave. As Neil gave Connie a light kiss on the cheek and set off with 

Trish, Mum and I said goodbye to Connie and stretched ourselves out into a balmy spring 

evening with a glow still in the sky to the west. Jupiter sat low in the clear southern sky with 

Saturn nearby and Mars just appearing above the horizon in the east.  

We were quiet. What do you say? As each of us formulated questions in our minds they'd 

already been dissipated by what we'd just heard from Connie. Now it seemed that the idea of 

Connie leaving for the circus was the easy option? 
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Chapter Seven 

Getting scientific. 

 

The table was loaded. we'd all brought far too much as usual. Trish brought the 

indescribable salata de boeuf, and Neil's fishcakes were small and delicate, perfect. I brought 

a cauldron of ramen soup with rice noodles and hard boiled eggs and Mum and Rosy had 

overcome the stickiest substance in the world; glutinous rice paste, to fashion some sensual 

green tea daifuku, just as Connie had ordered. Connie proudly showed us her fresh strawberry 

with compote jelly and cinnamon flan and promptly put it back into the fridge for later. Ivy 

had found a few butterfish during her morning at the shore, a local name for the small smooth 

shelled clams which grow alongside the cockles in the mud. She usually puts them back as 

they don't sell with the cockles but they certainly went well in the ramen.  

It was noisy, we all spoke at once, the chopsticks causing some mirth as we talked about 

travel, food in foreign countries, what we liked and would and wouldn't eat. 

Connie was as dextrous with chopsticks as any eastern Asian or Californian, slurping 

noodles from her ramen, Mum, never wanting to be left out, used her special children’s 

'hinged' sticks she found in a Seven Eleven in Nagano during our visit to see the snow 

monkeys. She'd never really been able to use chopsticks successfully. Although they'd not yet 

travelled to the far east Neil and Trish were Asian food fanatics and had mastered chopsticks 

in California on a three month Winebago tour of the west coast USA . Neil loved to show off 

his ability to pick a single grain of rice and no-one had the heart to tell him that it was pretty 

easy to do. Rosy was still practising and getting better at it while Ivy was content eating with 

'proper utensils' as she called them. 

Rosy had never tried salata de boeuf. I had to admit it was unusual in England. Trish had 

been taught how to make it by her Romanian mum. It quickly became a regular feature of 
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picnics, barbecues and events and went with almost anything. In a base of soured cream and 

mayonnaise were chopped vegetables, diced new potatoes and cornichons plus finely sliced 

chicken. There's no beef! 

I had a suspicion we'd fall asleep after this lot like a traditional Christmas family affair and 

I couldn't have been more wrong. We were all like kids waiting for an ice cream van to stop 

his chimes before opening the serving hatch, we were eager to get Connie's continuing story. 

Speculation was high, we'd discussed what we'd heard already. I had a suspicion that we 

were about to leave all rational thought behind. Connie was hinting at a sort of pseudo-

science, a quasi-physics. It was beginning to sound like the invocation of a deity again. 

Once the excess food had been consigned to the fridge, tea, beer and coffee set on the table 

we took our self-designated places like dogs circling their favourite spots before settling. 

“Where was I?” Connie heaved a box file on to the table so full with papers that the lid 

couldn't be closed. 

“Yes, this was the crux of the matter. It was about time or the lack of it, about the seat of 

consciousness and how it manifests - and life itself. The questions sidestepped by scientists 

and philosophers getting their panties in a twist as they weave ever tighter gordian knots 

trying to explain it all from an observational viewpoint, never discovering themselves in the 

equation. I was chatting with the philosophy professors from the uni and they can certainly 

see and agree about the one-ness of us, our experience and the universe but their academic 

work is more about unravelling the convoluted texts of the great philosophers. The French 

thinkers are particularly adept at writing simple ideas in pages of nebulous dressings 

rendering them an exercise in stamina finding quotes which could form an abstract.  Most 

scientists are unwilling to venture too far down that road, it starts to get ethereal, un-provable 

even supernatural, but whether they like it or not quantum theory responds to experimentation 

and the results are becoming decidedly philosophic in a maybe or maybe not sort of way. 



 79 

I'd written down my interim conclusion, inspired by the Trovists' religious fanaticism, my 

endlessly fascinating conversations with Maddy and Miles, Ivy's enlightenment, science 

articles and online lectures by the New Scientist and books on physics I've been reading and 

trying to understand for years. I say interim because I was sure the idea could hold water but I 

couldn't see any other feasible construct for a 'theory of everything' the holy grail to 

understanding who we are, why we're here and how did we get here. What’s the origin of the 

universe and the mystery of life? The purpose even? This is what I wrote. 

The reason why scientists get jittery around quantum physics is because it takes them 

outside their need to be rational. Their thinking is anthropocentric. There's a disconnection 

between their experience of the world in space-time, classical physics, and what they see in 

the world of quantum physics, the mechanics and the results of quantum experimentation. 

They're bemused by the uncertainty, the fuzzy wave hovering everywhere and nowhere in 

limbo, collapsing to a point, a physical particle, triggered by measurement and observation. It 

leads to the frequent conclusion in their papers that 'we just don't know' how this works.  

Scientists are more than willing to imply that time doesn't exist, that it's an illusion in our 

survival system, our making sense of the world. Our experience can only exist as series of 

moments of now, a passage of time. It's a delicate balance. 

Time appears to us as building blocks creating each moment of now, moments of time. 

This in turn creates our memories, the substance of life, our construct of moments of now, 

our experience is time unfolding before our eyes. 

We live in an illusion of progress, of order, of predictable cause and effect when in fact 

none of this exists. Do we actually create our existence, the apparently solid nature of what 

we observe? 

Scientists have difficulty understanding quantum mechanics, the nature of the universe. 

They mostly leave themselves out of the equations expecting that mathematics can explain... 
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maths leads them to the impossible. Scientists are willing to speculate, guess and imagine 

scenarios to theorise the universe, and consciousness, but remain separate from the whole, as 

if we, and our experience of it all is as observers rather than the constructors, the essence. We 

could be the dark matter, the dark energy they're failing to locate. All that is going on in our 

experience, from quantum determination to black holes, is our construct, life's construct, it's 

the same thing, the making of us, it's a means to making us, the experience of ourselves, the 

experience of the universe. Our experience of our being is the reflection of the universe and 

not something separate from it. The illusion of time serves to create experience as process 

and the construction of the illusory 'real'.” 

The universe is life, and life is the universe. 

“We're not life in the universe or created out of the universe, we're not just made of star 

material, we are star material. It starts to get self-evident when viewed from this angle. 

Suddenly much falls into place but there are massive irrational holes to fill and to speculate 

over although none more taxing than the vast unknowns faced by current thinking. 

Life has constructed itself as the universe, us and all living beings wherever they are, to be 

its experience from the very beginning, if there ever was one. 

Experiments in quantum physics discovered that quantum wave function can be in many 

places at once before measurement collapses it to a particle, it's called superposition. More 

interestingly a pair of entangled quantum photons apparently in two entirely different places 

at once communicate instantaneously, much faster than light speed, which should be 

impossible. Einstein was flummoxed by this and called it 'spooky action at a distance'. 

For me it started to make more sense if there was an overall control, a purpose, a 

determinator, a decider, a creator. 

Whoa! 
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So this is what scientists are afraid of!? Suddenly, if you start to go any distance down that 

avenue of thought you're invoking deities. Best to leave that thread unpicked. There seems to 

be no way to even begin to explain this without the apparent introduction of the supernatural. 

Magic!  Right here and now in the middle of the twenty first century we automatically start to 

invoke fairy tales and religions, superstition and alchemy to sidestep ideas and facts that we 

can't understand that we have no explanation for. This used to be borne out of fear of the 

unknown, now science shuns all mention of invisible, unexplainable processes, entities, 

actions and manifestations, even though utilising light and electromagnetic forces for 

communication and the construction of everything digital seems to be OK even though it's 

invisible and difficult to explain. 

Science is perfectly aware that at one time, what could not be explained was seen as magic 

so it invokes the same imaginary entities by refusing to enter the world of the unknown. What 

would a medieval person have made of a mobile phone, a record player or a photograph? The 

work of a God or witchcraft? I think that's how the Trovists see it! 

In avoiding allusions to 'spooky action' as Einstein did, or unknown, unseen undetected 

forces, science has been purposefully avoiding possible genuine avenues of research. They're 

so afraid losing credibility. Not a word I like to use much because it implies falsehood, and 

chicanery and scientists are normally rigorous and honest in their findings if not sometimes 

unconsciously or consciously biased by their employers and funders. Global organisations 

spend billions on convincing us that they have credibility when we all know they're 

mendacious, cynical and have none. Integrity would be a better word to choose. People and 

institutions like to be seen as credible but that just means they've convinced people to believe 

their bullshit. Integrity on the other hand means that the whole is authentic and sincere. True 

to itself as well as others. When you act with integrity it doesn't matter whether or not you are 

being observed, there will never be any discrepancies to uncover. Integrity means you're true 
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to yourself and authentic even when no-one else is looking. Maybe scientists are acting with 

integrity and are afraid of losing their reputation for rigour and fidelity, for scrutiny and 

sincerity rather than their credibility.” 

Connie paused for breath and we returned from the images in our minds painted by her 

lucid descriptions to find Mum and Rosy taking orders for more tea. 

I could see where Connie was going now but I hadn't a clue how she was going to get 

there without following the scientists. Like a slug chancing upon a line of salt a scientist  

approaching a clearly toxic problem recoils away. Or was she going to take the plunge and 

take on the unknown with a rational or even logical framework, a basis, and still manage to 

avoid the supernatural? 

It was getting late in the afternoon and we decided to have a walk around 'the ground', 

Connie's name for her plot. A fox plodded delicately across the track by the woods and birds 

began their evening vocalising busy with nesting, calling mates and warning territorial 

trespassers. The first swifts and swallows of the year skimmed at breakneck speed inches 

above the ground taking insects from the air. I loved to imagine being a swift as I skimmed at 

sixty miles an hour inches above a stream, seeing a rising insect from forty meters away and 

steering unwavering to snatch it from the air a moment later, swooping upwards with barely a 

wingbeat to turn vertically and swoop back to the stream for another pass.  

Connie was still talking. We all moved within earshot. No-one wanted to miss a word. We 

strolled clutching our cups and Connie noticed that we were close. 

“Oh! I didn't mean, oh, look lets carry on after we've had a bite – I'd much rather we just 

savoured the lovely atmosphere this evening. I love these clear spring days, look, there's 

Venus and Aldebaran just below to the left.” Connie was pointing at the first bright points to 

appear in the deepening blue and purples of the dying sunset. When it was almost dark and 

we'd watched the ageing International Space Station catch the last rays of the unseen sun we 
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went back to the table for a light snack, a salad with all kinds of fish, rollmops, shellfish and 

buttered dark brown bread and of course, to polish off Connie's flan. 

Sitting replete and comfortable on the sofa, with a beer or a green tea, even Ivy showed no 

signs of flagging and looked as sharp as a pin as she chatted with Trish. Mum leaned over to 

me and said, 

“Did you expect this? I know we'd touched on her ideas about the universe being life 

itself, but I didn't think that idea had legs at the time, did you?” 

“I've had some chats with Rosy along those lines. It'd be great for her research if it had had 

any weight but we couldn't make headway with it.” 
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Chapter Eight 

Be patient a little longer. 

 

“Right” said Connie, “I think I can get to the crux of this now if you've got a few more 

minutes to indulge me!” We knew it'd be more than a few more minutes but whatever it took 

we guessed it would be worth it. “Tomorrow I’ll feel much more comfortable finally being 

able to tell you the less than credible story of what happened a month ago, or seven years ago, 

depending on where you’re sitting.”  

“So this is the last piece of the jigsaw which makes sense of my departure.” She took a 

breath. Honestly if I didn’t explain my thinking and the circumstances you wouldn’t be able 

to comprehend, let alone believe the reason for the vast gap in the time I was actually away 

and the time I returned from your point of view. 

The simple answer is time travel, but, it’s not that simple.” She held up her hand to stem 

the spate of questions and incredulity we were about to unleash. 

“I kept persuading myself to rationalise, stay inside the possible, if not the probable. Keep 

outside of fantasy and religious belief, away from the need for faith, especially blind faith. 

This idea's going nowhere unless it can be logical and rationalised. It doesn't have to have 

proof to be a theory. All great scientific discovery starts with an idea, a theory, and is proved 

later by experiment and maths. But the theory should seem possible in what we already 

understand as our world of physics and our experience of what's so. Pulp science fiction 

invents magic and superheroes with powers to explain what it can't explain! This was my 

problem. I had an idea for a solution. Could I find a plausible explanation, even if it was 

theoretical, for the idea that life is what the universe is? 

The Greeks had ideas like this as early as the fifth century BC, one school of thought, the 

Eleatics, proposed that the universe was consciousness, that it was all one. Others followed 
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the idea with what they thought was obvious, and maybe it is, that 'being' can't come from 

non-being. They accurately suggested that our senses are disparate and give us information 

suited to aspects of survival which are not necessarily coordinated or unified. We can't trust 

our senses. It's one of the reasons for meditation, to free the mind of input and reach a state of 

no-mind, of pure experience. The Greek philosophers could only speculate and had no 

methods for experiment to connect the apparently 'real' world with our experience of it. Their 

philosophies continued to attempt explanations of the human condition based on what could 

be observed, and, up until recently, the physicists, materialists and naturalists have held sway. 

But, in nineteen twenty five, Heisenberg imagined quantum theory and we've been plunged 

into a nebulous world of superposition and instant communication over great distances, of 

spooky action, a current day magic, our ghosts in the machine. 

Nature has mysteries we still marvel at with no plausible explanation, Hive mentality, 

collective intelligence, ants and bees, termites, jellyfish and fungi to name a few. How do 

they communicate? We’re only just beginning to understand long distance navigation by 

birds, fish and insects. How do they do it? Scientists just don't have answers or are still 

speculating. I was really glad I'd written down most of my convoluted thinking. When the 

Trovists triggered my “aha!” button things became clearer” 

Connie patted the thick folder on the table.  

“It's difficult to hold in my mind the results of scientific experiments with quanta, ideas 

about time and space, consciousness and the limits of our perception. I put the salient points 

on post-it notes and stuck them on a sheet of mounting board. I then began to see connections 

and possibilities. So here goes.” 

She sat back in her armchair and settled into that almost vacant distant gaze she had when 

visualising her concepts. As a kid listening to Mum talking with her I loved it when she did 

that, I knew fascinating ideas were about to emerge to stir my own imagination.  
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“It starts with ideas about time. Everything at the quantum level and most physics and 

subatomic processes work equally well in both directions, time has no 'arrow' and time can go 

back and forward. 'Spooky action at a distance' happens as near as we can tell 

instantaneously. 

Our process, our progress, our growth as humans relies on a whole set of time related 

actions like entropy and it's antithesis, the creation of life. The manifestation of ourselves and 

the experience of self and our observation of successive moments of now, our experience and 

presumably the experience of all life forms from bacteria to chimpanzees are factors related 

directly to our experience, and to time.  

Would the universe exist if there were no experience of it?  

We are the most complex things that we know of in the known universe. It looks as though 

we're a consequence, a culmination, the fulfilment of a potential to make the universe real, 

tangible, understandable and discoverable. All these attributes of us and the universe happen 

in time. Everything in the universe that we know of was made since it was a mass of 

expanding plasma cooling to form hydrogen atoms after a few nanoseconds of existence. It 

may have existed before that. It could well have been a potential, a possibility in equilibrium, 

but that's where we'll start, when the equilibrium 'fluctuated' into an existence, the potential 

for something became something. It's where time began for us. 

Over the next few billion years under extremes of nuclear heat and pressure elements were 

made. I know you know all this but it's worth repeating to build the picture.” 

“I don't”, Neil had a frown, “and who says we're the only 'complex' beings in the universe? 

I can't believe we're the only life in the universe, and I understand why we're unlikely to 

encounter other life forms, especially intelligent life, but that doesn't mean it's not there. I 

don't know much about physics, I'm more into the philosophical side of stuff, I really get 
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what you say about how we experience in time and our relationship to it, but I'm sure we're 

not alone.” 

“You're right Neil” Connie smiled at him and Trish gave him a gentle patronising pat on 

the back...he turned to her with a smile...he was enjoying this and Trish could see it, he loved 

anything new, especially presented to him in a form he could follow, if not fully understand. 

Not many people that they knew were willing to get into deep discussion about stuff like this. 

Usually conversations would be about politics and football, the weather and sailing and 

occasionally touch religion, politics and global environment issues. Oddly enough the last 

time he was in the Queen Mary somebody had mentioned the Trovist crazies who were 

making a big noise locally about having visions and manifestations of God which had 

sparked a lively conversation about ghosts, fundamentalists and illusions and cults. 

“We may not be the only sentient beings, in fact I'd bet on there being billions. But they 

may be well spread around the universe as we know it and at different times. They would also 

be the most complex things that they know of in their version of the universe Neil.” Neil 

nodded vigorously in agreement. Connie continued. 

“I was headed towards the idea that life has no time. We're a construct in time created 

inside and from the mass of the universe as a cloud of high entropy, uniform chaos, a 

potential which, for the sake of argument, I'm calling life. 

It's best to suspend disbelief right now! 

We have no way of imagining or perceiving 'no time'. I have no idea if this can be 

constructed mathematically, I'll leave that to the mathematician scientists. My view of this is 

as a visualisation but it's crude. It's almost impossible to talk about accurately because our 

language is temporal as we mentioned before. Picture the universe as an inert block of 

uniform chaos, an equilibrium, doing nothing, going nowhere. It exists because nothing, that 

is, 'no-thing', can't exist. There's a really good argument which logically proves that nothing 
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can't exist, there will always be something. Maybe we'll find it in the papers written about it 

later. That something is potential, the possibility for something, an inert limitless confusion, a 

cloud. As an image in my mind it's a sort of dense fog with undefined edges because it can't 

go into nothing. Perhaps it might be cyclic or even infinite. Each element, bit of the mass is 

infinitely small and is a potential, a nebula not unlike quanta in superposition. Something 

waiting for something to happen. Maybe it is quanta and it could be why scientists have so 

much difficulty with the invisible, spooky, neither here nor there nature of subatomic 

structure, dynamics and relationships, all of which seem to be electromagnetic charges. The 

smaller we get the less solid everything becomes. Electromagnetic forces and nothing else. 

Nothing hard or tangible. No stuff. Ultimately it appears to be just potential, everything is just 

a charge, negative or positive. Nothing moving. Absolute zero. 

It requires measurement, observation for any of it to become something. It's still just 

electromagnetic forces. Once observed it forms into something we would recognise with our 

senses or instruments. Another unknown quantity, gravity” 

Connie paused for breath. She'd reached a crux. It was only her notes, she said, which kept 

her thinking logically. 

“There have been some big attempts by religions to usurp science by employing 

arguments about creationism and calling it intelligent design, as though the whole set up of 

life and the universe could only have been made by a designer, and the anthropic principle 

which is co-opted by the intelligent design lobby reasons that the universe appears to be 'fine-

tuned' to support life, suggesting again an intelligent designer, a deity. I had to do my best to 

keep my thinking logical and rational at the same time as keeping an eye on our natural 

human temptation to draw supernatural conclusions.” 

Connie sat and stared again. Very still. We all sat still so as not to disturb her train of 

thinking.  
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Neil broke the silence, 

“I can see what you're aiming at Connie, there's probably no way to avoid the conflict 

between the science of spooky action and the natural need to imbue it with some supernatural 

force, the power of a god. I suppose you just have to lay it out and see if the logic defeats the 

magic.” 

Connie smiled again, she liked Neil, he was unaffected and made obvious opinions which 

swam in the same current as Connie's. Trish broke in, 

“Neil! Connie's thinking, she hasn't finished! Do forgive him Connie, he can't wait to put 

his five eggs in! He interrupts all the time, it can drive you mad.” 

“Sorry Connie, I just get so, uh, wound up, I'm always impatient for what's next.” Neil 

looked sheepish while Rosie, me and Mum gave spirited sounds of agreement, but it has to be 

said, with broad knowing grins. 

“OK, Neil's right, again, and I have no problem with interruptions Trish, take no notice of 

these naysayers and ne'er do wells Neil,” pointing at the rest of us. 

“Here goes. It all comes down to this. We are the God. We're all the God. If there's a God 

to be found in all of this it's us. Our consciousness is God. The words life and consciousness 

are made up by us and they don't necessarily do justice to what life is or for that matter 

consciousness. In erroneous philosophical terms life is separate from the non-living universe. 

The gods of religions, creationism, intelligent design and the anthropic principal are separate 

from us and separate from the universe. These affirmations try to make a concession that God 

is in us, but this still looks as though the deity is separate from us.  

Now, imagine that even though we may not know how, we are the creators of our 

universe.  The universe has always been there as a potential for something. A negative 

waiting for a positive perhaps. Somehow we kickstarted our own existence back at the 

beginning of the universe. The universe was in a 'special condition' with the information 
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about its own potential for experiential life. It wasn't the universe getting started, it was life. 

Life-universe-consciousness; same thing. The next question would naturally be 'how'?  

Well, going back to the idea of no-time, this can start to make a bit of logical sense. No 

time means that everywhere in the universe is instantaneously accessible. It's all happening at 

once! In an instantaneously accessible universe the big bang, if there ever was one, is 

happening now. Now is all there is. We've heard that one before too. Time since the 

beginning is measured by light, our ability to see or receive information, as though that's all 

there is, as though the rest doesn't exist except through light waves, photons. That's 

restrictive. Our consciousness is all there is, including light and time which of course equals 

space. It has timelessness, it doesn't exist, or all of it exists, all of the time, all of now. Each 

moment of now is never there, only as a memory or an idea. What we call consciousness is 

the same as the consciousness of the entire universe it has no time and all time, exactly the 

same as our perceived conscious experience, it's not happening in time, only the process.  The 

Process is the mechanism which allows us the experience, our consciousness, and has time 

but only exists in our conscious when we experience it. For instance we only notice anything 

at all when it's part of our experience and becomes a series of moments of now which don't 

actually exist. Listen to your heart beat and then look out of the window, what you now see is 

your experience and your heart beat goes back to the realms of memory and the automaticity 

which is the mechanism of the process, or quantum collapse. Our life, the universe, 

automatically creates itself, it doesn't need a 'conscious' thought, just consciousness or being. 

In itself it is a measurement, an observation, an idea or an intention, a bit of information 

creating the experience as a snapshot of all there is,  whether or not we are momentarily 

aware of it. It makes a 'sensible' assessment and an image out of the chaos of reality based on 

the culmination and summation of successive moments, time building the illusion of reality. 
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Quantum mechanics, quantum theory is about relationships. Each part of every substance 

and moment of now is related to every other. Life is the organisation of relationships. The 

distinct difference between one moment and the next. Life is, and the universe is, our 

relationship to it. The universe just doesn't exist without the life that it is. Our experience of 

the universe, of life, of our consciousness is the only thing which is happening as a process, a 

progress through successive moments of now. Life builds a carrier for consciousness, our 

experience and being. In a way we create ourselves in a paradoxical chicken and egg 

scenario. What came first, the measurement or the thing which makes the measurement? 

Even this is dualistic. The chicken and egg, like the sound of one hand clapping, just is, it's 

all one and happening at once. 

Right from the beginning of the process to develop an experience of itself, the universe 

progressed through the process of making the stuff of our physical selves, going against 

entropy to evolve into a being, us, so totally a part of the universe that we can reach out and 

touch it in the progress of time as moments of now. The whole of life, the universe seems to 

be benignly sat like a stage, a plinth on which the minutiae of us discovering ourselves, as 

beings of the universe, plays out. In my scenario we eventually discover that the hidden entity 

which transcends time and space in quantum mechanics and its actions is consciousness, the 

being of life. Our consciousness. After all it's us who make the observations, the 

measurements which cause nebulous superposition quantum waves to collapse into physically 

bonded electromagnetic forces. We're the relationship. Our 'being' or consciousness seems to 

have been doing this since long before we had bodies and senses to perceive it. It was never a 

decision. A decision suggests a duality, something had to die, to be dismissed as a choice. 

There is no choice, only our choice of how we experience. It evokes another term which is 

abhorred by scientists, less so by philosophers, determinism. Something which is determined, 

as in purposeful or predetermined,  pre-decided, smacks of design or a creator, a maker. Yet 
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this may be feasible if the entity, life determined to experience itself. In all other scenarios it 

does not have self-awareness, we are the consciousness. 

There’s a single cell organism, not a plant or a fungi and not an animal. Scientists find it 

hard to categorise. It’s called the blob, for short. It would be insignificant if it weren’t for the 

fact that nothing is insignificant, everything has a role, but this organism had some 

remarkable abilities. It’s mobile, it seeks its food, sleeps, it can negotiate a maze and it knows 

which food is the most nutritious for it to prosper. It can also memorise and pass on 

information to other blobs. The blob has no eyes, no feet, no brain and no digestive tract. At 

one billion years old it is one of the oldest life forms and scientists think that it shows 

intelligence. It defies our concept of intelligence. Could it be where consciousness arose? The 

slime mould is called Physarum polycephalum. As far as I can see the only thing it hasn’t 

managed to do so far is to name itself. The abilities of the blob suggest it thinks, makes 

decisions and acts on them. Consciousness as a simple act of survival in a single celled 

organism. How is a single cell imbued with possibilities, options and solutions. Was 

consciousness already in the universe. I think it looks like it goes with life automatically. It’s 

not suddenly available to an inert living structure through accidental actions in a survival 

mechanism. 

My guess is, and it's more of a guess than logical thinking, is that we eventually discover 

the life we are, the essence of our being as an integral part of a whole 'conscious' universe. 

All the information in the universe is in us in the atoms and quarks which have been there 

since the beginning, and, in a sense, are still the beginning. From this we will discover that 

we are the only and constant manifestation of the universe, of life, right from the beginning, 

the beginning of our experience of ourselves and of life, of the universe. It's difficult to 

comprehend when our being has a temporal illusion.  
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I've begun to see two aspects of the universe which allow for time in motion and time as a 

singularity contained all in one. In our time line we can only see singularities as collapsed 

dense objects such as those at the centre of black holes, however, I suspect a singularity can 

be as big as the universe. 

The universal constant is us.  

The speed of light is a constant in the temporal universe and we are the constant, or rather 

the being, the life that we are, is the universal constant, the constant of the singularity which 

is the universe. Consciousness is the constant which doesn't change. Einstein was right in his 

physical calculations about light, it is a constant in time and space. It's that constant which 

informs relativity, but consciousness transcends time and space, it is time and space. ” 

Connie slumped back in her armchair.  

“How about some more tea?” 

Rosy was on her feet heading to the kitchen. I could see the gleeful look on her face, she 

was hiding her almost uncontrolled excitement behind this flurry of activity. I followed her.  

“Wow, I get it! I can see it, Connie's just pointed at my avenue of research. I think she's 

cleared the water, it's still murky, but wow, it's so simple. But I can see how you'll easily slide 

down into the precipice of the supernatural if you're not careful.” 

“Glad you came?” I said,  

“What?  Yes! I mean, sorry, ha! What a question, what do you think?” 

“I've heard most of this before, before she disappeared, I was only fifteen but I remember 

wondering how she was going to explain this to herself without recourse to the supernatural, 

ending up in a cul-de-sac of religious fantasy. Writing it all down seems to have cleared her 

head and clarified her thinking. I reckon she's pretty much got it, even though it requires 

some imagination. The problem is how can you experiment with this? With quantum theory 

we're still in the illusory world of time and electromagnetic physical entities, measurements 
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and results can still be made and repeated. Without experiment it's wide open to interpretation 

and ridicule. This is what the young Trovists latched on to, it made sense to them and they 

automatically saw their God in it. That's why they left so excitedly and roused the paranoia of 

their custodians.” 

Ivy was right behind us, 

“What do you think Ivy?” 

“I'll just have a beer please Miles.” smiling as though that was enough. “To be honest I've 

not heard much of this from our Connie before, I knew she'd started writin' 'er ideas down, 

she didn't say much about it 'fore she went. 'S good stuff innit? It fits what I imagine it's all 

about but she can make it so um, easy to follow if you know what I mean? I never tries to 

work it out but she does and it’s fascinatin’.” 

“That's a perfect way of putting it Ivy, bottle or can?” As I opened the fridge she pointed, 

“That there, that bottle, that'll do. I like those local beers.” 

Connie took a sip from the bottle that Ivy had brought to her from the kitchen and held it 

up in a gesture of cheers towards Ivy,  

“Thanks Ivy.” Ivy smiled contentedly as she always did. 

“I'm sorry it's taken so long to wade through all that background stuff but what 

happened next wouldn't make much sense without it. It's a bit sad but I have to write it all 

down and I’m hoping perhaps someone will find it and discover that my ideas weren't so off 

the wall after all. None of this is important, just my mind at work, but, it has a lot to do with 

why I wasn't here. Maddy and Miles used to sit and discuss my airy fairy ideas with me, more 

to humour me than anything else I suspect, but at least for fun. I think it's great to ramble 

especially if you've got willing co-ramblers. I suppose if you were willing to follow and 

analyse some of this conjecture there is a bit of sense in it but after the episode with the 
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urchins I'm sure no one would take this seriously, that's why I've written it down. You never 

know do you? Someone will just catch a glimmer of reasoning in the ramblings.” 

 Connie took Rosie's hand and looked at Neil and Trish.  

“I know what Maddy, Miles and Ivy think but I'd really value your opinions. You've not 

heard any of this before but I know you wouldn't dismiss it immediately, although,” she said 

looking at Neil, “I'd be disappointed if you didn't have some scepticism if not a touch of 

cynicism!” Neil looked a bit abashed, 

“That's fair Connie, I'm not known for taking things at face value.” 

“He's not really cynical, poor love,” Trish stroked back his hair, “he just doesn't put up 

with fools gladly so he can be a bit sharp, but I know he's wide open to this, it confirms a lot 

of the 'not yet consigned to the bin' ideas he hasn't yet managed to slot into a coherent 

package. I've told him before that he should write it down, it stops ideas just swirling around 

and makes them real, they can be revisited.” Trish talked about Neil as though he wasn't 

there. She sounded as though she was talking about a wayward child who was mischievous 

and often lacked common sense. It was a little teasing banter between them and Neil smiled 

at her. 

“Trish is right Connie. I ought to know that! Go on, go on! I really want to know what 

happened.” Everyone nodded enthusiastically, 

“Yeah, go on Connie we're all ears, what happened, it must have been serious?” I said. 

“Did you go to a Zen monastery for eight years or travel somewhere? The circus might have 

been plausible to the rest of the family but we thought you’d left the clue so they wouldn’t 

bother to come looking.  We were sure you went somewhere rather more expansive than a 

big tent.” 

“These were on the table.” Connie picked up an urchin fossil. “One evening that summer 

after I'd just got rid of the Trovists and their infantile protests had calmed down, I was a bit 
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shaken. I'd foolishly underestimated that my fun with them was serious shit in their abysmal 

little world. I was sat here adding a few new thoughts to my notes, brought about I might add 

by the Trovists twisting ideas to their own prejudiced ends and making me question any 

wonderful theories, degrading and ascribing them to their dull, dominating and death 

obsessed God. 

The shepherd's crowns were on the table here just like they are now. I took the other three 

which Ivy’d given me and put them in a rather neat little circle, and idly fiddling around I 

lined up one segment with another around the circle. I was intrigued how remarkably alike 

they are. It was just an idle pattern. I fancied they’d glowed very faintly but put it down to the 

evening light and Ivy mentioning a bioluminescence.. After I'd gone to bed I sensed 

something from this room and as I came back in here in the dark I noticed there really was an 

almost imperceptible glow coming from the radial ambulacra lined up in the circle of urchins. 

The ambulacra are the strips between the plates of the urchin's exoskeleton which the spines 

were attached to. That was weird, but it wasn't all. I was sure I could detect something else. It 

all became idiotically fantastic and illusory or even hallucinatory and anywhere else they'd be 

calling the men in white coats to come and take me away, but hear me out. 

As if the urchins were a sort of projector, what I can only describe as a hologram 

appeared. Rather more sophisticated than the holograms we've seen at science fairs and in 

Marvel movies, these were in colour and distinct. A small group of people appeared in the air 

above the table. They were full size, like they were there. 

One of them spoke and I swear I practically fainted, I'd already jumped out of my skin and 

back again and found myself cowering by the door but I couldn't run or leave at all, I had to 

see what was going on. My heart was racing so fast I fleetingly imagined a heart attack and 

my knickers would certainly need changing. 
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'Don't be afraid.' the voice was soft and strange and a touch tinny but clear enough. Why 

they uttered the same line that every apparition in every B movie has ever said as it appeared 

I really can't imagine but that's what one of the people said. The English was strangely 

accented but I could understand it. I honestly couldn't do an impression of it, it wasn't like 

any accent I've heard before.” Connie looked around at us to gauge our reaction. We were all 

agape and nodding for her to go on. We just knew Connie wasn't making it up even if her 

perception and her memory were playing tricks. 

“Go on Connie, go on, you must've been gobsmacked.” I said. 

“It was funny, funny peculiar and funny ha-ha, but I was petrified and other than shaking 

like a leaf I was stock still, the hologram was quiet. For quite a while it was a Mexican stand-

off. I was afraid, not of them, they were just a light show, but of losing them before I had a 

chance to find out what was going on. Then they spoke again. 

'We really don't know where to start. We've managed to track you down. We're visiting.' 

the main one said.  

'What, where from, why me, who are you?' I managed to blurt out. I could see smiles on 

the faces in the hologram. They looked human but then again, not quite as we normally see 

ourselves. I think that had more to do with how they presented themselves. We think we've 

seen pretty much everything in fashion and adornment but these apparitions didn't fit any 

simple description. They came back with the corniest most predictable and ridiculous phrase. 

I'm ashamed to repeat it. 

'We're from the future.'  

Aargh! It's got to be a joke, someone's planted this, it's a brilliant trick, magic! I heard 

myself say it, 'MAGIC'! What we don't understand devolves to magic, the supernatural, 

trickery or a deity. Of course it had to be, but who had the wherewithal to set this up? Were 
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the Trovists that sophisticated? We're they determined to scare the shit out of me, to scare me 

into silence? 

The apparitions were quiet again and they hadn't disappeared. It seemed like four beings in 

the light-show. One was more prominent. 

'I am May-Blu, this is Teo-Dica, Ana-Dras and Con-Niya, who was named after you of 

course.' 

'Whoa, I said, slow down, named after me, what?' 

'We haven't got long and I'll do my best in the short time we have on this parallel to 

explain.  About eight hundred years or so in the future from this point in time we humans 

haven't evolved greatly but we can visit points in the conscious continuum, the flow of 

experienced time.' My heart skipped. They were using my language, it had to be an illusion, a 

dream. 

'The ideas some scientists had at this time included the multiverse, the idea that there are 

infinite universes and our time line is just one of them. They were right to some degree but 

other universes only exist if they are imagined. In our time we've discovered how to locate 

events we'd like to visit from our 'human' history, on our timeline. It's impossible to travel 

back in time on the same timeline, the consequence of killing your own grandfather is the 

obvious paradox example of why it's impossible. It's not possible to change what has 

happened. To avoid this chronoclasm we coordinate an alternative universe just a quantum 

hesitation, an atom’s breadth away from this one. That way we don't interfere but were close 

enough to observe. That's how we got here, or more accurately how we are here, there was no 

actual time involved at all. The reason we're holographic is that on this parallel we've only 

been able to engineer the quantum process to cross over into the ongoing timeline moment in 

a limited way, enough to make sound waves and an EM non-physical representation of 

ourselves which will leave no trace when we disappear.' May-Blu stopped talking.  
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'What's EM. Why are you here?' I asked 'What's this got to do with me?' 

'EM is electromagnetic.' 

'Shit! Of course, Sorry.' I was still blurting and mumbling. 

'We'll be back soon, we're research scientists. Our project is to find you. Leave the stones 

as they are, it's our key and reference point. We think we'll be getting permission from the 

GASTA, the Global Agency for Space Time Administration, to take you from the timeline 

here for a brief period. It'll have no effect on the ongoing timeline to take you to our point on 

the continuum. We'll be able to explain more and you can see for yourself. We have to slip 

back to the parallel right now. But we will be back. Bye Connie...' 

I could see them waving as the image disappeared and the urchins returned to normal. 

Whatever normal is. I wasn't sure any more. I sat stunned, my head in turmoil. I relaxed from 

being as tense a piano wire and an involuntary fart ricocheted around the room and I hoped 

they hadn't heard it. What the fuck!”  Connie sat with her hands held in mock panic, eyes 

wide, laughing. We didn't know whether to giggle or not at Connie's bawd embellishment, we 

we’d stopped breathing. This was real to her but she’d launched us into a world of fantasy, 

magic, time travel and aliens. Unexpected is too mild a word. Dumbfounded might be close. 

Connie carried on as if further explanation was unnecessary. 

“I left the urchins on the table, I had no control over these events, if they were coming 

back I had no idea when. In any case I didn't have to wait long. A few moments later the 

urchins glowed again and in an instant there they were again, the same four. I can barely 

remember your name Miles let alone their names, except the one called Con-Niya, of course. 

May -Blu spoke again. 

'Hello Connie, I hope we didn't scare you too much. It was a risk we thought worth taking.' 

They gave a few moments for Connie to relax and she sensed that she was already more 

comfortable with this strange but to her, very real event. If it was an illusion she was going to 
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savour it for all it was worth. ‘Why not?’  She asked herself. ‘It's no more bizarre than my 

ideas, anyway I'm proud to be open to anything’. She was clearly trying to convince herself 

that this would be OK and it wasn't a hallucination or signs of dementia setting in. It had 

crossed her mind.  

“Mae-Blu spoke again, I'm paraphrasing but this is the gist of what she said. 

'About four centuries or so from here on our timeline your writings and notes were 

discovered, in our past, by a many centuries. After you died your notes were transcribed 

along with some further research into a coherent layman's theory and published. Physics had 

stalled and scientists opened the field to amateurs and speculators in the hope that some ideas 

worth pursuing would emerge. Along with other bizarre and cranky ideas it sat on a few 

university bookshelves and in a couple of archives for nearly four centuries until a curious 

researcher, Mar-Tyn Calver, found what he thought was a 'not very scientific' tract. Mar-Tyn 

was an Inuit post grad student at McGill in Montreal. His links to Cree folk traditions had led 

him to query creationist ideas and work on the idea of consciousness as the creator. Filed 

together with your theories were the theses and research papers referred to and completed by 

Rosalina Zelka and others which had confirmed much of the of efficacy of the ideas in your 

writing but were ultimately thwarted by what was at that time a lack of the technology 

necessary to design and carry out experiments which could ultimately prove the connections 

and the instantaneous nature of the whole universe. The discovery confirmed ideas that Mar-

Tyn Calver and others had been working on for decades and it helped him and others to direct 

their research. Before long they were developing the “New Science Discipline, the NSD”, 

designing experiments to amass evidential proof of the theories now known as the Elms-

Luard constant stasis theories. 

Many artists and scientists die before their work is recognised. The quiet enthusiasts like 

yourself are often content to have made the discoveries for themselves with no motive for 
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fame or reward. Your contribution is the biggest single influence to change fundamental 

thinking in history and we couldn't bear the idea that you would never know. 

Your book was discovered by Mar-Tyn Calver hundreds of years from now. The book 

describes the origins of the universe and more accurately the origins of sentience, of 

consciousness. Our project is, was, to find the coordinates in the life/space/time construct 

where you exist then to visit you. We would eventually show you how and where we 

discovered the key to creating our universe, how we introduced time as the factor for 

manifesting our experience. 

Ivy is an originator...not exactly the source of the universe itself but she found that she was 

and is the expression of enlightenment, the knowing that life is purely an experience and 

consciousness is the experience of time happening. She knows that the universe is being life 

and is us, naturally! Only a few throughout the created universe ever experience it as it really 

is and see life through their own consciousness. Most of us are too distracted by our survival. 

We only ever see a glimpse and we're often misguided, disillusioned, too wrapped in our own 

thoughts, our internal dialogue. Even in our most enlightened moments we rarely see the 

whole as it is. Few of us are equipped to live in pure experience, in a nothingness where all 

that exists is our own creation. It's what the Zen masters, the ascetics and transcendental 

religious zealots we're attempting to see by achieving enlightenment and nirvana through 

meditation and other attempts to free the mind of thought. Exceptional people like Ivy don't 

need to free their minds to see the timeless whole. It's as though they are the timeless whole 

and their mind is also part of it.  As hard as monks, seekers and philosophers try to see 

themselves as one with the whole they will always experience a separation from it caused by 

their survival and desire, a duality, even though the survival is essentially against themselves 

and seeking the objects of their desires reflects a need for unnecessary meaning. 
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For Ivy every moment, every task, every thought, and all the feelings she experiences day 

to day are life itself as it is and always will be. She sees the timelessness of the creation and 

she sees her experience of it as the universal experience. It is the universe experiencing her.  

Logically only our consciousness exists in time, life is timeless, has always been there and is 

our universe. Ivy never needs to do anything. Her experience is the manifestation of now. As 

she experiences, the universe is created. She's always known this. 

Ivy became aware as soon as she was old enough to recognise herself as a being. She was 

overwhelmed by the experience of being in something she already knew. Recognising the 

reflection of herself in the simple objects of life around her, in a leaf lit by the sun, her first 

statement to herself was ‘I know this', and then ‘how do I know this?’ That initial clarity of 

being ‘of’ the world around her never devolved to being ‘in’ the world or in a mode of 

survival.  

Ivy's conversations with you Connie were a perfect catalyst. You could see the sense in the 

way which Ivy connected herself to everything.  Suddenly much of what you were thinking 

and studying made sense.  

It dawned on you Connie, that we're a pinnacle, the summit of everything in the universe. 

What Ivy had said about the universe being life struck a chord. Scientists pragmatically 

understood the mechanics, the general makeup of things but still had large blank areas. 

They’d reached an impasse. Dark matter and dark energy were still unknown quantities. In 

many ways the equations just wouldn't add up. Some had averred ideas about multiverses, 

bubble universes, string and other theories which to you seemed like clutching at straws when 

the bigger picture, the inclusion of life itself as a major factor in the equations was being 

ignored. Life is for us a manifestation of the universe. The universe is a manifestation of life, 

of consciousness. Even the smallest life forms are intricately more complex than the 'stuff' of 

the rest of space and time as we know it. Incredible forces are at work. Ultimately the nuclear 
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reactions, the work of gravity in bringing stuff together and stabilising it into gigantic 

structures, galaxies, stars and planets are big, but simple. The chemical and nuclear bonds and 

fissions, seemingly random collisions and explosions are unimaginably powerful but crude 

and simple compared to the intricate delicacy of a simple single celled life form. And, what 

actually is 'life' in such a small delicate structure, how did it get there? We know the 

properties, for instance, replication, reproduction, development and evolution but where did 

consciousness come from. The simple answer is survival. Consciousness is a development 

through evolution to successful survival. Even so life and consciousness are pointless. There 

is no purpose. 

This is where you and others started to make connections but as you weren't constricted or 

restrained as were the scientists by maths and the efficacy of experiment, you were left free to 

speculate as to the true nature of a unified theory. You were sure that ultimately science could 

take the unprecedented step of installing a new set of premises for researching physics from 

the viewpoint of life as the driver.  

There is a unifying theory. The common factor in all of it is life and consciousness. 

We set ourselves the project to find coordinates at the point where you reached your 

revolutionary conclusions. Not just to come and let you know but to show you the science 

which followed, and, to bring you, if you'd like to come. We can bring you to our point in 

time, to see how the world changed.  

We can only go back and visit our past. Our future is yet to be imagined but we can take 

you to our point on this timeline. It's never been done over this time span before but part of 

our work has been to discover how to use our consciousness navigation methods to make 

third party jumps. To carry the consciousness and construct of a passenger, it’s like a piggy 

back. That’s what we called it, piggybacking, or Pig-Back, our commercial name for the 

process. We’re starting a company carrying significant people from our past to meet the 
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future of their imaginations, to clarify their histories and to inspire our scientists and young 

intellects to emulate them. Since you and Ivy are the most important people in our history, 

you'll be the first. Our local experiments have been successful and we're sure it will work 

over any span on a timeline.' 

'Ivy?' I said, 'Ivy? My sister?' 

May-Blu continued, 

'Yes, I didn't want to say too much right now but Ivy is much more significant than even 

she is aware of, although she is naturally modest and humble. Up till now we've been able to 

jump to any coordinate through the whole complex of timeless superposition, a state that 

some scientists in the past have called the fifth dimension. That name came from a time when 

scientists kept adding dimensions to their calculations as the only way of explaining the 

anomalies they were encountering in their attempts to find a unifying theory. The fifth 

dimension is what we now know as the Elms-Luard constant, the timeless whole of the 

universe, the consciousness equilibrium. But you know all this already Connie, would you 

like to see how you indirectly helped to shape the world?” 
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Chapter Nine 

Prepare the ground. 

 

The visitors faded away and again saying they would be back soon. The urchins settled 

back into being just shepherd's crowns, the faint glow gone. In a way Connie could see why 

the urchins might be a medium for identifying a coordinate. She'd been toying with the idea 

that every atom and molecule and everything constructed from them have the information 

about what and where they are. The fossils have a stable store of that information from over 

three hundred million years and they've been in the same place on the planet for almost as 

long. This is not memory. More a stored potential, a construct or perhaps more like a formula 

for a construct. Consciousness and information go together. Connie said she visualised it like 

a solid state computer drive, a pile of ones and noughts like a pile of sand but encoded to 

produce a simulacrum of a memory on command or manifest an image, a text or a voice 

when coded to organise into something coherent. It's always just ones and noughts or more 

simply negative and positive, something or nothing, the potential for something. It's no 

coincidence that voltage, is called the potential. The dam of calm still water before the deluge 

of amps as the dam bursts, when the switch is thrown. A memory never manifests in anything 

other than a mental image. Information is a physical structure stored in its original molecules, 

atoms, quarks and quantum potential. Somewhere between the electromagnetic charges 

which bind it all together is the formula, the code, the key. 

Connie woke early, barely able to sleep. She never imagined that she would ever feel like 

a six year old on Christmas Eve again. As she finished a breakfast of rollmops, toast and eggs 

and her one big coffee of the day clarified her vision, her eyes were wide and expectant. The 

urchins glowed ever so faintly and the visitors reappeared. They too were visibly beside 

themselves with excitement. They explained they would be using a translator. Their first 
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visits had been carefully worded and translated and Mae-Blu had learnt the script by heart. 

From now on they would speak in their own dialect and a translator would help Connie to 

understand them and allow the researchers to understand Connie. They wanted to make sure 

everything they were planning met with Connie's approval.  

May-Blu began to explain how it was going to work as she quietened the others. They held 

Connie in the highest esteem and sought her approval at every turn. It didn't help that Connie 

was full of questions. They took their time and answered all of them. 

What did they call themselves? We're they English? Was Earth still the Earth? Do they use 

computers? Of course they do. How do they work? Is there hardware involved in the jump? 

What is the technology? Would it hurt? 

From their answers Connie ascertained a lot had happened in eight hundred years. The 

population had been decimated several times, disease, ecological disaster and wars. A 

minority of the population had never, and according to the visitors some still haven't, learnt to 

overcome their fears and gullibility. The instinctive survival conditioning which enabled 

organisms to endure during the long evolution towards sentience was, in some, stronger than 

ever, reinforced by even more paranoid clerics, right wing politicians and fundamentalists.  

The upsurge in populism and a return to nationalism during the twenty first century 

developed into pockets of Nazism, despotic regimes, wars and skirmishes across the planet. 

There had been a trend towards unity and cooperation, nations were coming together for trade 

and to offer security in alliances but populism changed that.  

Suddenly independence became the noble attribute. Independence was no longer called by 

its real name, nationalism, which had become a dirty word under the fascist ideologies of the 

twentieth century. Borders were hardened and even counties which were close neighbours 

developed racism and hostility towards each other. A regression to tribalism aided by 

pandemics, restricted travel and diminished cultural exchange. All the while the tyrants who 
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had engineered the crumbling of global cooperation and detente were profiting greatly as 

their divide and rule policies allowed for massive spending on arms and security in fabricated 

cold wars with other nations. The drive for “independence” sunk to desperate levels when 

neighbouring counties, states and oblasts, even towns and cities sued for independence and 

erected borders, fences, walls and no mans' lands. Famine, diseases and extreme weather 

events took their toll. Political anarchy reigned for centuries at a time. 

People were sublimely unaware of the propaganda they were being fed by media in thrall 

to power and profit. Eventually they realised they were being manipulated and coerced by 

power hungry despots, whether they were communist dictatorships or capitalist hierarchies,  

whose advisers knew exactly which buttons to push to maintain the anarchic status quo in 

populations repressed by poverty and inequality. The world was in the grip of political 

psychopaths and religious regression manufactured to keep populations in fear and ignorance.  

A more altruistic society emerged out of the rubble of failed economies and serious 

shortages of basic resources. Food, water and energy were the key issues, brought about 

mostly by the overheating of the climate in the late twenty first and early twenty second 

centuries. The compounding of heat absorption when the poles melted caused sea levels to 

rise rapidly. Vast tracts of land were lost to the sea which brought about a decline in 

agricultural output forcing entire populations to migrate. Cities and smaller states became 

overwhelmed with refugees and outbreaks of virulent diseases. Starvation and anarchy 

followed by territorial wars gradually reduced the population to about ten percent of its peak 

of fifteen billion. By the beginning of the twenty third century around one and a half billion 

remained.  

In the latter half of the twenty third century a tentative global government was formed. 

Initially it was a loosely held together alliance of international and non-government 

organisations dedicated to policing and maintaining a global rule of law. As more and more 
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individual governments found that they could not prosper without the security of cooperation 

with other governments, they slowly sought a place at the table and reunification emerged. 

Balances with nature had reached critical levels with wildlife struggling to maintain its 

role in the environment as many species disappeared. Essential processes like pollination, the 

recycling of decaying organics, the fertilisation of agricultural land and the sheer balance 

between predator and prey had tipped over into being all but irrecoverable. That's the next 

three hundred odd years from this point on the timeline. The following five hundred saw a 

slow and erratic recovery. 

Alliances changed, the global government became democratically stronger as dictatorships 

and isolationist systems gave in to economic pressures. The only real marketplace was in the 

global community. Leaders came and went, some altruistically driving change for the better, 

reintroducing wildlife, replanting forests, improving renewable energy while others, 

dictatorial pseudo democrats, were either incompetent or downright criminal.  On average 

things slowly returned to a tentative ecological and economic balance. People didn't evolve 

much during this amount of time. Ultimately they became fitter and slimmer.  

We haven't really changed much in the last ten thousand years, but the visitors made a 

point about how language had developed. Over so many generations, about thirty or more, 

language changed dramatically. English is still English and with such an abundance of 

established reference, the bulk of the lexicon has stayed much the same but everyday speech 

changes rapidly with masses of disparate influences. Social media, a phenomena which 

becomes more intense and eventually attracts restrictions by the global government has a 

profound impact on written English. Abbreviations and acronyms of everyday speech into 

text spill over into street language and eventually into common usage. Many of the new 

spellings and pronunciations found their way into dictionaries of which there are many, a few 

more or less reputable but the majority, in online formats, are less rigorous.  
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English of the twenty eighth century is about as far removed from our version of the 

language as our version is from the English of the middle ages. It's still English and when you 

see it translated you can see the word origins and recognise sounds if not spellings. Hence the 

translators, although when they spoke Connie could for the most part understand the gist of 

what they were saying, even if only by inference and conjecture. 

Mae-Blu brought a translator, a bit like a small mobile phone, with what they called a cee-

twenni-wun-innerface with a tiny earpiece they called an earie. From then on the shortened, 

clipped and portmanteau words Connie had heard in their previous encounters were explained 

and translated. The most common of them was a word sounding like ump-bada, and their 

frequent use of bada, bada! Others were, en-kish and dun-kist, veen and doutch. It was the 

simple words which had evolved with influences from technology and other languages as 

alliances came and went through history. The more complex words either stayed much the 

same with a heavy accent, but still understandable, or they were neologisms which just 

needed a touch of explanation. 

Ump-bada meant 'good to go' and bada simply 'great' or 'good' a bit like OK. En-kish 

meant 'closed' and dun-kist 'open', veen, 'come and doutch, 'go'. Pronouns had evolved to be 

gender free. He and she were now 'han' and him and her were now 'sem'.  Their accent was a 

mixture of a type of early classic BBC pronunciation, a sort of street jargon and regional 

Jamaican patois with a heavy Antipodean influence. Connie could follow some of what they 

said. She thought that in fact they spoke well and clearly and, like most English speakers, she 

was able to follow English however it's spoken. English speakers can recognise words in the 

most distorted and outlandish accents because everyone in the world learns and speaks 

English whereas a Hungarian can only understand Hungarian spoken by a Hungarian, 

because they rarely if ever hear their language spoken by foreign tongues.  
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Connie seemed to delight in hearing this new music in the language. She didn't find it 

unpleasant as it lilted in the way Scandinavian, Geordie and Scots lilts.  

The earie was an almost invisible snugly fitting device. How it got here, beyond the 

holographic manifestation was a bit of technology which baffled Connie. They explained that 

small items could be rendered solid with a restructuring algorithm in the hologram. It 

somehow took elements from surroundings close to the hologram and fabricated them. This 

only worked with small items which would extract minimal excess quantities of molecules 

from nearby objects. For the earie it shaved minute amounts of plastics, silica and gold for 

instance from the current technology in Connie's rooms, the television, and computers for 

instance. Larger objects could be made theoretically but they were very unstable and the 

requirements of materials made it almost impossible. The earie quietly translated while she 

could still hear them speaking, it was instantaneous. 

“We want to make sure you're really happy doing this”, May-Blu told her, 

“I am. I'm astounded, scared, still in disbelief but I've got nothing better to do. How long 

will it take? What have I got to lose?”  

The ground was dormant ready for the spring's early crop and apart from a bit of tidying, 

servicing the rotavator and repairing the wall of the low shed which was caught in the 

Trovists arson attempt, she was ready. Connie had been settling down for a winter of reading, 

walking, visiting us and meeting Ivy at the shore, watching television and listening to the 

radio. She had collected her notes into a dossier and was about to review and edit out the 

more speculative post-its and scraps of paper. 

“We're not sure how the timelines should match. The hologram you see here is another 

parallel timeline, another 'universe'. Our intention is to convey you for a few days or possibly 

up to a couple of weeks but the final entwining of the complex granulation to put you back 

here is not going to be exact. Time is relative and requires some big maths with 
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astrodynamics to coordinate speeds of objects, their orbits and rotations with their exact time 

codes.” May-Blu shrugged and looked at the others who nodded their agreement with her 

explanation. We owe much to the work of someone you know, Patricia Holmes who initiated 

the studies of astro-coordination. She began by using her knowledge of fluid dynamics to 

calculate precise coordinates in an ever fluctuating space. She realised that it's ultimately not 

random, all you needed to know was the node point and strength of gravity at any particular 

time and location. Teo-Dica is our expert on this and he says that a secure disparity could be 

as much as some few years but times for reintegration have been shorter. Our repositioning 

entries are getting better all the time. It's purely processing power and speed which hampers 

us from being able to eventuate more accurately over this period of time. It will get better. 

“All we need to be sure of is that you return after the point in time that you leave. That 

way you don't interfere with your own timeline.” 

“Oh it doesn't really matter. This place is already old and settled and for a year or two it 

isn't going to change much apart from getting weedy. I'll just make sure I switch the gas off.” 

Connie smiled as she saw the quizzical looks. 

“You're still using gas of course! This was the time when using fossil fuels finally died 

out.” May-Blu gave a knowing grin. The others in the hologram all 'ahh'-ed in 

comprehension.  

“Sorry to confuse you, I don't use gas, it's just a jokey old expression. I do my best to use 

renewable energy. I'm ready to go when you're ready. Do I need anything? A passport?” She 

saw the quizzical look again. “It's an old identity paper, a small book which allows you to 

travel between different countries but I'll bet they disappeared yonks ago when people were 

implanted with a chip at birth, am I right?” May-Blu looked at the others, They conferred for 

a bit and she said, 
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“That did happen for a while but it was considered barbaric and an invasion of human 

rights. The technology soon became available to have a DNA identity token and validation 

chip-card which electronically records all the required information needed for travel and 

acquisition of all sorts. It works well for keeping a record of immunisation for instance so 

that plague-like diseases aren't carried around on cordes and transports.” 

“Cordes? What are they? I didn't hear a translation.” Connie asked. 

“Cordes, yes, They've been around a long time and haven't really changed for centuries.” 

Mae-Blu turned back to the others for another consultation. Ana-Dras spoke for the first time. 

“Hello Connie”, he sounded nervous. “For some of my research at the Camerastar I looked 

at transport and the word Corde comes from a brilliant but short lived attempt to travel great 

distances supersonically in as little time as possible. The vehicle was called Concorde and it’s 

revered in our time in the same way that Leonardo, Newton and Einstein and Ivy are revered. 

Our transport has developed into almost instantaneous travel between points on the Earth, the 

Moon and Mars and the pods we travel in are affectionately called Cordes.” 

“Well I never did! It wasn't such a futile exercise after all, hmmm,” Connie hummed a 

smile. “A few of my family are going to wonder why I'm not here. I'll leave a note.” May-Blu 

put up a hand to stop her. 

“Don't do that please. If they start looking, investigating, it disturbs the status quo of the 

timeline, not much, but enough to start ripples that could prevent your return. If you return 

after you left, people will believe your explanation.” 

“I'll have to tell the truth, especially to my own family, Miles and Maddy aren't stupid, 

they'll know something is up. If I tell them I'm leaving to join a circus for a while it will be a 

signal to them I don’t want to be disturbed and they'll assume I'll be back. The less astute 

members of the family will probably believe it.” Connie picked up the recruitment ad at 

random from the leaflets and papers strewn across the table. “I'll just leave this lying around.” 
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“Miles?” May-Blu glanced at the others who nodded back. “Is that Miles Anderson, the 

Miles Anderson?” she said like she was just about to win a prize. 

“That's my grandson. Maddy, his mum is my daughter and Stan was Miles' father.” 

“No, I mean yes, it's, oh my gosh.” Mae-Blu was clearly flustered. 

“Miles Anderson was the science writer, author and researcher who transcribed your ideas 

from your notes and wrote a treatise on your work and a biography with his collaborator 

Rosalina Zelka who also wrote several meta-analysis papers. With their friend Trish Holmes, 

they developed the basis for calculating the fluid dynamics and gravitational influences 

necessary to make successful coordinations for jumps and surveillances in the timeline. If it 

weren't for that book and their work no-one would have ever known about you and the 

conclusions which eventually found credence in the research leading to the Elms–Luard 

constant.” Connie grinned again. 

“Of course it will be Miles, or was, according to your perspective! Who else?”  

As they left they asked Connie how long she would like to prepare. She thought couple of 

days would be enough, just to make sure the 'gas was off'.  

After checking the locks on everything and the general invisibility of the chalet from the 

road she set up a couple of automatic solar powered lights to come on at random times after 

dusk in case kids wandered onto the ground playing around at night. She then left the circus 

recruitment ad perfectly placed to be obvious but seemingly carelessly discarded. If she 

would be back in a few weeks, or even a year, that would do. 

We were all stunned. This is what happened? Even Neil could find no words. Ivy, brought 

us back to the room, true to form she casually asked 

“Why'd it take yer the best nearly eight years then? Ya lazy ol' bugger” giggling to herself. 

“Cheeky old sod, I'll be coming to that!” It broke the spell and everyone started talking at 

once. How? Why? Will they come again? Why haven't we seen them before? 
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We’d heard enough now to accept that Connie was narrating real events. 

Rosy and I looked at each other with caught breath.  If Connie's account was true we 

would be together working on this for a long time to come. 

“I wanna go!” Neil was almost beside himself, with Trish laughing her head off in a 

nervous release of glee erupting as she realised so many questions, ideas and dreams were all 

being answered at once. It just had to be true. Why would Connie make it all up? Was she 

hiding something more sinister with her fantastical story?  

Ivy sat giggling with Connie as they hugged.  

“Actually they come an seen me a little while back. 'Fore you went. When I 'ad them 

urchins. I didn't wanna go. Still don't really, but now you've done it, I dunno, we'll see. I told 

'em you was the best person to talk to. They told me to give you them stones.” Ivy leant 

forward and stroked one of the urchin fossils. “I guessed if you wanted any bugger t' know 

where you'd gone you'da told 'em.” 

Ivy had us dumbfounded again. She was substantiating Connie’s account. The wheels had 

left the runway. Where were we going? It was like being pushed into our seats on take-off, 

exhilarating with a whole journey ahead of us. Ivy wasn’t saying any more, not yet. 

Mum leant forward with her arms across her knees and reached for an urchin too.  

“So what is it with these Connie?” 

“Mmm, yes. I couldn't get what they were saying completely. I sensed it was something to 

do with an alignment, it all seemed a bit covert. Before they made a full entrance they'd been 

coming closer and gently manipulating my curiosity. I could only see it when it was almost 

dark but the fossils begged to be aligned in a particular fashion. It was evident in the end that 

the configuration would be a circle or more accurately a pentagram with the radial stars 

aligned. When I put them like that they did glow very slightly. I wasn’t mistaken, I could 

only just see it. I thought it was curious.”  
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“Well I only 'ad three of 'em and it worked OK then, but it wasn't what I'd call a 'good' 

picture, a bit snowy like a ol' TV, you know?” Ivy picked one up and put it back again. 

“That's how they got you to use them Connie.” 

“I appreciate that but what is it about these urchins that they utilise in some way?” Mum 

was weighing one of the Urchins in her hand. 

“I don't know Maddy, It's something to do with sea urchins and their fossils' phenomenal 

age, they've been around for four hundred and fifty million years! They’re a natural beacon, 

an ancient location device that they're able to exploit.” 

“Jeez, do you lot realise how late it is? We've been here since dinner. It's been hours and it 

feels like a few minutes.” I pointed at the old NewYork clock over the oak mantle.  

“You must be whacked Connie, shall we carry on tomorrow? Can you come over 

tomorrow Neil, Trish, what about you Ivy?” There was the expectant murmur of assent from 

everyone and a few yawns. It was late. 

We stepped outside into a clear night, the stars were bright, a couple of meteors from the 

Lyrids shower streaked across accompanied by an ‘oooh’ from all of us. Satellites drew 

smooth arcs from one horizon to the other, Sirius in Canis Major, Orion and Aldebaran 

dominated the southern sky. Connie hauled out her telescope and for a few minutes we 

looked at Jupiter's four main moons and Saturn's rings. 

“I’m sorry I can’t go on any more tonight,” Connie said, “When you come back tomorrow 

you may change the way you look at the sky.” She said. “What about ten-ish?” 

“OK Connie, we can’t wait. See you then and we'll bring lunch again.” Ivy was already 

pedalling back down the driveway, her LED lights brighter than car headlights and Neil and 

Trish were hugging Connie. 

“We can't wait Connie, we'll be here. Thanks Connie, I haven't seen him this excited for 

ages,” Trish kissed Connie on the cheek.  
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Rosy gave Connie a big hug, I've never seen her so affectionate to anyone, and we 

squeezed into the little 'Kei' car and crunched our way out of the driveway and home. 

“Well we know she went don't we. It's the 'how' now, isn't it? It's almost too much to take 

in. I'll write her notes up? Yeah, I can see me doing that, and you seem to have your life's 

research ahead of you Rosy, eh?” I looked at Rosy as Mum nodded eagerly. 

“Do you mind knowing how your life's going to go?” Mum asked. 

“I'm not sure about that. Right now I'd very happy that if this all turns out to be true we're 

going to be together and at least do that. It could be nice not having to wonder if our research 

has some value. At least it seems to have generated some interest.” I said as Rosy sighed a 

little gentle 'hmmm'. 

“This is all hard to take in” she said, “Connie could be pulling an elaborate con. You told 

me she's done some wild pranks in her life. It is only what she's told us so far. There's no 

evidence for any of it other than she wasn't here for seven years. I know it fits neatly with her 

philosophy, but then it would if you made it all up. I does seem too good. You said she had 

friends in Oz? Old school mates who'd emigrated way back. She could easily have gone over 

there on a long jaunt. Or,” she said with a cheeky smile, “she might have joined a circus and 

that's going to be the punchline.”  

“No, I don't think so. She wouldn't have taken the joke this far if that's what it's been. My 

guess is we're in for a real surprise, knowing Connie, anything's possible. Connie’s taking a 

lot of time making sure we understand the background to her thinking and how it relates to 

her disappearance. The visitors, time-space transportation and a distant future adds a 

dimension which is almost impossible to grasp, but Connie's careful underpinning and 

descriptions make it seem plausible if not logically improbable. If she'd told us straight off 

the bat that she'd gone away to the future we'd never have believed it.” 
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Chapter Ten 

The First Jump. 

 

We arrived the next morning with piles of ready-made salad, fishcakes, rollmops, mussels, 

crab, some excellent smoked trout and a small assortment of dressings. Enough for everyone. 

Neil and Trish bought a large quiche and a pile of Danish. Connie had some early 

strawberries. She'd sent the largest off to market with Ted and these were the small but ripe 

rejects, and they are the best. 'The smaller the sweeter!' refers to people as well as 

strawberries in our village. 

After the food we'd all brought for lunch had been put in the fridge for later our chatter 

became more animated as Connie's coffee took hold. She made coffee which Italians would 

caution. While Neil laid out the danish on a tray and ground the beans Connie set her Dualit 

espresso maker to work churning out two at a time until we were all hugging a great mug of a 

new blend she'd just bought from Spiller and Tait. 

“Well, what do you think?” Connie asked.  

“Do you mean the coffee or the story so far?” Neil held up his mug, “The coffee's great, 

best I've had in ages,. The story so far? Even better than the coffee Connie, but it's not a story 

it's an account, an account of what happened and it's fantastic so far,” and he stood up arms 

wide looking at the ceiling. Neil needed no convincing. 

“As I said last night, I wanna go!” 

“Come on then Neil, sit down now, leave the washing up, I want to get through the last bit 

now. I've got a bit of a little surprise for you later.” 

“What's that Connie?” I asked, 

“It wouldn't be a surprise Miles, now would it, if I told you? Just zip it and listen.” 

I'd rarely heard Connie being insistent. She was definitely leading up to something. 
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“Right, OK. Well, aah, now how can I explain this? I've been dreading this bit because 

even now I can't quite put the whole sequence, the process, the 'jump' into words. They 

appeared again, all four of them as very realistic looking holograms sort of hanging above the 

urchins which glowed faintly but steadily.  

'Are you ready for this Connie?' May-Blu looked concerned and didn't inspire a lot of 

confidence in me. 'It's going to be disorienting but the jump is instantaneous, you know like 

spooky action at a distance, time and distance, same thing. What's actually happening is that 

we've managed to devise a method of engineering a quantum collapse between two time lines 

and then between two places, both existing in the real universe as consciousness fluctuations 

within the equilibrium, the timeless state.'  

I only really half understood this but somewhere in my mind it made sense. 

'We've been able to travel to time points on parallel timelines, CPMs, close proximity 

multiverses, in a CPM which is very close to this one. It's where we are right now. This 

projection of us is a little trick we learned to be able to manifest as a type of hologram across 

the membrane.  We are in a multiverse dimension, however there aren't billions upon billions 

of them accounting for alternatives to every instant since timelines began, they only exist 

when necessary to preserve a way of progress for particular beings. Our collective 

consciousness is what drives our universe, and it's almost always just one 'verse' or version. 

There are sometimes temporary bilateral and even multilateral dimensions to avoid paradox 

chronoclasm. These 'verses' usually re-converge when the collective quantum collapse re-

achieves compatibility. An enforced reversal of entropy. Entropy is a physical fact played out 

in an omnidirectional progression of time. It can be engineered at the quantum level. Put 

simply; if you travel back in time you may alter your own future, and possibly many futures. 

You could kill your own father and never exist to kill your father in the first place. The 

multiverse or parallel 'verse' avoids this paradox until you're back in your own time and the 
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paradox chronoclasm no longer has a relevant effect. We, I mean our scientists and 

researchers, have now found ways to cross between the membranes between 'verses' using 

temporary quantum collapses to suspend specific stretches in a timeline.' May-Blu paused, 

apparently to let this little flurry of information sink in. 

'I've been wondering how you avoid paradox chronoclasm.' I said, “I always imagined that 

if the universe is indeed timeless and is life, as we are and everything else is too that 

chronoclasm would be manageable. It's only a problem when the universe is a process of time 

and entropy, of matter and antimatter, of life and death shackled by duality, by life 

understood as separate from the universe. When it's all one and time is merely the experience 

of a creation of itself, how it’s created and experienced is dictated by life, by the universe 

itself. It can't paradox itself, we are our own paradox, aren't we?'  I said, confidently 

pretending I had a handle on it. As it happens, I wasn't far off. 

'This has taken literally centuries to figure out. Understanding how conscious experience 

creates our ongoing timeline, how it kickstarted the whole process, discovering how our life 

is universal life was a real teaser. Coercing our individual consciousness to get outside our 

survival box and link to what we now call the universal mind has driven scientists and 

philosophers mad for centuries. What you're about to do is a leap across the chaotic block of 

possibilities, coordinates that are available if you know how to access them. We've made 

intelligent machine replicas of our brains to simulate a consciousness and modelled how it 

works in a timeless equilibrium, creating and then finding the coordinates. Almost as simple 

as finding a lat-long point on the globe, well, maybe a bit more complicated that. The 

wonderful thing is that outside our progress along our timeline, moving to any coordinate is 

instant, as if it's right next to us, and in many ways it is. The inception of our timeline or 'the 

big bang' as it used to be called is here now in quantum terms, it's just the progress to our 

intelligent creative state of being which perceives it as thirteen billion years away. So are you 
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ready to give it a go?  You may not be back here for a while to allow an offset for the chance 

possibility of chronoclasm, and from now on you'll know this as a missing part of your life, 

it'll be incorporated into your ongoing experiential state.' 

'How long?'  

'I don't know exactly.' 

Teo-Dica, a shy seeming fresh faced kid came forward in the hologram and said in a low 

booming voice which certainly didn't fit his, or maybe her, face, 

'I calculated it might take up to a ten year approximation for a fully safe reintegrate. But 

we're working on it and it gets shorter every time we make any sort of PigBack jump. That 

was a while ago so I'm not sure how long it would shave from our present time now.' 

'That's a long time! But, I've thought a lot about it since I last saw you - it was fine then 

and it's fine now.' I said. 

Connie looked around at us, 

“I knew I wouldn't lose you, you'd always be here for me.” 

Connie said it was just like an anaesthetic, one moment you're conscious and the next, 

you're not, and in an instant the four young souls, looking fragile and positively adolescent 

were stood in front of Connie.  She was being held gently by strong arms as she recovered 

from a swirling weightless sensation, the instant had turned out to be less than a second in her 

terms. It was like hitting an air pocket in a plane or the changes in g-force she felt careering 

through a steep chicane on the edges of the tyres on her Speed Twin. 

“OK Connie?” 

May-Blu was a slender delicate elfin looking person who Connie assumed was female, 

and the others similar. They were all equally androgynous. Their voices defined their gender 

more than their looks. They stood in front of an array of containers, some tube like and others 

rectangular. There were thousands of geometric shapes some very large, the size of small 
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houses and others ranging from the size of beer kegs, bottles and spice jars, right down to 

minute vials, full and swirling with nebulous gases or plasma. Connie turned to see two more 

similar people holding her arms. She managed a smile through her bewilderment. 

“I'm fine, I think.” They brought a chair for her to sit on.  

“There's no hurry Connie.” May-Blu walked towards her and held out a hand. 

As Connie went to take it May-Blu stroked the inside of her arm from the elbow to the 

wrist before gently sliding her fingers and palm across Connie's. She felt the warmth from 

May-Blu's hand and relaxed. It seemed more than a handshake, as if the gesture had the 

power to calm the recipient. The others, all six of them did the same. They were glowing with 

anticipation.  

“This is Lyn-Bic our research director at Camerastar and Stiv-Bic her husband and 

assistant. 

“Camerastar?” I asked, “I’ve heard that word before.” 

“Oh sorry Connie we shouldn't use acronyms without explanation, Camerastar is the 

Cambridge Research and Ethereal Space Time Agency, a bit of a mouthful, the Ethereal bit 

was thrown in as a joke. It's a remote annex to the University where we all work or study, the 

Cambridge science departments long ago outgrew the space available and ancient redundant 

refineries and power stations like this site were ideal for facilities like this. But first, we're 

aware that almost everything has changed and we decided a quick tour will help you orient 

yourself, you'll recognise where we are soon. We're not too far from your old home. 

In the middle of the twenty first century this old refinery was abandoned and was slowly 

dismantled and what was left disintegrated. The ruins formed the foundation of our labs. It 

was thought that the labs could be close to where you and Ivy lived. Your house was just 

across the estuary where you can see all those wind-gens. The tidal races between the island 

and here have been used for power generation for centuries. This is one of the country's major 
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centres of power production and carbon balance. With binoculars you can see that the high 

ground on the island is covered in wind-gens too. When the towns ran down into disuse 

during the flood periods of twenty two twenty and twenty three ninety, the ports were sited at 

the far end of the estuary and constructed around the old tay-ner docks, the coast plains and 

the high land on the island were ideal for wind-gens. The rest of the estuary and straits are 

sun harbour recreation bays. The sea level here is now more or less how it was during your 

niche on the timeline. After we've had a look at where your house was located we'll be going 

to Ventecaster the Citi-main in the south region.” 

They left the facility into a bright day. The weather was warm, the sky was blue, trees and 

grass were green and the water was clear. Lean looking hydrofoil craft were speeding about 

the strait among ferries and craft of fantastically slick designs. There were replica craft from 

the periods before the great catastrophes, the collapses which May-Blu had hinted at when 

they first arrived at Connie's house. There were racing yachts, three masted ocean going tall 

ships and among them small pleasure craft. Towering over all the other vessels were massive 

sailing freighters, wind powered with wind-gens and batteries for calmer weather and the 

doldrums. Everything was either electric powered or wind powered. High speed vehicles, 

particularly aircraft which needed vast reserves of energy to obtain sufficient thrust from the 

electric turbines were nuclear powered.   

The vehicle they climbed into was like a sleek pod, big enough for about a dozen people. 

The seating was broad and comfortable. There were no driving controls. Stiv-Bic spoke to 

May-Blu as he turned towards a small console with a small screen, 

“The Connie and Ivy Museum first and then to Ventecaster?” 

“Go via Ivy's house in Bish-wick just off Pos-brok.” Stiv-Bic went back to the screen and 

almost immediately the vehicle spoke,  
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“Please confirm your route and destination, then touch pad 'b' to depart.” The vehicle 

spoke with an accent which could have come from the home counties in Connie's time. It 

seemed that what the visitors were speaking was a sort of street patois which was normal for 

them in their everyday lives, but official and control voices were still clear cut English which 

had changed very little. May-Blu later explained that everyone could understand standard 

English but not necessarily each others' pronunciation and articulation so pan-global 

communication was standard English, or a simplified version of it albeit with quite a few 

quirks. Connie was fascinated. Confirm sounded like caunfeerm, touch like toosh and 'b' like 

bay. She found it quite amusing and peculiar, and smiled all the while an official, broadcast 

or automated voice could be heard. 

As they left the Camerastar facility several hundred people dressed in vividly coloured 

clothes were protesting outside the gate. The vehicle automatically sounded a stream of 

warning alarms as some of them attempted to stop or hinder its progress but the vehicle 

continued without slowing down and Connie flinched as the protesters came very close to 

being hit.  

“The alarms are registered at the place and time and there’s a continual visi-cord.  If 

anyone is stupid enough to get hit they can't claim it was accidental and can't claim 

compensation. That's why they make sure they shift out of the way, and as you see, often just 

in time.” Ana-Dras, the more reticent of the four visitors had noticed Connie's disquiet and 

spoke gently to her to allay her fears. 

“We're used to this Connie” he said. 

Lyn-Bic turned speak to her. “The Trovs, an archaic group of fanatical pseudo 

Christian/Muslim fundamentalist zealots have been doing this for centuries. They protest 

against any science believing that it's sinful and going against God's will to research into 

anything other than the ancient Bible stories and sacred texts which they claim to be true 
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They mostly just cause mischief but I think there are ulterior motives. They stir up all sorts 

of populist conspiracy theories, they want the whole world to come under their restrictive 

laws and to put an end to freedom of speech, travel, broadcasting and entertainment and they 

want to control the internets with draconian laws. They're just another pathetic global 

domination group, and there are always plenty of those, but because they hide under a cloak 

of legitimate religion they get away with it and proliferate. They masquerade as an altruistic 

Engee-oe offering salvation from the irreligious scientists, intellectuals and artists. They even 

burn books on science and philosophy. We have to keep an eye on them and they're kept 

under surveillance and control. They're what were once termed terrorists, now we call them 

subversives or seditionists if they're violent or troublemakers.” 

“Bloody hell! They're the same bunch who harassed me aren't they? They’re still here?” 

Connie asked herself under her breath. She knew no-one would know what she was talking 

about. She allowed herself another wry smile.  

Within a few seconds they were travelling through a countryside at once familiar and 

distinctly unfamiliar to Connie. Ruins of some tall buildings were left standing like 

monuments, and major roadways crumbling and overtaken by verdure. Many strange organic 

looking structures on substantial stilts lined the coastal paths and low clifftops. Structures like 

small islands which looked like the beached wrecks of rafts or large platforms littered the 

shoreline. 

“They're left over from the floods, you'll see a lot near the coasts. Most coastal towns 

disappeared along with whole populations during the worst periods of warming. The 

pandemics and civil wars which followed reduced the global population even more 

dramatically.” Ana-Dras whispered.  
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He was watching Connie, fascinated by where she was looking and wondering how she 

perceived what she was seeing. He seemed very keen to keep her apprised. Connie was 

grateful and began to ask him, “What is that? What happened here?”  

The docklands were still there although not as they are in Connie's time. The cranes and 

machinery for moving cargoes looked a lot more high tech.  

Minor roadways were still apparent but more like oversized footpaths.  

Vehicles had no wheels, even loaders with several trailers transporting containers hovered 

above the surface. There were barely any bridges across the rivers and chalk streams. Connie 

could only see what appeared to be footbridges. The container trains hovered across the water 

too. Trains had become lorries and lorries had become trains. 

Behind the erstwhile docklands the town was interspersed with occasional ruins, some of 

which were being demolished and others, lower structures, being restored. It was very strange 

to see what would be modern buildings to Connie reclaimed by nature and looking like 

medieval castles covered and surrounded by vegetation, trees growing through walls and 

roofs. Large areas had been repurposed as parkland.   

All along the coast there were occasional floating communities of residential boats, 

floating markets and marinas with solar, electric and wind powered craft plying between 

them. Behind them on the low crumbling cliffs were the remnants of attempts at stilted 

housing estates with some elevations still housing poorer, braver souls.  

Alongside the residential buildings in the purlieu of the coast were utilitarian structures, 

wind farms and substations with occasional organic looking coastguard observation towers, 

police stations, harbour buildings and sea defences.  

“There's so much green, where are the roads? Everywhere seems to be parkland, 

meadows.” Connie was fascinated. The clean air and lush growth everywhere surprised her. 
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“We're on a mag-lev pod Connie,” Ana-Dras could see Connie's inquisitive expressions. 

“We're going quite slowly so that you have a chance to see your area and how it's changed. 

Some parts for the better and some, probably, not so good.” Connie nodded back towards him 

as he quietly but excitedly explained the mag-lev system for transport.  

The roads had become grassed mag-lev tracks. Pathways and pavements were for walking 

and cycling. Greenery had taken over. As transport changed so nature had very quickly 

returned and encroached. The mag-lev pod was raised above the track and only settled when 

it stopped. Much of the mag-lev track was beneath meadow-like pathways with flowers, 

grasses and even wildlife.  On the faster inter-citi routes the meadow was trimmed much 

closer to the ground, but only because the high speed trams and cargo trains tended to cut the 

vegetation by sheer force of the under-draught winds they generated. The tracks are fenced 

off with low barriers and warning alarms to avoid collisions with pedestrians and animals. 

The crossings are tunnels, subways, ramps and footbridges. Dedicated cargo routes mesh 

with local public and private lanes and streets. The Cargo trains and long distance passenger 

vehicles speed to their destinations at over five hundred kilometres in an hour but local 

transport has varying speeds depending on the purpose of travel.  The mag-lev track had been 

laid underground and was flexible, and almost indestructible. It can continue working through 

floods and earthquakes alike. It had taken over a century to build at enormous cost and was 

constantly hindered by political protests and NIMBYs. Seemingly insurmountable 

engineering problems on projects such as fording large rivers and estuaries designed to 

replace the ruined bridges were eventually overcome. It's clean and fast and almost fully 

automatic requiring very little input from the pilot of any vehicle which uses it. All transport 

hovers above mag-lev tracks or are electrical personal transport. Anti-gravity aircraft and 

water craft are powered by direct energy beams from solar collectors in orbit. There are so 

many fail-safes that vehicle accidents are almost unheard of.  
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The pilot sets the USTADO and the system does the rest.” 

“USTADO?” Connie was fascinated. 

“Oh, that's Universal Space and Terrestrial Altitude and Distance Ordinate” Ana-Dras 

explained. 

“We have a satellite system called GPS, Global Positioning System, which seems to be the 

same thing.” Connie said. 

“Yes, that's right it, was an Earth-proximate system and only covered surface coordinates, 

with so much extra-terrestrial activity over the last couple of centuries the USTADO stretches 

through much of the solar system with satellites orbiting other planets too. They have the 

technology to communicate with each other for interplanetary coordinates. GPS is still used 

to calibrate the systems.”  

Ana-Dras spread a gesture towards the heavens.  

“We’ll see an elevator tether later. They’ve made physical space exploration, mining and 

research for instance, much more viable. We build our interplanetary ion ships up there where 

there’s no effort needed to initiate a launch. Beyond them are the space stations.  

There's ongoing communications with other conscious beings who we hope will find us 

one day and we use the broad stretch of the USTADO to give substantial size to our 

broadcast footprint.”  

“Other beings? Wow, fuck! Are there? Where, how long have you known about them? 

Can you talk to them, what are they like?” Connie scared the people around her and they 

started back as she burst with her questions. “Sorry!” She said sheepishly. 

“No, no Connie please ask, You just took us by surprise.” Ana-Dras tried to explain. “Yes 

and no. We've had signals, I, I can't explain it all right now, it is exciting but it's a bit 

complicated. Nothing has yet been confirmed but the astronomers and scientists involved are 

confident they’re close to making contact. Later. We're near Ivy's house.”  
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Bishopwick was still a village of sorts. The Abbey stood, a tribute to its builders of the late 

fifteenth century. It had withstood at least two big floods and two centuries of neglect during 

the wars but had been restored and looked weathered but serviceable, and the original 

medieval buildings in the village were occupied, also having been restored.  

The village was a museum of mid to late second millennium life and on the western 

outskirts of the village a well-worn path ascending a gentle hill led to a small row of early 

twentieth century terraced workers cottages. A signboard in tasteful gold lettering on a dark 

blue background declared that this was the house of Ivy Elms, the Source, the enlightened 

philosophic master of the early twenty first century who lived in this terraced railway 

workers’ cottage.  The sign went on to say that she was the inspiration for the pioneering 

research which began after Connie Luard's books were discovered and the true nature of our 

consciousness, life, time and the universe were determined. 

The pod stopped in the old village square near the restored eleventh century Norman 

church. They walked along the original footpath by the river Mi-Yahn to Ivy's house which 

had been restored to near perfect condition with replicas of Ivy's furniture and even the 

cockle cauldron and hearth in the yard behind the cottage. A snack bar in the tradition of a 

vintage mobile Bur-Gah van was parked nearby selling original and genuine cockles “Just 

like Ivy collected” as well as a range of snacks, Connie could only guess what they were. 

Connie noticed the stylised cockle shell symbol on a small flag above the Bur-Gah van. 

May-Blu explained that the shell was the symbol representing life, the crucible of life, 

protection and reproduction and due its connection with Ivy was used in a multitude of guises 

for flags, logos and as a symbol for purity, authenticity and integrity. It reminded Connie of 

ancient logos, particularly the chrysanthemum used in Japan from medieval times and various 

mythical animals representing strength and resilience like phoenixes and dragons. 

“What do you think Connie?” May-Blu asked. “Would Ivy approve?”  
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“I don't s'pose she'd care much one way or t'other,” Connie affectionately mocking Ivy’s 

drawl, “but she certainly wouldn't object. How do you know so much about Ivy?” Connie 

was leaning over Ivy's scullery range reading the information plate. 

“Miles Anderson's transcripts of your notes included much about Ivy. He seemed to think 

Ivy's influence on you and him, as well as your daughter Madeline and other friends was 

important. He included photographs of locations too, your land and chalet, Ivy's house and 

the shoreline, taken by Neil Deacon and some taken by Miles’ wife and assistant Rosalind. It 

was a crucial part of our research in finding you and your location.” 

Connie stood back and took in her surroundings.  

“It's got an air of authenticity about it considering that it's nearly all replica. Not much 

beyond the house looks similar to how it is, but the edifice and the interior have Ivy's imprint 

and Spartan simplicity. Although, I would never have called it austere. She wants for nothing 

and has very little, she doesn't need objects or possessions to make her happy, well, even 

'happy' is the wrong expression for Ivy.” Connie stopped to consider for a moment.   

“Something weird here. It's awkward to know which tense to use. She's in our past from 

here, now on this timeline, but in the present where I live right now, even on this same 

timeline. Ivy's is still alive in my world, but not where I am right now.” 

“You're right Connie but Ivy has a special place in the universe. She is, was and will be. 

Ivy is. She is and always will be a source in the universe. Ivy was the inspiration for your 

work which was in turn the inspiration for scientists and researchers to get us to where we are 

now. Ivy's the source. Ivy is the imagination of the universe, she's the potential and the 

substance. The manifestation of her that you know is her vehicle. She chooses to remain 

obscure, invisible to all but a few, and authentic, true to the purpose, the experience. Ivy is 

the representation of us, of life, all of life. Your fantastic work led our researchers to search 

for you and Ivy in the last place she was, or rather is, documented.”  
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May-Blu was almost in tears, she was overwhelmed by being in the presence of Connie, 

and talking about Ivy in the present. 

“WHA'? Ivy? Of course! I bloody knew it all along but I couldn't bring myself to, well you 

know, be so bold as to even think it let alone say it. You've been hinting at something about 

Ivy since you first arrived in my chalet. I know she's special, she seems more substantial than 

the earth she stands on and at the same time detached, distinct. She's always abreast of 

everything, absolutely everything.” 

“Let's sit down here.” Mae-Blu gestured to the researchers as the director, students and 

assistants found a chair, a stool or patch of floor to sit on around Connie. The scene 

resembled “The Anatomy Lesson” the masterpiece by Rembrandt with Connie sat on a high 

stool slightly above the others but, without the corpse.   

May-Blu hesitated for more than a moment.  “I don't know where to start, we knew we'd 

need to explain this, somewhen? No one could predict when would be a good moment. I 

thought it best to let you decide the moment with your curiosity. You're questions about what 

led you here and the questions which drive your search for the principles of reality meant that 

you would eventually ask questions about the paradoxes of being both here and living over 

eight hundred years ago at the same time, promoting the theory of a timeless universe.” May-

Blu stopped again, the room was hushed and eager. They knew the moment was imminent. 

“Now seems a good time.”  
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Chapter Eleven 

Ivy. 

 

May-Blu sat back.  Ivy is an originator...not exactly the source of the universe itself but as 

soon as she became aware of herself and began to understand what was around her, she 

discovered herself as an expression of what is, the knowing that life is the experience of time 

happening. That the universe is being life, and is us, of course!  Only a few ever experience 

'being' as it really is and see life through their own consciousness. Most of us are too 

distracted by our survival. We only ever see a glimpse and we're often misguided, 

disillusioned, too wrapped in our own thoughts, our internal dialogue. Even in our most 

enlightened moments we rarely see the whole as it is. Few of us are equipped to live in pure 

experience, in a nothingness where all that exists is ourselves. It’s existential angst, the 

realisation that everything is an illusion. There is no meaning to life, it’s a feeling of profound 

emptiness. It's what the Zen masters, the ascetics and transcendental religious zealots attempt 

to observe by achieving enlightenment and nirvana through meditation and freeing their 

minds of thought.  Exceptional people like Ivy don't need to free their minds to see the 

timeless whole. It's as though they are the timeless whole and their mind is also part of it.  As 

hard as monks, seekers and philosophers try to see themselves as one with the whole they still 

experience a separation from it caused by their survival and desires, even seeking 

enlightenment is a survival strategy.  Ivy doesn't ever need to do or understand anything. Her 

experience is the shaping of now. As she experiences, the universe is assembled. She's always 

known this. It is the universe experiencing her.  Logically only our being exists in time. 

As Ivy became aware she was overwhelmed by the experience of occurring in and 

becoming something she already knew.   
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Ivy's conversations with you, Connie, were a perfect catalyst. You could see the sense in 

the way which Ivy connected herself to everything.  Suddenly much of what you were 

thinking and studying made sense.  It dawned on you that we're a pinnacle, the apex of 

everything in the universe. What Ivy had said about life being the stuff of the universe struck 

a chord.  

You clarified your ideas talking to Maddy and Miles and  it is the basis of what we now 

know. 

The group sitting around Connie were hushed and clearly touched by May-Blu's speech. 

They'd heard it all before but like so many things worth hearing, it evoked deep emotional 

responses and Con-Niya was wiping a tear.  

“I know where we are,” said Connie “but when is this on the timeline?” 

“This is 823 PI.” said Stiv-Bic. 

“After the texts were discovered a new year numbering system was introduced to rid the 

global universal language of the singular religious connotation present in the AD designation. 

It was retrospectively incepted to around the time of Ivy's birth. The designation is now PI, 

Post Ivy. Much has been forgotten about the history of the last eight hundred years but Ivy's 

name still represents all there is to know about life and experience, being and existence.” 

Connie spoke through the translator.  

“Ivy was my inspiration.  When we were both very young she started me thinking with her 

enlightened attitudes to her life. She suggested that we'd been getting it all completely the 

wrong way round and it was why we couldn't find any answers about the origins of the 

universe and why there was no progress on a unified theory. She quietly asserted one day 

when we were much older that she could see the obvious, life is the universe and the universe 

is life. Life wasn't created out of the universe, the universe was created by life, the 

consciousness that we are is the consciousness of the entire universe. It's why she's so content 
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and happy to live her life steeped in her experience, knowing that it's the experience of the 

entire universe. There’s nothing else.” Connie looked around at the people sat in thrall around 

her. She was nonplussed but in a benumbed sort of way. The emotional impact of all this sat 

quietly while she took it all in. “How long have you known about Ivy?” 

“Miles wrote much and very fondly about Ivy and it became clear to us that she was the 

main influence on your thinking and writing.” said May-Blu, “Ivy really does see it all. The 

whole universe, as an instantaneous whole. It doesn't strike her like that, it's just who she is, 

but she can see any construct within it including the expression of our temporal experience. 

She chooses her moment, and for the most part she chooses her perfect existence as your 

sister in Bishopwick, cockling and seeing the whole of creation right there in front of her, 

knowing full well that it's all she will ever need or have. She knows there is nowhere better in 

the universe than where you are right now.” 

Connie agreed.  

“Ivy said that there's no better space ship than the planet. Only atmosphere separates us 

from the cosmos, our sky is a massive window on the universe. The life support is second to 

none when it's looked after. I really like that. She didn't mean we shouldn't explore and send 

ships into space, she meant that we take our environment for granted, we've lost the wonder 

of being a living experience on a spaceship in an infinite possibility.”  

Connie noticed a white flag waving in the bright cool air just outside the building they 

were in, and on the wall was a plaque and the name CAMERASTAR, but the main logo was 

a stylised shepherd's crown, a fossil urchin. May-Blu noticed Connie's gaze, 

“The linking urchins were another clue. We'll tell you more as we go along. We celebrate 

both of you for different reasons. Some people are natural prodigies and become unassuming 

doyens, like Ivy, a humble master with her Zen-like tea philosophy, and others, like yourself, 

equally enlightened, actively enquire to see just how much they can discover and understand, 
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fully knowing that understanding is not the goal. Similarly you've been able to find a way 

through the science to create a new science.  We're sure that if you had been formally 

educated and practiced science academically you'd never have seen the obvious, just as no 

other scientist had before.  

If Ivy had studied philosophy she'd have become an analyst as most philosophers are or if 

she's been a Buddhist scholar she would have spent her time meditating in a quest to find 

enlightenment.  Ivy's simple understanding of nothingness, of timelessness in her experience 

led her to simple but radical conclusions about herself and ultimately everything, she could 

see that she was in fact, everything. Your relationship, profound trust, love for each other and 

communication cemented and deepened both your understanding and experience of your 

ideas. The idea is simple. Ultimately, so is the reality but the ability you had of being able to 

stand outside the box of time and see how quantum mechanics tied in with consciousness is 

nothing short of genius, miraculous.”  

Connie made a screwed up face through her broad smile as though there was no way she 

could take this in. She rubbed her eyes in a gesture of  'Is this real, is it really happening?' and 

held up her hands as if to say, 'Stop, please, I can't take this!' 

“You're not joking are you?” She said as May-Blu took her hand, “No, not at all. You'll 

soon see what today is all about.” 

The group of young researchers, scientists and technicians filed out of Ivy's house 

following May-Blu and Connie back to the pod parked in a siding, a lay-by beside the mag-

lev track. The area was rural. Most of the buildings of Bishopwick were gone, replaced by 

parkland and a few odd stilted structures and what looked to Connie like ancient barrows, 

burial mounds.  
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“What are those?” Connie turned to her confidante Ana-Dras. His small personal translator 

took a split second to start talking to her. She could hear his quiet lilting voice but the 

translation was loud and clear. 

“They're dwellings. Foolish dwellings if you ask me. A while ago some people made 

semi-underground houses for economy. Less heating and cooling. The temperature stays 

much more stable. There have been ultra violet issues since the atmosphere has changed so 

the added benefit was to be out of the sun's direct rays. We spend only brief periods in 

sunshine for the vitamin D, that's why we're untanned if we're pale, but the ultra violet has a 

detrimental effect on people from all ethnic backgrounds and racial combinations. There's a 

significant chance of repeated flooding. The ice caps are stable for now but keeping the see-

oh and oh-zee constant is an ongoing battle and it can change rapidly. The dwellings are great 

inside. Large and with a pleasant atmosphere, a 'cave-like' cocoon which the occupiers seem 

to cherish. I don't fancy their chances if the floods returned. It is less likely now that 

overheating has been fully abated.” 

The pod moved off so smoothly it was a few seconds before Connie saw the view 

changing outside the windows. The pod stopped for a few seconds as a container train 

shot across in front of them on a high speed track.  

“We're waiting for clearance to join the main-track.” Ana-Dras whispered, the volume 

on his translator reduced its volume accordingly. There was suddenly a g-force 

acceleration like an Airbus A320 taking off and within a few seconds the pod was 

hurtling along at nearly three hundred miles an hour. In less than four minutes they 

were slowing and stopping at a mall. Ana-Dras told Connie they'd arrived at 

Ventecaster, the city she assumed was Winchester.  
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Chapter Twelve 

Alfred the Great, the Mall, and the Cathedral. 

 

Where the pod had come to a halt was in the lowest part of the city which at one time had 

been flooded. The original water meadows in the river Ee-Chen valley were just low enough 

to have been flooded during the final and highest floods. Here the buildings were different. 

Built on stilts like the buildings by the coast, they had a tub-dumpy boat like feel to them and 

were rather quirky. They were designed to float as were many coastal houses and other 

buildings and the services would detach and seal automatically in a flood emergency. Connie 

loved the idea and looked around her as the retinue walked from the pod towards an 

impressive almost perfect restoration of the old cathedral. This was only twenty odd miles 

from her chalet on Bishopwick Common yet she may as well have been on a different planet. 

They walked on a path which rose gently from the level of the pod station with several 

newcomers to the group who appeared to be security guards. 

This was a bright vibrant city. Almost nothing was recognisable but between the variously 

coloured, utilitarian unitary buildings she could see the original high street looking intact with 

a few of the buildings going back to medieval times. Connie was surprised and delighted to 

see Alfred the Great's statue still looking good. It had stood the test of time and according to 

Mae–Blu had been repaired and restored every so often. She explained that the High Street 

was a restored working museum with quaint old shops where you could actually spend 

money. The money was a token currency which visitors bought at the ticket office. 

Occasionally, and uniformly, there were grand architecturally creative edifices standing 

well above the height of the utilitarian two and three storey residences and offices. This was 

like London had begun to look in the twentieth century when corporate skyscrapers were 

designed resembling odd items to be found scattered around an architects home or office. A 
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gherkin, a lipstick case, a computer tower, a walkie talkie or a shard of glass. The public 

thought they were named as such because that's what they looked like but they were in fact 

named after the lazy inspiration. The buildings here were much lower and more organic and 

seemed to take their cue from natural objects; tree stumps, boulders, icebergs, mushrooms, 

diatoms and now, no surprise to Connie, urchins and shells. The buildings were richly 

embellished with referential designs from as far back as Norse art and Celtic knots and 

borders, oriental shapes, gothic, art nouveau and what looked like literally bolt on projections 

of observation rooms, external stairways and elevators and some which were pure follies. 

Most of it Connie could recognise and name but there were also an abundance of designs 

and motifs that bore no relation to anything she had seen before. It struck her that the 

buildings were clean and didn't seem to suffer from the ravages of the weather or dirty air. 

‘That was it’, she thought, the air was clean. Alfred was no longer being attacked by acid rain 

or deposits of sulphur, carbon and corrosive chemicals from vehicles. 

Teo-Dica, the rather shy and very young looking researcher, came and walked beside 

Connie. She assumed Teo-Dica was male, and he gave Connie a running commentary. No 

longer as shy as she at first thought, Connie found him articulate and humorous and under no 

illusions of how his world looked. 

Lon-Down was no longer the capital he said.  It had been so badly destroyed by repeated 

floods that only the high ground of Ham-Sted and some other boroughs still had permanent 

residences. The tunnels of the old transport systems had never been pumped out and had 

eventually collapsed taking much above with them.  

Ventecaster was the ancient capital and it was again. As Lon-Down had disappeared 

beneath the floods an exodus of the population resettled in Guild-ham twenty five miles to 

the south west. Guild-ham is at least one hundred and eighty feet higher than Lon-Down and 

escaped the worst of the devastation.  
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Teo-Dica explained how he was a historian and intention researcher. Intention, he 

explained is the study of political planning, where the public in general imagines the way 

forward for mutual benefit. Ideas are pooled and the most practical and salient ideas, 

cooperative with the ecology of the planet are entered into triage for eventual development. 

The global government makes the final decisions. Teo-Dica assesses the ideas into 

categories; possible, impossible, probable and improbable, desirable, undesirable, essential, 

recreational, psycho-beneficial, or detrimental plus many more criteria applied and 

calculated. One of the key criterions was common sense, all but forgotten in the twenty first 

century Connie thought. Connie realised that far from being a slip of a boy, Teo-Dica was a 

doctor of philosophy, statistics and utility. It was no accident that he was walking next to 

Connie.  

The others in the initial group were also at the top of their professions. May-Blu was a 

professor in temporal quantum conscious research, Ana-Dras, also a historian but with a 

special interest in implementation, the coordination of global public-private projects and the 

adverse threats and events which affect them. Con-Niya was a professor of psychology and 

intellect with a specialism in global well-being.  Connie spent some time with each of them 

individually and as a group and discovered that the well-being of the global population as a 

whole, and not just the nation, was paramount.  Globally, everyone had the impression that 

they had a stake in the whole of the globe and the nature around them. It was essential to 

maintain the freedom from our instinctive survival systems which had such a destructive 

force on society. Corporate and individual greed, criminality and mendacity in all aspects of 

existence; politics, business, public liberty and ambition had in the late twenty first century 

nearly caused the destruction of the whole planet even before warming took hold. No one had 

been, or was willing to give up anything. The rich became richer ignoring all warnings of 

imminent disaster while the example set by politics was one of falsehood and chicanery 
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intended to secure power for themselves, their cronies and their parties. While a suppressed 

half of society still retained common sense and saw a desperate need for cooperation and 

abstinence, the other half, driven by fear and survival built walls, stockpiles, armies and 

gangs to protect themselves. Ultimately civil wars took their toll and began to break the 

deadlock. Cooperative schemes began to emerge with security of the ecosystem initially 

taking priority. Ageing had been retarded. Once gender had been seen as another aspect of 

our survival mechanisms and with the upsurge in a freedom to declare alternative sexual 

identities, androgyny had developed into a beauty capable of attracting all. The youth and 

delicacy of Connie's hosts was a rejection of the need for external symbols of repulsion or 

attraction. It was beauty in its lack of pretension. 

The entourage reached the cathedral. It was now a museum of ancient religions and beliefs 

and more importantly according to May-Blu, the wars and civil strife caused by them which 

led to their being marginalised and some eventually being outlawed. She added that as in all 

cases where a perceived subversive activity is prohibited it is driven into the shadows and 

becomes an underground foothold for the disaffected. The protesters at Foul-Lee, the 

Camerastar headquarters, were an outward sign of that sedition.  

Part of the cathedral building had been converted to government offices where visitors and 

officials would be met and entertained. The main parliament, called Ex-Dis, was a large 

organic looking building covered in vegetation. It sat opposite the cathedral on the far side of 

environs. Ex-Dis was a contraction from a portmanteau word, Ex-dis-community, which was 

shortened from exchange, discussion, cooperation and common unity.  

In the decades and centuries following the worst devastations of environmental collapse 

civil wars and disease, the population of the planet was reduced to less than one and a half 

billion. Anarchical societies were common, politics in most countries had collapsed. People 

eventually realised that their survival depended on altruistic societal principles, particularly 
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cooperation, and there was a recognition that pitching of one race against another, individuals 

competing for resources and coveting natural resources was always destined to failure.            

The whole idea of growth was shunned as another aspect of survivalist strategy. Politicians 

had sponsored corporate propaganda convincing people that growth was necessary in world 

markets. It had accelerated the destruction of forests, oceans and ultimately populations. The 

gap between rich and poor was forever widening. The reviled global corporations had 

eventually undermined the desirable and beneficial status of growth and it fell to meaning 

rape and destruction. ‘Growth’ became a dirty word.  Parliaments were reconvened as 

populations recovered and stability returned. Nations began to rebuild from the wreckage and 

backed overall global control. The tenets of altruism and cooperation were embodied in the 

global government and given the name Ex-Dis as a reminder of its constitution. 

There was a small crowd waiting outside the cathedral, who began to cheer as Connie 

approached. She noticed a group of Trovs and another group calling themselves Jads 

protesting outside the main gates. They were being held back by uniformed guards. The 

guards were not what we would think of as guards. They were ordinary looking people with a 

light blue uniform. Connie could see four of them and next to each there was a low self-

contained and agile containment and security robot. Connie had seen many robots, doing 

simple jobs like ticket collecting, grass cutting, postal collection and shopping. Many did not 

look android, just simple boxes with a function. The security robots were designed to induce 

calm and order by gentle requests, barriers and obstructions, which became more and more 

assertive and ultimately lethal if their instructions weren't complied with. The robots worked 

under the control of the guards and meant that the guards had no need for weapons, although 

they were carrying substantial shock devices like tasers as fail-safes. 

It disturbed Connie, who was beginning to think that the world had become a utopia, to 

see the nagging reminder of dissension and antagonistic groups. How could they still be stuck 
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in medieval thinking after so long? Then she reminded herself of the narrow minded, bigoted 

zealots of the twenty first century whose laws and scriptures hadn't changed since the dark 

ages and medieval times. Laws based on the utterances of imaginary prophets, deities and 

supernatural beings. People believed in fairy stories. Priests, despots and criminals preyed on 

their fears. 

Ana-Dras saw Connie's concern and told her how analysis had revealed that the religious 

sects continued to indoctrinate their children under threat of excommunication and dis-

ownership and the leaders in particular were ever more ensconced in their unwillingness to 

give up their power. They were still operating in a world of competition and survival, where 

power equals wealth and wealth equals security. The science of the last two centuries had 

dismissed all mystery surrounding apparently supernatural events and left the religious sects 

and institutions in isolation. It made them even more determined and dangerous. 

Connie found herself being led towards a young but very official looking group of people 

dressed in elaborate flowing uniforms. They were, she discovered, the Masta-Helm, the prime 

minister, the Fore-Helm, the deputy prime minister, the Over-Helm, a sort of home secretary, 

and a Palen-Helm, a foreign secretary. There were some secondary personnel too, an Eco-

Lead in charge of the economy, a Medi-Lead, the health and welfare minister and the Ambi-

Lead responsible for climate and environment, a role Connie later realised was possibly the 

most important.  

The ministers, scientists and researchers introduced themselves. Their names were still in 

the same simple format as those of the visitors. People's full identities for administration 

included a reference number similar to a national insurance number although much 

transaction was carried out on the secure identity provided by the Dee-Enay protocol. DNA 

could be identified almost instantly and simply required a swift non-contact skin-scan.  
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Maa-Gard the prime minister gave an impassioned speech reiterating the esteem in which 

Connie was held and thanking the scientists for being able to finally bring her to meet the 

survivors of the global disruptions and beneficiaries of her insight. Each of the ministers gave 

their own tribute to how Connie's work had affected their disciplines. Nothing took much 

time, there were no self-aggrandising or pompous addresses. Their brevity was refreshing and 

everyone seemed keen to get to the lavish looking spread in the anteroom. 

They sat down to eat at a round table with Connie sitting at the centre of things. Everyone 

spoke quietly and each took turns talking to Connie.   

Tia-Mac the Ambi-Lead spent more time than the others expounding on environmental 

issues and solutions. What stunned Connie was the sheer size of the operations installed to 

cope with the global temperature rises and ensuing ecological destruction. Climate modelling, 

based much on Connie's work had shown that knee jerk reactions and remedies were futile 

and often had counter effects. Connie remembered the introductions and proliferation of non-

native species which were introduced to cope with agricultural pests and damming schemes 

which deprived whole populations of water.  

Tia-Mac's Ambi-Lead department had studied and modelled the environment for centuries. 

Many notions and strategies had at first seemed effective but were ultimately doomed as 

insignificant factors compounded and accelerated towards impending disasters. Chaos, the 

butterfly effect, was real and ruinous. They had been running the latest approach for over one 

hundred years, the equivalent of five hundred years real time, and concluded that it would be 

safe. What astounded Connie was the scale. 

In the mid twentieth century freezing water out of the atmosphere creating ice mountains 

had proved workable allowing agriculture to be reinstated in areas depleted of water by 

receding glaciers. They were re-freezing the Arctic and the Antarctic poles, albeit slowly, 

dissipating the heat to the temperate regions so that now much of the risen oceans had been 
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re-frozen. Ice sheets reformed. Sunlight was being reflected again rather than being absorbed  

and the temperature of the globe had finally cooled.  

Ageing had been slowed and Tia-Mac was old enough to have seen more than a century of 

the project's progress. Everyone looked young. Almost everyone in prominent positions in 

society were more mature and highly experienced in their fields. Connie asked. She was 

never backward in coming forward.  

“You all look so young and healthy, if not resembling much the idealised figures of the 

twenty first century who were either muscular or just plain fat, so how old are you?”  

Everyone had sylph like bodies and the paler people had delicate pale faces. Most people that 

Connie had met were darker skinned of every shade from the familiar velvety black of central 

African people to copper and light olive Asian skin tones. Pale European types were a 

minority.  

'At last' Connie thought, 'race and gender identity seem to have disappeared'. By twenty 

first century standards they looked undernourished but they had strength, stamina and 

intellect. Tia-Mac was one hundred and thirty one years old, and the others ranged between 

the youngest at about eighty to Maa-Gard the most senior, the Masta-Helm, who was nearing 

one hundred and forty. People could live much longer and occasionally someone broke 

protocol and went on to live past two hundred years but most were happily and gently 

euthanised at around one hundred and fifty. This was somewhat to do with resources. Health 

and mental faculties deteriorated but essentially it was to keep the population stable and offer 

the chance for others to have children and for those children to have a place in life. 

Finally, it seemed to Connie, the world had achieved a stability, not just environmentally 

but socially too. Survival and lurching from one political or ecological crisis to the next had 

been overcome.  
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She still couldn't fully understand her role in this. It was absurd, and she was embarrassed 

to be the focus of attention. The reception was attended by the representatives of Wyt-Aul-

Corde, Gee-Bee-Union's national government which in itself was a branch of the Global Pre-

Fex-Corde. The Global Prefecture Executive coordinated and balanced international scientific 

intellect and projects, economics and political exigency. The 'Corde' suffix Connie discovered 

was applied to everything which was trusted, efficacious and accurate. It implied a high level 

of excellence and was applied to organisations and systems sparingly.  

There must be some substance to what they were suggesting, that she had been a catalyst 

for so much change. Would they have brought her here otherwise? She decided to relax and 

worry a bit about how she was going to get home. Mae-Blu had assured her that the science 

and mechanics were robust. Their research into quantum space and time creation had been 

working and refined over many decades. They had been projecting through proximity 

timelines using quantum identity to many points in history and various random pasts. 

Throughout history what many have been perceiving as religious visions, ghosts and 

apparitions were glitches in the fabric of timelines intermeshing and occasionally people saw 

a flash of a visitor across the proximity barrier. Ghosts and spirits were just errant transient 

observers.  

“We really had to make sure this would work. There's a bit more to this than time travel, 

an awful overused and erroneous term. We're observing through a timeless space to which 

we've fabricated an access. We brought you to see for yourself the dilemma.” Mae-Blu 

looked across to Tia-Mac who'd been listening and who gave a hint of a nod to Mae-Blu to 

carry on. 

“Dilemma?” Connie asked. 
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Chapter Thirteen 

Dilemma? 

 

Mae-Blu took a breath, “This, where we are right now, is a version of how our world looks 

in the twenty eighth century. It's reached a delicate balance between massive decline, a 

dystopian nightmare and the evident utopia you see around you. 

For quite some time we've been aware of a breakdown in the fabric of our timeline and 

we're aware of an alternative construct forming and decaying. A misread observation, a 

nightmare rather than a paradise, a misread quantum measurement would not normally 

interfere with life's general progression towards an enlightened idyll but the gradual and 

inexorable decline of wisdom and insight in the twenty first century led to the balance of 

creative possibility tipping towards a disastrous outcome. 

Survival mechanisms can cause all sorts of disruption. As habitats and sustenance became 

stable, the need for survival gradually disappeared but survival of the ego remained. This 

blinded humans to the inexorable degeneration of the globe as a whole.  Growth became the 

problem. Wealth, power and economic stability were unquestioningly the product of growth. 

Very few were willing to point out that growth is unsustainable. As the environment 

deteriorated those with the greatest need for survival continued to scramble to satisfy greed 

and status generating a huge imbalance in resources. Their ignorance and power led to denial 

and unaccountability as resources diminished. Seas polluted, forests were stripped bare and 

the climate heated through the use of carbon based fuels, it became too late to reverse. 

Increasingly violent weather caused floods, destroying many cities, whole coastlines and 

even small countries. Refugees poured into neighbouring territories demanding a share of the 

resources. Skirmishes and then wars, both civil and international claimed millions of lives on 
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top of those lost in the floods and extreme weather. There seemed no end to the destruction as 

the climate became more and more severe and flood followed flood, hurricane and typhoon..  

After nearly four hundred years a settlement began. The powerful and rapacious became 

impotent as their wealth and power no longer had any potency and the world looked to 

science rather than religions to begin to pave the way forward. 

It was about this time that Mar-Tyn Calver discovered your work and this is the crux of 

the matter. Mar-Tyn came across your books almost by accident. There had been speculation 

for centuries on how humans could have influenced the whole ecosystem of a planet and even 

though the root causes were obvious there was a deep nagging among researchers and 

scientists that we still knew almost nothing about the link between us and quantum physics. 

What did our collective intentions have to do with quantum mechanisms and did that have 

any bearing on the state of the globe? Religions were beginning to gain ground again 

preaching worn out sermons about retribution for human wickedness and promising God's 

wrath on all who denied him.  Despots began turning to religions to maintain their dwindling 

power.  

When Mar-Tyn brought your ideas into the public eye he was condemned as a heretic and 

your ideas were hailed as the work of the devil. Although religious witch hunts were 

discredited before they began, intellectuals and philosophers still infuriated dictators and 

those still bound to blind faith by fear and the need for an afterlife. Religious bigotry was 

seen as a driving force behind much hatred and misguided dogma which in turn had provoked 

racial and ethnic war. An early twenty first century book title sums up the religious love of 

conflict; “War is a Force that Gives us Meaning” by an insightful Chris Hedges. 

The world, the globe, seemed destined to languish in perpetual wars and a return to the 

survivalist days of dog eat dog. Unpredictable weather destroyed crops and ravaged low lying 
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areas and coastlines in the paths of hurricanes and typhoons. The poles were still denuded of 

ice. Warming was out of control. 

Mar-Tyn and his colleagues began the almost impossible task of making the connection 

between quantum realisation and life. There was no point in us visiting Mar-Tyn to ensure his 

research, your books would not have been there for Mar-Tyn to find.  

It began to dawn on Mar-Tyn that what we call evolution, the development of us as fully 

experiencing, evaluating and predicting beings was a matter of undetermined and insentient 

mutation and, as Darwin suggested, the survival of the fittest of those mutations. The survival 

instinct was there to protect the developing being. Making the evolutionary leap to obviate 

the instinct was against most societal norms. Purpose in life has always been an enigma, a 

conundrum which did not enter into the procession of everyday existence for most people. 

Religions avidly filled the void offering purpose in salvation, righteousness and other 

vacuous ideals and aspirations such as life after death.  

Conflict, opposition, procreation, and obsessions with the functionality of our personal 

ecology, food and entertainment, including art, satisfied our basic instincts substantiated by 

survival. Art and creativity are decent attempts to make entertainment intellectually 

justifiable, to confer meaning to life. Survival, the maintenance of the body and the mind 

against adverse environmental influences can create a reason to be, to evoke the continual 

illusion of meaning and purpose stimulates the need for opposition, conflict and competition 

to substantiate the rationale for being. It's cyclic and almost invisible to the automated 

survivalist mind.  

The timeline was stuck in a downward spiral with no way out. No-one, no scientist could 

envision a solution to the decline. Humans were abjectly incapable of cooperative altruism. 

The observable universe had reached a hiatus, there was no longer a continual drive towards 

an idyll, a utopia. Life on the timeline was static, degenerating, in a state of collapse. On a 
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global scale this was beginning to look like Armageddon, a breakdown of society, complete 

anarchy. 

Mar-Tyn Calver and his fellow researchers were desperate. Not the sort of desperation one 

sees in sales staff in marketing departments where any underhand method is deemed 

acceptable, more the desperation of a dogged researcher who has had no glimmer of 

breakthrough and whose only hope is serendipity. They'd put in their ninety nine percent 

perspiration - their one percent inspiration wasn't far away. They knew that meaninglessness 

was unacceptable to the human mind. Most humans are constantly inventing meaning as a 

product of their experience. The idea of the human being as a ‘nothingness’ or a ‘tabula rasa’ 

is alien to existence and survival. They had no idea how to confer meaning to a population 

which was becoming deeply engaged in subsistence of the individual at the expense of all 

else. All actions are ultimately selfish and where there was once social and moral tenets and 

responsibility now all there was left was hostile sociopathy.  

Life was in such disarray that most potential for probable outcomes was random, often 

eccentric and unpredictable. Intention was missing. No future was being envisaged. Tiny 

pockets of intent existed while the collective intelligence, the foundation of life's intention, 

had all but begun to randomise, a haphazard no-thing in no time. Entropy. 

Mar-Tyn's brilliance was that he saw how minds in a state of enlightened emptiness could 

be tuned and trained to pinpoint coordinates to develop non-destructive creative pathways 

towards utopian futures using quantum mechanisms developed directly from your ideas 

Connie. Humans could 'see' a way forward. What Mar-Tyn and his colleagues did was to turn 

the tide of involuntary panic survival towards a sustainable and stable self-initiating 

experience of existence, of the universe.  

The dilemma is that there has always been trepidation that there is a possible universe 

timeline very close to this one in which Mar-Tyn never found your books because they were 
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not there to find. There have been hints and tremors in the fabric of the reality from another 

universe in the multiverse very close to this one. Some have glimpsed an almost dead 

abandoned world, with a minimal biosphere and just a few scavenging humanoids. It's a 

nightmare scenario but given what we now know of quantum behaviour and intentions it is 

possible our world could disintegrate through entropy to equilibrium, the chaotic base.  

Over the century following Mar-Tyn's discovery researchers eventually gained 

understanding and control of the quantum mechanism. Aeons of experimental modelling and 

re-modelling have eliminated all other possibilities; we're certain that Ivy's illumination and 

influence on your concepts, propositions, your curiosity and singular merging of life, the 

universe and quantum theory are the source of this world, this incarnation, this aspect of life, 

this timeline, this experience.  

Mar-Tyn coined the term 'The Elms-Luard Constant', the ghost in the machine, the 

potential in the quantum equation.  

It's essential that your work is transcribed and published, the research is completed and 

found by Mar-Tyn Calver and the development of our success is properly re-engaged.”  

Mae-Blu had finally made it clear to Connie why she'd been taken – brought to the future. 

Ivy, who would normally have dropped off to sleep when anyone talked for more than five 

minutes was sat upright, eyes wide, mouth slightly agape and smiling. 

“Christ Connie, If I'd known they was like that I'd a gone with 'em me-self. I thought they 

was my 'magination. I sometimes has dreams an' stuff when I've got too 'ot out on the mud.” 

We all started talking at once. 

“Hang on, hang on” Connie held up her hand. “Just let me finish.” We could barely 

contain ourselves. We'd been listening to Connie's account for nearly two hours. 

“I stayed in the Alfred Roy-Ken, that's a hotel. The name probably derived from the 

Japanese, ryokan. They spent the next couple of days showing me re-forestation schemes, 
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really big ones, whole countries. Innovative housing and natural energy production, no 

pollution! I can't tell you what clean air smells and tastes like. They showed me wildlife and 

ocean regeneration and the most ambitious, the refreezing of the poles. They said it will take 

a century but it's almost there already. Agricultural land was much more arable with some 

pastoral and a much greater emphasis on basics like algae and insects and genetically 

modified proteins. There was a lot of hydroponics. The most exciting was space travel and 

exploration. I saw some incredible advances like tethered elevators and space stations where 

ships were built, doing away with the need for explosive rocket engines. The ships 

themselves are ion powered and regularly travel the solar system for resources and the 

development of interstellar travel. There was quantum travel, visiting times past as 

holographic renderings on adjacent close proximity timelines. I'll explain that later. They 

could take me to their time as a sort of coherent restructuring of myself but they couldn't go 

into their own future as it had not yet been forged. The quantum mechanism, the Quancorde 

machine in Camerastar on the old Foul-Lee site is incredible. 

I was away for just six days of my time but I returned much later to allow for the time 

speed disparity caused by the sus-dis, the time slippage caused when subjects are suspended, 

disassembled and reassembled. That's how they described it, but to be honest the technology 

left me agog, I couldn't hope to begin to understand it. It meant that returning here, now, I 

begin from here with a blank in my history when I wasn't here.” 

We all started talking again. Connie sat back with a contented grin. Neil was the only one 

who sat in a daze. He barely moved as we all chattered furiously.  

“Any questions” Connie giggled with an even bigger grin as if she'd just finished lecturing 

to a hall full of students. 

“You seem to have covered just about everything” said Maddy, “I think when the shock 

dies down there will be plenty.” 
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I looked over at Rosy who was almost in tears and shaking with a sort of mirth and barely 

contained excitement, 

“Are you OK Rosy” I whispered as I leant towards her. 

“I'm fine Miles, I, I, Oh, lets discuss all this later, it's a lot to take in, I can't believe I've 

just witnessed this. All it is, is your grandmother talking. But no grandmother has ever talked 

like this, about, anything like this. I knew she was somewhat eccentric and a powerful thinker 

with a remarkable physical constitution but this is, well, wow! Uh, I've got no words for it. 

I'm sure of one thing though, she's not kidding. If she is, it has to be the most elaborate hoax 

or fantasy, and for what? Nothing she could have done could ever be more unbelievable or 

shocking or outrageous”. 

Neil was slowly coming back from his stupor.  

Like many people who lived in Poole, Neil and Trish spent many a summer evening in the 

pubs along the quayside. Sitting outside in the warm lowering sun watching the yachtsmen 

rafting up against the harbour wall as the ferries brought back visitors from a day on 

Brownsea Island or from harbour trips to Wareham and back. Jet-skis making a racket and 

powerboat poseurs creating noise and wash destroying any tranquillity that existed. Then a 

brief walk to the wharf steps as the recreational fishing boats returned tendering fresh 

mackerel, bass and turbot for a few pence. It was a salubrious place to meet friends for a chat 

over a pint or three.  

Roger 'Smiffy' Collins was one of Neil's oldest friends. He ran an artisan forge nearby in 

Hamworthy making gates, hinges, garden furniture and odd bits like wall ties. Roger and 

Lydia, his wife, had a couple of teenage kids who loved spending time with Neil on his boat 

and on fishing trips. Neil had taught them how to sail. On one particularly balmy evening 

Roger had brought Holly and Ben with him to the Jolly Sailor. As usual they spent much of 

the evening laughing while they sipped their Pepsis and Neil and Roger gulped beers, but at 
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one point, after the conversation had touched on jokes about religions, Holly told a tale of  

how her irreverence had got her into hot water at school. It transpired that some of the more 

gullible kids were getting excited by tales of visitations and apparitions being told by some of 

her friends who knew youngsters from the Trovist sect. Holly said the apparitions were a 

smokescreen for their parents, a euphemism for finding an excuse to take off their chastity 

underwear. Some little shit stirring snitch had told one of the teachers. Although it was all 

second hand gossip Holly had been warned by the deputy head not to joke about genuinely 

held beliefs, even if they were in a sense ludicrous. Neil asked Holly who the Trovists were. 

They had several branches in the area and as far as she knew they were like Jehovah's 

Witnesses only even stricter and more puritanical. The Trovist children at school kept 

themselves very much apart from the rest of the pupils. 

As Neil slowly found his voice again Trish was asking him what was wrong. Did he feel 

OK? 

“I'm fine love. I've just had a weird flashback.”  It had been decades since Neil had last 

dropped a tab but Trish asked anyway. 

“What? An acid flashback? How, of what?”  Neil gave a shiver, as if someone had walked 

over his grave. 

“Nah! Not an acid flashback. No, this was weirder, I understand acid flashbacks. When 

Connie talked about an instability in the future she'd visited I had one of those moments, you 

know like when you're a kid all bravado and spouting bullshit and someone calls you on it. 

You go all sort of pale and weak and feel sick, you know?” 

“No, I don't know what you mean, I never bullshitted like that.” 

“OK, well, more like when you're reminded of doing something you wish you hadn't done 

and the memory of it sends a shiver down your spine, and 'Oh god, did I really do that?' You 

know?” 
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“Well not really, I don't think I...” 

“OK, OK, I just had a clear memory of something which seemed insignificant at the time 

but might be directly related to Connie's story. I remember a bunch of Trovists boasting about 

being visited by angels. These apparitions supposedly telling them their future and giving 

them instructions. It was a laugh at the time. Roger's twins had heard about it at school and I 

thought they were exaggerating for effect and a laugh when they told us in the Jolly Sailor. It 

must have been not long before Connie disappeared, when Holly and Ben were still at school 

in the sixth form. Holly only mentioned it as part of a story she was telling about being 

carpeted at school for ridiculing some religious kids in her class and Ben backed up the story 

about the Trovists.” Trish was now one step ahead of Neil, as she always was.  

“D'you think it's got something to do with Connie's run in with them, with her fire and all 

that? It all sounds a bit coincidental.” 

“Exactly, I need to find Holly or Ben to see if they remember anything...it could be 

important.” Neil looked serious. 

Everyone else was still talking nineteen to the dozen. What? Why? What's next?  

“Are they going to visit again?” Maddy was asking Connie, “Can we see them?”  

“Mmm, I hope so. Just before I came back from Camerastar as Mae-Blu was leading me to 

the Quancorde to be reintegrated she put a small, flat, heart shaped structure like an urchin 

fossil in my hand. The genius of the Quancorde is to be able to choose the reassembling 

coordinates and return the original transubstantiation. It's early stages in its development and 

it's still a little inexact. That's why they re-substantiated me back now rather that when I left. 

Anyway, they can only substantiate what was disassembled in the first place. There's a 

substance in 'time travelling', it's a transubstantiation of parts assembled as a field, albeit real 

in every sense. It’s the only way I can describe it but it's a lot more than that.  Of course I was 

curious. How could they re-substantiate something that wasn't there in the first place?  
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Mae-Blu had the boffins manufacture and encode the heart shaped structure of the urchin 

fossil. It was a small amount of my disassembled clothes and hair. My jacket and jeans had 

little ragged holes when I returned but I also had the urchin fossil. She said it was an 

experiment to see if objects could one day be 'transported' by exchange. The urchin is a 

replica and has a microscopic coordination chip. They made the urchin as a simple artefact 

that wouldn't be out of place. Mae-Blu said if I put it in the stone circle they would know I 

would be ready to receive another visit. It was a beacon. I must admit, I suddenly thought of 

Stonehenge! And I asked her. She had no inkling of any connection but thought it highly 

likely that a future version of the Quancorde had made that visit. She was startled by the 

thought. It hadn't crossed their minds even though Stonehenge still stood less than fifty miles 

away. 

Neil and Trish re-joined the noisy chatter. Neil looking decidedly pale. 

“You all right mush?” I said. 

“Yeah, Yeah Miles, I need to check on some stuff.” Neil gestured with a flick of his hand 

as if the stuff was insignificant. 

“It's more than that Miles,” Trish caught Neil's hand to still it. “Come on Neil, tell Miles 

and Connie what you just told me.” Neil recounted what he'd told Trish. 

“I, I thought, I um, remember that!” I babbled. All the excitement and Connie's mind 

boggling account had me tongue tied. “Dimmick's was buzzing with this for a couple of 

days.” I said, “Apparitions and all that junk. It wasn't credible. Just a joke. The Trovists were 

a laughing stock. Ah! I see what you mean Neil. Perhaps the apparitions weren't so ridiculous 

eh? You think…?”  

“Well it's possible isn't it. From what Connie said the Trovists's 'ghosts' could have been 

visitors.” Neil thought for a second, “What if, no, hang on, Ah! No.”  

“Come on Neil get to the point.” Trish frowned at him. 
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“Yeah, well, what if Trovists were trying to alter the future?” Neil looked confused and 

startled as if his mind was playing tricks. It seemed too preposterous.“I want to talk to Holly 

or Ben to see if they know more about those rumours. According to Connie the future she 

visited was unstable, why?” 

“That's a bit of an associative leap Neil,” I said.  

“We only have Connie's tale to go on Miles but it looks suspicious doesn't it. What if they 

did somehow try to disrupt the events which led to where Connie has been in the future? 

What if? This throws up all sorts of questions.” Neil was agitated. 

“That would have been seven years ago Neil, all that's died down now hasn't it?” I said 

trying to calm him down a bit. 

“Maybe but these people can be entrenched and run their tyrannies and inquisitions for 

centuries let alone a few years. I want to find out more about these buggers. The Jehovah's 

Witnesses and the Mormons are benevolent eccentrics but some of the fundamentalists in all 

sorts of religions are violent fanatics and maybe these Trovists are too. As far as I'm 

concerned some religions are probably a front for corporate psychopathy just like global 

corporations.” Neil's usually equable demeanour had a note of anger. 

Connie was still talking to Maddy who was getting excited that we may see the visitors. 

“Connie, when the Trovists burnt your hay bales,” 

“What brought this up Miles?” Connie was quizzical. 

“Well, at the time did you have any more contact with them before you left?” 

“Not really, they backed off. When the police called on them to ask about the fire I think 

they hadn't realised what the consequences of their arson attempt could be. They denied it all, 

of course, but they were suddenly on the public radar and they went quiet. There was a 

rumour in Dimmick's that a couple of teenagers, who sounded very much like the two kids 

who spent time with me had left the sect, ostensibly because they were terrified about the 
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apparitions, and the local leaders were really pissed off about it. Nobody connected them with 

me or the fire particularly. They knew about the fire but it was played down as an accident 

caused by a rotten bale or bottle of water left out in the sun. Only the police knew I suspected 

the sect, and only John, Russell and Pete knew about my chats with the kids. Why, what are 

you thinking Miles?” 

“Neil thinks there could be more to it.” I said and told Connie what Neil had told me as he 

interrupted me to add bits and correct the story. 

“To be honest Miles I just assumed they were nutters with no teeth like most barking dogs, 

all noise.”  

Neil broke in, 

“You said that it's possible that the ghosts and spirits people have seen over the centuries 

may just be briefly glimpsed visitors from a distant future observing elements of history or 

ancient relatives, in the same way the visitors came to you. They told you that their visit to 

you was the first time they had managed to holographically cross the membrane between the 

timelines and before that they were merely sightseers who sometimes accidentally manifested 

as vague fleeting presences.” 

“You've got a good memory Neil.” Connie giggled. 

“Not really Connie I was enthralled. I was hanging on every word...what a tale! If that is 

what happens then it's possible the Trovists were seeing visitors yeah? But, what did they 

think the visitors were? And, who were the visitors? Why were they visiting them?” A gentle 

murmur from behind Maddy had her turn to see Ivy trying to sit forward in her IKEA sling 

chair. Not an easy task and she was struggling to sit upright. 

“Bloody chair Maddy, they're comfy but'cha can't get out of 'em.” Maddy gave Ivy her 

hand and when she finally pulled herself up she said, 
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“Reckon they're playin' with the possibilities.” The room was suddenly still as Ivy spoke. 

“It's the way it goes innit?” Ivy was expressionless. “You talked 'bout 'cher chrono-

watchumeecallits. The reason why time travel don't 'appen. Well, if it ain't actually possible, 

maybe it could be used fer controllin' possibilities, mmm?” Her voice rose gently in the 

question. 

“Sorry Ivy, what do you mean? You mean chronoclasm don't you?” I asked her,  

“Yeah, that. What if some bugger in future was sendin' messages to fuck up possible 

timelines so that things turns out different in future. Say Connie's books were never found. 

You said that was one of the main reasons they come t'see you Connie, to make sure you writ 

the books. P'raps they set the fire, tryin' to burn the books eh? Then yer Martin Cal, Calvin?” 

“Calver, Ivy”, 

“Thanks Miles, Martin Calver would never find 'em.” 

“That's sort of what I was thinking Ivy....but I couldn't have put it more clearly.” Neil sat 

back. 

“Hang on, hang on a minute Neil. Thanks Ivy, you might well be right. As long as I 

haven't been dreaming in a long hibernation for three parts of a decade this might well be so, 

but I only have this one phenomenal experience to go on. I've got to take all this in and 

somehow believe it all, it's too bizarre to be taken at face value. There's got to be more to it or 

it's all been a dream, an illusion.” Connie was pouring water on our blaze of speculation. “See 

if they come again and we'll see what they say next, if there is a next.” 

Neil had a determined look on his face.  

“Well I'm gonna see if I can find Holly and Ben and see if they can remember anything 

else, and what about the two youngsters who left the sect? It’s too much of a coincidence.” 

Neil pointed out of the room in the general direction of the sect's place. 
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“You'll have a job finding the young-uns Neil. I only know their names.” Connie said, “it 

might be worth a try, Rebecca and Saul Rasmussen.” 

We all knew there was no point in pursuing this any further at least until there was a return 

of the visitors if there was to be one. Neil's 'flashback' had cast a shadow over the whole story 

but Connie's disappearance and return were certainly true. Where she went, how and when, 

had yet to be clarified, and hopefully, by our own evidence witnessing the visitors ourselves. 

We were all on tenterhooks. Would they come again? Was it a fluke, even something equally 

fantastic such as Connie being abducted and brainwashed. Nothing could be more outlandish 

than what Connie had already told us. We'd just have to wait and leave our thoughts in a 

turmoil of guesswork and confusion. 

As we left it was very late. The weather had changed and icy showers, even a clap of 

thunder signalled that it was still April and there was a distinct nip in the air, there might even 

be a frost in the morning. 

“Listen, relax for now. In a few days’ time we'll put the heart urchin in the circle of 

urchins and see what happens. How about early on Tuesday?” Connie was hugging and 

kissing goodbye. 

“Aren't you worried about the Trovists Connie? Shouldn't one of us stay?” Rosie was 

genuinely concerned. 

“That's sweet of you my dear, but I can manage. After the fire I realised my notes and 

books were vulnerable so I stored the bulk of them in a safe place, away from the chalet, if 

anyone came looking for them or put a match to the place they wouldn't find them. But as for 

me, I'm too old to care. I've been looking after myself for a long time and I don't give too 

much of a fuck, so no, I'll be fine.”  Rosy smiled. She liked Connie like she loved her own 

grandmother and couldn't wait to meet her again. She took my hand and seemed reluctant to 

walk away. 
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“Bye, Connie and thank you so much.” 

“Bye Connie, till Tuesday.” I kissed her cheek and we left with Connie looking content 

that she'd at least let us know where she'd been even if it did seem highly improbable. 
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Chapter Fourteen 

The Lollipop and the Forge. 

 

Neil and Trish hadn't been this animated for years. Neil was already planning visits to find 

Holly and Ben and determined to find the Rasmussens. Trish realised her research could be 

somewhat valuable and viewed her master's with a renewed enthusiasm. Over the next couple 

of days Neil bothered Manjit and Binder, the proprietors of Dimmick's, Fishy Balderson, the 

old and slightly bonkers fishmonger opposite and the regulars in the Sir Joseph Paxton public 

bar. As he was about to leave the bar, two pints heavier, Bambi Bianchi the barmaid, 

surprisingly her real name, called out to him. 

“You lookin' fer them cult kids Neil?” 

“Yeah, I'm trying to find them so I can ask them what happened around the time they left 

the sect. Connie's come back to the chalet and she was just curious about them.” 

“Connie's back? Jeez, where's she bin?” Bambi said quietly as she walked over to Neil at 

the door. 

“Oh, no surprises, she went off without telling anyone to see her cousins in Australia, 

partly to get away from the idiocy of the sect elders who’d been bothering her for a while, 

and she stayed there. According to Miles, Connie just forgot to tell anyone. Apparently she's 

got so used to the family ignoring her, but she even forgot to leave a note for Maddy. 

Anyhow, she's back and in good spirits. Miles and Maddy have been catching up on her tales 

of her travels. I said I'd try and find out what I could about the Trovist kids, Connie quite 

liked them and she was pleased they’d left the sect but worried what had happened to them. 

They were still teenagers and had barely left school. She didn't think they had any family and 

thought the sect had originally adopted them.” Neil thought that all sounded plausible.  
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“Well what I heard was that they had friends in Guildham and they'd gone there.” Bambi 

frowned, “I don't know their names but they were old school friends who were just starting 

college and had a flat belonging to one of their fathers. The college might know although that 

was what, five or six years ago?” 

“It's seven actually since Connie went away.” 

“Seven! Why didn't she contact Maddy?” Bambi sounded suspicious. 

“You know, I just don't know. Miles says she would do things like that, spur of the 

moment things, she wanted to be “forgotten” by the family for a while and the time flew 

past.” That seemed to satisfy Bambi who raised her eyebrows gesturing 'maybe a bit of 

dementia'? 

“Thanks Bambi, I'll check it out.” Neil was pretty certain Holly and Ben would know who 

the friends were. They could even know the Rasmussens. 

“Sorry Roger, I did understand when Connie explained it all, it's, complicated, but, the 

kids, the Rasmussen kids who were at school around the time Ben and Holly were there, they 

might remember those weird visitations at the time, you know, the rumours about the sect.” 

Neil was sat opposite Roger on a table just inside the Lord Nelson. The season was just 

starting, the Brownsea ferries and harbour tours were filling up and already seagulls were 

devouring ice cream cones dropped by toddlers. The first whiffs of Ambre Solaire were in the 

air.  

“S'all right Neil. I've got an interest in all that hippie stuff myself, but I'd never thought 

about it all from that angle.”  

Neil had been trying to explain Connie's philosophy but it was getting lost in translation as 

Neil tied himself in ever tighter knots. Roger took a sup from his pint. He'd just run the ‘Bay 

Run’, a charity fun run organised by the Nelson's landlord and they'd just got back to the pub 
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after twelve leisurely miles along the sea front from Christchurch. The wind was brisk and he 

could still taste the salt on his lips from the spray blowing across the promenade. 

“Jeez, I needed that!” he said licking the head of the beer from his top lip. “A couple of 

days ago I watched a Royal Institute lecture by an American physicist who was talking about 

the emptiness of space as a very low energy state, like waves, until bits become closer and it 

becomes entangled. Then the nebulous waves become particles, high energy, and that energy 

interacts with the geometry of space, the structure of space, and produces what we see as 

gravity, the curvature of space, neatly agreeing with Einstein, which was the basis for his 

thesis, 'How can we reconcile quantum gravity with Einsteinian relativity?' I'm paraphrasing. 

Ultimately gravity comes from wave function.  What was a lot more interesting was the 

number of conclusions which ended in 'We just don't know'. One of the queries was 'how do 

things become, or be triggered into, entanglement in the first place?' The idea of 

consciousness raised its head as an answer several times, but was always shied away from. 

The physicists don't know how to fit it into their maths and end up taking big detours to skirt 

the problem. I’ve got the gist of what you're telling me about Connie's ideas. She seems to 

have a handle on the real possibilities for a revolution in the physics but, more interestingly, 

the social implications. If populations really got that they are responsible for all of it, there'd 

be no procrastination in ending fossil fuel extraction would there? People still think that there 

are forces beyond our control or understanding, it's the religious lie. Global corporations 

would just have to suck it up and start investing in clean energy.” 

“Crikey Rog, I didn't know you had that sort of interes. I thought your science ended in 

metallurgy and you were a hard-headed pragmatist.” 

“Well I am, mostly, but I still like using my seven inch refractor and wondering about 

stuff. How did it all begin? Is there anyone out there? What's life and consciousness? Does an 

amoeba have an experience of any sort? Of course I don't say any of that out loud in here!” 
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Roger glanced over his shoulders left and right in mock guardedness. He grinned as he 

took another deep swig from his pint. “The bit in Connie's ideas that's most difficult for me to 

get my head round is the complete reversal of logic, our apparently logical experience of 

reality. We're set up to see ourselves as separate from our environment, from the whole 

universe, presumably in order to survive and to be able to see our experience as, uh, well, an 

experience! To see ourselves as individuals with 'free will'. But, seen from the angle of life 

being the whole universe and everything in it, stars, rocks, seas and empty space, everything 

the same as us, constructs inside of it, it looks as though we're living an illusion, with free 

will and little or no purpose. D'you want another? I'm having one.” 

As Roger set the tray down with two more pints as he tore open two packets of cheese and 

onion he said, quietly this time, 

“Ben's doing some stuff in Moscow trying to get a British businessman out of Putin's 

clutches and trying to keep his staff out of the same prison. He's done well since his law 

degree, he's still only a legal assistant in the team but his firm puts a lot of faith in him.” 

Roger glanced around again as though it might be sensitive information. “Holly's a junior 

house officer at the Basingstoke and North Hants. She can probably put you in touch with the 

Danish kids.” 

“Danish? Well yes, I suppose Rasmussen is Danish isn't it but I think they're probably 

English. Perhaps a Danish father or grandfather?” Neil shrugged it off as unimportant, 

“Yeah, could be,” Roger agreed, “but Holly knows them I think. Give her a call. She won't 

mind.” 

Connie was relaxing. She had dismantled her stone circle. Even though the prospect of 

another visit was appealing she wanted to relax, gather her thoughts and attend to some 

chores around the ground. The last few days had been amazing for her, seeing us and Neil 
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and Trish, catching up with Ivy and readjusting to life seven years in the future, even though 

to her she'd seen me as a fifteen year old youth only about a month ago. 

At times when the Chemical Brothers would be a touch too dance-floor boomy, Connie 

chose another of her favourite bands for doing chores around the house, Joe Zawinul's 

Syndicate. It had just the right amount of rhythm, nostalgia for far-flung cultures and jazz to 

have her almost dancing as she swept and tidied and now it was playing on her ancient Quad 

twenty two valve amp. She flopped into the old sofa and picked up her mobile and called me. 

“Miles.” 

“Hi Connie.” I've always known her as Connie. 'Grandma' or 'Nan' always seemed to 

describe a lovely but insignificant character and Connie was certainly not that. Lovely? 

Maybe. 

“Miles, That all seemed to go reasonably well didn't it? I've stashed the stones for a while. 

I don't want to provoke any activity just yet. I'm a bit scared to be honest, but I thought it 

would be good to let Neil do his bit of detective work. I want to see if Ivy's right. I suspect 

she is. She usually is! D'you know how he's getting on finding the Trovist youngsters? They 

were nice kids. I don't reckon they knew what their elders were up to but they must have been 

aware of something. Trying to burn my house was more than fundamentalist crap. I'll bet that 

when they started talking to me over the fence it wasn't incidental. I think they were innocent 

enough but they were unwittingly spying for that Ruth Morton, the power behind the throne 

in that little tyranny. She's a bad'un, I wouldn't put it past that hussy to use kids to do her dirty 

work.” She almost sounded angry. I rarely heard Connie being angry.  

“Neil found Holly and Ben straight away after he’d spoken to Roger, his mate in Poole. 

They put him on to another couple of their school friends, John and Frenchie. John 

Sherwood's mum Ethel was at school with Maddy. They were good friends. She still lives 

along the bottom road opposite the school and I think Mum still buys eggs and apples from 
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her in the season. Anyway, I think Neil is waiting to speak to John's fiancée Belinda 

Lemaitre, Frenchie's her nickname at college, apparently she hates the name Belinda and 

positively bridles if someone calls her Binnie like her mum did. I'll let you know how he gets 

on although he'll surely tell you himself.” 

Connie wondered if it would be a good idea to get her notes to me for safe keeping. 

“Whatever way Connie, I think it'd be a good idea to get them all copied and stored. I'd 

like to start collating and organising your notes into a comprehensive dossier soon anyway, 

away from the eyes and clutches of the sect. They never need to know I've got them, but, if 

Ivy and Neil are right, there's a betrayal at the sharp end. Somehow that needs to be unearthed 

and hopefully severed or we may not be able to keep it all hidden, whoever visited the 

Trovists, if they did, probably has access to information related to you, me, all of us. 

Somehow we should let the visitors know, they may have no clue that there might be a Trov 

infiltrator using their Quancorde.” 

Neil had found Holly. It was easy enough. When she came to the door of the doctor's room 

she used as a base while she was on shift, she looked half asleep.  

“Neil? What are you doing here? Come in, come in. Sorry I've just come off a thirteen 

hour shift which turned into seventeen hours, that's over a hundred hours this week. I'm so 

knackered.”  Holly slumped back onto the single bed and finished the stubby bottle of cheap 

lager she'd left on the bedside table while she checked her emails. 

“Do you want a beer Neil?” 

“I don't have to stay now Holly, I can come back.” 

“No, no Neil it's really good to see you. I don't see anybody other than nurses and patients 

when I'm on duty. Dad told me you might come.” 

“I hoped he would. Yeah, OK, a beer would go down well.” Holly took a couple more 

bottles from the tiny fridge in the kitchen, hissed the tops off and they clinked bottles. 
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“Good to see you Holly...it's been years, you've done well.” Neil swept his hand wide, 

“master of all you survey, eh?” They giggled a bit and Holly said, 

“Give me a couple of minutes to get dressed Neil.”  

“No, honestly Holly I can come back.” 

“It's fine Neil, I'm not going to sleep immediately. It takes a couple of hours to wind down, 

the beer?” Holly held up the half empty bottle. “I'm off for forty eight hours now. I'll sleep 

like a log tonight, I could do with fresh air. Do you mind taking a walk over on the golf 

course. We can have a chat there.” They talked idly about Roger, Ben, the state of the health 

service, Holly's doctor boyfriend and Connie. 

“It's about Connie that I've come here really. You remember that fiasco with Connie's fire 

just before she disappeared, I only found out about it recently. I've known Miles for years but 

I only just met Connie. What a meeting! She disappeared all right. I'll tell you the whole story 

later but I think her confrontation with the Trovists is relevant to where she went. I want to 

find those Trovist kids. They left the cult soon after Connie disappeared and I think it's all 

connected. You knew them at the time didn't you?” Neil sat on a bench and Holly stood 

looking across the links. 

“That was a while ago Neil. I'm not sure where they went to.” 

“No, don't worry Holly I think I can find them, the barmaid in the Jolly Sailor seemed to 

think they went to Guildham and stayed with school friends who had started college there. I 

wondered if you knew any friends who'd started college in Guildham?” Neil knew it was a 

long shot, but Holly surprised him. 

“In Guildham? Yes. John Sherwood, and Frenchie, his girlfriend, got quite close to them. 

It was John who used to tell us about the sect and their antics. The sect kids, Erasmus or 

something like that wasn't it?” 

“Rasmussen.” 
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“Rasmussen, that's it. They were scared and wanted to leave and John had offered to hide 

them if they did leave and needed to vanish for a while.”  

“Do you know how to get hold of John Sherwood?” Neil was excited he'd made a 

connection. 

“I don't but Ben should know. They were good friends before they left school. I'll give him 

a call. What's the time? He's four hours ahead in Moscow.” Neil looked at his watch,  

“It's twenty past six so it'll be after ten in Moscow. Leave it till the morning.” 

“No, Ben'll be OK, I'm his big sister.” She said with a grin as if it would be fun to disturb 

him. Holly paced as the phone rang in Moscow. After a long while Holly suddenly 

brightened and smiled and said, 

“Ben! It's me.” She repeated what I'd told her and did a little jump as Ben gave her John's 

phone number. “When are you coming home? Not until September? OK, OK let me know. 

How's the case going? Yes of course. I know you can’t talk about it. It'll all work out.” There 

was a pause while Ben returned small talk and then Holly said. “Brilliant Ben, thanks 

millions.  Bye. Love you. Well that was lucky. He was just going to the loo in the interval. 

They were having a special with his clients. Tosca at the Bolshoi...lucky sod. Ben's got a 

great job assisting on a case in Russia trying to get a businessman out of jail who crossed 

Putin. Putin got him on a trumped up tax fraud charge and had him arrested on an Interpol 

'Red Notice'.” 

“Ben gave you John's number?” 

“Yes, sorry, Ben's case is fascinating. I'll text it to your phone. What's your number?” 

“Thanks Holly. Tell me about Ben's case. It sounds like Bill Browder's spat with Putin. 

That was the case which led to the Magnitsky sanctions.”  

Neil stayed and talked to holly until she finally conceded to her exhaustion and went to 

bed. 
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Ethel Sherwood was walking around the yard of the old house collecting the eggs laid by 

her free range chickens. She sold a few dozen each day to neighbours and friends. The House 

was quietly crumbling. When her great grandfather had built it he'd run out of money and 

decided to risk not pointing the brickwork trusting that the sandy mortar would hold until he 

could afford the time and money for the laborious task, which he never did. The house 

withstood most of the ravages of the twentieth century except for one moment in the nineteen 

sixties when John's grandfather, as a paperboy, arrived back home in time for breakfast 

before going to school, threw his trades bike against the coal-shed wall as he always did and 

it promptly collapsed. The mortar had finally disintegrated. Locks House was eventually 

completed in the nineteen nineties but remained looking like a French farmhouse, patchy and 

decaying. It was one of the most charming houses Neil had ever seen with wisteria forming a 

perfect arch across the facade and apple trees in the orchard where the chickens roamed. 

“John's out Mr Ah?” 

“Neil Deacon, just call me Neil Mrs Sherwood.” Neil shook Ethel's hand after she'd wiped 

it by force of habit on her pinnie. 

“He'll be back in a little while, he's just taken some eggs to Dimmick’s. Come in and wait 

for him.” 

Locks House, and the old school opposite were built at the same. Ethel was the part-time 

caretaker and the lollipop lady. As they walked into the cavernous kitchen her 'lollipop' was 

leant against the porch wall. 

“You're a lollipop lady Mrs Sherwood?”  

“Yes Neil, call me Ethel – please. I'll put the kettle on.” She slid the massive blackened 

copper kettle across the Aga to the hot plate above the fire box. As she did so a cat sleeping 

on the cool hood above the oven suddenly woke, flicked its tail in contempt as it jumped 

down and briskly pattered out of the door. Ethel opened one of the enormous wooden doors 
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in the airing cupboard next to the Aga to get a table cloth and a folded sheet on the top of the 

pile began to slide out. Along with it came another cat, still asleep. It was clearly abashed as 

it woke halfway down, landed on its feet and, following the first cat, sped out the door. 

“Stupid cat. He creeps in there 'cos it's warm.” Ethel took down a cloth and set it across 

the ancient wooden table. She found biscuits and cakes and set them with a cafetiere in the 

middle. Her Bassett hound had been following her and looking at her with imploring eyes.  

“I'll just give Allsort his chum and bisquits á doggo.” As he heard his name and saw the 

can being opened he turned in a circle and sat expectantly.  Ethel tickled his ear as she laid 

the bowl in front of him and he dived in. “There ya go Sorty! How do you like your coffee 

Neil?”  

“Sweet tooth I'm afraid Ethel, two and some milk.” 

“John told me you'd be coming. Something about them Trovist nutters eh?” 

“I'm trying to find the two kids who left after the weird tales of visitations a few years ago. 

I want to see if they can tell me more about why they left and what the Trovists thought was 

happening. It relates to the fire at Connie Luard's place about the same time. It all petered out 

but I think there's more to it and I want to make sure Connie's safe.” 

Ethel took off her pinafore and sat down opposite Neil with a gentle sigh as she rested her 

elbows on the table cradling her mug of coffee. 

“I knew them. The leaders. Other kids from the sect came to the school here. Their parents 

noticed I sold eggs and started to buy them regularly. They were quite friendly and didn't 

bother me with their cult stuff when they realised I had no interest, but I used to talk to them 

a lot. They stopped coming after the 'visitations'. The kids were looked after by the sect I 

believe, after their parents buggered off to do 'missionary work'. They never returned, I never 

saw them again. But they were weird. There was something about them. You know sort of 
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not quite right, you felt you couldn't be sure they were being honest. But I think Frenchie got 

to know the children best. She got quite close to Rebecca, one of the twins.” 

“They’re twins are they? Frenchie? That’s John's other half?” Neil said, 

“Oh yes, sorry, John's fiancée. They're living in the other part of the house until they get 

married. There's a self-contained flat in the annex. John's grandad had the hare-brained idea 

that he could set up a simple B and B to make some money from people down for the sailing 

during the summer. Frenchie's at work. She'll be back here by about four o'clock. By the way 

I was a good friends with Maddy Luard, Anderson as she is now, Miles' Mum. She used to 

talk a lot about Connie and her ideas. I can see why the Trovists would be interested. It goes 

against their grain doesn't it? I admit I barely understood it but somehow, the way she 

explained it, it all seemed plausible.” Ethel sat back. “John's working nights in the frozen 

food depot loading vans and laminating orders in the office. He's got used to the odd hours of 

his days while he's doing his PhD research. He spends most of his time in the day when he's 

not sleeping at the Hartley library so you're lucky to find him at home.” 

“What's he studying?” Neil was genuinely interested.  

“Oh, bio-chemistry, he got interested after the incredible development of new vaccines 

during the big pandemic. He saw an opportunity to do something worthwhile, but it's gone 

way beyond that. His research is about countering the effects of weightlessness and space 

travel on astronauts. I don't understand any of it but I can see his enthusiasm and the 

fascination he has for it.” 

Belinda 'Frenchie' Lemaitre was a mature undergraduate at the university. She'd gone back 

into education to make up for a mis-spent youth when boys and fashion were more important 

for her than anything else. She was studying philosophy and was aiming to be a teacher, 

hopefully in higher education. She came into the kitchen a vision of scarves, hats, bags and 

flowing skirts bringing a cool waft of fresh air from the orchard with her. 
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“Hi Ethel!” with a big grin on her graceful elegant features. “Hi, who're you?” 

“This is Neil, Frenchie, he knows Miles and Maddy and John's friends.” Ethel reached for 

the coffee pot. “Sit down for a moment I think Neil wants to ask you something, want a 

coffee?” Neil took Frenchie's small cool hand for a moment before she sat down, 

“Hi Frenchie. I was hoping to speak to John but Ethel tells me you knew the Rasmussen 

kids when you were at school?” Frenchie momentarily lost her smile. It came straight back 

again.  

“Sorry Neil, I hadn't thought about those two for a while. Yes, I knew Rebecca better than 

Saul.” As Frenchie took off her silk scarves and colourful fleece Neil could see she was 

disturbed by the mention of Rebecca. 

“If you like I'll wait till John gets here.” 

“No, no Neil, go on, go on.” Frenchie relaxed as she took a sip from her coffee leaning 

forward, “I'm all ears.”  

“OK, You know Miles and Maddy? Do you know Miles' grandma Connie?” 

“Yes, didn't she suddenly disappear after a fire at her house, Ethel mentioned it?”  

“Well there might be a very strange connection between the fire and the Trovists. I believe 

Rebecca and Saul were friends of yours.” 

“Ye...s,” Frenchie looked wary, “What strange connection? They were in a right old state 

at the time, does that have something to do with it?” 

“Connie has returned, but it's not as simple as going away and coming back. Maddy and 

Miles thought she'd gone to Australia to stay with relatives but no-one really knew where she 

was. I can't go into it now, it's too bizarre, but I promise to tell you all about it, as 

unbelievable as it is. Do you remember the gossip in Dimmick’s at the time. I'm hoping 

someone can help me find the Trovist kids, are you still in touch with them?” 
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“Not really, they disappeared at about the same time as Connie. John stayed with some of 

our other old school mates in Guildham and they went to stay there, sort of secretly.” 

“Yes I know about that but they've left no trail, I don't know where to find them now. 

There must have been a reason they wanted to disappear.” 

John appeared in the doorway and was slightly taken aback. John had seen Neil before at 

Roger's forge when Holly and Ben had a party there. 

“Hello Neil, you're here? Holly gave me a call and told me you might turn up”  

“Hello John, thanks for this, Holly put me on to you, it's good to see you again, I'm trying 

to find the Rasmussen kids.” 

“Ah, mmm, Frenchie knew them much better than I did, you were close to Rebecca 

weren't you Frenchie? How you bin doin' Neil? Long time.”  

They sat and chatted idly, catching up on mutual acquaintances and telling the odd yarn. 

Ethel went off to continue chores before her Lollipop Lady duties summoned her away for an 

hour.  

Another coffee later and Frenchie was itching to tell Neil more about the time the 

Rasmussens left. Neil had jogged her memory and it came flooding back. She knew there was 

more to it at the time but once the Rasmussens disappeared she thought that was the end of it 

all. 
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Chapter Fifteen 

The Rasmussens. 

 

“Their parents were what the sect called ambassadors of Trovism.” Frenchie settled herself 

to tell a story. John looked interested as Frenchie turned to look at him. He'd not heard much 

of this before, although he knew the Rasmussen kids were not in a happy situation. At school 

they kept their own company and at the time he wasn't as aware of Frenchie's friendship with 

them. He and Frenchie hadn't started dating until they'd been at college for a while. 

“Sorry John, I haven't told you much about this, I didn't think it was important. Most 

people forgot about them after they disappeared. As I said, their parents were sort of 

missionaries and buggered off to distant parts on a mission. A bit like the Mormons do, you 

know? Rebecca and Saul were in dedicated private schools but as soon as the parents left, the 

Trovist elders, who were supposed to be their guardians until the parents returned, thought 

the private school education was too expensive and wasted on them and transferred them to 

our school. That was when they were about twelve or thirteen. Up until then they'd been 

pretty much cocooned from normal society and were indoctrinated by the sect as soon as they 

could string two words together. They were steeped in the sect's ideology. It was quite an eye 

opener for them to see the amount of freedom ordinary schoolkids had, and that we could say 

and think what we liked. They were timid and shied away from most contact with other kids 

at school. Some nasty little bastards used to tease and bully them but a couple of the bigger 

guys, Mike Purwood and Joey Baker had some moral sense and started protecting them from 

the worst of their tribulations. That's when I started talking to Rebecca when Joey asked me 

to look after her when he found her in tears in the cloakrooms.” 

“I didn't know Joey was like that, he always had an aura of the toughie about him.” John 

said. 
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“Nah, he was a real softie deep down but he didn't let many people see that. He and Mike 

always looked out for the weaker kids; don't you remember how they surrounded the poor 

nipper having an epileptic fit until a teacher came? They threatened the braying idiots from 

the numb-nuts classes with a fat lip if they came near or touched the guy. Joey'd been playing 

tennis and he quietly told me and heard someone crying after everyone else had gone home 

and he found her in a corner in the girls cloakroom. She was at the end of her tether. I asked 

her who was getting at her, which kids were they, I'd get Joey to sort them out.  But, it wasn't 

the school. In fact She and Saul had found a bit of sanity and respite in the school and 

although it was hard for them they looked forward to getting away from the sect during the 

day. As she calmed down it all started to tumble out of her. It was like the release of the 

pressure built up in a geyser. 

The twins had been constantly abused by the elders and leaders of the sect, sexually and 

physically. Until they came to our school they thought it was normal. They were constantly 

under threat. If they showed any dissent they were punished, locked in rooms for long periods 

or left without food.  After their parents departed it got worse. It was the men who abused 

them, or so it seemed. From what she could tell the women were the leaders. The men of the 

sect were underdogs who kowtowed to the women and were rewarded for their complicity 

with access to Rebecca and Saul. Other kids in the sect were treated similarly so none of them 

questioned it. The horrors increased when the elders suddenly proclaimed visitations from 

God. They forced Rebecca and Saul to go on a recruitment drive. This was a normal activity 

for the sect. It didn't appear to be anything particularly sinister to Rebecca and Saul. They 

were directed to catch the attention of Connie. They had to find out as much as they could 

about the evil 'old witch' living alone in the chalet on the strawberry fields. 

Rebecca had overheard the heated discussions which went on well into the night between 

the elders and the leaders of the local Trovists. The leaders wanted to 'rid the world of the evil  
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by whatever means but the elders were worried that physical harm would attract the attention 

of the police and advocated measures which would appear to be accidental.  

The Rasmussens were being affected by Connie “the witch”. They were questioning their 

faith. The leaders decided they shouldn't see Connie anymore and perhaps the sect would 

need to find a solution to deal with them too. They were becoming far too urbane and were 

questioning the teachings of the cult. It was then they heard the elders saying that the best 

answer to the problem of the old woman was to burn her place and destroy her research. 

It was only after the leaders started announcing publicly that they'd had visions and 

visitations from God that Saul had the courage to ask what the visitations meant. They said 

God had told them to rid the world of the scourge of witchcraft masquerading as science and 

that the visions had appeared to the Trovist elders and leaders because they were chaste and 

pure. They were also the closest Trovist group to the source of the problem. From what I 

could make out the overall leaders were a foreign couple, Leonard and Magda Schichel, and 

the elders were their lieutenants Ruth and Isaac Morton.  Rebecca was right in thinking the 

whole show was actually run by the women who were tyrannical matriarchs. They made the 

rules. The men obeyed and cowered in the women’s presence whenever they were together. 

Rebecca and Saul had discovered the wider world outside the sect. They started to become 

a thorn in the side of the leaders. As the Magda and Ruth wrangled bitterly and threatened the 

twins with ever more violent threats and punishments, they became increasingly afraid 

something would happen to them more awful than anything they’d endured so far in their 

lives.  Leaving was their best option but didn't know how they could achieve it. At sixteen 

years of age, imprisoned, abused and tormented, afraid and not knowing anyone, where could 

they go? 

Over the next couple of days I asked around. Some of John's friends had already arranged 

a flat in Guildham where they were to start their college careers. It was a house owned by one 
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of their parents. They had a spare room and were willing to help the Rasmussens disappear 

when they had heard the twins had been virtually imprisoned and abused by the sect. No-one 

needed to know and you could bet the Trovist elders wouldn't want to involve police. The 

Rasmussens changed their names. They weren't on any files anywhere and even a good 

private investigator would have trouble knowing where to start if everyone kept shtum. 

As school finished and we all set off for college the Rasmussens became Julia and Sean 

Bradley starting a new life quietly serving coffee in Costa and stacking shelves in Lidl by day 

and studying at adult classes in the evening. The Bradleys, whose names they were borrowing 

were real people, distant relatives of one of the students in the house, who never knew their 

identities were being usurped for a noble cause. Rebecca and Saul were careful not to cause 

suspicion by keeping their finances strictly cash and rarely using their identities except for 

things like getting jobs. 

That was it, I forgot about them. We all did. It was over, done and dusted. But I always 

had a nagging in the back of my mind that there were still questions about the sect. It was 

pretty evil. It reminded me of those suicide and homicidal sects like Heaven's Gate or the 

Manson bunch. Rebecca described the women leaders as controlling psychopaths.” Frenchie 

breathed deeply, sat back and looked at John. 

“Do you know any more about them John?” 

“Not really, it's like you said. The sect hasn't found them in eight years. I saw them once 

when I visited the house in Guildham and they were fine. Their background wasn't mentioned 

again that I know of. Saul, sorry Sean, had grown a beard and had long hair, Julia had 

changed so much I didn't recognise her, ripped jeans and a subculture coloured hairstyle with 

makeup to match. They were unrecognisable, nothing like the timid churchgoers they were at 

school. They were both dating college students and rarely seen with each other.” John 
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shrugged as if to say, job done. “We’ve taken to referring to them by their new names all the 

time now. The Rasmussens no longer exist.” 

“Tell us about Connie Neil.” Frenchie said in anticipation. 

“You have to understand that a lot of this is new to me. I know Miles and Maddy but I 

only met Connie for the first time a few days ago. Miles had invited Trish and me for a 

weekend while he and Rosy were down from college. It just so happened that Connie 

returned a few weeks earlier but Miles had only just found out. Trish is my wife and Rosy, 

who Miles met at uni, has been his girlfriend for a while now. Connie was in the process of 

explaining her long absence when Trish and I turned up. 

This is where the story leaves the realm of the rational. Suspend your disbelief for a few 

minutes eh?”  

Neil spent the next hour explaining what he'd heard during his couple of visits to Connie's 

chalet with me, Mum, Rosy, Ivy and Trish.  Ethel joined them again after her Lollipop Lady 

duties as he patiently fielded Frenchie's and John's questions as best he could, reminding 

them that as yet he'd had no direct experience of any 'visitors' and he added that as far as he 

could see Connie would have no reason to fabricate such a tall tale just to whitewash a 

prolonged trip to see family in Australia. 

“Let me get this right,” John said, “What you’re saying is that a Trovist, eight hundred 

years hence, infiltrates the time travelling whatsit and sends a message to Trovists here, now, 

pretending to be an angel, or God itself, imploring the nutters to destroy Connie's books and 

notes. Yeah?” 

“I'd say that sums it up John. That's why I'd ideally like to talk to the Rasmussens to see 

what they can remember about the visitations. Sorry, the Bradleys! It looks as though the 

scientists who visited Connie have no idea there's a breach in their security. They're aware of 

the threat to Connie's work because of the unstable fabric of the quantum nature of the 
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experiments they're conducting, there's a dread that it's about to collapse to a dystopia. Their 

understanding of the quantum nature of our universe has allowed them to identify the 

possible manifestations, the construct of various coordinates on the timeline.  

From what I can make out the people who Connie met feel that their stability is fragile. A 

chaotic and violent, degenerating state is far more likely and they’re acutely aware of any 

threats and disturbances which could cause another downward spiral.  

Connie's work is key to the third renaissance, the recovery from the inexorable decline 

which followed the destructive period which started in the nineteenth century and really took 

hold now, in the twenty first century. That's why they wanted Connie to be aware of the 

possibility and take measures to prevent the destruction of her work. As I said, it's the 

discovery of Connie's ideas which sparks a revolution in our understanding of ourselves and 

our relationship to the earth and the universe. They hadn't considered a breach of this nature 

in their security at the Quancorde, the quantum coordination complex, but they wanted to 

make sure Connie’s work was secure.” 

Neil did his best to answer a storm of questions and incredulity. John, Frenchie and Ethel 

didn't dismiss his tale outright. 

“There's no need for me to ask you to keep this to yourselves, I’m sure you will, at least 

for now.”  

“I'll contact my buddies who were at Guildham Uni. They'll know where the Bradleys are 

now. I'll get them to contact you.” John said. 

“Who, the Bradleys?” Neil wasn't sure who John referred to. 

“Yeah, yeah, Julia and Sean.” he grinned, using their new first names.  

“Give my love to Maddy Neil, I'll see her when she comes for her next box of eggs.” Ethel 

waved from the door as Neil left. 

“Will do Ethel and thanks for the coffee.” 
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I met Neil and Trish a couple of days later and with Rosy we went to see Connie. Neil 

explained that he was about to contact the Bradleys. 

Connie took Neil's hand and led him through the chalet to the kitchen. 

“They know you were trying to contact them. John's friends from Guildham told them. 

They knew exactly what it was about immediately. They're here.” Connie gestured through 

the window. Neil looked confused. As he looked out he couldn't see anyone.  

“Where, when, brilliant, how did they...?” 

“I put them in the shed and told them to keep quiet till I knew it was you lot, alone. 

They're eating a punnet of strawberries.” Connie sniggered. 

“You won't recognise them from my descriptions of them when they were teenagers. But I 

thought it was best to be on the safe side.” We all turned to a gentle knock at the door. It was 

open and a head appeared with anxious eyes. 

“Come in, Julia, Come on in. Come on Sean.” 

Relief spread across their faces and we met the Bradleys for the first time. We felt like we 

knew them from Connie's description but they were now twenty four year old adults with 

different names and looked, normal. 

“We've been wanting to see Connie again. She gave us our lives you know. Your finding 

us gave us the nudge we needed Neil. Connie's told us about the events surrounding her 

disappearance at the same time we went off. It all sounds far too weird. It was partly due to 

the sect trying to burn Connie's house which drove us to disappear. It was the final straw.” 

Julia sniggered at the pun. “We're still a bit afraid the sect will find us but, what can they do 

now? We're out of their sociopathic clutches but we didn't want to renew their interest in 

Connie.” Connie was delighted that Julia sounded confident and capable, very different to the 
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timid acolyte she'd spoken to seven years ago. Sean was quiet but showed no sign of 

diffidence either. 

“It all makes sense now. Ivy was right. Sean and Julia confirmed that the fire wasn't just a 

matter of plain old book burning, the sect really believed they were fulfilling a commandment 

from God. They almost certainly saw a vision, but one from Mae-Blu's parallel timeline 

coordinate. It has to be a Trov infiltrator that got past the Quancorde security. Apparently I'm 

common knowledge in twenty eight hundred and the Trovs can trace their sect back over a 

thousand years so it wasn't difficult for them to find me and work out a plan to set up a 

chronoclasm. They knew the Trovists here now would believe and act on a vision which 

presented itself as God or an angel of God. The old flint schoolhouse was converted to a 

residence a long while ago. There's a record of when they moved there in the Trovist 

archives. That's probably how the infiltrator made the coordinates using the ancient flint as a 

focus.” 

“That means the bastard's still there with access!” Neil looked alarmed. “It's only a few 

days since he or she sent the original ghost. Seven years to us, but they will know soon that 

Connie's fine and her work still exists. They could try again.” 

“Just what I was thinking Neil.” Connie said, “I'm apprehensive but I'm going to bite the 

bullet and see if I can attract Mae-Blu to make another visit. Would you two like stay around 

and experience this with us. I think you're safe here. The sect must have given up hoping to 

find you after this amount of time. It's a bit late for them now isn't it? As you said, what can 

they do now? You're not a threat to them as such. It's me they're after. You'll soon see what 

ghosts and visitations are really all about.” Connie looked back at Neil with a grin. “Could 

they stay on the boat for a couple of days Neil?” Neil looked at Trish who nodded an 

enthusiastic assent. 
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“I'd love to stay Connie, it's really kind of you considering our part in the Trovist arson 

attempt.” Julia glanced at Sean. 

“It's OK Becs,” Sean calling Julia by his familiar childhood name for her, “ I'll call Vicky 

and let her know...she'll be fine for a few days. I'll explain as much as I can. Vicky''s my 

girlfriend and totally discreet, she knows our story.” Sean said turning to us. 

“What about you Julia, do you have anyone to call?” I said. 

“No, no, not at the moment. I haven't had a boyfriend for a year or so. No-one's expecting 

to see me. I'm at college now, I can take a few days off. Sean's still working in the 

supermarket and he can do the same. They’re pretty flexible with zero hours workers.” Sean 

nodded agreement. 

“Let's say the day after tomorrow then. If you all come about ten as usual.”  

Connie followed us out and went to the shed where the tub was full of anemones, a 

fantastic display of colour. As the violets stopped flowering the anemones started. The shed 

still full with the heady scent of fresh strawberries and earth. We all stopped for a look before 

we departed. Julia and Sean were no strangers to the shed, Connie had often sat binding 

violets or counting punnets while she conversed with them. They were clearly enraptured 

with the fond memories they had. As we walked to cars the skylarks were soaring. 
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Chapter Sixteen. 

Re-visiting. 

 

Ivy's had arrived and she was already slumped in the IKEA deck-chair nursing a cup of 

coffee, her bike locked and stored in the shed, out of sight. 

The stones were set on the table.   

“'Ello Miles, 'ello Maddy. Y'all roight Rosy my love?”  Her endearing Hampshire drawl 

brought a smile to all our faces.  

“Hello Ivy, lovely to see you here.” Neil leant forward to give her a peck on the cheek as 

did Trish. 

“'Ello Neil, Trish...this is a todo ain't it? I 'ates ta say I toldja so, but I toldja so!” She 

laughed out loud. I hadn't seen Ivy demonstrably cheerful for a long while. She was always 

happy and contented but not as overtly as she was now. 

“What's got into you Ivy?” I said as we all took a seat. 

“Oh nuthin' Miles, I'se just excited like. This is a real turn up eh?” 

“It is Ivy. This is Sean and Julia.” 

“Yeah, I knows 'em. I seen 'em 'ere when they was kids. What a change eh?” Sean and 

Julia walked around behind Ivy and together gave her a hug while she still reclined in the 

chair. They remembered Ivy too and had an affectionate adoration of her. They knew who 

she was.  I was becoming overwhelmed and felt a bit choked. This was a reunion, but not the 

usual long lost sibling type. This was insouciant, spontaneous love. The pair showed the same 

reverence and affection for Connie. It was no surprise they wanted to stay. 

Connie's sitting room had reached its capacity. While Mum Neil and Trish squeezed onto 

the sofa, Connie showed Sean and Julia to the remaining easy chairs. Rosy sat on Connie's 

office chair which I'd brought down from her tiny study in the roof space and I perched on 
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the arm of the sofa. Coffees, madeleines, some fruit and small sweet strawberries filled the 

table except for a pronounced clear space in the centre where the stones stood like an ancient 

monument. 

“Well, here goes. I have no idea if this will work, how long it will take or even if I want it 

to work!” We all moved back a few inches automatically like ripples from a stone thrown 

into a pond as Connie placed the tiny fabricated heart shaped urchin into the centre of the 

stone circle. The curtains were drawn to shade the room so that if the stones glowed we 

would be able to see it against the soft morning sunlight reflecting from the ground outside.  

Connie's sitting room took on the eerie aura of a Victorian séance. We were all silent. It was 

strange to be in a darkened room while we could hear the skylarks ascending with robins, 

thrushes and tits, rooks and wood pigeons in glorious symphony celebrating the morning 

outside.  

The incongruity continued as the stones started to faintly glow just a few minutes later. 

Mae-Blu and Ana-Dras slowly manifested. Ghostly at first but, like an old valve radio 

warming up becoming clearer until they were there as distinct high res holographic images in 

full colour.  

Mae-Blu spoke, this time through a translator device. We all took audible, quavering 

breaths. Connie told us to keep breathing. 

“Hello Connie, we've been waiting for your signal. I posted twenty four hour sentinels on 

the Quancorde receptor, I didn't want to miss you. I felt that I should wait until you were 

ready to see us again. I know our first visit and your transubstantiation must have been 

stressful beyond description and hard to process. These must be your friends. Please keep all 

of this to yourselves. Unscrupulous people everywhere would try to exploit this if it were 

known, even though that would be almost impossible without us knowing about it.” 
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Connie introduced us. Mae-Blu already knew what Ivy looked like and almost broke down 

into tears as she was introduced to her.  

“Miles, Rosy, Maddy, it's an honour, I've heard a lot about you and we have your book of 

transcriptions of course Miles, and Rosy's research. Trish, your PhD work is yet to come but 

be under no illusion, it is so important. I couldn't be here without it.” Ana-Dras nodded 

vigorously with an unrestrained grin on his face..  

Our hearts were racing. Mine certainly was. Gradually our breathing became deeper and 

back to its usual rhythm and we slowly closed our gaping mouths as we relaxed from being 

pressed back in our seats. 

“First of all I have exciting news. In the last few days a startling discovery's been made. 

Your visit inspired our top scientist and mathematician, Mia-Tan Hoku to complete her 

formula. She has been working on a unifying theory for decades. The final pieces were 

always within reach but never quite graspable. We've known the essence of the theory for so 

long. Centuries in fact. Your ideas Connie pointed the way soon after Mar-Tyn discovered 

your vast array of notes and queries that the universe exists as a potential, a nebulous cloud of 

quanta. Life waiting to be conscious. No-thing. It dawned on Mia-Tan that quanta at the 

atomic level are mini universes coming into being when observed or measured. It's two way. 

The consciousness of the observer causes the collapse of the quantic nebula to a point, a 

something and that something is the observer's consciousness, the experience, as a function of 

time. The so-called 'big bang' is the whole universe doing just that. We haven't used the crude 

term 'big bang' for centuries. It doesn't describe the spectacular inception of life, the universe, 

at all.  The manifesting, the actualising, was a possibility collapsing to something, the 

creation of a timeline. Only life, consciousness could do that, or experience it. The 

mechanism is the same as it is at the quantum level. It explains dark matter and dark energy. 

It's the ninety five percent of what's left of the equilibrium, the nebulous potential of the 
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universe. It's everywhere and explains why we can't see it or ever find it. It's invisible until 

it's experienced even though in itself it affects the structure of the cosmos, causing the spin of 

galaxies, gravity and expansion. It's the unifying theory. She realised that for quantum 

collapse to happen there has to be a potential in the first place. The potential becomes 

consciousness. The experience. Without it, the universe just doesn't exist. The problem was 

how to dial in something which we can't see or quantify because we are it. The more you look 

the more it all disappears into simple forces. Life is what causes the forces to emerge, to 

occur from a relaxed state of potential, nothingness, like an endless cloud becoming a 

charged stressed object, an atom, a molecule, a being held together by a gravity, an electro 

magnetism, the possibility of consciousness, time and experience. An insistence.”  

Mae-Blue stressed this word. It implied that a potential couldn’t be ignored and it was this 

insistence which was life, was consciousness. 

“Mia-Tan was finally able to complete the formula. It's elegant and simple and validates 

all your thinking Connie. It proves it. We just have to make sure Mar-Tyn Calver discovers 

it.” 

We all spoke at once. The holograph fizzed for a second. We all heard Connie's voice and 

we went quiet again.  

“It's dark over Will's mother's!” Ivy laughed out loud, she'd heard this little snippet many 

times. Their mother, my great grandmother said it whenever a storm was brewing. I never 

discovered who ‘Will’ was but the adage always intrigued me. Maddy had heard it too but the 

rest of the assembly looked confused. “Sorry Mae-Blu, just a little joke between Ivy and me. 

But seriously there is a metaphorical storm brewing. We should get to the source of it.” 

“It's OK Connie, you never need apologise, what do you mean?” Mae-Blu gestured to us 

to let Connie answer as again we all started to speak at once. 
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“They're as anxious to tell you what's been happening here as I am Mae. Ivy thought that 

there was more to my house fire than just a poke at witchcraft by a primitive local religious 

sect. Neil's been doing some research and it looks as though our friends Sean and Julia, who 

were at the time held under duress by the sect, were witness to what the sect claimed to be 

'visitations from God' demanding the destruction of my writings. Ivy thought the visions 

experienced by the sect's leaders were a misapprehended visit by someone visiting on a 

parallel from twenty eight hundred appearing to them like a supernatural manifestation. We 

think there may be a Trov infiltrator who has access to the Quancorde attempting to cause a 

type of provoked chronoclasm, wiping out the secular future to gain power for themselves 

and their brand of extreme, austere fundamentalism. It suits religions to maintain their control 

by fomenting an arcane esotericism promising an afterlife to those who kowtow to it. When I 

turned up it meant that they perceived that they could lose their local influence and ultimately 

curtail any progress they might make to a wider audience. I saw the Trov protests in 

Ventecaster, that's Winchester to you lot.” She laughed looking around at us. 

“I see. What happened to you?” Mae-Blu looked at the twins. 

Julia related their recollections of the incident. Neil added that the sect had been vocal at 

the time announcing their visitation from God like the proclamation of a second coming. 

“I'll be back.” Mae-Blu and Ana-Dras disappeared instantly and in less time than it took us 

to register our surprise at their abrupt disappearance the urchins shone brightly for a second  

and they were back. Mae-Blu and Ana-Dras were there in front of us again, this time with a 

new face. “This is Sec-Gard our head of security at Quancorde. Tell him what you told me 

Julia.” 

Julia repeated  her recollection of the visitation with Sean adding details. 

“It is possible, probably likely we've had a breach.” Sec-Gard said. He was a quiet man 

with intelligent eyes. Despite the delicate stature of our visitors there was a certain gravitas, a 
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stability about him. “Our vetting hasn't included religious alliances or actual terrorism. In our 

secular society few people are interested in theism. We didn't count on this devious 

chicanery. We'll soon identify the mole. We know about the Trovs but they've been 

considered to be an impotent anachronism.” Sec-Gard smiled at us and looked around at us, 

registering each of our faces. I noticed he lingered a brief moment longer as he looked at 

Mum and his face softened before he went on to look at the rest of us..  

“Thank you Sec,” Mae-Blu and Sec-Gard gave a brief bow to each other and Sec-Gard 

disappeared. “Our Quancorde system has been improved considerably since you came to us 

Connie. The success of your visit prompted a flurry of excitement and interest in the 

coordinator. We felt that the time gap we imposed on you was far too long and mostly 

unnecessary. A return gap avoids such problems as abuse of the system but we found that 

Chronoclasm doesn't work as simply as that. A gambler can't bet on a horse which has won a 

race in the future. He just can't place the bet. His life will be organised as it would have been 

without his visit to a future, not as he would like it to be. He can't manipulate his own 

present, if he did, the future would be different and the horse wouldn't win or even race. But 

an agent from a future could coerce a willing participant to make certain choices in their 

lives. That's why there are many safeguards. We hadn't envisioned a fanatical disruptor 

having access.” Mae-Blu looked around at us. “As I said Connie, we've improved the 

Quancorde. If you'd like we can bring you all to visit our period conflux. There will still be a 

time gap between the time you leave and the time you return. You'll need to be free for a few 

weeks, possibly a month or two.” I could hear the audible intake of breath, everyone's eyes 

were wide.  

“Yes, yes, yes, yes please and yes, please...!” Neil couldn't contain his excitement. Trish 

grabbed his arm.  

“Do you think Neil?” she said. 
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“Too bloody right Trish, you'll come won't you?” 

“I'm scared.” She squeezed his arm tighter. 

“I'd be surprised if you weren't. If Connie could do it I'm sure we all can.” Neil said as he 

put his hand over Trish's who gripped his arm even tighter. Mae-Blu calmed us. 

“Give us a few days, you'll help us root out the anus-creep bigot”  We all flinched slightly 

as the translator did its best with Mae-Blu's derogatory slur, her face showed signs of anger, 

we hadn't expected it. “We'll announce that we've discovered that there's an unauthorised 

intruder in Quancorde and that you've come to identify them because you know what they 

look like. They don't know whether you do or not, but it will flush them out. I'll make 

preparations to accommodate you all for a few days.” 

Sean looked worried. 

“I'd rather not go Julia, Vicky wouldn't want to go and I'd rather stay with her.” Sean's 

girlfriend Vicky Jepson was normally adventurous but was in the middle of finishing her PhD 

thesis, another three month's work..  

“That's fine Sean. I understand, of course.” Julia reassured him. 

“We're really looking forward to your visit Ivy. We're really hoping you'll come.” Mae-

Blu looked imploringly at Ivy. 

“What! I would'n't miss this. I got nuthin' to keep me around 'ere, perfect as it may be. 

Count me in. I'll tell Alan I'm going on 'oliday with you an' Miles for a couple o' weeks 

Maddy.” 

“That's a good idea Ivy, if we tell people who might ask, we're all on holiday for a couple 

of weeks.” Maddy looked around at us all and we all agreed. 

The visitors graciously bowed and disappeared. 

 



 189 

I was the same delirious child, unable to sleep with anticipation, as I was prior to my first 

flight on a jet, when Dad and Maddy took me to Nasa. I could barely contain my excitement. 

As Mae-Blu had said they would, two days later the entourage reappeared. Connie had placed 

the heart shaped urchin to let them know we were assembled and ready. 

Mae-Blu looked around at us. This time Teo-Dica had accompanied her. Teo-Dica spoke 

first. 

“Connie has probably told you a bit about our Quancorde access coordinator?” We all 

looked at each other, 

“Not really, only a rough idea,” I said. 

“OK, it is as close to what was once called time travel as we are ever likely to get. In the 

time which you are visiting you will be like a molecular reconstruction, remember Star Trek 

transporters? It's far more than that, it's real! It's a quantum construct, and you will be 

indistinguishable from the being that you are here. You will be a fully functioning presence. 

You will remember the experience. You could in fact live out the rest of your life in that 

environment and it would appear to you to be no different from living your life here. When 

you eventually die, you would die there. You will disappear from this environment although 

you have a sort of place holder here, it aids return and balances the energy-matter 

immutability. Our only real concern is keeping the Quancorde fully functioning during the 

reconstruction process. There are full backup modules should a unit malfunction but, should 

all power fail the quantum construct evaporates to chaotic dark matter and you return here 

immediately as though nothing had happened. There’s no ‘limbo’! The transfer is almost 

instantaneous.  

Connie, you mentioned spooky action at a distance, Einstein's poke in the ribs at 

instantaneous actions by pairs of identical quantum particles, which can be far apart in a state 

of equilibrium, a potential state. The Quancorde mechanism is based on that same primitive 
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observation but across timelessness as well as space, almost instantaneously, a couple of 

nanoseconds. 

We can't do this in reverse. We can't come here in the same way. There's no Quancorde to 

maintain the trillions of calculations per nano-second needed to drive the quantum re-

substantiation constructs. We are hoping that one day we'll be able to do the swap with 

people but the reverse is not accurate enough.  

“Swap?” I said, “swap for what?” Teo-Dica did his best to explain, 

“When you jump from here you leave a hole, a place holder, which has to be filled. At the 

moment it's a simple distribution of earth and rock well beneath where we are now taken 

from a storage vault immediately below the Quancorde construction locus. It's purely mass, 

your bulk. Conservation of energy. Mass equals energy. There has to be an equalising. 

The jump is somewhat disorienting. You will recover quickly, usually in a few minutes. 

This would be a good time to air any questions you have before we activate.” Teo-Dica 

looked around at us. I realised we were all dumb so I said,  

“To be honest Teo, we barely understand it so any questions would be like us asking the 

pilot of an A350 how the plane's aerodynamics work. A bit redundant just before you take 

off!” We all giggled nervously. 

“What's an A350?” 

“One of our most recent lightweight airliners Teo.” 

“Of course Miles.” A giggle of recognition left Teo-Dica as he looked back at Mae-Blu, 

“Shall we do it?” Mae-Blu smiled back at him, and at us. 

“Is everyone sure?” A nod of assent rippled around the room like a Mexican wave. 

“Hold hands and we'll all jump together.” 

Like a bunch of teenagers all plunging together into a lido we grabbed each other, gripping 

painfully tightly, we were gone. 
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We were here! Legs buckling as gentle hands steadied us into comfortable chairs. Ivy was 

still giggling like a schoolgirl.  

“Waaa! Fuckin' brilliant!” as she sat she looked around at the young person helping her. 

“'Ello my dear. Wass your name? I feel drunk,” and she carried on giggling. 

“I'm Fin, Ivy. Fin-Lyre.” She turned around and asked another person to bring a translator. 

“That won't help much Fin, Ivy has her own mode of speech. We're building a lexicon for 

her.” Bex-Chan said. “Just stay with her until she feels safe, then perhaps get some tea if 

she'd like some.” 

“It's OK” said Fin, “she's making me laugh, I hope she doesn't think I'm rude.” Bex 

walked over and explained this to Ivy. 

“Gordon Bennet, not you, not at all my darlin'. You're beautiful. Thank you, thank you.” 

As Ivy took her hand Fin blushed, tears welling in her eyes. As we all settled and became 

fully aware of our surroundings we could see that Ivy was receiving the attention of royalty, 

as were we all to a lesser degree. Young people gently waited on us offering encouragement 

and bringing drinks and light snacks. 

Mae-Blu and Teo-Dica came in from another room joined by Ana-Dras and Con-Niya. 

Ana and Con immediately walking over to Connie, 

“Connie! Welcome back, it's so great to see you again.” Before long the room was full, our 

hosts were in a state of heightened emotion.  

Lyn-Bic, who ran Quancorde, Stiv-Bic her husband and assistant and Sec-Gard the 

security chief were all there. They all stood in a neat row. Their shimmering flowing 

uniforms looking like something out of a Hayao Miyazaki film. They took a long low bow.  

“Welcome, Ivy, welcome Connie and welcome Miles, Maddy, Rosy, Neil and Trish. And 

a very special welcome to Julia. Your courage is why we’re here welcoming you now and 

why we will be able to continue to welcome you in the future.” 
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We were in a large room, empty except for some screens and blinking panels on the soft 

blue-grey walls. Connie had explained that the young people were probably more likely to be 

around her age and a lot older than Rosy and me. Medicine, genetics, the understanding of 

the ageing process and healthy living meant that people live longer and stay younger.  

They stayed with us, at least two attendants for each of us. As a group we had a quick tour 

of Quancorde and the old Foul-Lee site before being whisked off to Ventecaster for a brief 

civic reception much like Connie had done during her initial jump where we met the Masta-

Helm Maa-Gard and his cabinet and some other high level civic dignitaries.  

This visit to Ventecaster took us further afield to the astronomical research station at 

Chilingstone. The original radio telescope still stood as a museum piece which amazingly still 

worked. At the hub of the complex was an insignificant low modern building, blending with 

the surrounding landscape. It’s function was anything but insignificant. It was the control 

centre for hundreds of telescopes across the globe. From the largest half kilometre bowl in 

north America to the small amateur dishes in places as far flung as Mongolia and Tiera Del 

Fuego and to satellites orbiting Saturn, Jupiter and Mars, their coordinated information was 

all accumulated here for analysis and dissemination. It was here that first contact was made. 

Very little information had been received to date but the messages were clear. The signals 

could have only come from an intelligent source. The scientists knew where the signals 

emanated from and they were working on a method of quantum transmission to make 

communication instant rather than being limited to light speed. Mae-Blu explained that this 

was a question of quantum mechanics, a practical problem, the supercomputers in the facility 

were for calculating coordinates and number crunching the constant flow of incoming data. 

We returned to the mag-lev and we were rapidly on our way to Guildham, still called 

Guild-Ham.  
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Neil was beside himself with excitement pointing out the phenomenal changes that had 

happened over eight hundred years and recognising places which had become almost 

unrecognisable. Not all good, as he pointed out. Particularly the devastation of coastal 

communities and cities in the flooding following global warming. But he was fascinated and 

had nothing but praise for the amazing recovery and rebuilding. The clean air and the 

verdancy were what we had predicted but much of what we were seeing was unexpected. A 

return to small systems farming and smallholding with hedgerows and common land 

everywhere. Hydroponic installations kept food production stable. Cattle, sheep and pigs 

roamed freely as they do now in our local forests, with birds and wildlife in abundance. The 

recovery of wildlife was never an issue. After the environment had been devastated nature 

recovered quickly and populations of all animals returned. Birds, insects and small mammals 

where everywhere. Simple methods kept them away from crops. Public transport, haulage 

and private pods were quietly zooming everywhere on magnetic levitation track, the 

infrastructure of roadways long overgrown or dismantled. The only wheeled transport were 

personal bikes and scooters and disabled peoples' carriages.  

We were all astonished by the sight of massive airships travelling at not inconsiderable 

speed propelled by electric turbines. The turbines were powered partly by solar generators 

across the top surface of the balloon and partly by energy beamed from satellites. Smaller 

faster aircraft were powered by miniature nuclear fusion generators. An innovation made 

possible by an ingenious discovery of how fusion could be achieved by incredibly small scale 

reactors. They were expensive, but the heat generated was plenty to power an electric jet 

aircraft engine. The slower airships used for cargo and cruising could utilise the much 

cheaper sources of power. Mae-Blu said there were hydrogen powered planes too. They were 

cheaper to build but much more expensive to run and maintain. 
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We stopped by the Watercress Railway. Still running. A favourite of Neil's and mine. We 

go there on a Sunday for a drink and a pie on the old train hauled by 76017, a 1954 2-6-0, a 

few miles to Altonbury. Ana-Dras was also an enthusiast and volunteered at weekends to do 

maintenance and occasionally drive the engines. They'd all been converted to hydrogen fired 

boilers but still operated by steam. The smell of burning coal had gone and the smell of 

mineral oils, modern oils were all plant based, but the steam still filled the air and swirled 

around the station.  

We came to a village called Bramsley, a large suburb near Guildham. 

Guildham had taken over from London during the floodings expanding to accommodate 

the refugees from the devastation. The centre of Guildham was now a thriving hub of 

commerce and financial markets. Ventecaster was the capital and the seat of parliament but 

Guildham was much larger and a shining metropolis. Modern, clean, architecturally delicate 

and with no skyscrapers, blocks of flats or offices. The rectangular, cheaply built, angular 

post-modern flats and offices had disappeared centuries ago. In Bramsley we stopped in front 

of a large building, more like the architecture of our time. It was of our time - a palatial 

Georgian edifice which had been built in the early twenty first century and had been restored 

many times over the centuries. It was originally a row of eight large residences, which itself 

had been based on the stately home of a highly successful writer of the late nineteenth 

century. It was now a roy-ken, a hotel in classic style with lakes and gardens. Swans with 

cygnets sailed stately by and a heron waited patiently for fish to come within reach of a strike 

from its unerringly accurate spear like beak. We stayed here for several days while we were 

given tours of Guildham and the latest natural energy production plants.  

With a reduced population, Britain now had just over ten million people. Less productive 

agricultural land and abandoned residential areas became ideal sites for large solar arrays.  
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One of the desperate attempts to stem inexorable warming in the late twenty first century 

was to develop cheaper thinner photovoltaic cells made with materials that were common and 

easily available. The cells were less efficient but the abundance of spare land meant that 

many more could now be used. Solar energy was also being channelled from collectors above 

the atmosphere to the tethers. Wind turbines were everywhere, particularly on higher ground 

but more importantly, every individual residence had its own turbine. Not the ungainly 

propellors of the larger generators but discreet turbines, more like mini jet engines built into 

roofs or dedicated annexes. All the tidal estuaries had wave driven generators. Aquatic 

turbines were too expensive to maintain as they fouled quickly with marine organisms. Many 

sources were controlled by efficiency switching, ensuring an uninterrupted supply. Small 

refineries still processed oil for essential plastics and chemicals, but not fuel or lubricants.  

Neil didn’t stop talking and asking questions and he and Trish were intrigued by the 

process of change which had taken place. When did the recovery start, who designed the 

buildings, how did waste disposal and recycling work?  

Eventually we ended up back in Ventecaster. Alfred's Wessex capital surrounded by the 

downs and overlooked by Cathrine's Dome, a hill to the east of the city where we dined in a 

strange but beautiful restaurant which had been built with panoramic views of the Hampshire 

countryside. The whole hill and its surroundings were a nature reserve and birds and animals 

came right up to us in the restaurant as we ate and took in the view. The restaurant gave us 

bags of titbits to give to the animals as they asked us to refrain from feeding the animals our 

leftovers. 

Ivy was the centre of attention wherever we went. She sat back and let it all go on around 

her quietly taking it all in. She had a spot on national television which went on far longer than 

planned as viewers poured their questions in. This wasn't the last they would see of Ivy.  
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The studios were simple. Broadcasting was all via the global Diginet. The internet of the 

twenty eighth century was free to all. Commercial interests were strictly controlled and 

access could only be made with valid identity and location. Although there was still some 

attempts at misinformation and subversion, people no longer tolerated unsolicited messages 

or corporate chicanery. Diginet security included harsh punishments for those who tried to 

breach it.  

Our tours, meeting hundreds of people, seeing the world as it had developed gave us the 

impression of a much more altruistic society. There was plenty of evidence of aspects which 

still needed attention. We occasionally saw homeless wandering people. Mag-lev accidents 

were uncommon but happened. Demos still took place about corruption and unfair political 

policies and actions. However, overall the world had a brighter future and the intent was for 

cooperation rather than competition. Competitive sports and games, prizes for science, 

literature and the arts satisfied people’s lingering survival instincts. We felt comfortable like 

cocooned tourists. Was it an illusion, a show put on for us? Could we live here? Once the 

startling initial impact of the jump, of the visit had abated, the reality of the world eight 

hundred years hence emerged as a fairly stable and optimistic environment. We liked it here. 

Whether we would want to stay here was another matter.  

Mae-Blu knew we were keen to find out what had happened at Quancorde. Had they 

found the infiltrator? Soon after we had returned to Foul-Lee a small meeting room had been 

set up for us in the Quancorde control centre,.  

“Sec-Gard has some good news.” Mae-Blu beckoned Sec to speak. 

“Hello everyone, it's fantastic to see you here. What an honour it is for us, and even more 

so now that I can report our success in identifying the infiltrator. She has worked for 

Quancorde for three years. She's a Trov acolyte. Her documents were falsified. Achieving the 
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almost impossible task of avoiding biometric security she managed to get a high profile job 

here as a science officer with access to the Quancorde.  

It had taken a decade of planning and patience. The Trovs knew that the Trovists in 

Connie's era would lap up a visit as manifestations from God. She hid here one night and did 

a parallel visit. This happened while we were still running tests and before our scientists had 

made any visits. She was taking a risk but the chances of being discovered were so low 

because even we didn't know if the parallel timeline construct would work beyond the local 

tests we'd conducted. However, there was a record hidden in the tebibytes of data. She was 

the last person to log in before the event. 

She's in custody. We're interested to find out what drives fundamentalist fanatics in this 

age when all gods have been shown to be fantasies driven by paranoid apprehension. They’re 

still evoked to exploit the weaker members of society by unscrupulous bullies to wield 

power. There aren't many fundamentalists left but they still cause disruption occasionally.” 

Neil was first with his hand up. 

“It's OK Neil you don't need to ask to speak.” Ana-Dras smiled at him, “go ahead.” 

“How can we stop the Trovists from having another go at Connie? That's why we’re here 

really.” 

“I just want Mum to be safe.” Maddy said. I'd not heard her call Connie “Mum” for a long 

time. She was emotional. 

Sec-Gard responded immediately and hurried to sit beside Maddy to reassure her.  

“If those nutcases have gone to all this trouble she's still in danger. They might not stop at 

a fire. That's bad enough! The Trovists know nothing about this, the Quancorde, about your 

visits, they still think they were visited by angels, messengers from God. That makes them 

dangerous nutcases.” He said as he took Maddy's hand. Sec-Gard took his time. He was a 
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strong gentle character. Highly sensitive, his face full of empathy. Not the sympathy of a self-

seeking do-gooder. Real compassion. 

Connie tut-tutted.  

“C'mon Maddy, I'll be fine.” 

“It scared you when they set fire didn't it?” Maddy was genuinely concerned. “What are 

you going to do?” 

Neil chimed in, 

“I'll keep an eye on you Connie.”  

“I know you would Neil,” Maddy said “of course, but Connie lives alone. Miles will be 

back at college...” Maddy trailed off waving a hand. 

“Heh, heh, please don't worry.” Sec said quietly as he touched Maddy's cheek and gently 

turned her face towards him. “I've already got a plan to deal with it, please don't worry.” 

“What? We can't just arrest them, all they've done as far as anyone is concerned is to claim 

to have seen ghosts even if to them it was angels of God.” Maddy was still anxious. 

“Oh this is much better than that. Let me explain. It's the main reason we brought you here 

to Foul-Lee.”  Maddy was visibly calmed by Sec's voice. He turned back to look at the rest of 

us. 

“I reckon you could visit 'em again, I could scare the livin' crap out of 'em.” Ivy said. It 

broke the tension...we all roared with laughter. We knew she was serious and her timing was 

perfect. 

“How did you know Ivy? That's exactly what we're going to do.” Sec laughed too as he 

said it. 

Just then Con-Niya appeared looking as though she'd just risen from a grave, with horns! 

We recoiled in horror. 
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Chapter Seventeen 

And, the Award goes to Con-Nya! 

 

“Oh! Don't worry, it's just me, I'm dressed up as the demon Lilith.” Con-Niya said in her 

soft calm voice. 

“Con is going to act the part of Lilith the demon. We'll modify her voice to fit the part. 

She's going to ‘scare the living crap out of them’.” Mae-Blu grinned and looked at Ivy. Ivy 

giggled and Sec looked back at Maddy who spontaneously flung her arms around him and 

gave him a hug, quickly releasing him in embarrassment.  

“Sorry, I shouldn't have done that.” 

“It's OK Maddy” His eyes meeting hers for a moment longer than one would in 

conversation. Maddy felt incredibly secure in his presence, she was attracted to Sec in a way 

she's not been attracted to anyone in years. When we got up to follow Sec to the operations 

rooms Maddy stayed by his side. Connie looked at Rosy and me with a nod and a wink. 

Neil, Trish and Julia couldn't stop talking. How do you take in so many new experiences. 

It's not quite the medieval serf suddenly arriving during rush hour at Heathrow but even so, 

so much, so many things. 

Mae-Blu stood behind a simple control panel. 

“Con-Niya will have a camera so that we will be able to monitor what she does and what 

she sees. We have the coordinates used by the infiltrator and we'll send Con's avatar. We've 

chosen to 'visit' during the darkest hour after midnight. The reason they believed the 

infiltrator was God was because the image, the 'holograph', was far less distinct than when we 

visited you. It hadn't been fully perfected. So this will be a 'degraded' holograph to appear 

similar and somewhat indistinct, but the message will be clear. This screen will replicate Con 

and what she sees.” 



 200 

“I can't wait to see this Connie, eh?” Ivy nudged Connie.  

“It could be brilliant if it works Ivy. I don't see why it shouldn't, they believed it all the 

first time.” Connie was as eager as Ivy, we all were. 

“Are you ready Con?” Mae-Blu Looking at Con-Niya in the Quancorde, a booth in the 

mechanism.  

Mechanism is the only way to describe the strange looking contraption. The whole 

Quancorde building and centre was pristine, minimalistic and modern looking but the 

coordinator was unexpectedly chaotic. Thousands of sensors suspended on tiny filaments 

interspersed with organic looking finger-like protrusions with fine colours running through 

them like multicoloured seaside rock. As Con-Niya eased her heavily disguised form into the 

tiny space between the sensors and filaments the fingers grew to within a rizla paper of her 

costume. 

“I'm ready Mae.” 

Mae-Blu tapped a small screen and the fingers glowed with the soft glow we had seen in 

the urchins in Connie's chalet. A distinct impression of Con-Niya stayed in the Quancorde. 

“She's already there!” Mae-Blu started back from the console. “Watch the screen.” 

We could see what looked like an ordinary suburban living room and four people sat 

around laughing and relaxing.  

“Jeez! That's Ruth Morton and the other evil old cow, Magda Schichel. You're right there 

in their house. How....?” Julia gasped, she was wide eyed and agape and leant forward as if to 

try to see them clearer. 

“This is the best picture we'll get Julia.” Mae-Blu touched her shoulder. 

“Oh, of course, but I can see the men too, Isaac Morton and Leonard Schichel, those 

bastards should rot in hell for what they did to us. The men are weak but they still manage to 

be paedophiles and abusers. Fucking cowardly psychopaths all of them.” 
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“You're right Julia, just watch, you'll like this.” Mae-Blu touched the screen again and the 

Quancorde glowed slightly brighter. Con raised her thumb - some things never change - to let 

us know she was ready. 

As we progressed further into the room the four people stopped their laughter. We could 

hear them. 

“Did you feel that?” Leonard said looking behind him and spilling his drink. 

“Nah. What are you spooked about Len?” Isaac was laughing again and suddenly stopped. 

“Oh shit. Wha...?” Isaac dropped his entire glass and it emptied across the carpet. All four 

of them were looking straight at us, actually at Con-Niya. They all slipped from their chairs 

to kneel hands clasped, Isaac in his pool of beer. 

“Get up you miserable termites.” Con-Niya's voice was loud and had the cracked 

measured malevolence of a Hollywood vampire - quiet, gentle and deeply authoritative but, 

heavily accented, 'not-quite-right'. The women grabbed each other.  

“Wha’ wha’ what do you want from us, ah, lord?” Ruth's voice trembled.  

“I'm not your lord and neither was I the last time I visited. You failed him. Our master, the 

provocative one, is profoundly displeased. You’ll serve him or die.” Con-Niya paused long 

enough for panic to begin to set in. From the Trovists point of view this was a shimmering 

indistinct figure with rags for clothes and horns, dark holes for eyes and a tail which swished 

lazily showing itself briefly. A wispy powdery substance continuously shivered down like 

snow. 

“I'm my master's messenger. I'm here to take you and your idiocy back to the darkness to 

freeze your souls. You will forever be my master's slaves. You will live in subjugation and 

abject slavery until you die and there will be no respite or absolution. YOU’LL COME 

WITH ME NOW.” 

Con-Niya shouted and lunged forward. 
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In a second all four of them were against the back wall of the room. Magda had wet 

herself and held her hands to cover her embarrassment, both men were weeping 

uncontrollably. 

“What can we do? Why us, we're good people aren't we” Ruth's voice trembling even 

more.  

“Haaa! Good people? Your veneer may fool everyone including your pathetic selves, you 

can hide nothing from he who sees all, who seeks out the darkest souls of men. You have but 

one choice or the mischief maker’s pleasure. Leave this place immediately, go to the other 

side of this pathetic globe where you’re unknown and be missionaries for the master. There 

are places ripe for corruption, where people still believe in his magic, where children are still 

sacrificed. Bring his mischief to the worshippers of false gods and devils. Live only for the 

benefit of the master and he will judge you. Fail again and hell will be heaven compared to 

what awaits you in his infinite torment, his inferno.” 

Con-Niya made this last speech with flying arms and a storm of dust and particles. 

Isaac was clutching his chest wheezing. 

“I'm having a heart attack. Help me Ruth!”  He reached out blindly for her. 

“Keep away from me you creep, you're getting what you deserve. You’re not taking me 

down with you!” Ruth's true odious nature emerged as fear overtook her. 

“You are pathetic, you're in panic you feeble cretin. And you!” Con-Niya pointed a grizzly 

finger straight at Ruth, “are a disgrace to all powerful women, termigants and all nefarious 

humanity, your Janus hypocrisy knows no bounds, you are a perverse scourge, a curse on all 

malevolence and corruption. Leave this place immediately and never, ever return. If you are 

here tomorrow you will no longer belong to yourselves and your souls will be dragged 

screaming to the depths of the his depravity, your own self contrived hell. The perverse one 

wants to watch. He to see and savour your true nature, your cowardice and fragility, your 
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desperation. He wants to watch you disintegrate in progress, he loves to see debased, craven 

abusers like you fail. His entertainment is your ruination.” 

The cult leaders were squirming. The room smelled of their abrupt bowel relaxations. 

Magda looked at Leonard in disgust, 

“Have you shit yourself? You foul little gnome, you sicken me, you stink.” 

“You've pissed yourself haven't you? You filthy skank.” They were scrambling for the 

door, fighting each other, their animosity towards each other surpassing their horror at the 

sight of Lilith. Con-Niya lunged forward again. She wasn’t going to let them get away. This 

was an effect of a 3D illusion created by the Quancorde in the parallel timeline. It wasn't real, 

but it looked like it. They screamed and fell backwards. Another loud fart rang out. 

Con-Niya slowly vanished back behind the facade of their experience. The old 

schoolhouse which served as both accommodation and a meeting place for the sect was 

suddenly quiet and cold. They were gone. The doors left unlocked and the lights on. 

No one ever went near the sect or the schoolhouse and no one went there after their 

departure either. No one knew it was empty. It stayed like this until Neil, and myself, Trish, 

Rosy and Julia went to have a look a week or so later. 

As Con-Niya emerged from the Quancorde we were clapping and cheering. All of us, our 

attendants, the Quancorde staff and scientists and Ivy who rushed straight to Con-Niya to hug 

her. 

“Well done Con! That could not have been better, or should I say worse!” Mae-Blu joined 

Ivy to give Con-Niya a hug. 

As we settled I couldn't help but notice that Mum was gripping Sec's hand tightly and he 

had a hand on her forearm. They looked at each other for just that bit longer.  

“I think that worked a treat” I said.  

“Who'd have thought they were harbouring all that animosity.” 
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“They tolerated each other in a bogus agreement. It was too big for them to admit to and 

they were committed to it in the same way that drug takers justify their addiction by telling 

themselves it's OK because everyone else does it. They all benefit from the lie. Con's 

performance soon stripped away the facade.” Mae-Blu sniggered when she thought of Con-

Niya's manifestation. 

Over the next week we learnt more about GASTA's research into 'superdeterminism', the 

scientific term for life as the driving force and creator of the universe, we discovered that the 

term for life creating the universe is 'retrocausality'. It took a long time for scientists and 

mathematicians to accept the research as more than a sideshow. It gradually gained ground 

and made classical physics and the quantum realm much more readily unified. It answered 

quantum gravity, dark matter and dark energy, expansion and best of all, time and 

consciousness. Eventually it gave the world Quancorde.  

Exoplanets around distant stars, even in other galaxies promising the possibility of life, or 

perhaps even intelligent life were earmarked to be 'visited'. There was the same excitement as 

there was when evidence of life was found on Mars in the mid twenty second century. People 

thought we may yet be able to find a new home for humanity after we'd exploited the Earth to 

destruction. It wasn't to be and the search continued sporadically between wars, famines, 

floods and pestilence. 

Maddy and Sec-Gard became an item. Much to my surprise. They fell for each other like 

teenagers. My usually quiet Mum became lively and inquisitive as we were shown around. 

She loved this time. And she loved Sec. 

Some things stay traditional. Housing in many shapes, sizes and locations still have the 

elements of home, self-powered by solar and wind generators of extreme sophistication and 

with various transport options nearby. There was a great deal of robotics, unlike anything we 

would recognise, and much more than was immediately apparent, repairing damage, carrying 
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out medical procedures, driving vehicles, producing food and even controlling weather to 

some degree. There are no mobile phones as such. No smart phones. The age of social digital 

obsession which Mae-Blu said was coined the NDA, the Novel Digital Age, refers to our 

time.  

Over a hundred years or so people became disillusioned with the diluted crap which was 

being pumped at everyone relentlessly in the crass pursuit of wealth, often at the expense of 

the planet. People returned to books and newspapers, public television and face to face 

encounters. Understanding oneself, life and the nature of our consciousness, metacognition 

and reflection gradually replaces greed and competition. The striving to be better, richer, 

smarter than the next person are ultimately seen as traits to be condemned. Ostentation in 

twenty eight hundred is seen as an illness, a serious deficiency, a lack of self-esteem, needy. 

The arts, music, film, theatre, nature, exercise, education, travel and sports keep everyone 

busy while families and friendships are vibrant and cherished. A stakeholder interest in 

politics, local and international, gives everyone the sense that their voice is heard. With a 

vastly reduced population there is much more space. 

Ivy wandered off and inspected everything. She was fascinated by everything. People 

hung on her every word. They had hundreds of questions for Connie but fell silent when Ivy 

spoke. 

Ivy's television appearances had record audiences. Newspaper interviews saw issues run 

out and second editions printed. In the street people lined the pathways to see her. 

Sec-Gard took control of protecting Ivy and endeared himself even more to Maddy. 

Julia still harboured a deep anger at being abused by 'those evil bastards!'   

Ivy sat quietly with her for a whole evening in Julia's room. Sec and Maddy stayed nearby. 

Ivy emerged late in the evening said nothing and no-one asked, she ordered tea from her 

attendant.  When we saw Julia the next day she was radiant. Her whole physical demeanour 
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had altered. She stood proud. She wore new smart clothes given to her by Mae-Blu. Her timid 

protective smile was gone, replaced with a beaming 'don't fuck with the super-bitch!' 

confidence. 

When Maddy announced that she was going to stay with Sec we all thought  she was 

joking. When it became clear that she was serious we realised it was a magnificent idea if 

that's what she wanted. Mae-Blu was delighted. She was happy for us to visit occasionally 

and for Maddy to make parallel holographic visits whenever she wanted. 

If that was the case, Ivy said, she wanted to stay too. Mae-Blu actually left the ground as 

she jumped in excitement. Connie gulped back a tear. She knew her sister was serious.  

“I'll miss you Ivy. You'll have an incredible time here though.” 

“If they's comin' t' see Maddy you can come too can't cha?”  

“We'll all come Ivy, I'll miss you too.” I said. 

“I seen loadsa cockles on the shore. I'll 'ave some ready fer when you comes Miles,” and 

Ivy dismissed the rest of our concerns with a wave of her hand. 

Ivy remains now, for the rest of her life, in twenty eight hundred looked after by Maddy 

and a totally dedicated Sec. Ivy is treated like royalty and becomes the oracle of the age, 

regularly appearing on communication channels. Books are published about her and her 

discourses and aphorisms. Her simple forthright replies to queries become legendary.  

“What is the best way to live Ivy?”  

“All ways are best. Your way is best. Only you know the best. There is no best. What is 

best? The best is someone else's. Your best is theirs. Life knows, if you're alive you already 

know the best. Best is a quality and can only be defined by comparison. There's no 

comparison.”  
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Sometimes Ivy would give no answer and turn to look into the distance. Her dialogue was 

silent and those with an inkling of insight saw the sense in just being. All enlightenment is in 

the everyday she would say. 

“The sleeping, rising, working and playing is it. It is. There are no hidden meanings. There 

is no place to be, no place to go. Sweeping the street, getting soaked in the rain is everywhere 

and no-where. There's more work involved in keeping the sand from your arse when lying on 

a beach than there is in picking cockles.”  

Ivy became known as Ivy 'Rei Wa', Japanese meaning 'beautiful harmony'.  

One evening on a prime time comms channel Ivy set in motion discussions with pundits 

poring over what she meant. She said, 

“This is the conscious universe. Where else is there to be? All the time travel, the space 

travel leads you back here, to the incredible richness and diversity of this planet. Sure it's nice 

to see what the future holds. It's great to see how other civilisations and cultures in the 

universe operate, behave, what their art has to say, how their bodies work, the connections to 

their natural background, but, in the end it's all the same. The exploration is a deep need of 

consciousness for experience. It's what life is for, its purpose. Life on the shore, seeing the 

millions of creatures experiencing the sand, the mud, the sea, the cliff face, the plants, the 

birds and insects in the air. They're never the same, every day is new, and, it is the same, the 

universe is the same everywhere. Most is entirely inhospitable to manifestations of life. The 

building blocks are not the complex beings that we are, we don’t live on the building site.         

Life is a complex and intricate, delicate and phenomenal construction, made from everything 

which has gone before in our experience. It appears that the whole universe as we conceive it, 

as we experience it, is, and was, created so that we could be its primary goal, its experience. 

We require just about every type of element for our embodiment. We require the basic 

classical 'laws' of physics and the quantum possibility to have made it all and us. The 
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universe is living. Time is our construct, another part of our makeup; life's intended outcome, 

the product, our experience.  

Life, presents a new picture. Jupiter for instance has a fascinating artistic surface forever 

in turmoil, the sun likewise, but mostly, wherever we sit in the universe, it all looks the same, 

planets, stars, nebulae, galaxies, it only starts to get really interesting when you can see a 

surface, when you can delve below a surface, where there is the manifestation of the 

experience of life, where there is an illusion of time to allow the ongoing construct of the 

incredible perception of reality which is possible. The reality is created by us with our senses 

and perceptions, and not least our ability to remember and imagine. Remembering a past, 

calculating a future. Naming to identify and communicate. Nothing in the universe has a 

name, in the state of possibility it is not called a possibility. Blue sky is not called blue and 

the sky is not called sky. The language allows memory and imagination, and thought. 

Seemingly it is a product of survival, but ultimately we are, and life is, the universe's 

mechanism for knowing itself. How else does it know itself?  

As a universe unfolding through time with an accidental infestation of a rock by a life 

form which evolves to develop understanding, utilising language and memory to 

communicate, our existence seems, and probably is, totally pointless. We live, we die, that's 

it! What for?  It's fascinating and a task, a torture and a pleasure. We make meaning from 

nothing. (Do we call it culture, religion, civilisation, philosophy?) Or, and it's a big OR, what 

if we're not just an accident. What if life is the universe and the universe is us and we started 

it all so that we, life, the universe and everything could know ourselves intimately. What 

then? Are we the god in the universe?” 

When asked what being enlightened meant, how did it feel, she said  

“Nothing in particular.”  

Was there anything she would like?  
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“I seen them tethers across the water there and the cable cars goin’ up ‘em. An I ‘as t’ say, 

the idea of goin’ on a starship appeals to me.” 

The opportunity arose almost immediately. 
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Epilogue 

 

When we returned to now, to our slowly disintegrating world, we discovered that the 

Trovists had truly disappeared. Even so Neil and Trish continued to visit Connie to keep an 

eye on her and to continue the conversations Mum and I had had with her before she 

disappeared.  

Neil and Trish were enamoured with Connie.  Neil started to help Connie with her 

strawberries and became the guardian of her writings while Trish headed towards her PhD in 

astro-fluid-dynamics at Southampton University. Her thesis would one day form the basis for 

the accurate calculations of quantum coordinates. The universe that we know is in constant 

motion and follows the laws of fluid dynamics. Positions, coordinates on a galactic scale, can 

be predicted with astonishing accuracy over many millennia. 

Rosy and I returned to university and completed our degrees. While Rosy went on to study 

quantum mechanisms and eventually presented her ongoing research in superdeterminism for 

a PhD, the links between quantum mechanics and consciousness slowly gained ground with 

other physicists trying to find a way out of the cul-de-sacs they were in.  

I started the two year task of collating and writing Connie's notes and thoughts, essays and 

jottings into a coherent body of work. I eventually published it as an academic curiosity 

which was read by few and gathered dust until it was found by Mar-Tyn Calver. 

Julia and Sean and Vicky became very close friends with Connie, Neil and Trish. We all 

met frequently, and, frequently 'visited'. 

In twenty eight hundred a delegation was being sent to Jupiter orbit to make first contact 

with the extra-terrestrials who had been communicating for the last couple of years. They 

were inhabitants of a planet called, roughly in their language, Estran. 
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The  Estrani had discovered interstellar travel via quantum ‘uncertainty’ and entanglement 

at speeds close to instantaneous and were finally making their first visit. All the signs were 

that the Estrani were friendly curious explorers like us. There was intense speculation and 

discussion all over the comms media. Could we trust them? Could we go to their planet? 

Who would speak to them?  Was the language translatable? What does their ship look like? 

 Two of the young scientists from Ivy’s cognisance group were among those chosen to 

represent the government and scientists. Ivy was advising on communication. She would be 

meeting the Estrani soon. She was hoping for a trip on a starship. 

As it was she had rather more than a trip on a starship. On meeting the Estrani she seemed 

to already know them. She greeted them as old friends and they responded in a similar 

fashion. There was a telepathy.  

The Estrani were humanoid. Their planet was larger than Earth and had stronger gravity, 

an Estran was broader, more muscular and a little squatter than a human. Their main features 

matched ours to a great degree, life, even on the opposite side of the Andromeda galaxy had 

developed and evolved in a similar way to us here on the Earth. The building blocks of life 

were the same. Their planet had an oxygen atmosphere and liquid water. A rotation which 

helped to create weather and sleep was a common factor too. Their bodies used oxygen to 

oxidise their food intake and they were bipedal. A vast range of animal shapes and living 

environments also matched the diversity of Earth. We had the disaster of the K-T extinction 

of large reptiles, the dinosaurs, about sixty five million years ago which allowed mammals to 

eventually flourish, the Estrani had similar events. Other dominant species had to become 

extinct allowing them to emerge and evolve intelligence. The first conversations with them 

soon established the possibility that the life that we are, and the life which they are, had a 

similar origin, if not the same origin. There were vast differences as well. Their reproductive 

cycle for instance, and family structures, were very different. The Estrani became either male 
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or female only at the point of mating. The choice was theirs and a third gender person 

provided a separate gene in the mating partnership. The offspring were a combination of 

three genetic sources. It was a three way predetermined agreement. The instigator of the 

union would be the parent with the main fertility provider becoming the parental partner in 

raising the child. Both our scientists and theirs immediately began work identifying chemical 

constructs like DNA in both species. We were more like them than anyone at first realised. 

The speculative media called it all a hoax but when they began to share technologies for 

which we had no solutions, such as mining asteroids remotely, our contact with them was 

seen as a triumph of our technology. 

For a while, until a lexicon for translation was established, Ivy was the main conduit for 

communication. The Estrani were surprised to see her among the pale svelte Earth people. 

She was more like them. She understood their language as if by instinct and immediately 

became their translator. It was long constant work which Ivy embraced in her relaxed 

unbiased fashion. She knew more about the Estrani than anyone and when they asked if some 

humans would like to visit Estranu, their planet, everyone put Ivy at the top of the list. 

Not only had she taken a starship voyage to Jupiter she was now making a quantum leap to 

the other side of Andromeda. 

Ivy still acts as an adviser to the global government. When a lexicon had been established 

and others learnt the convoluted language she retired from her duties as ambassador to the 

Estrani but still appears frequently on broadcast media. The Estran leader and the Estran 

ambassador visit her whenever they travel to Earth. Ivy has become friends with their 

partners and their children. When she visits Estran the children are at the Jump-Port to meet 

her with presents and the Estran equivalent of cockles, strawberries and tea. She is escorted 

by gentle giant attendants who take her wherever she wants to go in her anti-gravity chair, 

especially designed for her visits. 
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Today she was back on her favourite beach near Bishopwick where she collected cockles. 

We visited Ivy, she was sitting on her camping stool, her attendant had just poured a cup of 

tea from what looked like an antique early twentieth century teapot for her and four other 

elderly women as they discussed the blandness of hydroponically grown fruit and their plan 

to reintroduce field grown, sweet, full flavoured strawberries. 

Ivy looked across the estuary to the tethered space elevator on the old power station site at 

Cal-Shot as a capsule quietly made it’s slow ascent. She had reintroduced the 'nice cup of tea' 

to the world as the first step to enlightenment. As she said, you have to start somewhere… 

 

Julia thought they’d got away too easily. Just scaring the wits out of them didn’t feel 

anything like the punishment they deserved. 

She was determined to pass judgement and prosecute her own sentence on them. She was, 

as far as she was concerned, victim, witness, prosecution, judge and jury in the case of Julia 

Bradley versus Morton and Schichel. 

The charges were kidnap, imprisonment, rape of a minor, slavery and oppression. 

Julia was determined to find the degenerates who had misused and abused Rebecca and 

Saul Rasmussen when they were children, when they were ostensibly in the Trovist’s care.  

Ben, Roger’s son was becoming a very successful lawyer. He’d returned from Moscow 

having helped in the extrication of a British businessman being held by Putin on trumped up 

tax charges. He was just another bargaining chip in Putin’s political games, which were 

mostly designed to divert attention from his disastrous management of the Russian economy, 

the dearth of human rights and his despotism.  

Ben returned to London as a minor hero.  

Through Neil and Roger, Julia managed to meet Ben for lunch in The Pie Room in 

Holborn. They sat and talked while in raptures over one of Calum Franklin’s exquisite pies. 
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Ben now had many connections with investigators and access to files and information 

channels which could lead to the convictions of perpetrators or help in building cases for 

prosecution.  

It was simple. She explained to Ben that all she really needed was access to the booking 

records on airlines, ferries and Eurostar to start out on the trail to find the Trovists. 

Not so simple, Ben had said, but knowing Julia’s background and what she’d been through 

he was going to do his best for her and Sean. He knew a couple of formidable investigators, 

but, they were not cheap. 

Brian Sweet, Sweety to his friends and acquaintances, came back to Julia after only a 

couple of days. Ben had explained everything and Sweety refused any fees. He was more 

than delighted to help Julia ‘find those creeps’.  

The ‘creeps’ had gone straight to Heathrow, slept on the airport benches and caught the 

first flight out to central America in the morning. From Mexico City they’d taken a flight to 

Guayaquil in Ecuador.  

Sweety said he would contact a gumshoe he was in the SAS with in the dark days of his 

youth. Frank Dubois. They were still good friends. 

Within another day Julia received an email from Frank Dubois, Frankie, offering his 

services. Sean said he’d pay any fees. He and Vicky were right behind her. He really wanted 

to see the Trovists paying the price.  

Julia stepped off the LAN A321 into a blistering hot Ecuadorian afternoon. It was a long 

flight added to by a three hour change of planes in Bogota. However, even though she was 

travel weary she met Frankie with all the enthusiasm of kid on Christmas morning. 

This could be it. It had all gone so well so far. Ben had really come through. 

Frankie said that the idiots had assumed they were out of harm’s way and were still using 

their original passports. It was easy to find them. They were renting a flat above a corner 
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snack bar on the Calle Jose De Antepara near the Maracaibo bus stop. He would take her 

there. 

They stood outside the flat as people, mostly teenage school children, queued for drinks 

and ice creams from the snack bar. 

Then, in the space of a couple of seconds, the four Trovists had emerged into the bright 

sunshine of the street and as quickly, hustled off down the street. They were laughing among 

themselves as though they had not a care. Julia turned to Frankie and they grinned, finding 

the ‘idiots’ blissfully assuming they were safe. 

Frankie asked Julia what she wanted to ‘do’ with them. She didn’t know but Frankie had 

an idea. 

He knew that the men had taken up deep sea fishing and the four of them hired fishing 

boats from the harbour near the yacht club at least once a week and sometimes more often. 

Julia was a step ahead and was asking Frankie if he knew of a skipper who’d be willing to 

‘not notice’ when his passengers fell overboard. He said there’d be no problem in arranging a 

tragic accident…although no-one would know or care when the bodies washed up. No-one 

knew them or would miss them. With luck the Humbolt would take them out past the 

Galapagos into the Pacific. It could be years, or in any case the sharks would obviate the 

problem. 

A little patience and a little more cunning and a fishing trip was underway. The skipper 

was Frankie. The automatic lifejacket cylinders were strangely exhausted. 

Julia took a two hour flight out to Seymour De Baltra airport on Santa Cruz and for a week 

cruised the Galapagos Islands. On returning to Quito she met Frankie again. They were more 

than fond of each other. He spent another day or two with exploring and visiting the Inti Nan 

equator museum where she balanced an egg and watched as water drained spiralling in two 

different directions. He took her to the plateaus under the peak of Cotopaxi and before 
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waving goodbye to her as she boarded a TAME A320 bound for Bogota at Mariscal Sucre 

airport, he promised to visit her in England soon. 

She left Ecuador finally feeling like a whole person, rid of the scourge and scars inflicted 

by the Trovists. Connie was safe and so was she. 
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Glossary of names and locations 

 

People: 

Connie Luard nee Constance Winifred Whittear. 

Ivy Elms nee Ivy Whittear her sister. 

Clarence Whittear, Clarry, her father. 

Violet Whittear, Vy, her mother. 

Fred Elms, Ivy's husband. 

Alan Elms, Ivy's son. 

Nelson Luard, Connie's husband. 

Madeline Anderson, nee Luard, Maddy, Connie's daughter. 

Stan Anderson, Maddy's husband 

Miles Anderson, Maddy's son, me, the narrator. 

Rosalina Zelke, Rosy, Miles' fiancee. 

Neil Deacon and Trish Holmes his wife, Miles friends. 

Roger 'Smiffy' Collins and his wife Lydia, Neil's friends. 

Holly and Ben, Roger and Lydia's children. 

Bill Kearns, local farmer and his son Ted Kearns. 

John Calvert, a local Anglican vicar. 

Russell and Rete, Shorinji-Kempo Senseis. 

Rebecca Rasmussen, (Julia Bradley) Sect member. 

Saul Rasmussen (Sean Bradley) Sect member. 

Julia Bradley (Rebecca Rasmussen – Becs to Sean) 

Sean Bradley (Saul Rasmussen) 

Ruth and Isaac Morton, Sect elders. 
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Leonard and Magda Schichel, Sect leaders. 

Vicky Jepson, Sean's girlfriend. 

Ethel Sherwood, Maddy's friend, lollipop lady and school caretaker. 

John Sherwood her son. 

Belinda 'Frenchie' Lemaitre, John’s fiancée. 

Mae-Blu, spokesperson scientist. 

Teo-Dica, senior scientist. 

Ana-Dras, senior scientist. 

Con-Niya, senior scientist. 

Lyn-Bic, research director.  

Stiv-Bic, her husband and assistant 

Sec-Gard, head of security. 

Maa-Gard, the Masta Helm, (Prime Minister). 

Solv-Bunda, the Fore-Helm – deputy PM.  

Roc-Shan, the Over-Helm - home secretary.  

Nema-Glax, the Palen-Helm -foreign secretary. 

Poru-Erda, the Eco-Lead – minister of economy. 

Jera-Mead, the Medi-Lead - health secretary. 

Tia-Mac, the Ambi-Lead - Environment secretary. 

Mia-Tan Hoku – Scientist – discoverer of the unifying theory. 

Bex-Chan, senior lab assistant. 

Fin-Lyre, senior lab assistant. 

Mar-Tyn Calver, a third renaissance scientist. 
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Locations: 

Central southern England circa 2050. 

Bishopwick, the local village. 

Camslake the nearby town. 

Ventecaster/Winchester, the capital/citi-main. 

Guildham. (Guild-Ham) Large Surrey town. 

Bramsley , a suburb of Guildham. 

Foul-Lee the site of a defunct oil refinery. 

Gee-Bee-Union, United Kingdom 

 

Institutions, neologisms and acronyms: 

Wyt-Aul-Corde, UK government and parliament. 

Pre-Fex-Corde, the Global Prefecture Executive. 

Engoe, Non-government organisation. 

De-Enay, DNA 

Trovism,, The New Infinite Faith Trovists, the sect, the cult, a neo fundamentalist 

evangelistic religious group.(Trovs - also Jads) 

Quancorde, space time research and experimental facility. 

GASTA, the Global Agency for Space-Time Administration. 

CameraStar, the Cambridge Research and Ethereal Space-Time Agency. 

USTADO, the Universal Space and Terrestrial Altitude and Distance Ordinate, a Galactic 

positioning system like GPS. 
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