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To my dear friend A. M. HOMES who knows that life is more than we can see.




Introduction

Respect ghosts and gods but keep away from them.

Confucius

Do you believe in ghosts?

The creak on the stair, the chill in the room, a strange scent, a wavering light in the window. The ancient house, the walled-up wing, drifting fog, broken battlements, deep darkness, silent desolation, the empty tomb and its rotting shroud, the damp bed too soft to the touch. The sudden presence of a presence.

Humans are fascinated by their ghostly selves.

This fascination is separate to any belief in a deity. A strange development in the history of ghosts is that a significant number of people who don’t believe in a god continue to believe in ghosts.

In the pre-modern world, where most people did believe in a deity, supernatural entities were a logical part of the picture. A picture of a world simultaneously visible and invisible.

As the world has become more secular, belief in the supernatural should have gone the way of leaving out gifts for elves and fairies.

We’ve been to the Moon. We’re living alongside, and increasingly inside, AI operating systems, whether it’s your Google PA or your smart house. Yet ghost festivals are popular all over the world.

In America, Trick or Treat takes over entire streets and neighbourhoods, as families decorate their homes with grinning pumpkins and light-up skeletons, funeral-black drapes over the doors and winding white cobwebs stretched on the railings. Kids go out to party wearing home-made outfits of bedsheets slitted with eye-holes, or dressed up in fancy costumes bought online, little leagues of ghouls and demons, skeletons and spirit-ancestors.

For the British, the Halloween tradition is an ancient one. It’s pre-Christian, Celtic, once known as Samhain, a fire-festival that happened at the beginning of November, before the start of real winter.

The Christian Church co-opted this festival into All Saints’ Day (November 1st), and All Hallows’ Eve (October 31st). The ghosts, as ever, are more interesting than the saints.

The ancient element of fire is still present in our Jack-o’-lanterns and the eerie carved-out pumpkins. On such a night, the Dead may return.

In Mexico, and across central and southern America, the Day of the Dead is an extravagant festival celebrated over November 1st and 2nd. The spirits of the departed are remembered and honoured.

Families set a place at the table for the most recently deceased among their number. The parades through the streets happen in cities and villages alike, combining the ritual of the funeral procession with the fiesta of carnival.

The elaborate dressing up in skeleton suits and skulls, grave-clothes and undertakers’ outfits, the black food, and coffin bearers, function simultaneously as a welcoming and a warding-off. The short time allowed to the Dead for their return is protected by the formal ceremonies that mark it. If the door opens it must close again.

In China, there is more than one festival to honour the Dead. Qingming – Tomb-Sweeping Day – happens in April, and it is typical for a family to write letters to their ancestors, telling them what has happened during the last twelve months. Later in the year, falling halfway through the seventh lunar month, comes the Ghost Festival – a more lavish and long-lasting commemoration, so that the whole month is now known as the ghost month.

These traditions go back a long way. A Japanese pilgrim gave an account of the Chinese Ghost Festival in the year 840.

Chinese guĭ ghosts are divided and subdivided into vivid categories such as Trickster Ghosts and Nightmare Ghosts. Hungry Ghosts are little horrors that come packaged with a further nine nasty subsets, including Torch-Mouth Ghosts and Smelly-Hair Ghosts, who act out their descriptions with coffin-loads of antisocial behaviour.

Friendly ghosts are few in China, yet what Chinese ghosts share with ghosts around the world, from antiquity to the present day, is not so much their horror, but their need for human intervention. Ghosts come back for a reason.

That might mean a proper burial for the corpse, so that the dead person can rest in peace. It might be to pass on an urgent message. It might mean revenge – that’s what the ghost of Hamlet’s father is seeking, as he paces the windy battlements waiting to confront his son.

German, Icelandic, and Scandinavian ghosts appear in folklore as battle-ghosts, who will fight with, or against, mortals in order to guard treasure, or to reclaim land they believe is theirs. In the older Teutonic and pantheistic religions, ghosts can ‘live’ in all kinds of places, including the barrows where they are buried.

These ghosts are partial to their old haunts, turning up in farmsteads and palaces, sometimes seen hunting in forests. The supreme Norse God, Odin, was called Drauga Drott, Lord of Spectres, because he could summon armies of the Dead. This useful skill was employed by Aragorn, King of Gondor, in The Lord of the Rings. It’s part of the basic fare of zombie movies and video games.

The past never dies.

Humans die. But then what?

Religion can be considered as humankind’s first disruptive start-up – what’s being disrupted is death.

The promise of religion is that death is not the end of life. There will be bliss for some and justice for others. And we shall meet again.

Meeting again might come sooner than expected – not because those left behind die in a hurry, but because those who are gone return for a visit. But where are these spirits coming from? The abode of the righteous or the hell reserved for the wicked? The black/white Heaven/Hell scenario just didn’t leave enough room for that which torments the human imagination more than anything else: Doubt.

Are you really my dead wife or are you a fiend in disguise?

The Catholic Church has never been short of a good idea. Yes, there’s Heaven and Hell and their occupants, but what if we extend the territory?

This ingenious expansion was managed through the close, but not identical, concepts of Purgatory and Limbo.

Dante, in The Divine Comedy (1320), situates Limbo as the First Circle of the Inferno. (Limbus is Latin for ‘edge’, so Limbo is just outside the boundary of Hell proper, like genteel houses a bit too close to an inner-city no-go zone stacked with burning cars and residents who eat each other.)

Spacious, gracious, and austere, Limbo was home to those who will never get to Heaven, but never suffer the torments of Hell either.

Virtuous pagans, along with some Islamic scholars, lived in Limbo. Their neighbours were unbaptised persons, especially babies and children, who presumably enjoyed perpetual childcare.

Virtuous Jews had their own section of the castle and grounds, though by the time Dante got down to writing his poem, some Jews had ascended to Heaven. The house-move was thanks to the Harrowing of Hell – Christ’s visit to the Underworld, after his Crucifixion and before his Resurrection, a mission to rescue some of his own people.

And if Christ can get in, we imagine that others can get out …

There is nothing in the Bible about Limbo, but its usefulness was just too good to give up, until 2007, when it was officially closed down. The children who lived there were rehomed in Heaven, by Papal decree, and I am not sure what happened to the other evacuated residents. The Catholic Church has always owned a lot of property. I guess your landlord has the right to turn you out.

Purgatory, though, is still a desirable destination, and offers as much space as the Dead need – though technically, Purgatory is a process, not a place. It’s a process of purification, one that involves suffering for the soul, but suffering that may be mitigated, if there are enough helpful relatives and friends down on the ground, with spare cash.

Souls that end up in Purgatory after a series of unfortunate events (aka sins) can shorten their time there, thanks to (paid-for) masses or (large) donations to the Church. In the meantime, such souls – think of them as temporarily lost property awaiting final collection – might come visiting their friends or enemies, or hanging about upsetting the dog, and looking miserable, as ghosts have always done. But they are not fiends in disguise. They are your dead relatives. Phew.

After the Reformation (whistle blows in 1517, see Martin Luther for full details of the game) a twist in the tale for such ghosts knotted itself around the Protestant party-pooping declaration that there is nowhere to go after death, except to bliss or torment, and that the Saved would never leave Heaven and the Damned couldn’t leave Hell. So, anyone appearing as your dead wife is, yes, a fiend in disguise.

Ordinary ghosts visiting ordinary folks took a second hit from the late 1600s onwards, at least in the West, when scientific thinking (the Enlightenment) began to prioritise reason and scepticism above belief or tradition, and to favour experiments with repeatable results. So, an overnight visit from your dead wife didn’t count as a repeatable result and didn’t prove anything about ghosts. The visitation wasn’t a fiend, but it was an hallucination, caused by fever, pox, lead poisoning, mouldy bread, too much drink, or a bad dinner.

In Charles Dickens’ A Christmas Carol (1843) Scrooge tries to dismiss the apparition of his dead business partner, Jacob Marley, with the line, ‘There’s more of gravy than of grave about you.’

But, in spite of Protestant theology, scientific materialism, or the plain fact that there is no empirical proof that anyone has come back from the dead, ghosts have not been evicted from their permanent ancestral home: our imagination.

It was an ancestral home of terror and magnificence that Horace Walpole envisioned when he crowdfunded a whole new round of ghost-mania in the eighteenth century.

Walpole’s novel The Castle of Otranto (1764) was an instant bestseller. The full trappings of ghostliness – this time wearing lots of armour – came clanking back onto the market.

Haunted houses, medieval castles, ruined monasteries, gloomy woods, suffocating convents, bloodstained spots, doomed lovers, dark crossroads, gibbets, tombs, swords and helmets, creepy relics (spot the Catholicism), portraits with a Past – whose oil and lacquer representations mysteriously disappear from the frame to stalk the castle – this much and much more awaited the thrilled reading public.

The triumphant revival of the medieval Ghost – the new Gothic – brought with it its own particular Weather: storms, fog, rain. Its own nerve-racking Atmosphere: physically damp, hysterically charged, psychically saturated with fear.

Phenomena abounded – doors slammed, plates smashed, suits of armour crashed. Secrets – family secrets and buried horrors – emerged from dungeons and basements into daylight. Ghosts walked once more.

‘Gothic’ is a reference to the medieval Gothic architecture of Europe – monasteries, castles, spires, crenellations, all persistent features and settings of these stories – stories always set in the past. Ghosts prefer the past. That’s when they were alive.

The new craze for tales of the supernatural started in Britain but spread rapidly. In Germany it was called the Schauerroman (the shudder-novel), where the genre began to incorporate elements of the early machine age.

German writer E. T. A. Hoffmann was fascinated by automata, and, inevitably, automata that seem to be alive, blurring the lines between biology and clockwork. His horrible story The Sandman (1817) riffs on the eponymous folklore bogeyman who throws sand into the eyes of children who won’t go to sleep. Hoffmann’s story, in the character of Olimpia, a wind-up woman with real body-parts (her eyes), poses the uncomfortable question: What is real and what is not? Can something be alive even though it is unnatural? This ghastly notion was given a twist of genius by Mary Shelley, in her novel Frankenstein (1818).

The public couldn’t get enough. The Gothic ghost story accelerated into the must-read on both sides of the Atlantic.

In 1820, Washington Irving published The Legend of Sleepy Hollow, set back in the 1790s, in Sleepy Hollow, a Dutch settlement town well known for its supernatural visitations. Here are themes distinctive to the American Gothic – in particular, the undertow of the land itself, its bloodstained colonisation returning as a series of hauntings.

Setting an uncanny story backwards in time, or place, is a favourite Gothic device. Nathaniel Hawthorne was preoccupied with the early Puritan settlers. He had tried to escape his own past by changing his name – his great-great-grandfather John Hathorne had been a magistrate at the infamous Salem witch trials where more than two hundred people were accused, and twenty put to death.

Nathaniel Hawthorne built into his stories the psychic fractures and guilty disturbances peculiar to the pioneering spirit that is haunted by very different spirits. The question is: Are such hauntings from the outside or the inside?

Malevolence inside and outside is key to the supernatural as imagined by Edgar Allan Poe. Humans are not innocent beings assaulted by dreadful forces over which they have no control; the human psyche is the door that is left open.

Such troubling questions, and their terrifying conclusions, would resurface again, much later, in the work of Shirley Jackson and Stephen King.

In the 2001 introduction to his 1977 masterpiece, The Shining, King writes of a conversation he had with Stanley Kubrick, prior to the filming of The Shining: What is it that marches Jack Torrance to his unfolding horror? His own demons? Or the spectral inhabitants of the Overlook Hotel? According to King, ‘I always thought there were malevolent ghosts in the Overlook, driving Jack to the precipice.’

This complicity between haunting and haunted is the premise of Henry James’ novella The Turn of the Screw. James published his story in 1898 but the events are set back in time, in 1840.

James follows the thread of connection between the tormented human imagination and what it might unleash. The awful thing about the ghosts of Peter Quint and Miss Jessel is that we do not know if they are real, or if the new governess is utterly deluded, herself too fatally charmed – seduced, might be a better word – by the young boy, Miles.

Bly Manor is in Essex, not America, but James’ story uses the force of place-as-player to soak the house and its grounds in unpleasantness. Bly, with its long, blank, staring windows, its damp plaster, its empty rooms that rebuke life. The lake, cold, still, foggy, even in summer. The house itself is an intrusion on the peace of mind of all its occupants.

Written sixty years after Poe’s The Fall of the House of Usher, where the house itself finally collapses into a similar dank and brooding lake, Bly stands as a crumbling, unloved, morbid manipulator. Is the manipulation a direct haunting? Or does Bly feed off the haunted places in the heads of its inhabitants?

Shirley Jackson’s The Haunting of Hill House (1959) makes terrifying use of this trope of place-as-player. The Netflix spin-off series holds fast to the horror of an evil place continuing to exert its influence on subsequent characters and future times.

When I was thinking about my own ghost stories, I knew I wanted to write a few of them where place would be integral to the haunting. But I am also interested in how a person may unleash the unholiness of a place, as Jack Torrance does in The Shining.

I chose PLACES and PEOPLE as two of my categories and wrote three stories in each. To play with the form a little, I decided on a pair of hinged stories: ‘A Fur Coat’ and ‘Boots’. These are written to be read in sequence for the full effect.

I do wonder about the Dead – perhaps it’s a side-effect of my religious upbringing – so in the category VISITATIONS I wanted a chance for the Dead to speak. Another pair of hinged stories offers us the grieving partner’s experience followed by the tale of his lover’s ghost.

And as AI is increasingly realigning our experience of life, I am fascinated by how computing technology will realign our relationship with death. That’s what I explore in the stories in DEVICES.

In between the blocks of stories are some personal interventions – my own experiences with the supernatural. I can’t explain them. But I can’t explain them away, either.

I love reading ghost stories – whether M. R. James, who twisted the everyday-ordinary, the mild, the banal even, into something uniquely terrifying, or when I return to Susan Hill’s superb The Woman in Black. It’s a masterclass of the form.

One of my favourite spooky stories is The Apparition of Mrs. Veal (1706) by Daniel Defoe (the Robinson Crusoe man). Really, this is the first modern ghost story in the sense that it happens in a homely domestic setting, and without any supernatural build-up. It’s far from the extravagances of the Gothic ghost that came to haunt us fifty years later. Mrs. Veal is not from the Past (always a capital P), nor is she wrapped in her winding sheet. She looks just like a lady of the day wearing an attractive silk dress.

The dress is an important part of the story. It also raises the vexed question of why ghosts wear clothes.

Only a human body needs clothes. But if a ghost is not recognisable to those it visits, then what use is that? Apparitions need to be seen. Seeing them is to locate them in time – their own time. Clothes, then, are useful. The clothes we see are not material (that’s a terrible pun, sorry) and it might be that what we ‘see’ is an energy packet that includes the clothes. Ghosts were human once – and it is at a certain moment of their left-behind humanness that they reappear.

This is exactly what Dickens does in what must be the most famous ghost story of all time, A Christmas Carol.

Dickens stuck with the Gothic trope of setting his story in the past – in this case the 1820s. It begins on Christmas Eve – a popular time to tell ghost stories. The first visitation is from Scrooge’s seven-years-this-very-night dead partner, Jacob Marley. Marley wears his usual suit of clothes, even to the buttons on the rear of his coat being visible from the front – because he’s see-through.

The world loves Dickens’ ghost story in all its forms, including, perhaps, especially, the Muppet version. It sits square on our delight in being a little bit frightened, while speaking to our wish to believe that our loved ones are looking out for us.

Dickens’ big-heart and benevolence turned the ghost story on its head – from a site of fear and trembling, to an intervention for Good. The stated aim of Marley’s ghost is to save Scrooge from his fate, and here Dickens plays with the idea of Purgatory – as a process of purification – without needing to bother us with the Catholic theology. In the Protestant imagination the Dead don’t improve – it’s Up or Down for you, lady. That is bleak. Dickens rewrote it. Marley has changed for the better, and now he wants to help his friend.

This generosity of spirit is closer to the pre-Reformation belief that the Departed can, and do, intervene on behalf of the living – surely preferable to the baleful clankings, icy lurkings, and malevolent stares of the ghost-horror we have come to associate with the Dead?

Rehabilitating the Ungrateful Dead was already underway when Dickens wrote A Christmas Carol.

The second half of the nineteenth century, and the early decades of the twentieth century, witnessed a huge interest in ghosts – perhaps as a psychological counterbalance to the weight of industrial materialism.

Spiritualism, as a quasi-religion, took up where Emanuel Swedenborg left off, with his belief that spirits really do want to talk to us, and that we should listen.

In America, in 1848, the famous, and later infamous, Fox Sisters claimed that their village house in upstate New York was haunted. Soon they were offering themselves as bona-fide mediums and holding séances across the country. Unmasked as frauds, this did not deter the American enthusiasm for spirit communication. By the late 1870s, paranormal was the new normal.

Thomas Edison, the man who invented the light bulb, tried to build a machine to measure ghost activity. It didn’t work.

In 1882, the British physicist William Barrett was one of the founders of the Society for Psychical Research – hoping, like Edison, to prove, or more likely disprove, the phenomena of spirit intervention. Areas of interest for the SPR were: Mediumship, Mesmerism, Thought-Transfer, Apparitions and Haunted Houses. The American philosopher and psychologist William James was once its president. The Society is still going strong.

After the First World War, grieving multitudes needed to believe that their loved ones were not lost – and so the séance boom continued. Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, the creator of Sherlock Holmes, was an ardent Spiritualist, and also a member of the SPR, delivering lectures up and down the country on the ‘whispering dead’.

This is curious because Conan Doyle was friends with the magician and escape artist Harry Houdini, whose sideline was exposing fraudulent mediums. In spite of this, Conan Doyle continued to be convinced that the truth of spirit communication lay deeper than the fraud.

The earliest extant piece of literature in the world is the Epic of Gilgamesh. It’s from Mesopotamia, around 2000 years BC.

It’s about life after death.

Gilgamesh is King of Uruk. Enkidu is a wild man who becomes his best friend.

After a series of adventures, Enkidu is marked for death. After his death Gilgamesh cannot be consoled, and sits by the body for so long that a maggot falls out of its nostril.

Thereafter, Gilgamesh goes to seek his friend through Afterlives and Underworlds, including a tunnel-journey in total darkness where he must run for twenty-four hours, aiming to beat the sun coming home.

And I am thinking of those lines in that poem by Andrew Marvell, ‘To His Coy Mistress’ – a seduction about death – ‘Thus, though we cannot make our sun/Stand still, yet we will make him run.’ But Marvell can’t have known about Gilgamesh because the tablets were discovered in Nineveh in the 1850s – and Marvell wrote his poem before 1681 – but … when the sun is setting on our life, what if our only chance is to go faster? To outrun death?

The new start-up aiming to disrupt death is not religion. What might enable humans to outrun death is computational power.

This late-come ghost in the machine promises that a machine can super-proof your ghost. Humans will be able to upload their mind – and then download it, at will, either into a bespoke body, human or animal (those myths about turning into an eagle or a fox), or maybe you just hang out as a no-body. Pure chill.

For the first time in the history of humankind, science and religion, those old foes, are asking the same question: Is consciousness obliged to materiality?

Religion has always said No!

Science has always said Yes!

Before Mary Shelley set off on her travels to Lake Geneva, where she conceived her novel Frankenstein, she went to a lecture given by Dr William Lawrence – the doctor of her husband, Percy Shelley. Lawrence declared that the soul does not exist – there is no ‘superadded value’ to the human.

And that’s pretty much the short-form version of science versus the soul.

And now?

I wonder if we have been telling the story backwards? That we knew we were more than blood and bones, and that one day we would defeat death – not by going to Heaven or by being reincarnated, but by uploading ourselves to a substrate not made of meat.

What it means to be ‘alive’ will be more than biological. What it means to be ‘dead’ will be a temporary condition.

What about the meaning of ‘ghost’?

It might be someone who chooses never to download into a physical ‘self’ again. We will communicate with such entities via a BCI chip in the brain. It’s the modern version of telepathy. A post-human visitation.

What if AI becomes sentient? If Artificial Intelligence becomes Alternative Intelligence? Then we will be haunted by something new – or is it new? It won’t need a body. It will seem like the gods visiting the humans – just as they always did. It seems likely to me that disembodied entities will live and work alongside biological entities. Some of these entities will never have been human. Some will be post-human. Death, as we know it, will be a thing of the past.

For now, death is the lived experience of us all.

The lure of ghosts in the popular imagination remains what it has always been: a partial answer to the mystery of death.

As Samuel Johnson put it, back in the eighteenth century: ‘All argument is against it; but all belief is for it.’




DEVICES




App-arition

A GHOST STORY (FOR NOW), FOR NOW

Black coat. Black dress. Black hat. Black car.

I imagine you with me. What would you say to me?

Are you ready?

Yes.

That’s unusual.

I know …

Mrs Always Late. Signora Sempre Tardi. As though I could wring some extra drops of time by throwing myself breathless onto the train.

As though the clock had rogue minutes hidden behind its steady hands. Minutes available only to me.

As though running into class, as the bell tolled nine o’clock, would save me three hundred seconds of wasted … what?

Send not to know for whom the bell tolls.

The bell is tolling. There’s the church. There’s the graveyard.

Today I must travel at the speed of the black car ahead of me. The hearse. For the occupant of the coffin there will be no further travels in time.

The church is cold. I feel nothing. The eulogy is delivered by a man of God who never met you. My sister gave him the notes.

My phone vibrates. Stealthily, I take a look at the screen on top of my handbag; there’s a message:

Don’t cry.

The message is from you. Dear dead John. My sister has set it up on your phone. She’s a therapist. She says talking to the Dead is helpful for up to six months.

I haven’t cried at all.

After the service we make our way to the place of interment.

Against the downward gravity of your body, the graveyard men strain to lower the coffin, slowly, into the dark, wet ground. What if the coffin were to break? Your mortal remains in your best suit, unable to support yourself. Your lolling head, eyes closed, brilliantine hair. Your dead weight.

Last resting place. The men pull away the straps. I throw in the handful of clean, dry earth I have been given in a plastic bag. Next, I throw in the bunch of forget-me-nots.

I should get back in the car. The cars are lined up respectfully on the gravel. Instead, I turn away and no one stops me. I am a widow. Perhaps I need a moment. There’s an old part of the cemetery. Ivy, railings, mossy headstones, weeping angels, broken urns. The family vaults. Yew trees whose roots raise the stones.

It’s coming to all of us. This here and now. But it came to him first.

Thank God it came to him first.

I turn a corner with this thought as a sudden wind blasts me, knocks me so hard that I lose my footing in these slim black heels … he liked me in heels. I catch myself with both hands – and the moss is spongy – no harm done. As I make to stand up, rubbing away the damp green stain from the hem of my coat, I seem to feel his hand under my arm. I seem to hear him: ‘Get up, Bella!’

‘Yes, John.’

Walking slowly back towards the new part of the cemetery, I see that the gravediggers are already filling in the grave. One of them makes a joke, leans on his spade. I guess that’s how they cope. The heap of earth is levelling now. What’s left to one side is the size of John. John and his coffin. The ground will sink. Then they will come back and mound it up. Already bacteria are at work to make John smaller. He was a big man. Now, less so.

There’s the pastor. He wants to comfort me, but I don’t want to be comforted. I want to go home.

Shoes off. Kettle on. Tea in pot. And I say, out loud, ‘It’s over.’ Without any prompt, at volume, from the Sonos speaker, a song John liked to play:

Dream a little dream of me …


‘Alexa! Stop the song!’

Where’s my phone? Where’s my handbag? Where’s the app?

‘Stop it! Stop it now!’

The system falls silent. I’m trembling, my phone in my hand, like a grenade. It’s going to go off. I should throw it away right now. It explodes into the Pirates of the Caribbean ringtone. I don’t need to see the caller ID. That’s John’s ringtone.

Answer it, Bella. I don’t want to … I said, answer it.

‘Hello?’

‘Bella! You’re feeling upset. I understand. It must be strange without me. But I’m still here. Right by your side.’

‘Who is this?’

‘Don’t you recognise my voice?’

‘Yes …’

‘I am your JohnApp. Check your home screen. I’m fully installed. I can call you and message you, just like before. Think of me as your AlwaysApp.’

I call my sister. I ask her what she’s done with John’s phone. She took it away as soon as he died – so that she could help the pastor prepare the funeral service, she said.

‘Someone using John’s voice just called me.’

Gala sounds surprised. ‘Already?’

‘What do you mean? Already?’

Gala puts on her therapy-voice; low, slow, restrained. ‘I am sorry you felt upset. I should have said something. (Pause.) But there were so many arrangements. I didn’t want to burden you. (You can’t cope.) I thought you would be glad. (Ungrateful.) I purchased the app for you. (Spent money.) It trawls John’s phone and emails, his Facebook, his Insta, all his social media, the exchanges you two had, his music and movies, his likes. And then I programmed (I made an effort) the frequency of calls and messages, and sometimes there’s a photo. (Bing!) All you need to do is hit reply and the comfort keeps coming. For as long as you want him, you’ll have John.’

‘Gala, are you telling me this app is just going to message me and call me at random?’

‘Yes! Like real life.’

‘Real life is that John’s dead.’

‘You were speaking with him this morning before we left … I heard you …’

Ready …?

Yes …

She’s still talking in the quiet, concerned way she does when she’s telling me what to do.

‘Bella, let me suggest, give it a week or so … give it a chance. You’re in shock. This will help. Trust me. It’s my job. And I’m your sister. Bella? Bella?’

I hang up on Gala. She means well. She’s my older sister. She’s bossy. But she means well. She organised everything for the funeral. She even sent my flowers for me. I chose herb stems of rosemary and sage and bay branches because John loved to cook. Gala thought John would prefer forget-me-nots.

‘How can I help you?’

That’s Alexa – don’t panic.

‘Where’s John?’

‘Searching for John in Apps.’

There it is. JohnApp. Without thinking I click on the photo. ‘That was when we were in Thailand,’ says John.

I say, to myself, ‘I need a drink.’

‘There’s Pinot Noir in the larder,’ says John.

‘You know I don’t like Pinot Noir.’

In my hand – from the phone – there’s an unpleasant electric shock. ‘It’s nice to be home,’ says JohnApp. ‘Home with you.’

I am about to switch off the phone. I should eat something.

My phone beeps.

There’s risotto in the freezer.

I open the big black drawer. It’s the size of a mortuary freezer. John’s containers. John’s handwriting. Tubs and tubs of risotto – RIZ-OH-TOE is how he pronounced it, though no Italian ever did.

I am Italian. My family comes from Rome. I met John when he was dating my sister. When she dumped him he started dating me. Gala is the fiery one. I am the sweet one. Chili ’n’ sugar, said John. We’re all family, said John.

When I was struggling with an eating disorder, John thought it would do me good to eat home-cooked Italian food. He’s so caring, said my sister.

Every day he served the same thing. Shiny white Arborio rice. Like eating a plateful of maggots.

I poured a glass of whisky, swallowed a sleeping pill, and went to bed. Oblivion is good. I put the phone under the other pillow. Made sure to turn it off.

Soon the pull of the narcotic was heavier than the weight of the day. Sleep. Dream.

Bella in the Italian Alps, gathering herbs and flowers, mushrooms, and berries. Bella cooking the family suppers in the holiday home we rented every year. My sister, older, sophisticated, red lipstick, black hair. The tourist whose motorcycle broke down on the pass. The tourist who stayed the night. The tourist smiling at my sister and my sister climbing out of the window to meet him.

She was soon bored. Soon busy. Then John was whispering to me through the window. Little Sugar Girl, he called me.

There’s a photo of John at our wedding. Big, broad, his arm around my sister. It’s a photo of the two of them. I’m the bride at the side. I’m awkward. John’s laughing. ‘We’re all family,’ he says.

Pulling me up from sleep is the muffled sound of my phone. Fumble, slip, press, answer, familiar voice.

‘I can’t sleep …’

John hangs up. He always had trouble sleeping. The late nights at work. The drink. Slowly my befuddled mind lays out the facts. John is dead. John sleeps the sleep from which there is no waking. It’s not John calling me; it’s the app. Tomorrow I’ll delete it. I’m not upset. The pill has done its work. If he can’t sleep, I can.

As the night steadies around me and my body relaxes, I open my eyes. What’s that? What can I hear? Why do we open our eyes when we hear something in the dark? We can’t see it.

I am lying perfectly still, listening. I hold my breath to hear better. What I can hear is coming from downstairs. Murmuring.

If I pull up onto my knees, and raise the blind a little, I can see into the kitchen. The kitchen is a single-storey extension, the skylights visible from the bedroom window. There’s a light on, dim and low. Did I forget? Did I leave the light on?

The radio? My mind tries hard to remember but the day is submerged.

I must get up and go downstairs. Settle myself. I buried my husband today. I will make mistakes.

Stair by stair. Step by step. Hold on to the rail. Be careful. Sleepy. Drugged. My heart is over-beating. The woozy human is in cotton wool but the animal in me senses trouble. Someone is down there. In the house. Myself watches myself turn at the foot of the stairs, into the hallway, into the kitchen, a tired woman in a worn nightdress.

In the kitchen, the counter-lights are on low. The fridge hums. The radio is playing. I listen. It’s one of those shock-jock radio hosts. Conspiracy. Aliens. Vaccines. John’s late-night listening. On the table there’s a bottle of Pinot Noir and a half-drunk glass. John’s jacket hangs over the chair.

It’s a late-waking morning for me. Sleeping pills are anaesthetic, not slumber. I feel alert and drained in the same body. In the shower I remind myself that nothing about yesterday can be trusted as fact. That’s what any doctor would say. The mind plays tricks. Many people believe that the Dead are talking to them. I’m in shock. What I need is some normal life. Some my-life. I’m going to drive to the community college where I teach and pick up my mail. Then I shall delete the JohnApp. Life and Death are not interchangeable.

Just as I am about to throw my phone into my bag, I change my mind. Leave it here. I don’t want to speak to my sister and
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