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To all my beautiful witches. You know who you are.
And to a wondrous diva, Evelyn Mary Butler (1935–2025). Rest in peace.
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PROLOGUE
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Wyllam looks around him, eyes darting with fear and mistrust.

‘There be more witches in this region than we can hang.’

Ivan looks terrified. ‘Maybe they know the ones you’re ’anging be not witches.’

‘Halt that mouth of yours, you fool. Of course they be witches. Truth be, all of ’em are witches – these sly cows with their lies and their “ways”. Once they’ve bred, we should hang ’em all. More peace for us. And that damned turncoat, a man who wants to defend these ugly crones – only right that he be dying with ’em. We’re doing God’s work.’

Ivan smiles. ‘Well, if it be right with God, it be right with me. But I be thinking to get a new pricker. That one is obvious, Wyllam. Folk are getting wiser, not believing so ’ard.’

‘When we reach Hawkshead I’ll look for a craftsman who can make a cunning bodkin. One that no pryin’ eye can suspect.’

As he speaks, he’s still casting glances about him, obviously rattled. I’m absolutely stoked that I managed to smack Wyllam, but also scandalized by what he said. Bullshit misogyny as always, stretching back and back in time. It’s so upsetting, as I’ve also seen love back then too – real love – and it feels like there are two kinds of men and they’re almost a different species from one another. Just like there are different kinds of women, and the spiteful, manipulative ones seem to have had a ball going along with the murder of other innocent lasses, for material gain or to wipe out a rival.

The annoyance of it makes me try again for one last clout. I decide it will have more effect if I aim for Ivan this time, so I hold my palms up and, launching myself forward, clap him on his ears as hard as I can. Well, you’ve never heard a yelp like it as Ivan jumps in the air in fear, then falls on his backside. This time all the workers on the gallows stop what they’re doing as Ivan continues to make terrified noises from the ground. Wyllam is absolutely infuriated by this display and crouches down by his ‘friend’.

‘Get up. Get up now and don’t be squawking like this.’

Ivan turns to him and suddenly he looks only half-solid as the vision slides and I hear him, in the distance now, cry out tearfully, ‘The witches be not happy with us!’

That’s when my vision goes and I pass out.

When I wake up, my duvet is in a bunch mostly to the side of me, and I’m lucky that I’m wearing my fleecy winter pyjamas or I’d be freezing now, as the heating’s off and the chill in the air is bracing, to say the least. Inka is standing on the pillow next to mine, illuminated by my little glowing Frida Kahlo night-light, which is kitsch but oddly comforting, staring at me with her big, wise cat-eyes. Goodness knows what I was doing in my sleep, but she’s looking rather perplexed.

The clock says it’s half-past five and I pull the duvet back around me, cooing at Inka until she snuggles into my chest and begins to purr. I can’t remember all of my dream, but I know Thor was in it: my saviour, my Icelandic pocket rocket, who rescued me from being marooned and made it his quest to give me the beautiful time that he felt his best friend had denied me. I try not to dwell on his smile, his red-brown beard and his kiss. It’s been three days and I’ve cried about my trip a lot. I’ve adjusted to my new friend Birta being dead as best I can, and I’ve accepted that I met an incredible man who is basically a gorgeous little wizard, but that he’s a wizard with a girlfriend who lives in another country. As intense as everything was in those few days, I can’t keep making these mistakes, swapping man for man and chaos for more chaos. I need to stabilize my head. But fuck me, I miss Thor so much, it’s almost a physical pain.

I close my eyes again and sniff Inka’s silky little head, feeling her pointy ears twitch against my face. She gives a tiny squeak of contentment and I whisper a little lullaby to her, comforting myself with the vision of a far-off cave filled with fire and ancient songs, and with the knowledge that in a dainty wooden box in my bedside drawer there is an exquisite little bell, gifted to me by the most precious of beings. A Hidden One from the land of deep drums and soaring eagles.

These calmer thoughts begin to weave their spell and soon everything goes black. Then it swiftly occurs to me that if I was actually asleep, I wouldn’t know everything had gone black, would I? And I sigh warily, as all at once I feel rough hemp over my face, with the smell of something fetid from the fabric choking me. The hemp envelops my whole skull and makes it hot and uncomfortable to breathe. Why is there a bag over my head? I can hear voices, some laughing and jeering, some sobbing, and my wrists hurt from being tied behind my back with a rough rope. I can also feel sore points all over my body. What the shitting hell have they been doing to this person? My heart races faster as I try to work out what’s going on. I know this is me, but at the same time it’s not me – I’m feeling someone else’s pain. I also know that I’d like to wake up pronto. The bag is about to be pulled from my head, I know it is, and I truly dread seeing what happens next. I close my eyes tightly and will myself to wake up, now fully sure that I’m inside someone else’s head. I call out to my dead bestie and will him to reply. This really is the fucking limit.

‘Frank, I’ve had enough excitement recently to last me a lifetime. You let me wake up now or I’m going to kill myself, then come and find you and punch your lights out.’

Just as the bag is being pulled from me and bright light is piercing my closed eyes, I flicker them open and find myself back in bed, Inka still snuggled in and my night-light shining right in my face. I shouldn’t have it on really, as I like to sleep in complete darkness, but after my latest adventures I’m still too unsettled to remain in the absolute dark.

‘Frank, for God’s sake, you come here now and tell me what all that was about. I’m trying to sleep here – I can do without more nightmares.’

Frank is a law unto himself when it comes to showing up in my head. He’s been especially flaky lately, disappearing for ages at a time and leaving other ‘voices’ to help me work out what’s happening in the world of spookiness. Thankfully this time he obliges me.

‘Hello, Tanz, nice pyjamas.’

‘Bugger off, they’re very cosy.’

‘I actually mean it, you touchy cow.’

‘What was that horrible vision I just had? I’m absolutely not being dramatic when I tell you that I’m still processing what went on in Iceland and I can’t cope with more darkness and drama.’

‘Oh, come on, you live for the drama – that’s why you’re an actress. Anyway, as I told you on your flight back, a bit of catch-up on sleep and then it would be showtime.’

I feel absolute panic when he says this. ‘Please, Frank. Please, please let me recover for a bit. I’m not feeling right at all. I’ve felt floaty and “not in myself” for three days. I’m dizzy and tired, and I think I’m coming down with something.’

Frank’s voice is unaccustomedly gentle when he replies, ‘Tanz, I don’t make the rules. If it was up to me, I’d let you snuggle in bed for a month. But things “come up”, certain energies are attracted to you like a beacon, and you use your magic to help whoever is calling for aid. That’s what you’re wonderful at. But if it makes you feel any better, you have a lot of support from this side right now, and we will do everything we can to make this as gentle as possible.’

‘Why do I need fucking reinforcements, Frank? Usually I don’t need a legion of helpers; you and the odd soft-voiced lass or healing angel can do the trick. What’s going on?’

‘Nothing you can’t handle. You’ll never be sent something you can’t handle. Now get some sleep. No more weird dreams tonight, I promise.’

‘Frank.’

‘Yes?’

‘I feel so fucking odd. I think I’m scared.’

‘Don’t be. You’re in safe hands.’

Thinking back to how many times I’ve been in mortal danger since Frank reappeared in my life, that isn’t as comforting as he thinks it is.
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LONDON EYES

[image: ]

Sheila and I are on the London Eye. This huge wheel, with its pods made mostly of glass, moves very, very slowly. Annoyingly so, as it happens. I know it’s meant to turn at a sedate pace so that we can look over the whole of London, but come on: I at least want to feel some motion – this is like a massive circular stairlift.

I called Sheila as soon as I woke up this morning and said I really needed to chat, to get my head straight. I mean how many people can you talk to about ghosts, dead mates who you think are alive, portents of doom while you’re trying to get your beauty sleep, and little Icelandic sex gods that you only knew for a few days but can’t dislodge from your every waking thought? Sheila’s just glad I’m home in one piece after I disappeared to Reykjavik without a word, so she inexplicably suggested that we have a little day-trip around the River Thames. We don’t do touristy things as a rule, but it seemed like a nice idea at the time, so I said yes.

After we arrived at Waterloo station, coming on this big glass wheel was an impulse decision and now we’re trapped in this fish bowl in the sky, with cold sunshine streaming in through the windows. Luckily it’s only us in this pod; the one before us had a gaggle of very animated young Japanese tourists boarding it, and I really don’t have the bandwidth for that kind of noise at the moment.

Sheila is wearing green velvet trousers with a silky black jumper and her customary gemstone silver rings and jingling bangles. I’m very happy to see her and to smell the Samsara perfume that surrounds her in a sexy fog.

‘So, Tanz, without wishing to sound like your mum, what the hell were you thinking: jumping on a plane like that?’

I sip at a can of Diet Coke that I’m not supposed to carry on here, as there’s a no-food policy and the only drink allowed is water, but my tolerance for rules seems to be wafer-thin right now.

‘I don’t know, Sheils. I’m pretty sure I’ve been having a bit of a breakdown since the whole business at Cross Bones Graveyard. That’s the second time someone has tried to murder me in cold blood. Plus, I don’t know, the rest of the time when I’m not being subjected to mortal danger I find life really, well, dull. I don’t seem to have a middle ground. Nothing makes me feel just happy.’

Sheila’s laugh is welcome and infectious. ‘Of course you feel bored by ordinary life – you’re a witch, you need something deeper than the norm. And you do get very caught up when you’re attracted to someone. But I must say, it was dangerous running off like that and not telling me where you were . . . You could have disappeared for ever; that idiot Einar could have been a killer, and no one would have known how to find you.’

‘Sorry, Sheils, I know it was crazy, but it turns out I was there for more than snogging a nutter. My instincts weren’t wrong – I needed to be there. Einar was just the lure, then everything changed when I got there and the true purpose was revealed. As Birta said, it was a kindred soul calling out for help, and I answered.’

Sheila sits on the bench in the centre of the pod and I join her. She pats my arm.

‘Well, I can’t argue with that, sweetheart, I suppose. And I do feel I need to say something about what happened with your friend Birta. We know, from your experience with Nelly and her family at Cross Bones, that you are no ordinary medium. In your dreamworld you basically time-travelled and haunted generations of a family. I’ve never met such a highly developed dream warrior.’

Fuck, what a great term! I’m absolutely delighted to be a dream warrior; it certainly sits better with me than some of the names I’ve been called in my lifetime.

‘But the thing is, Tanz, you’ve now gone higher up in frequency again, since you met Birta and communed with the Hidden Ones in Iceland. I can feel it coming off you in waves. What happened with you and Birta was something I’d not even heard of anyone doing before – not in real life – so to be honest, you’re the teacher and I’m the student here. You hung out with a ghost in their own lifetime, like they were solid and real right now. It’s like you met in a twilight world between the living and the dead. Birta wasn’t lying to you; she was solid and alive where you met, and you eventually set her free without her prompting you at all. I don’t have a clue what you’d even call that; it’s a beautiful thing, but it’s also so far up the evolutionary scale of being a “seer” that you’re lucky you don’t fall off the top. I think you probably feel dizzy at the moment because you aren’t quite settled back into your body. Some may say you dreamed your experiences with Birta, but I’d say you linked in so hard that your spirit-self took over.’ Sheila reaches out now and pushes a strand of hair away that’s got caught on my clear lip gloss. ‘I’m so proud of you for handling all of that on your own. It’s amazing.’

Right on cue, I feel tears begin to form at the corners of my eyes.

‘She was my friend, Sheils, she felt so important to me. Like I’d known her for ever.’

‘I think you probably have known her for ever. Or for a few lifetimes at least. And I reckon the greatest comfort you can take is that it hurts now, but that you will be seeing her again. Birta needed your help and you gave it; you were there when she called on you, like all true pals are. We all know that proper friends can go for ages without seeing each other and it’s just as comfortable and easy the next time you see them; that’s you and Birta, but spanning lifetimes instead of decades.’

‘Thank you, lovely lass. Just think: that probably means you’re stuck with me over several lifetimes, you poor sod.’

‘I think I’ll cope, Tanz. I’m also pretty sure there’s more to this grief than what happened with Birta.’

Bloody hell, there’s no hiding anything from this woman – she’s got laser eyes for other people’s troubles.

‘This is the bit I’m embarrassed about, Sheila. My love life makes me cringe, so goodness knows how ridiculous and trite it sounds to other people. I know you liked Neil the policeman. I liked him, but I realized after a while that that’s all I did. I liked him and he was building a future in his head with me. It couldn’t work and I had to nip it in the bud before I really hurt him. Then I flew out to Iceland out of the blue, to be with that fucking idiot Einar, who you actually told me was an arsehole, but did I listen? So how can I expect you to take me seriously when I talk about Thor? Thor, who came along and showed me how it really should be with a man. His energy, his caring nature, his natural love and, well, his beautiful sexuality. We fitted. I didn’t want to sleep with someone new, you know. I didn’t want to confuse myself, and I didn’t want to get attached. Now the whole thing is a head-fuck.’

‘We feel what we feel.’

‘I know. But it really is a bit too intense, all of this, even for me. It feels like another close friend just died, even though Birta wasn’t alive in the first place; plus I’ve met a man who I truly connect with, but can’t be with. Doesn’t it make sense that I feel so lost? My spookiness doesn’t really feel like a “gift” if I have to be living in grief half of the time.’

‘Of course it makes sense, but that’s because the earthly human you clings to stuff. The truth is that you’re not being punished – spiritual you is actually being given lessons. Fast-tracked lessons that seem very intense and emotional, but they’re heightening your understanding and healing abilities in a short time. The secret is to breathe through what happens, enjoy the amazing bits that others wouldn’t ever get the chance to experience, and accept that, conversely, you’ll be sad sometimes. Really sad. Eventually you won’t take life so personally any more, you’ll just marvel at how the puzzle pieces always fit together and make sense in the end. Plus, on a sidenote, many, many people would love to have as much amazing sex with varied, interesting blokes as you do. Maybe you’ve needed a sexual wake-up and not a proper boyfriend. Maybe it wasn’t the right time yet.’

I wipe my eyes with some scrunched up loo-roll from my bag and nod miserably.

‘I still feel lost, though.’

‘Well, let’s do something to ground you again.’

‘Okay. It would be very nice not to have nightmares for a bit and to actually feel safe in my own life. And to stop bloody moaning. I don’t want to be the whinging Geordie who depresses all her mates.’

‘You’re not that, you daft bint – you’re just getting it off your chest. That’s what mates are for!’ Sheila checks something in her little pocket diary. ‘Right, tomorrow afternoon I’m going to treat you to something different that might help.’

I nod and give a big sniff. Thank goodness for spooky mates who ‘get it’.
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THE SINGING BOWLS
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When Sheila said she was going to help, I didn’t expect to be driving to a stranger’s house in Enfield for a ‘sound bath’. I’m not a great fan of airy-fairy stuff – Sheila knows this. We’ve already agreed that retreats and all that business would probably have my toes curling so hard they’d snap off, so she doesn’t invite me to any of the woo-woo weekends that she sometimes attends, where they spin in circles or breathe with each other, and do group activities. I will literally do anything in my power to avoid any kind of group activity, so trusting that she’s taking me somewhere I won’t hate is a leap of faith. As we sit in my knackered tin-can of a car, in yet another traffic jam on the A406, Sheila winks at me.

‘This is something else, Tanz. Erikah is a special one. Have some bloody faith, will you?’

It’s not that I don’t have ‘faith’. It’s just that the world of spookiness attracts so many charlatans and people who are trying to be gurus and show off their ‘power’, and I’m not one of them, nor do I want to be in their company. I’m a ‘one or two’-at-a-time kind of girl, and I like to know the ‘one or two’ personally. Everything else is overwhelming, and overwhelm makes everything so much worse. But after another restless night, when I’m absolutely sure I woke up to the sound of a panicked woman being tortured horribly, I’m willing to try anything.

The lady who opens the green front door is mixed-race and has her hair tied up in a black, gold and green scarf. She looks at me intently, then gives the biggest smile and welcomes us both in. Sheila gives her a warm hug and we walk up the hallway into a bright kitchen-diner area with yoga mats on the floor, embroidered cushions ranged around them, and a bunch of beautiful glass or crystal bowls – I’m not sure which – in a range of sizes, plus other interesting-looking instruments, on a teak table. There’s no one else here.

Erikah indicates that we should choose a mat each and makes sure that we have a cushion to sit on, then puts another one at the top of our mats. She also hands us both a warm patterned blanket, which I hug to myself like a snuggly friend.

‘Welcome, both. Nice to meet you, Tanz.’ Her voice is honey and stones. ‘Usually I’ll have five people here on the floor, but after speaking with Sheila, I decided to dedicate this one just to the two of you. Sheila has helped me many times in the past, Tanz, so I wanted to do something lovely in return. Plus, what you’ve been through recently would be a lot for anyone to cope with, let alone someone who’s still young on their spiritual path, but developing so rapidly. It’s an honour to meet you.’

I don’t know how much Sheila has told this luminous woman, but her words are like a balm.

‘Thank you, Erikah.’

She stares at me a little too hard again, not with malice, but rather with curiosity. She’s completely grounded and peaceful, and I know how paranoid I get, so I take it as part of the experience. Quietly she motions that we should begin, so Sheila and I lie back on the mats. I get as comfortable as I can, and Erikah lays my blanket over me, smoothing it with hands that leave a trail of warmth on my arms and all down my legs. For a moment I feel my reluctance rise and I slowly breathe it away, knowing there’s a natural cynicism within me that attempts to fight anything that takes away my control.

Then Erikah tells us to close our eyes and, after a little while, the most extraordinary sound fills the room. It starts low and soft, then builds until the inside of my head is absolutely vibrating with the notes, like she’s thrumming those bowls right inside my brain. Sound-wave after sound-wave comes through and I find that I couldn’t move even if I wanted to; I’m pinned to the floor, hands resting, with no feeling at all, on my tummy. I lose all grasp of time, as noises like birds and a tumbling waterfall add to the soundscape. It’s while this is happening that I hear the voice. It’s Alfvin, my beautiful guide from Iceland. Supposedly a fucking elf, he’s actually a tall, beautiful man-like creature with stars for eyes, who gifted me a tiny bell when I was trapped alone in a dark cabin, and brought me absolute faith that there really is more to heaven and earth than what the dickheads on this planet would have you believe. I feel a tear form as he speaks, his voice clear, like a beloved friend confiding in my ear only.

‘Chosen.’

‘Alfvin?’

‘The witch comes. Much love and much danger. I am with you. Always with you.’

‘Much danger?’

‘I am with you.’

‘Whoa. Am I going to die?’

There’s a cough-cough sound, which I know is Alfvin laughing. He seems to find me intensely amusing. The warmth that generates when he speaks to me and the joy that he is still communicating, despite me leaving his ‘home’, generates such a well of emotion that I have to swallow hard to keep myself in check.

‘All must die, Chosen. But I am here.’

The sound bath is finishing, and the notes that made the walls vibrate have died down to almost nothing. The incense that fills the room smells of forests and deep lakes. Despite my best efforts, I’m crying. Proper fat tears, dissolving into gigantic, uncontrollable sobs. My body shakes with them and I feel a presence drop down to the right of me, and a hand – a warm, kind hand – on my forehead, then whispered words from Erikah.

‘Let it come, Tanz. Let it purge you. You’ve been through a lot. Excuse me for staring when you arrived. I could feel an energy so strong coming out of you that I was actually questioning whether you were human at all. You’re evolving very quickly, and recently something has sped up your lessons and also sent your frequency through the roof. Your guides are helping this to integrate, but it must be quite the trip for you. It will take a little while yet.’

She’s so clever and understanding. I lift my left hand and put it over hers as Erikah gently cradles my forehead. This woman smells of cinnamon and oud, and her energy pulsates like her healing bowls. I open my eyes and stare up into hers. They are dark and searching and radiate kindness.

‘I don’t know what you just did to me, but I can’t thank you enough. You took me out of myself. I think that’s the trick in life, isn’t it? To see everything that’s happening from the outside.’

‘That’s right: observe the feeling, don’t be the feeling.’

I nod. ‘Also your instincts were bang on. I’m not human at the moment, I’m a shipwreck with a pulse. This helped a lot.’

Erikah smiles so widely it stretches her cheeks to the limit.

‘That’s what we’re here for, Tanz, we wise women. We’re here to help each other through this journey. I’m a healer’s healer, and so are you. What a pleasure to meet you.’

Sheila suddenly sits up and, after a stretch and a yawn, gives me such a smug look that I burst out laughing. Sheila sticks her tongue out, then laughs too. Erikah looks from one of us to the other, then joins in, and soon we’re all convulsed with the giggles. I already know that Sheila is going to be insufferable on the way home. But in this instance she has every right to be. She scored a winner. And to think I didn’t even want to come here. What an idiot!
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SHADOW-PLACE
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I have to rest when I get home from the sound bath. It’s only five o’clock, but my limbs are as heavy as wet logs and I’m utterly exhausted. In the past, Sheila and I would have had cocktails or shared a bottle of wine in Purple Haze or Minnie’s and had a debrief, but to my absolute amazement I don’t want booze at all. I want to lie down and not get up again for a week.

I fill Inka’s food bowl when I get in; she’s not here and is probably prowling the gardens for gifts to bring me, like muddy dead voles or a freshly murdered bluetit, but she’ll be yowling for dinner once she plops back through the cat flap. I also make myself a herbal tea and, moving to the living room, I put it on the coffee table, meaning to sit on the sofa and watch a gentle movie. Instead I slump sideways, then stretch out on my back, too knackered to do anything else. It’s not the newest, my sofa, but it’s comfortable and wide enough to sleep on, so I move a cushion under my head and breathe deeply, trying not to think of anything.

As I stare at the ceiling I hear the tiniest tinkling. I listen hard, wondering if I just fell asleep for a second and dreamed it. Then it happens again. A tiny bell. I’ve put the bell that Alfvin gave me in a safe place because I have a terror of losing it, but it sounds exactly the same. I try to move my arm and find that I can’t. Then I hear his voice again, soft, in my ear.

‘Chosen. Eyes closed.’

I do as I’m told. I feel the air around me change, grow cooler, and I hear voices whispering in a language I don’t understand. An ancient tongue that sounds familiar and yet completely alien.

‘You are with us. In the shadow-place. I will give you strength. Tomorrow is a new path.’

I crack my eyes open a fraction and see the guttering fire first, then the distant walls of the cave interior and misty, cloaked figures. Finally I shift my focus to the outline of Alfvin, by my side. I’m lying on some kind of simple bed. There’s hay-stuffed rough fabric for a mattress. The air is heavy with the scent of herbs and woody, leafy mulch. Earthy and wet. I’m with the Hidden Ones. I feel incredibly lucky to be with them, and also scared that it might change at any moment and I’ll be catapulted back to my barren ‘real’ life.

I feel a touch to my nose. Alfvin just booped me. He’s done this before. Nose-booped by a mythical creature; it could only happen to me, and I can’t help but smile. Being near him gives me such a sense of belonging and of sacred connection. He then puts his hand over my eyes. It feels like warm feathers at first, then lightning. The energy crackles. I feel other beings draw close. Soon the chanting begins. I don’t recognize the words, but I recognize the feeling. They are singing a harmony that reminds me of breaking waves in the distance, of a love that ebbs and flows, and of life after loss.

Alfvin takes away his hand, but I don’t reopen my eyes. I feel him draw close to my cheek and blow gently on my skin, then he speaks a torrent of ancient words, like a stream bubbling downhill. I suddenly smell Birta’s Icelandic moss tea, then I get that feather-and-lightning feeling on my chest and the strangest sensation of something being ‘pulled’ from me. Now many gentle hands rest on different parts of my body, as they all join in with this incantation that my soul seems to recognize. The crescendo is gentle and ebbs, rather than getting louder. I smell something musky and dark, and what feels like a thumb presses into my forehead while oil lightly trickles down, almost into my ear. I’ve been ‘anointed’, it seems. Finally Alfvin breathes near my ear – in, out, in, out – until my breathing synchronizes with his. My love for him is infinite in this moment, and the peace inside me absolute.

As I’m about to drop into sleep, now back in my living room and sinking into the sofa cushions, I feel an itch on my forehead between my eyes and rub it with my middle finger. It comes away with a thin film of oil on it. The last thing I remember is pressing this finger to my nostrils and inhaling the scent of hidden caves and deep magic, before I black out.
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PHONE SEX SWERVE
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It’s midnight when I open my eyes again. Amazingly, instead of climbing on me and waking me, Inka is curled up on my reading chair and is also sparko. The heating timer switched off about half an hour ago, but the room is still cosy enough and is lit by the street lamp outside streaming through the half-open blinds. I can’t believe how long I’ve slept, but I must have needed it. I hear the ping of a text from my phone, in my bag on the floor. I sit up and am amazed that not one bit of me aches, despite having been in one position on the sofa for hours.

I feel about in the dark, and slightly moist, recesses of my day-bag until I find my phone, then look at my messages. There’s one from Sheila, checking that I’m okay; and one that arrived two minutes ago, from Thor:

I miss you so much I feel sick. Can we talk?

This is what I’ve been avoiding since I came back. I thanked Thor via text for the painting, which I’ve not hung up yet because it makes me cry. And I’ve kept any other replies to his messages short. I’ve done this for self-preservation reasons, and because I have a big mouth with no filter and I can’t control what I might say to him. But now I decide that this may be the time to be brave and hear his voice again. I’m not tipsy, so at least the wine won’t take over and start telling Thor things without my consent. I take a sip of stone-cold peppermint tea, which isn’t that bad actually, and reply:

Yes. I’m around now.

Within seconds my phone is buzzing and I take a breath, then answer.

‘Hello.’

‘Tanz! You exist. Thank GOD.’

Immediately I’m laughing and so is he.

‘Thank the Goddess, you mean.’

‘Yes. Thank the Goddess. I thought maybe it was all a crazy dream. It’s so good to hear your voice. How are you? You’ve seemed distant – are you okay?’

‘I am, but it’s been a bit intense, trying to adjust.’

‘You try being in Reykjavik after the Geordie witch has gone. It’s like someone dimmed all the lights. My eyes don’t work properly.’

He doesn’t have that strong an accent, as his English is ridiculously good, but I relish Thor’s voice, the gentle way he pronounces his words.

‘How has it been since I left? Did you make up with Einar?’

‘Oh, Einar won’t talk about you or what he did. Not yet. He’s very jealous, in actual fact. I know it sounds crazy, but just because he messed up doesn’t mean he wanted you and me to get close. He knows how badly he fucked up, and he knows that I care about you, so he’s been hiding from me ever since.’

‘Oh dear.’

‘It won’t last long. I’m the nearest Einar has to a brother. I’m not worried about him.’

There’s something in the way Thor says ‘him’ that alerts me to the fact that something else might not be well.

‘So who are you worried about then?’

‘Oh, it’s nothing. One good thing I do have to tell you is that the story of the dug-up bodies has been big news here. It’s had a lot of coverage, and Ernest has become quite the celebrity. He did an interview for the evening news before he flew back to England, and he came off well. Every inch the eccentric older guy with the clever eyes – plus he’s a private investigator! I think he could get married six times over if he decided to live here.’

This tickles me no end.

‘Wow! I love that. I’ll have to call him soon, thank him for taking the heat off me.’

‘You’re such a strange woman. I think that’s why I love you so much.’

I don’t know what to say. Any flippant comment I might have had ready dries up in my throat. It’s an impossible situation, but at the same time the joy that comes from hearing those words . . .

‘Thor, I . . . You have a girlfriend.’

‘That’s not the absolute case.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I told her – I had to tell her that I slept with you. We said we had an “open” relationship, but that we’d always admit who else we’d been with. Well, I told her, though I kept all the details to myself, tried to make sure it wasn’t hurtful. I thought she wouldn’t mind; she’s been with lots of others, mostly women. Anyway she must have sensed that I cared about you more than I was admitting, because she didn’t react the way I expected at all.’

‘Uh-oh.’

‘Uh-oh indeed. I was about to tell her that maybe we should just be friends. We don’t live together, we’re not in love – it shouldn’t be that hard. But she went crazy, Tanz. Absolutely batshit, I think is how the Brits say it. She was crying and wrapping herself around me and saying she only wanted an open relationship because she’s scared of getting hurt, but that I’d hurt her anyway, and she doesn’t want other people any more and only wants to be with me. She even hinted that she’d hurt herself if I left her.’

‘Holy FUCK.’

‘I know.

I’m scared to ask the next question, but I ask it anyway.

‘So what did you tell her?’

‘I told her to give me my space, as she demanded that I do for her, before this. I don’t know what to do, Tanz. I’ve fallen in love with an English girl who changed my life in three days. But I don’t know if she feels the same, and how it would work. What do you think that mad Geordie woman would tell me, if I asked her?’

I put my fingers to my lips, remembering that last incredibly intimate night together and our goodbye kiss at the airport, which felt like someone ripping a piece of my soul away and taking it with them.

‘I think she’d say that she keeps making great big mistakes, when it comes to men, and that you should do what you feel is right for you and not rest it on her shoulders. You both live in different countries, and long-distance relationships are a ball-ache. Saying that, she would also tell you that kissing you felt like coming home.’

Thor breathes at the other end of the phone for a few seconds before he speaks again.

‘I miss how your skin smells.’

I know where this could go. I’d better nip it in the bud.

‘Thor, let’s talk another time, before this descends into rampant phone sex.’

He bursts into big Icelandic guffaws.

‘Dammit, you sussed me out!’

‘BUSTED!’

But we both know it’s a lot more than Thor fishing for phone sex. Breaking the seriousness of the conversation tonight doesn’t mean we’ve sorted this situation, by a long shot. I make my goodbyes and tell him I adore him, without bandying the love-word around again. Thor’s so special to me, but whatever happens, we have to be clear-headed. Iceland is fucking miles away and I’m pretty terrified of getting hurt again, or of hurting him. He’s too special for that.

Still, whatever Alfvin and the Hidden Ones did, I’m ready to go back to sleep already, and once I’m under the duvet a big smile spreads over my face. Thor cares, he really does. It’s very nice to know.
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