
[image: Geography of Heaven by Rory Maclean. Three human figures suspended in poses as if doing yoga or gymnastics, against a bright orange background.]



 

 

ALSO BY RORY MACLEAN

Stalin’s Nose

The Oatmeal Ark

Under the Dragon

Next Exit Magic Kingdom

Falling for Icarus

Magic Bus

Missing Lives

Gift of Time

Back in the USSR

Berlin: Imagine a City

Wunderkind

Pictures of You

In North Korea

Pravda Ha Ha




Geography of Heaven

Travels to the Hereafter

RORY MACLEAN

[image: ]




ABACUS

First published in Great Britain in 2026 by Abacus

Copyright © Rory MacLean 2026

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

A CIP catalogue record for this book
is available from the British Library.

David Whyte, The Truelove, from David Whyte: Essentials. © 2020 David Whyte. Reprinted with permission from David Whyte and Many Rivers Company, LLC, Langley, WA www.davidwhyte.com

ISBN 978-0-349-14820-5



	Abacus

An imprint of

Little, Brown Book Group

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

	The authorised representative

in the EEA is

Hachette Ireland

8 Castlecourt Centre

Dublin 15, D15 XTP3, Ireland

(email: info@hbgi.ie)





An Hachette UK Company

www.hachette.co.uk

www.littlebrown.co.uk




K




 

 

 

fighte fuaighte

woven into and through each other




Table of Contents

Introduction

 

1. Departure

2. Bucket List

3. One-Way Ticket

4. Passengers Only Beyond this Point

5. Next Stop: Eden

6. At the Gate

7. Buckle Your Seatbelt

8. Geography of Heaven

9. Mind the Gap

10. Night Flight

11. An Unoccupied Seat

12. Connecting Flights

13. Upgraded

14. Tailwind

15. Boarding Denied

16. Airborne

17. Mid-Air Turbulence

18. Fellow Travellers

19. Round-the-World Ticket

20. Flight Simulator

21. Sat Nav

22. In the Event of an Emergency . . .

23. . . . Oxygen Will Be Provided

24. This Is Your Captain Speaking

25. Assume the Brace Position

26. Final Call

27. Frequent Flyer

28. Inflight Playlist

29. No Show

30. Seat 21B

 

Acknowledgements




Introduction

I live in Palermo now. Five years ago today I set out on a path with no idea of where it would lead, of how long it would take or that my life would change for ever. I stepped through the doors that opened for me and discovered wonders beyond my imagination. I watched gods walk on fire, heard the voices of water, lay my hand on the stepping stone to another world. I woke at midnight to the roar of the Pacific. I danced with the Lakota. I befriended a Zulu healer who retrieved a stranger’s stolen name. I survived a tornado, watched cottonwood leaves shimmer beneath a Midwestern sky and felt the rising sun warm my skin in a Himalayan sanctuary. I lost my heart to a doctor who had met God in her bedroom and, as the aircraft banked above the Amazon rainforest that would crack me open, I brushed away a tear as the miracle of it all moved me beyond words.

This is the story of that journey, of moments of astonishment and awe, of steps taken with hope and love. Hope ‘that leads to blissful end’ wrote the Italian poet. Hope that ‘is of the joy to come’ as the light from many a star. Hope that can be found in all the world and love that calls to our souls, love that can but lead to truth. Five years ago I would never have believed that this inexplicable enterprise could guide me out of the darkness to this wooden table overlooking the sea, into such bright Mediterranean light, to understand at last that none of us are created for naught. We are links in a golden chain, bound by connections, performing acts of love the like of which touch every life. We all are gifted brief, scattered moments of shimmering awareness that alight us in the presence of something overwhelming, something mysterious.

‘All the lessons love can read me,’ wrote the poet, knowing full well that there is always a price to be paid.
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Departure

All night I held her hand. The night nurses had left at three but thirty minutes later she was moving again despite the drugs. In her Zen den, the safe space we had created for her to die in, she was trying to sit up, tangling the monitor wires and tubes of the syringe pump. Around her on the duck-egg-blue walls hung photographs of our child and her parents, of London skies, Scottish sea and travels.

I perched on the edge of the narrow bed, calming her by cradling her thin, thin body. I told her how much I loved her. When she fell quiet again, I put pillows on the floor beside her and lay down by the bookcase, my arm reaching up to her. We slept like that on and off, holding hands.

Five days ago we had been in town booking her next dental appointment. Twenty-four hours before she had marked her favourite poems in Mary Oliver’s A Thousand Mornings. Around five the previous afternoon she’d laughed in delight while eating an orange ice lolly. Earlier she’d told the oncologist of her dream of them floating together on a magic carpet above a spring meadow. Then she’d mentioned a kind of shadow around her peripheral vision. In the evening she’d stopped speaking. At midnight I’d noticed that the soles of her feet had turned purple. Her pallor had paled to wax. The duty nurse had asked me, ‘Do you know what to do?’

At dawn in half-sleep I sensed the change in her breathing. I sat bolt up from the floor and told her, ‘Hang on, darling. I need to pee.’

She heard me – knew me – for her breathing steadied. Sixty seconds later I was back beside her, holding her hand, stroking her hair in the gathering light. Her breath began to come less often but there were no haunting gurgles, no death rattle, no signs of fear. I remembered how my mother had died in this same house, her respiration also slowing, and the memory of the earlier parting now gave me strength. I started to talk, telling my wife how much she has gifted me, how much she is loved, what a wonderful mother she will always be to our son. I didn’t stop but of course she did not respond. She was dying, the cancer throttling her throat, clutching her heart, crushing her lungs, killing her.

In those last seconds, I may have let go of her hand. Or maybe I didn’t. But if I did, the release was intuitive. I could not bear to feel the life slip out of her. She hadn’t wanted to die – for God’s sake, she was only fifty-five – yet her body no longer worked. I reasoned later that my touch might have made it more difficult for her to go. It even might have hindered her journey. We knew each other so well that, if it was so, I would have sensed it.

Then in the duck-egg-blue Zen den, her breathing stopped and our thirty-two years passed in a wing beat. I didn’t say goodbye.
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Bucket List

Crundale was the last of the five places where she’d asked for her ashes to be scattered. There wasn’t a hint of sunshine above the hidden, hilltop church where we had been married. It was raining.

‘How deep can I dig so as not to disturb her mother?’ I asked the minister with trowel in hand.

‘At least two feet,’ he replied, wiping his glasses. ‘In any case, she won’t be bothered at all.’

Her mother had died ten months earlier, and one year before that she’d lost her father. Both were buried beneath the church’s dripping chestnuts.

I placed her ashes in one of her small, coiled baskets – she’d been a basket-maker during our first years – and together our son and I lowered it into the hand-size hole. Then around the mouth of the hole, I lay her bridal coronet, last worn in this churchyard half a lifetime ago. I turned out the tissue paper that had contained it to let broken petals – of rose, cornflower, sweet pea and feverfew – fall onto the basket. A tiny cut-out paper heart – made by our son when we lived in Berlin – dropped out as well and landed on the basket. I sprinkled a handful of soil from our Dorset garden into the hole and shovelled back the chalky Kent earth. Finally, I put a single red rose within the ring of the coronet.

The North Downs escarpment rose high above the Great Stour. In the shelter of its deeply wooded valleys, the first shy flowers flecked hints of spring colour on the forest floor. But around the Norman parish church – of flint and dressed stone and perched on a ridge, it was still winter. Inside, beneath medieval lancet windows, the eight of us – our son, her brothers, my sister and partners – unpacked willow picnic baskets for an al fresco lunch: smoked salmon and olives on the pews, chocolate cake in the nave. Our voices lifted memories to the canted tie-beam ceiling, warming us, unlike the Thermos of tea, which I’d left at home on the kitchen counter. Later, as the plates were gathered and leftovers put away, I returned alone to the graveside.

I was no churchgoer, my faith wishy-washy and ill-defined, based on rational thinking rather than any sense of the divine. Not agnostic, not ungodly, not indifferent – not anything really. Yet I couldn’t conceive that she was gone. Since her death I’d been unable to work, to write, to stop thinking about her. I’d wondered what was left, how I could go on. In my head there was an overwhelming absence; in my heart a yawning gap on the emotional map with which I’d navigated our life together.

The drizzle had lifted but not the clouds. There was still no hint of sunshine. I was glad to be away from the others, to be with her in my mind; to remember our adventures, to reflect on bright and dark wonderings, to honour her as I’d tried to do every hour of every day.

In that moment a single, brilliant sunbeam fell through the rainclouds and onto the wilted bridal coronet and fresh red rose. No sunlight touched any other part of the churchyard.

‘Hello, my love,’ I said out loud.

I’d met Katrin quite recently, some three decades earlier. She had been twenty-three, a sparkly, spiky blonde ten years younger than me. On a first romantic city break, we flew to Barcelona, ate tapas on Las Ramblas, soaked up the golden autumn sun on Sant Sebastià beach and I wrote her a love note – on a card bought at Gaudi’s Casa Milà – that read, ‘It feels like there is so little time.’

Katrin knew that marrying a travel writer wouldn’t lead to a conventional, settled life. Within weeks of that first meeting – and with the fall of the Wall – we travelled together from Berlin to Moscow, making the journey that would become my first book. On the trip, her light touch and warmth drew out strangers who opened their hearts and told us their stories. In the course of researching further books, we crossed the Atlantic in a container ship, rode shotgun with an armed Burmese hill tribe warlord, canoed Canada’s waterways and hand-built a feather-light flying machine to lift me into the blue Cretan sky. We lived on Mull, in the Cairngorms, London, Tuscany and Berlin, she forever my fixed point in the changing world. As I stood back from it, distilling it, trying to capture it on the page, she lived with an intensity that left me constantly in awe. Our home in rural Dorset gave us a door to close behind us, which we did time and again, even after the birth of our only child. We three hot-air ballooned over the Nile, slept in a mud hut in Sri Lanka, hummingbird-watched in Texas, ate horse tenderloin with Arctic thyme glaze in Iceland and, every summer on West Country walks, collected wild elderflower for her to make her divine cordial. My solo travels came to be squeezed in between family milestones.

Katrin had embodied so many glorious contradictions: a calm and measured voice full of warmth and empathy that bubbled into ribald laughter; a genuine smile and clear heart; sparkling eyes that were always looking, really looking; immeasurable love for our son; an untiring focus on what was beautiful, on colour and light, on possibilities. Life vitalised her. She brought joy and brightness into a room. Every supper time over our decades she lit two candles, making the meal special, creating sacred moments in the everyday. I couldn’t imagine that a time would come when I’d have to live without her, that we’d no longer witness each other’s choices, that I’d be denied the beauty of her undressing for bed, that I’d never again hear her breathing on the pillow beside me. Every night that she lay beside me had felt like an incomprehensible miracle.

Thirty-two years may seem like a long time, but it isn’t and wasn’t. Throughout them we were all but inseparable, whether tramping across an Alberta glacier or at home where she was the first to read and edit every book. Together we wrote Gift of Time about the striving for una bella morte – a good death – after my mother’s battle with cancer. And alongside shared adventures, she explored her individual gifts: becoming an innovative basket-maker years before the craft was recognised as an art, reinventing herself as an Alexander technique teacher, capturing patterns and symmetries of the natural world in her photography. She lived with a gentle yet firm intensity, not wanting to waste a minute, as if indeed she also sensed that there truly was ‘so little time’.

How do I do this? I asked myself. I’ve never written a book without her by my side. Her love and steadiness always enabled me to reach into the unknown. I couldn’t see a way forward, until that damp afternoon in the churchyard. I realised then that if I was to write again, if I was to live on, I needed to do it with her. To live with the past and not in it, to be worthy of my own birth, I had to redefine my understanding of life. I would look for her, and so set out to find where she had gone. I simply could not imagine any other way to bear the pain.

It was the only way.

Rationalism had taught me that life doesn’t transcend the mortal body, that hope for a hereafter is an illusion for those who cannot face reality. Stephen Hawking told us that heaven is a ‘fairy story for people afraid of the dark’. The Crundale sunbeam had been a chance happening. The rainbow that appeared on our drive home was a freak of nature. The robin that flew around our heads at the wake feared its nest was threatened. Mystery has been banished from modern life.

And yet.

Earlier, in the Zen den, I had searched for a poem to read at the funeral. I’d opened a Mary Oliver collection and – as I was scanning the poems marked with her pencil strokes – a photograph of Katrin caught my eye. It was a happy portrait of her eating Italian ice cream but as I looked her eyes filled with tears. In a still photograph. I saw her sorrow and began talking to the photograph, telling her how much I missed her, how I never admitted how central she is to my life.

You do feel the pain, my love. You do know how much you took away with you when you left.

It was an inexplicable, intimate moment due to a short circuit in the sparking synapses of my keening brain.

We leave little time and space for the transcendent. Rushed, narrow self-interest has left an emptiness in our hearts. Katrin’s death forced me to slow down, to ease back the drive that had shaped my life. The ‘existential vacuum’ put me in a condition to be receptive, to wonder if we survive in any form. Of course in time we will all know the answer. We can wait and see. Or wait and not see. But for me to live on in the Herenow, I needed to grasp for the Hereafter. I would travel outwards to transform within.

I wasn’t dodging reality. I knew I’d never again feel her touch or smell her newly washed hair. I had no spiritual or religious delusion that she’d leave a message on my mobile. Umbra nihili. All human life stands under the shadow of nothingness, wrote the fourteenth-century Christian mystic Meister Eckhart. Yet the correlate of doubt was hope, and in the wasteland after death, I couldn’t be sure if I was sensing or only imagining that love must endure, somewhere, somehow.
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One-Way Ticket

My first problem was the absence of somewhere to go. Where on earth would I travel to find a place that isn’t physical? How could I reach somewhere that lies beyond the senses? There are no overnight buses to the Hereafter.

I did toy for a time with the notion of revisiting the four other places where Katrin had asked for her ashes to be scattered. But a Hebridean bay, a Berlin lake, the beach at St Andrews and our Dorset garden were important to us alone and, in any case, she wouldn’t be there more than anywhere else. I had no intention of writing a memoir, idealising our trips and times. Katrin was as flawed as the rest of us (apart from her perfectly formed feet). I even wrestled with the question of whether or not the Hereafter could even have a geography. Certainly there’s a lamentable lack of customer feedback on heaven’s existence. But being unseen didn’t mean nonexistence.

Since forever, man has known that he will die. Yet in a way we’ve never believed it. Throughout our existence, humanity has needed mercurial moments that transcend the mundane. Until 350 years ago. With the Age of Enlightenment, we learnt that it’s all been in our heads. Our attempts to understand life’s mysteries were written off as millennia of wishful thinking. Or the consequence of cynical pharaohs, kings and popes bigging up the idea of immortality, manifesting the fallacy in ziggurats, pyramids and cathedrals so as to cling on to power. But did Descartes, Spinoza, Kant and Hegel really hit upon a truth which had eluded Abraham, Buddha, Plato and Muhammad?

Every culture on earth has an explanation for what happens when we kick the bucket. Almost all – apart from atheists, the Navajo and my brother-in-law – believe in the survival of the soul (although not necessarily as an individual entity). But whether or not an incarnate God is an objective fact, the humanists’ notion that our spirit – or consciousness – evaporates on death began to feel like bunkum. The mind has to be more than the functioning of the brain.

As well as the ability to work, I’d lost my sense of direction. For months, I missed familiar turns, drove up dead ends and wept over indecipherable maps. I also became unsteady on my feet, tipping over and needing to grab hold of the nearest, startled passer-by. I abandoned the house for weeks on end but then returned and wouldn’t leave again for days. I began to feel a kind of magical state of being, as if a partition was being taken away, as if Katrin was close by, until rational thinking told me to get a grip. Freud had made it clear that we are deceived by the unconscious’s conviction of its own immortality. Nevertheless I continued to speak to photographs of her – I’d placed enlargements all over the house – apologising for not keeping up our date nights, for worrying about money more often than I took her dancing, for wishing that we had been given the time to grow old together. I reminisced about our Berlin days and recalled our long drives to Italy and Greece, my hand always on her thigh. If grief is unexpressed love, then I had failed beyond measure to show her how much I cared while she was alive. At night I gravitated to her side of the bed.

Grief also stole my ability to read. I simply couldn’t concentrate. Then overnight I couldn’t stop reading of others’ experience: Joan Didion, Julia Samuel, Viktor Frankl, Kathryn Mannix, Carole Radziwill, Helen Macdonald. When too many books were piled by the bedside, I moved on to the British Library. In the Humanities Reading Room, I opened Elisabeth Kübler-Ross’s On Death and Dying. In the 1960s, Kübler-Ross had defined grief as a journey in five tidy stages – denial, anger, bargaining, depression and acceptance – and the neat simplicity of her model went from being descriptive to prescriptive. The bereaved were told how their emotions would unfold, how they would heal on the road to restoration. But I had always blazed my own trail and wouldn’t be told what path to follow, even on the nights when I struggled to go on at all. I had to attend to myself. I also needed to look after our son. There would be no virtue in me going down the plughole.

C. S. Lewis came to my rescue. In A Grief Observed, he wrote of the need for a ‘common space and common time’ in which to meet – or at least be aware of – those who had transcended their mortal body. But there was a rub, for the deceased – if they exist at all – live beyond space and time. On top of that, his ‘common medium’ could not simply be in one’s head, as he pointed out. If another soul’s ‘thoughts and passions were directly present to me, like my own, without any mark of externality or otherness, how should I distinguish them from mine?’ His answer was to find the point where two worlds combine in ‘a neutral something’, and that for him was faith.

But I didn’t have his faith. Thanks to Descartes and Co., I was filled with doubts that no amount of prayer would dispel. What I had instead was love, as well as a valid passport. Together they would determine where I would go.

I decided to travel to places touched by the divine, guided by thousands of years of stories, myths, dreams and imaginal accounts of departed souls, angels, ascensions, gods and God. At those sacred spots – in both measurable and mythical times – the veil between the two realms had been thin. Those gateways or portals – of place, practice and people – would give me a ‘common space and time’.

Or so I hoped.
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Passengers Only Beyond this Point

Our new life had been about to begin, and it did. The day after we dropped off our son for his first year at university, twelve hours before we were due to fly to Berlin, Katrin was diagnosed with terminal cancer. She declared that she hadn’t invited it into her body, calling out loud kia kaha, the Māori affirmation meaning stay strong. But darkness fell on our September despite her defiance. Her cough came once a night, then every hour, then lasted ten or twenty minutes. She spat blood. Her weight fell away so quickly that by October, I needed to steady her in the shower. The worsening hack – necrotic nodes pushing against her throat – stole her ability to talk in the evening, then the late afternoon. She began to write notes to me to avoid speaking. She wept for her parents. She lay her head on my shoulder and whispered, ‘I’ll not see our son grow up.’

My horizons also shrank. I could not travel. I could hardly leave the house. Our home became my world with the local hospice as its annex. I traced aircraft vapour trails across the sky. I wrote in my diary ‘This won’t last for ever’ and hated my disloyalty. She didn’t want to know the timeline but was willing for me to be told. Six to twelve months. I didn’t believe it. I couldn’t believe it. Yet neither of us dared voice our fear that she wouldn’t make Christmas. To buoy our spirits, I lied, saying, ‘We have lots of time.’

At the end of November, it suddenly didn’t seem like wishful thinking. Alecensa – a new medicine to treat non-small-cell lung adenocarcinoma caused by an abnormal ALK gene – beat back the tumours. She rallied, regaining energy, weight and joy for life. She began to cook again, to sort her study, to plan a new kitchen in which to nourish all of those whom she loved. She bought new bedroom curtains and commissioned necklaces for her girlfriends. Her Zen den was purified with a white sage smudge, us working the smoke around the room while recounting all for which we were grateful.

‘Don’t miss the “dead” corners’ she insisted. ‘I don’t want anything dead in the house.’

She called estate agents to find us a smaller home ‘where we can begin again’. She said that she felt so alive, writing poetry, warmed by the winter sun. Music brought her to tears. Friends marvelled at her child-like excitement. At night my hand rested on her hip. She was my wonder. After a January scan, her oncologist told us to open the champagne. His nurse confided that Alecensa enabled many patients ‘to tick along nicely’. Our euphoria was real.

Yet at the same time – while maintaining that she had ‘almost finished’ sorting the house – jumbled papers tumbled off her desk and across the landing, trunks unopened for a decade lay half-emptied of their Burmese fabrics. I wanted to cast out the clutter, to pare back while knowing how desperately empty my life would feel after her death. Two nights in a row she yelled at me, for the first time in our lives: she wasn’t being forgetful, she hadn’t lost track of time, she didn’t repeat herself (my poor hearing was to blame). ‘You are in the way. Let me get on!’ she shouted. Then ten minutes later she told me, ‘Always keep something beautiful in your mind’s eye.’ Next morning we walked beside the sea.

‘We all have to go some time,’ said our family doctor. I’d slipped out of the house to gasp for fresh air and bumped into him.

‘Didn’t I read somewhere that there’s a way around it?’ I replied in an attempt at levity.

‘If you find the answer, let me know.’

Our day-to-day became banal – what to eat for supper, whether to buy new bed sheets, time to hang out the washing – and I drew no comfort from the routine. Discussions again ceased to be possible. She struggled to hold on to a train of thought. She couldn’t complete one task before starting another (it was the steroids). My blood pressure went through the roof. I longed to live, to escape, yet I was unable to imagine a future. I’d always planned, projecting into next week and scheduling the year ahead. Now my imagination failed me. I dreamt that a fellow writer became a surgeon and plunged a huge syringe into my chest to extract rank, dark liquid.

The steroids were reduced. The ‘crackling’ in her ears may have been caused by a small clot breaking off from one of the cerebral metastases. Twelve minutes of ‘gamma knife’ radiation targeted the lesions in her head. The rash on her back was a side effect. When I held her, she told me, ‘I don’t feel very strong.’

Cancer is clever, mutating, evading even the latest drug. Suddenly she couldn’t spell. Her headaches returned. She could sleep neither on her back nor her left side. The wracking cough intensified. Her pain was ‘like a stake through my middle, like being kicked by a horse’. The floor rocked as if she were ‘on the Titanic’. In A & E, Dr Kumar was shocked by the speed of the recurrence. She told me that she wanted to be at home.

*

Seven months after the diagnosis, I lost my partner and dearest friend. I also lost control of my life. I’d always had the ability to be at once in and outside of myself, living the moment while watching myself experience it. But now there was only the moment. I was unable to stand outside it. I had no toe on the swimming-pool floor. I was out of my depth.

My days felt all but pointless and in the first months I grabbed every chance to run away. On Naxos I photographed spring flowers as she would have done. In Granada I dreamt that she had moved to another address and wanted a divorce, which had never crossed our minds. On a deserted Highland lane, plugged into her earpods, I sang in a broken and ugly voice, calling her name into the trees. I felt so bereft, so alone, the cranked-up music blocking out the sound of a car crawling behind me in the Scottish drizzle. I caught sight of it out of the corner of my eye, the driver staring as if he’d seen a madman.

At home I couldn’t bear to open her wardrobe, to touch the clothes that still smelt of her skin. Like a fool, I thought I could tackle the bathroom cabinet. In it Katrin had stashed dozens of remedies, expired prescriptions and cosmetics which together told a story of her last years: her worries, her pains, her beauty. All that afternoon I sat stunned and silent in the garden. At night I howled like a wolf in anguish.

But then came the sunbeam and the next piece of the puzzle.

I had first happened on Knowlton’s Neolithic circles as a twenty-year-old. Its complex of sacred henges – one of which enclosed a ruined, roofless church – were all but on my doorstep, tucked away two dozen miles south of Stonehenge. On my initial visit, I’d lain on its grassy banks and fallen into the deepest sleep. On that sunny summer’s day, Knowlton had cast a spell over me but I’d returned only two or three times in the intervening decades, in part tickled by the premonition of my then-girlfriend that one day I’d meet there an older, white-haired man.

Half a century after the forecast, I was drawn back to Wiltshire, driving across the Blackmore Vale to Cranborne Chase, the downland plateau adjacent to Salisbury Plain. I parked between narrow hedgerows by an ancient beech woodland. A handful of visitors idled inside the ring bank but as far as I could see there were no old men. When they left, I had the place to myself and circled the henge as on my earlier visits. I lay down on the bank, soothed by the whisper of breeze through the meadow. Butterflies flitted about the grasses. Bees droned across the rolling landscape. The clear trilling song of skylarks fell from the cloudless sky.

I dozed and my sense of loneliness slipped away. Knowlton had comforted me in the past so I wasn’t surprised, until a dream fleeted across my mind. I couldn’t hold on to it, apart from one last image. A young, slender-faced stranger cupped oversized ears towards me, and told me to listen. I awoke then with the words in my head. At first I didn’t notice them. The words were simply there.

Walking through the white circle.

Not ‘walk’ as a noun but ‘walking’ as in an action, as an invitation.

I realised then that I was the older man.

Robert Macfarlane has written about ancient places, most poignantly about the sunken holloways that criss-cross much of Britain. He recalled the poet Edward Thomas hearing voices of long-dead Roman soldiers while hiking along an ancient Welsh ghostway. To the Celts, Glastonbury’s Tor was the door to Annwfn, the Otherworld. Around the distinctive, conical West Country hill, spirits and untamed powers once permeated the Avalon wetlands, linked by leylines to Knowlton, Avebury and Stonehenge. To the Irish, áiteanna tanaí are places where the veil is thin, where one might slip out of this world. Places of the shade.

Nothing contains dreams, wrote author Jay Griffiths. Dreams ‘obey no rules of physics, are untamed by time, unconfined by place.’ Dreams ‘originate in a spirit that is not quite human, but is rather a breath of nature’, wrote Carl Jung. ‘We are so captivated by and entangled in our subjective consciousness that we have forgotten the age-old fact that God speaks chiefly through dreams and visions.’

Dreams guided the Babylonians’ conduct of everyday life. Gods and goddesses appeared to both ancient Greeks and Romans in dreams ‘when the boundary between the human and divine worlds was believed to be lowered’, noted Karen Armstrong. In the Bible, God used dreams to communicate with man, warning the Pharaoh of the coming famine, offering Solomon whatever he wanted (he chose the wisdom to distinguish between good and evil). On his journey from Beersheba to Haran, Jacob dreamt of a ladder stretching between heaven and earth with angels going up and down it. On the miraculous Night Journey, Muhammad – peace be upon him – ascended to heaven, according to some scholars without leaving his bed in Mecca. At the start of the nineteenth century, Byron called dreams ‘heralds of eternity’ which ‘pass like spirits of the past’ and ‘speak like Sibyls of the future’ while giving ‘breath to forms which can outlive all flesh’. He wrote:


Sleep hath its own world

And a wide realm of wild reality.



Further afield, Aboriginal Australians continue to reach back to the Dreamtime, to a beginning that never ended, a continuum of past, present and future that is the reality around them. The Cree – in common with many First Nations people – believe that dreams and visions are the medium through which spirits enlighten our understanding of the world. In the seventeenth century, the Japanese traveller-poet Bashō journeyed alongside long-dead poets, later describing his travels as conversations ‘between a ghost and a ghost-to-be’.

Dreams are not random neuron activity – as was put about by Harvard psychiatrists in the 1970s – or ‘an accidental by-product of our waking cognitive abilities’ as suggested by researchers at UC Santa Cruz. The reductionist notion that they serve only to heal emotional wounds and consolidate memory – rather than store collective wisdom – suddenly struck me as pathetic. Again for Jung – whose father had appeared to him six weeks after his death, dreams opened a hidden door to the innermost and secret recesses of the soul, to the collective unconscious.

After Knowlton, I decided that dreams would be my vehicle over the threshold. In my bookcase I found a dog-eared dreamer’s dictionary, last thumbed and annotated around the time I first happened upon the sacred henge. I reread it, following instructions on how to induce and control dreams. The mind is highly suggestible, I read; formulate your intended dream, put your intention into a concise positive phrase, learn to become conscious while asleep, be prepared to confront and conquer danger.

Over the next weeks, I went to bed with focus and a notepad. But every morning its pages were blank. I had almost no memory of the night, and nothing even remotely resembling a message. No hint as to where Katrin might be. Nothing more about the ‘white circle’. On the nights when I couldn’t sleep, I sat up in bed, a blanket around my shoulders, staring into the dark hallway, listening for her footsteps on the stairs, willing her to appear. Knowing that she would not. An imperceptible tap-tapping was a tree branch blowing against the window. A startling flicker of light was a neighbour driving off for his early shift. I was a fool, I thought, setting myself up for disappointment. I resolved to give it up, to get on with life, and the next night I dreamt of a cut that would not stop bleeding. I could not staunch the flow. My blood wouldn’t coagulate. Then I saw myself holding a large bunch of keys, attached to which was a label that read ‘Katrin’.

I realised my mistake. Be open, I told myself. Don’t try to control. Learn to listen instead. A university friend had written to me after her death, recalling all the things she had taught him. ‘Those lessons and discoveries can’t be erased; inevitably they become the measures by which we recognise and understand the important things – love, loyalty, compassion – when we meet them in our later lives.’ I couldn’t shake the notion that Katrin was teaching me, leading me.

A book is a commentary across time and space. Through the narrative, the writer portrays a way of living. At the desk, in a process of intense distillation, experience and memory are drawn together in an instinctive need to infuse the moment with meaning and value. The crafting of a creative work may not be unlike the ageless imagining of heaven. Perhaps even God is an imaginal creation ‘like music and poetry’, suggested Karen Armstrong. As soon as mankind became recognisably human, men and women started to worship gods, creating ‘religions at the same time as they created works of art’.

Was the Hereafter a final destination – the end station – or did I need an onward ticket? Was existence – as a Buddhist might put it – an endless round-the-world flight, passing again and again through Heathrow and JFK, through birth and rebirth, until finally reaching Nirvana (probably somewhere to the west of LAX)? I didn’t yet know, but wherever my experiences took me, I resolved to record them with unerring accuracy, to gild no lily, to make nothing up. That was the job I had to do and I could do no other. I had to be true to her.




5

Next Stop: Eden

A silent world bleached of colour. Barren dunes rise and fall in crests and troughs. No breath of wind eases the blasted white heat. No cloud, no tree, no shadow offers shelter from the incessant sun. Nothing grows on the parched earth, except at the bottom of steep wadis. Only there do clusters of stones, a chiselled rock, caves beneath ripples of sedimentary strata suggest that man once passed this way, although not for generations. In spring there will be cotton thistles and golden henbane, with yellow and purple flowers, as well as swallows and grumbling fan-tailed ravens, but in late summer there is only bone-dry dust.

Into this land of Genesis trekked a people from beyond the horizon. Abraham led them away from drought and famine. Moses saved them from Egyptian slavery, their escape and survival attributed to one of the gods of the Canaanite pantheon. With Him, the Israelites made a covenant: one people, one Lord. His Ten Commandments – etched onto tablets brought down from Mount Sinai – were housed in a temple atop the Stone of Foundation, a flat rock at the edge of the Judean desert where He had gathered the dust to make Adam. His chosen people – the homeless, the hungry, the fearful – needed to believe that faith and obedience would reward them and their children with a better place, both in this world and beyond it. Like them, I couldn’t endure the bleak wilderness. I had to fill the vacuum. I had to travel to where the veil had been parted.

‘Do you dream?’ asked the young woman.

I’d mistimed my arrival in Beit El. The sun hadn’t yet set to mark the end of Shabbat. Hundreds of families strolled along Hazel Avenue, the main street of my destination, pushing prams, corralling toddlers, socialising in the balmy evening air. The women wore long floral skirts and sheitel wigs. The men – in ringlets, crisp white shirts and black trousers – relaxed without their beaver hats and frock coats. It was a scene befitting nineteenth-century eastern Europe, apart from the basketball courts and sprinkling of Tavor bullpup carbines. My taxi was the only vehicle moving in the town, having slipped through the security gate when it opened for a departing soldier. On the previous day’s recce, no one had been out of doors. In the midday heat, the settlement had seemed all but deserted.

In the hills north of Jerusalem, Beit El had come under Israeli occupation after the 1967 Six-Day War. Private Palestinian land had been seized and the messianic settlers movement put down roots that would come to undermine the cohesion of the nation. Over the decades the original seventeen Orthodox families had mushroomed into a community of six thousand souls, surrounded by another 800,000 incomers in more than 150 new West Bank towns and outposts. All were protected by IDF bases. All had been armed with assault rifles. All were illegal in the eyes of the international community.

Two days earlier in the Heathrow departure lounge, El Al security had taken me aside. My profile had concerned them: single male, recently bereaved, travelling with carry-on luggage only. Why Israel? Where did I sleep last night? Did I have children? ‘Your brother-in-law is Moroccan?’ asked the security officer with eyebrows raised. ‘Did he give you anything to take on the flight? Which Arab countries have you visited in the last ten years?’ The interrogation had lasted twenty minutes. I’d expected to be questioned, yet the intensity had taken me by surprise, even in the month before Hamas’s horrific 7 October attack and Israel’s unbridled punitive response. Only when the airline’s ground staff had made the final call had I been allowed to board the flight.

Beyond the old water tower, a gravel track breached a ridge then dropped out of sight of Beit El’s terraced bungalows and apartment blocks. Jacob’s rock spread to the north and east, a football pitch in size and ringed – like the settlement itself – by a security fence and patrol road. At a small dirt roundabout by the open entrance gate, I had unloaded a borrowed sun lounger from the taxi and run straight into the two women. I’d hoped to keep my vigil private but I could hardly pretend that I was off to the beach. So I had explained my reason for coming to the sacred place.

‘You’ll spend the whole night alone here?’ asked the first woman in disbelief, sitting with her friend atop the grassy remains of the rock’s ruined prayer hall-cum-Crusader chapel.

‘Maybe not alone,’ I’d answered. In Genesis, God had assured Jacob, ‘I will remain with you, watching over you, wherever you roam.’

‘You must have loved your wife very much,’ added her friend.

‘Do you dream?’ repeated the second woman.

Jacob, grandson of Abraham, had been a traveller like me, like all of us. I had come to Beit El because of him. He had been sent away from Canaan to find a wife, and because of a bit of family trouble. On his journey from Beersheba to Haran, he’d come to this ‘certain place’ and, as the sun set, had laid down for the night. In his sleep, he’d dreamt of a ladder resting on the earth and reaching to heaven. He saw angels moving up and down it. Then he spotted God who – with little thought of modern geopolitics – gave him the land on which he was lying and added, ‘I will bring you back to this land. I will not leave you until I have done what I have promised you.’ When he awoke, Jacob called this place the gate of heaven and named it Beit El. House of God.

As the sun set and the women left for home, walking away up the track, I set my lounger beneath the crumbling Crusader arch, my back to the ruins. In front of me the table of rock was barren but for a brushing of gorse, thorny burnet and stunted wormwood oak. I’d told no official of my plan and I was happy to be alone again.

Jacob’s dream had always struck me as the most plausible of the vivid Old Testament stories, in comparison with burning bushes and stone tablets dropping from the skies. It was believable both because he’d been asleep and because the idea of an axis of the world – be it a ladder, stairway, vine or twisted rope – was an archetypal symbol of communion between realms.

As the evening deepened, the dusty orange horizon turned ashen. Colour drained out of the scrub until only the patches of bleached bare stone defined the shape of the land. The Judean and Samarian ranges – with Mount Hermon in the far distance – dimmed into the sky. A breeze soughed through the branches of a solitary pine. A lone late-season cricket attempted a forlorn call. Three stars burnt overhead, marking the end of Shabbat.

I concentrated on the rock as it vanished into blackness, trying to picture it in Jacob’s times. But a mile away in the deep valley were the suburbs of Ramallah and the Jalazone refugee camp. Heavy lorries rumbled on the Nablus road, dogs barked and the amplified call to prayer echoed between the villages. Out of sight behind me, Jewish Beit El was equally noisy and I wished both communities would hurry up and go to bed.

I leant back in my lounger to watch a single shooting star traverse the heavens and for a moment I was convinced that all would be well, until an Israeli Defense Forces helicopter roared overhead. It and a steady procession of high-altitude commercial aircraft – with navigation lights blinking in the firmament – kept me rooted in the present. As did the unexpected rise of a heavy damp from the baked earth. Suddenly I was cold, despite wearing three layers and a puffer jacket. On the edge of the desert and with a higher elevation than Jerusalem, Beit El had freezing nights.

I was waiting, waiting as I did for the tide to turn after scattering Katrin’s ashes in Mull’s Duart Bay, waiting for the earth to circle the sun, waiting for the place to touch me as it had touched Jacob. Of course many others would have slept on the rock in the intervening 6,500 years but – as far as I could tell – none since the end of the Jordanian occupation six decades earlier.

I also hadn’t anticipated IDF patrols, the crackle of tyres on gravel clipping into the night. About 10 p.m., a black MDT David armoured vehicle crawled along the security road, its searchlight sweeping the slopes, picking out the expropriated Palestinian terraces and old cactus hedges with roots too deep to have been bulldozed away. Thankfully most of the security road – and its ‘smart’ fence with motion detectors and cameras – was below the lip of the table of rock, hiding me from view. But I hadn’t reckoned on the small roundabout as an IDF meeting point. A dozen yards behind the ruined chapel, the patrol paused and an unseen soldier hissed into its military radio.

A narrow band of mist slipped in from the sea and hung above the western valley. Again the temperature dropped and I wished I’d brought more than a bottle of water and the notebook which I could no longer read. I had tucked myself out of sight of the gravel lane, so I heard the second approaching vehicle before its headlight fell on the old stones. When the engine was switched off, I assumed that my presence had been detected, and no dreaming would take place that night. As footsteps drew near, I called an absurdly jovial ‘Good evening’ into the darkness. But instead of a pair of edgy conscripts, the two women stepped up to my outlook and – holding up a plastic bag – asked me if I’d prefer tea or coffee.

Rebekah – whose parents had fled Vienna after the Anschluss – was two years old when the family moved to Beit El, among the outpost’s founding settlers. Leah – whose Hungarian parents had survived Auschwitz – first came to Beit El with Bat-Ami, the national volunteer service for the daughters of Orthodox families who’d otherwise not serve in the military.

‘We were worried about you,’ volunteered Rebekah as we settled in a circle on the stony ground. Her face had an assured, even jubilant expression. In contrast, Leah gazed at me with a look of wonderment. Both wore thick winter jackets and laceless Sabbath shoes, their hair gathered and hidden under khaki cable-knit headscarves.

‘It is already cold,’ said Rebekah while pouring tea from a Thermos, the rising steam caught in the light of her mobile phone. ‘You need to stay warm.’

‘Tell us about your late wife,’ asked Leah, finding her voice.

I’d had no expectations about my night on the rock. I hadn’t presumed that I’d hear God or meet angels. I’d simply understood that I had to be there, perhaps to sleep and perchance to dream. I certainly hadn’t imagined that two angels – bearing hot tea and a packet of cheese balls – would step out of the night and ask me about Katrin. So I told them, sitting together in the ancient dust, recalling her beauty and laughter and passion for patterns in nature. I tried to sum up how she would have loved – and been transported by – the changing colours of the sky. Rebekah and Leah listened in absolute silence, and I remembered that attention, taken to its highest degree, is the same thing as prayer. Attention ‘presupposes faith and love,’ wrote Simone Weil. ‘If we turn our mind toward the good, it is impossible that little by little the whole soul will not be attracted thereto in spite of itself.’ My quest seemed to touch them.

‘God brought us back – and you – to where we are meant to be,’ said Rebekah.

I didn’t bite. In choosing to come to Beit El, I had inadvertently substantiated their elders’ decision to carve the settlement out of Palestinian land. But my journey had nothing to do with their flouting of international law and I wouldn’t be drawn into a debate on the settlers’ assertions of legitimacy. In any case that hadn’t been the women’s motivation in returning to me, so I asked about their stories.

Both were married. Both had four children. Leah told me that she didn’t have a job, even though there is no prohibition against it. ‘A man is commanded to support his family,’ she said, adding that she felt fulfilled cooking and baking and raising her children. ‘Women are the spiritual foundation of the home.’ Rebekah taught history at the local school: ancient Israel and Judah, the Holocaust and the founding of the modern state. As her husband studied the Torah full time, she was the sole breadwinner. ‘Women have a choice.’ Their modest obedience struck me, as did their warning of jackals and scorpions.

‘But don’t worry about the sound of gunfire,’ said Rebekah in an offhand manner. ‘It’ll only be Palestinians or the Defense Force.’ When she realised that I was not reassured, she added, ‘If they do find you, speak English. Hold up your hands like this and make no sudden moves.’

‘I’ll show them my passport,’ I suggested, tapping a breast pocket.

‘Do not put your hand anywhere near your pockets,’ she insisted with a hint of alarm.

Sometime after eleven they gathered their teacups and paper plates, brushed the dust off their long skirts and left me, Leah saying, ‘You know, angels come down ladders as well as go up them.’

By now more stars had appeared and I recognised Polaris, around which turned the heavens. At the same time the mist had begun to thicken, first brushing a pale wash across the sky, then snuffing out Ursa Major, star by star, until the hilltop was blanketed in cloud. It smothered the lights of the towns below and muffled me in deep and complete silence.

Now I could begin to imagine the rock in Jacob’s time. Under the nebulous blanket, the silhouettes of trees stood out as if markers at the edge of the known world. Beyond them was the unknown. A shiver ran down my spine. Along with the cold, the immensity of the sky would have made the patriarch feel infinitesimally small, shaking his bones as it had begun to shake mine. I wondered if – on his journey from the Negev desert and in fear of his brother Esau – Jacob doubted if he would live to see the sun rise the next morning, if it rose at all.

I pushed back on the lounger so that I could lie flat and stare straight up into the firmament. I tried to will myself to sleep. I knew I wouldn
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