
Doh

When I first met Doh, she was falling past me, screaming her head off. Screaming with excitement. 
She was experiencing a tandem skydive for the first time, just as I was. My instructor had already 
deployed our parachute, and as I watched Doh’s instructor deployed their parachute just below us. 
Of course, they were well off to the side. Some of our skydiving companions were above and some 
were below, and by now all had parachutes billowing above them.

I forgot about Doh as I looked around, enjoying the view and the experience. The initial terror 
was gone, and the huge rush of air. It was replaced by a constant wind and a swaying sensation. 
Then the ground seemed to suddenly accelerate towards me, and I tried frantically tried to 
remember what I was supposed to do. I must have got it mostly right because, with only a slight 
“Oof!”, I was safely on the ground.

We all gathered at the skydive company’s office, and the staff handed us a cup of coffee in a 
plastic cup. Everyone was elated by the experience, busily describing it to their friends and 
supporters. Since I had come alone, I sipped my coffee and listened contentedly to the chatter.

“You’re another singleton,” said a voice.
I turned and Doh was standing there, grinning at me. Her hair was all over the place, and I 

assumed at the time it was the result of the jump. She brushed it away from her face, and it 
immediately flopped back again.

“Yeah,” I said. “The people I was with didn’t want to do the skydive, but I really, really, did.”
“Are you meeting up with them later, then?”
“Nah! They’re heading for the coast for the surfing. But I’ve done that, so I’ve no plans.”
“Ah! A lone traveller, like me.”
“I thought that I might go down south and see the glaciers. Maybe.”
“Fancy a companion? At least to the glaciers? I’m Doh, by the way. That’s short for Doris.”
So that’s how Doh and I became travelling companions. We saw the glaciers, which disappointed

Doh a little.
“Global warming!” she said disgustedly. “Why don’t humans ever learn to take care of their 

planet?”
Nevertheless, we stayed down south, and got temporary jobs working at a hotel. There was 

plenty of work looking after the tourists, and we got free accommodation and mostly free food, so 
even though we weren’t paid much, we were able to save some money. We hopped continents and 
enjoyed the rich southern cultures with their flamboyant clothes, their religions and their marvellous
food.

We spent some time away from the cities, travelling the high plains, helping out on the cattle 
ranches, taking part in the cattle drives, which sometimes lasted for a week or more. We camped 
out, with the cattle drovers, under a sky that was barely touched by pollution, stars by the millions. 
Even the drovers were captivated by it. They rarely slept under canvas and when they did, they 
talked about being “unable to touch the sky”.

Later we returned to the northern cities, the ones where civilisation had first arisen, at least, 
according to those nations in the north. We visited museums and art galleries, we skied and climbed 
the snow capped mountains and hiked the forest and moors. We visited the theatres and, though 
neither of us were big drinkers, we visited the pubs and taverns, the hostelries and the wineries. We 
visited the great houses, the old ruined castles.



We worked only to finance our travels. We only looked for the next destination. Somewhere in 
our travels we dispensed with the single rooms, the twin beds. Somewhere we made some sort of 
commitment to each other, though we never spoke about it in words.

Why did I fall for my darling Doh? They say opposites attract, but that was far from the case 
with Doh and me. In so many ways we were twin souls. We both loved travelling, we both loved 
excitement, and we both wanted to do it for ever. We were both prepared to work hard to achieve 
our aim.

All I know is that after a few steps on our travels, it seemed that Doh had always been with me, 
and it seemed that she always would be. We always seemed to in sync. If I wanted excitement, she 
did too. If she wanted to visit a museum or art gallery, it happened that I was in the mood for that 
too.

Doh was slightly more sociable than me. She usually broke the ice first when we met people, and
that was fine with me. I was slightly more daring than my darling, and I found out later that the 
skydive had not been on her agenda originally. A friend of hers had booked it and then backed out, 
and Doh didn’t want to waste the ticket. Besides, she liked to push her limits.

The scary thing was that she loved me back. The first time I told her that I loved her I was 
terrified. I needed to say it, so badly, but I didn’t know what to expect. We had been a couple for a 
while, but neither of us had actually said it. Doh gathered me into her arms, and cried. She told me 
that she loved me too, and the tension in my chest dissolved.

Did I mention Doh’s hair? Probably not. To me, eventually, it was just a part of her, but initially, 
I wondered. If I hadn’t seen her comb it a hundred times, only for it to be in disarray before we 
reached the door, I would have thought that she didn’t take care of it. But Doh’s hair was 
untameable. When I felt confident enough in our relationship to mention it, she laughed.

“I was born with it! It’s always been this way. I don’t know why!”
So she brushed it, she cared for it, but it always looked as if she’d been caught in the blast of a 

leaf blower. I came to love it, as part of her.
One day Doh suddenly turned serious. We’d been visiting the widest waterfall in the world, and 

we’d just checked into our hotel. We’d been working hard up until the day before and were dusty 
from the trip to the falls, so we’d showered and were just relaxing in our room.

“What if I could show you a bigger waterfall?”
“What, a higher one? I guess that would be bigger. Higher volume of water?”
She sighed. “All of those.”
“I don’t know any in the world that are bigger. Which one?”
She sighed again. “Not in this world.”
“Huh?”
“Do you trust me?”
“With my life. You are my life.”
She kissed me. “Off the bed, then. Get dressed. Now. We’re leaving.”
She was not usually so capricious or demanding, so, in a bemused sort of way, I complied. We 

packed our belongings, such as they were, into our backpacks, and checked out of the hotel. They 
gave us an odd look since we’d only checked in an hour or two before.

We took a bus out of town, but as soon as we’d left the city behind and reached open country, 
Doh asked the driver to stop and let us out.

“Are you sure? There’s nothing out here for miles,” said the driver.
“Yes, thanks,” said Doh. “Thanks!”
We watched the bus disappear along the road.



“There’s no waterfall here,” I said.
Doh looked around, at the bare earth, the desert, the dust, the stunted trees.
“Not here,” she said.
She turned to me. “Do you trust me,” she asked again.
“I love you.”
“I love you too. Hold my hands and step towards me.”
I did, and the landscape changed. We were standing on a rock jutting from the edge of a 

monstrous waterfall. To the left and to the right the waters poured into the depths, split only by the 
occasional rock like the one we were standing on. In the distance the falls were obscured by the 
spray that they produced. A chill wind from the depths carried the spray back from below, but 
through the veil of mist vague details of the country far below could be seen.

“These are the biggest falls that I know of in all the spaces,” said Doh, “but there are probably 
bigger falls somewhere else. These are several hundred kilometres long, more or less, and about 
three kilometres high in one or two places. They’ll be gone in twenty months. They were created 
about three months ago by a huge earthquake and are draining a lake, but the rivers that feed the 
lake can’t keep up with the outflow. Eventually most of the falls and the lake will dry up.”

I just staggered and said “Duh!”
***

“Spaces?” I said.
We were in a hotel, not far from the falls. We’d hitched a lift on a tour bus which had taken us to 

the nearest town. The driver was surprised that we hadn’t got a ride back, as only tour buses went 
out to the falls, apparently. We were lying in bed, Doh snuggled in my arms.

“Yeah, spaces. That’s what my GreatGran calls them. You know of the theory that every time 
that there are two possibilities, then the universe splits and each resultant universe expresses one of 
those possibilities?”

“The multiple worlds theory? Yes, I’ve heard of it.”
“GreatGran doesn’t like that term. Stoppit!”
I’d been nibbling her ear. “Sorry. You want to be serious? I’ve just had one of the biggest shocks 

of my life. I was trying to take my mind off it. But if you want I can treat it seriously.”
She relaxed. “Yes, I understand that. My turn to say sorry.”
She pinched me, I said “Ow!” and a brief, intense, giggling, pinching, kissing, tickling fight 

ensued. She won, as usual.
“You’re right, about the multiple worlds thing, It’s scary.” Doh said, after we had calmed down. 

“Though GreatGran insists on ‘multiple spaces’. She says that all sentient species can move 
between the spaces, by ‘stepping’. She calls it that, because, well, it is just like stepping.”

I nodded. “Yeah, I know what you mean. Can I do it? I just followed you, before.”
“Yeah. We’ll practise some time. You need to know how to do it.”
I didn’t know that Doh was torn. She knew I loved her, and she knew that she loved me. But she 

also knew that she shouldn’t, couldn’t love anyone.
“I was shocked when we were suddenly by the waterfall,” I said, “but somehow, it morphed from

‘It’s impossible!’ to ‘What the heck?’ to ‘That’s pretty cool!’ in a heartbeat or two. And the shock 
started to fade a little. But when I really think about it, it still gives me the shivers.”

This time she nibbled my ear.
“You’re taking it well, I think. I’ve travelled through many spaces, sometimes by myself, 

sometimes with others, but this is the first time I’ve stepped with someone who had never stepped 
before, who had no knowledge, no experience of other spaces.”



“A stepping virgin, that’s me. Thanks! Tell me, Doh, do you come from a long way away? Many 
spaces away, I mean?”

I was struggling with the terminology.
She snuggled closer to me. “No, actually, I come from a space fairly close to your home space.”
She was quiet for a bit.
“You never forget your home space,” she said eventually.

***
So then we started travelling seriously. A month or two in this space, three or four months in that 
space, only a week at another space. Often longer in an interesting space. In one place we stood at 
the top of a cliff so high that there were clouds below us. We had to breath oxygen from a tank as 
the air was so thin. In another we rode in a balloon over vast herds of animals migrating from who 
knows where to some other place. We saw a clan of predator apes loping along in chase of their 
next meal.

“A friend of mine used to be here,” said Doh. “But she’s moved on now. She was studying the 
apes and hoping to learn their language. No one else thought that they had anything more than a few
grunts for a language, but she was convinced. Another friend of mine was helping her, but he gave 
up after a while.”

We tapped into a network of “steppers” as Doh called them. There were never very many of 
them, but Doh could spot them a mile away, it seemed, and I got to be good at noticing them too. 
Most seemed to be in their twenties or thirties, but now and then a younger or older person would 
show up. Sometimes we stayed at their apartments, and sometimes they stayed at ours. Several 
times we took over apartments from them, sometimes they took them over from us.

“You really should visit the whale space,” one girl said to me. “This is where it is.”
She touched my hand and I got a brief look at the whale space, and the touch also passed over 

the knowledge of how to step there. We passed on the locations of the spaces we had visited in the 
same way. Anyone can do it, if they know about stepping.

Most of the steppers stepped alone, but a fair number stepped with partners, like Doh and me, 
and a very few stepped in groups. There were almost no families for some reason, but one girl was 
stepping with her daughter and son, and she wouldn’t say why. Doh passed her the location of her 
GreatGran and GreatGrandpa and urged her to visit them.

“She’s running from something or someone,” was Doh’s opinion.
***

Doh discovered that I could draw. I thought that she was over-reacting to my sketches, but she 
reckoned that she could sell them at the cafe where she was working. I let her take some so that she 
could show the cafe owner.

Most of my drawings were simple sketches of Doh. The curve of Doh’s cheek, the line of her 
neck. Doh sleeping. Doh laughing. Doh with her hand on her hip. Doh cooking. Doh with a glass of
wine. Doh’s ridiculous hair.

We were living in Londinium at the time. It was the largest city of the North Western Province of
the Greater Roman Empire. North Western Province included Britannia, Hibernia, and the northern 
part of Gaul. Londinium was the centre of culture for the North Western Province, and some said 
for the whole of the Greater Roman Empire. Every cafe had paintings and drawings on the wall by 
aspiring artists.

Doh came home from work full of excitement.
“I sold one of your sketches! £150!”
“What?!”



“Yeah, the guy who bought it said that he might want more!”
She threw her arms round my neck and kissed me.
“Look,” I said, “He might have just been saying that. Don’t make a mountain out of a molehill.”
But there was no stopping her. She bounced around the apartment intoxicated by our new-found 

wealth.
“My love, I have to go to work.”
I was an office cleaner. It wasn’t too hard a job, and it got me home at about midnight.
“OK, we’ll celebrate when you get back, then,” said Doh. “I’ll get a bottle of wine in. See you 

soon, my love!”
In spite of Doh’s enthusiasm I didn’t immediately become the latest art sensation of Londinium, 

but my sketches continued to sell now and then. Doh persuaded me to do sketches of other things, 
like Londinium Bridge, and the Palace of Buckingham where the Regional Governor lived, and the 
animals in the zoo. Gradually, we sold more and more, and one day Doh came home with Karen.

“Karen is the owner of a gallery, dear. She wants to put on a show of your sketches. Isn’t it 
wonderful?”

I was not at all sure. The sketches were only a hobby for me, but Doh was so proud of me that I 
went along with her.

We worked hard with Karen setting up the show, and it was a success. Karen started talking 
about commissions for further work. Doh was ecstatic.

***
Time passed. We stayed in Londinium for two months, which became three, then six then nine. As 
time passed I started getting bored and irritable. Doh changed too. She stopped being enthusiastic 
about the shows and my sketches. She became quiet, withdrawn. She stopped talking about spaces. 
She stopped meeting other steppers. What was more important to me, she stopped responding to my
hugs and kisses so readily.

I didn’t notice at first. But when I did, I started to think. I knew that she still loved me, and one 
night I had a sudden inspiration, and then I started to smile.

Doh went off to the cafe, where she still worked, and I set about preparing for her return. I 
phoned Karen and had a conversation with her. Then I searched for our old back packs and packed a
few things in them, and I went out and bought a bottle of wine. I wrote a letter.

When Doh came back, she trudged up the stairs and saw me sitting waiting. She looked tired and
depressed.

She saw her backpack and the letter on the table and said “Oh! You’re throwing me out?”
She didn’t notice my backpack.
“No. Never. Read the letter.”
She picked it up nervously.
“’Dear Graham...’. It’s to our landlord?”
I nodded.
“’Dear Graham, We are sorry to do this to you, as we have enjoyed our time here, but we have to

leave urgently, for family reasons. We are leaving you two months rent in lieu of notice, and a 
further two months rent for the inconvenience. We’ve instructed the Rental Bond Office to pay our 
bond money to you. Please accept it with our thanks. Anything that we leave behind you are free to 
deal with as you wish.’ What? What about Karen, and your shows?”

“I’ve talked to Karen. She’s really pissed with me, but I don’t care.”
“’Family reasons’?”



“You’re my family Doh, you and your funny hair. You’ve been breaking up in front of my eyes. 
I’m throwing us both out. We need to go.”

I paused. Doh was just looking at me.
“Do you want to go? If so, just sign the letter next to my signature, and check that I’ve packed 

everything you want and let’s step out of here!”
“You rat!” she said.
Doh ran to me and threw herself onto my lap. She was crying and laughing. She drew back, 

kissed me and then drew back again. And then she pinched me viciously!
“Ow!” I said and then we were furiously kissing, giggling, tickling, and pinching. As usual, she 

won.
***

We lay in our loaned tent on the ice planet, covered in all of our borrowed gear. Soon after we had 
randomly stepped to this cold barren planet, we had met up with some other steppers, and they had 
generously loaned us enough gear to stop us freezing overnight. We would have had to step away if 
we hadn’t met them. It was still going to be cold, and Doh was shivering a little, but we wouldn’t 
freeze. The empty bottle was somewhere by our feet, where we had discarded it after drinking the 
wine straight from the bottle.

“Happy?” I asked.
“I’m freezing, the wine is all gone, we’ve missed a meal, and we haven’t yet seen the amazing 

aurora that those people talked about. Yeah, I’m happy. But what about you?”
“Me?”
“I feel that I’ve dragged you away from fame and fortune! I feel so guilty.”
“What? No, I never wanted those things. Oh, Doh! The money was nice and we should sell my 

sketches in the future. That was a good idea, but I’m only a slightly better than competent artist 
really, and it was getting to be tedious, hard work. I’m no Michaelangelo. I do it for fun! But more 
importantly, we stayed in Londinium for far too long, and you hated it! I hated it! You love stepping
and so do I. I’d much rather be stepping through the spaces with you, my darling Doh, than 
sketching things for money. I love you.”

She pushed her hair back out her eyes and it immediately flopped back again. “I love you too, 
you wonderful person! I wish that I had realised that you were unhappy too. Never mind, let’s 
snuggle down and see if we can get some sleep. So coldddddd!”

We slept as well as we could, spooning each other in turn, and in the morning, our new friends 
fed us, as we would have fed them if the situation had been reversed. They showed us where we 
could go to equip ourselves and so we stepped away from the space containing the ice planet.

The new space was a middle of the road place, and we quickly got jobs and set about equipping 
ourselves for the ice planet.

An interesting fact about stepping into new spaces is that most of them try to accommodate 
themselves to the person who steps into them. I don’t mean to imply any intent or agency or 
intelligence, but after being in a space for a short time, the stepper may find that they have an 
official identity. This can be very useful.

For example, if the stepper has a bank account in a space, and steps to another space, he or she 
will most likely find that sooner or later they have a bank account in the new space. In the humdrum
space, Doh and I found that we had a bank account with a modest amount in it, so we worked hard 
to build it up, and soon had enough to purchase much of the equipment we needed to return to the 
ice planet. The rest of the gear we borrowed.



We spent two nights there, much more comfortably, and on the second night we saw the aurora. 
We stood on the ridge, with the sky glowing and writhing all around us.

“That’s amazing! Doh, I’ve seen the aurora in my home space and it’s nowhere near as 
impressive as this. And do you hear that noise?”

Doh hugged me. “Yes, I’ve seen auroras before, but nothing like this. What is that rustling? 
Crackling? That low wail? I don’t know what to call it!”

As the aurora waxed and waned the very faint noises waxed and waned too. We watched in awe 
for a long time but eventually we were driven into our tent by the cold.

“So, do you want to go back to Londinium?” I asked.
She kissed me. “What do you think? Not in a million years!”
“Me too.”
We snuggled down to sleep. We were a lot more cosy this time, but the deep cold still seeped in a

little. We woke as the sun lit up the tent and smiled at each other.
“Let’s get going, shall we?”
I kissed her.
“Sure thing, Doh!”
In high spirits we packed the tent and our other gear and stepped back with it to the humdrum 

space. We sold and donated our gear to some other steppers and passed them the location of the ice 
world space. Then we told our landlord that we were leaving, cleared out our flat, and spent the last 
night in a hotel.

In the morning we strolled into the central park and found a secluded spot. We held hands.
“Ready?”
“Ready! One, two, three step!”

***
Our life was a succession of spaces. Some of the time we would step at random, and sometimes we 
would step on the recommendation of other steppers. We would see what each world had to offer, 
and sometimes spent a few months or even a year travelling around in the usual commonplace way. 
Doh and I both loved the life, and Doh called us “interspace gypsies”.

In one space, quite close to our home spaces, we visited Xanadu and glimpsed His Highness 
Kubla Khan XXV passing from his Palace to the Pleasure Dome to open the Pan Asian Games. We 
stayed on to watch the opening ceremony and the first few events.

In one distant space we found a strange forest world where the huge trunks of the trees were 
connected by major cross branches and the light came from a strange incorporeal wandering glow. 
The avian inhabitants flew from branch to branch building intricate nests or homes. Vines dangled 
everywhere, and huge flowering epiphytes or parasitic plants grew on everything. There seemed to 
be no top or bottom to the forest world. It was a little too strange for us, so we stepped on.

In a large city in a distant space, a small dedicated band of people was fighting a bitter battle 
against organised crime. The leader of the band was anonymous, only appearing at the councils in 
disguise. The organised crime leaders had been driven back to a restricted lawless area, but victory 
over them was not assured.

“This reminds me of the stories of Batman,” I said to Doh.
“You had a legend of Batman, too? I suppose our home spaces are not too far apart.”
We watched from a safe distance as the crime leaders tried to break the blockade, and it looked 

as if they were going to succeed. At the last minute, the anonymous hero appeared with a highly 
sophisticated armed vehicle and the crime leaders were driven back.

“Maybe it’s an echo through the spaces,” I said, and Doh nodded.



***
We were staying in the Forest of Llun. This beautiful city was built or engineered or grown, 
depending on your point of view, from the huge night-glowing trees that had been genetically 
engineered especially for Llun. Foot traffic flowed from tree to tree by swaying walkways, and only
road traffic moved at ground level. Llunians generally avoided ground level if they could, and 
usually used the dirigibles which carried people over longer distances between the trees, like aerial 
busses.

Doh and I both thought of Llun as the Moon, and when we took a trip to the top of the tallest 
tree, we gazed with something like shock at the yellow dusty eye of the ruined home planet, 
hanging unmoving in the sky.

We spent some time visiting the entertainment levels, including the zoo where lions the size of 
kittens chased antelopes and deer of a similar size. We marvelled at a miniature elephant the size of 
a small cat. We visited museums which charted the fall of Terra and the rise of Llun.

We went shopping in the commerce layers and occasionally dined at one of the rare restaurants. 
Mostly, though, we ate with the Llunians, in the dull refectories on the living layers.

Since Llun was not the natural home of mankind, the beauty of the Forest of Llun came at a cost,
and the cost was rigorous control of the population. The government of Llun was suspicious of 
strangers. After all, there was no place that they could have come from, and several steppers had 
had close calls with the authorities, so they rarely stopped for long.

We thought that the authorities were becoming suspicious of us, and were preparing to leave, but 
I came home one day to find Doh vomiting into the toilet. This was a concern because catching and 
transmitting diseases was a crime on Llun. She looked awful. She had saliva drooling down her 
chin, and the ends of her wayward hair were sticky with vomit.

She looked at me. “I need to see my GreatGran,” she said.
I looked, and then I moved. I grabbed her backpack and mine and started grabbing things and 

shoving them into them. Someone started knocking at our door. It was the solid, thump, thump, 
thump of authority. I grabbed Doh and hauled her to her feet.

“Step!” I said, and she did, just as two uniformed men broke the door down.
We were standing in a large comfortable kitchen with a somewhat cluttered look. A dark skinned 

woman, who looked just a bit older than Doh and me turned, surprised, from a stove where she was 
stirring something.

“Doh!” she said.
“Sorry, GreatGran,” said Doh, and then tried to throw up.
“Quickly, help me get her to the couch,” said the woman, swiftly moving her cooking to one side

of the stove.
We lay Doh down on the couch and the woman produced an instrument from somewhere and ran

it over her.
“Oh, my,” said the woman. “Has she had many of these attacks?”
I shook my head. “No, this is the first I’ve seen.”
She raised her voice. “Dear! Can you come, please? Quickly!”
A man of her age, a little lighter in skin colour, came in.
“What is it, my dear? Oh!”
He hurried over and moved his hands over Doh, and a slight glow passed over Doh’s body.
“I’ll just...” he said, and the woman nodded.
He moved his hands again and another glow passed over Doh, and she relaxed.



“There. She’s asleep, but you’ll have to brew her some medicine, my dear. My charm will only 
hold for a few hours.”

“Sure,” she said. “Do you want a cup of tea?”
I realised that the question was addressed to me.
“Uh! Yes, thanks.”
“Doh will be OK for now. I’ll make up some medicine for her while she’s asleep. Do you want to

ask me anything? For example, how can I be her GreatGran when I don’t look old enough?”
I realised that she was teasing me.
“Uh, maybe. I don’t understand this at all. What’s wrong with Doh?”
“Doh’s sick. But that’s obvious. She should have told you.”
“I didn’t know! She didn’t tell me.”
I was full of pain. The man waved his hands in some sort of pattern, and I immediately felt 

better.
“You’ll sleep now. Doh will be OK under our care. Explanations in the morning.”
The next thing I knew, it was the morning. Doh was lying next to me snoring gently, and I 

couldn’t help myself. I hugged her, and she slowly woke up, and stroked my face.
“Oh, I’m sorry, my love. I should have told you. Let’s let the Boffin and the Mage tell you. They 

will do it better than I could.”
“Who?”
“My GreatGran and GreatGrandpa.”
“I don’t understand any of this.”
She kissed me. “I know”.
We got up and went down to the kitchen. I got the impression that the Mage and the Boffin pretty

much lived in the big comfortable room.
“Doh, you have some explaining to do,” said her GreatGran.
Doh looked at me, and her eyes filled with tears.
“Oh, my dear, I’m so sorry. I should have told you. Do you hate me?”
“Hate you? Why would I hate you? What should you have told me?”
“I didn’t tell you about my sickness. My father’s family have a defective gene which affects 

many on our side of the family. One in four. I drew the short straw, my dear.”
“Oh, Doh. I’m so sorry. What does it mean?”
The Mage, Doh’s GreatGrandpa, stepped forward.
“It means that Doh will become sicker and sicker. We can slow down the decline but...”
“NO!” said Doh. “I don’t want to linger! Oh, my dear, I’m sorry. That’s so selfish of me!”
“I love you, Doh, I don’t want you to suffer!”
The Mage made a gesture. “I’m just calming this down a little.”
“How long?” I asked.
The Boffin, Doh’s GreatGran, shook her head. “Maybe a few years. But there will be ups and 

downs. This episode will pass, and she will be fine for a while.”
So they explained. Of course, I was aware of Science and Magic. We had lived in spaces where 

Science was dominant, and spaces where Magic was ascendant. Doh’s illness was genetic, therefore
on the Science side of the complementary paradigms, and affected her body. Thankfully it was not 
on the Magical side, which would have affected her mind and personality.

Yet it did affect her personality. After the first bout of sickness, Doh changed. She became 
slightly less confident, slightly less outgoing. More careful.



The first bout of sickness faded, and the Mage and the Boffin sent us off to dragon space to 
recover. This semi-private space was hidden from casual steppers and, at least in the location where 
the Mage and the Boffin kept their shack, the climate was warm and usually fine.

Doh assured me that the dragons were friendly. Mostly they cruised the highlands, but one day 
one came down to the lagoon and splashed about, having a bath, Doh said. Doh was ecstatic and 
persuaded me to swim out to it with her. We rubbed its skin with handfuls of sand, and it hooted in 
appreciation. It followed us out of the water and stood there with wings stretched until it was dry, 
then flew off with another hoot.

One day there was rain. This wasn’t the depressing cold, dismal rain of other climes, but a warm 
pleasant shower that invited you to dance in it. So we accepted the invitation and got drenched. 
Doh’s trademark hair was for once slicked down by the rain and I laughed at it. Then I kissed her as 
the raindrops soaked us.

Doh continued to improve as she took the Boffin’s medicines. She explained all about her 
Greatgrand parents. How they were “special” and how they had come to be special. We’d met a few
people on our travels who Doh had described as “special”, and while they were often powerful 
people, sometimes they appeared quite ordinary. Doh now explained what she meant by “special”.

“’Special’ people channel the powers of Science and Magic. Or Nature and Technology. 
Whatever the two major paradigms are in a space. The Yin and the Yang. The powers let them do 
things, like use energy as a weapon, and to block energy beams. Or create things, like this shack, in 
an eye blink. They can also destroy things, but they don’t like to do that. Generally my Greatgrand 
parents try not to use the powers too much as there is always a price. I honestly don’t know what 
their limits are.”

“They can’t cure your illness?”
“No. Their powers are not unlimited, whatever their limits may be. Or, rather, they maybe could 

cure me, but then I literally wouldn’t be me. That’s what I mean when I say that there is always a 
price.”

“The doctors. You’ve been checked by doctors?”
“You are clutching at straws, my dear. GreatGran, who is the best doctor I know, took my Uncle, 

who had the same disease, to the best doctors she could find. She knows that she has limits and 
she’s the sort of person who would try anything she could think of. The other doctors confirmed her
diagnosis and the prognosis.”

“Oh. What was the prognosis for your Uncle?”
“He died, pretty much on schedule. Auntie was devastated. I, stupidly, said ‘He gave up.’ Auntie 

looked at me and said ‘No, he accepted it.’. That’s what I’m going to have to do.”
She clung to me and I held her for a while. Then I kissed and drew back, and she looked at me. I 

pinched her, she said “Ow!” and we were furiously tickling, kissing, giggling and pinching. Sadly I 
won.

***
When Doh had fully recovered from the bout of sickness we resumed stepping. If anyone had 
asked, I would have said that she was back to normal. Almost. She was 95 per cent the old Doh. We 
visited my parents and they were captivated by her.

“She’s lovely,” said my Mum. “Erm, is her hair always like that?”
We coped with Doh’s illness by taking “breaks” from stepping, back in her home space. We 

would be admiring some local landmark, or even merely working in a temporary job while we 
decided where we were going to step next, when Doh would say “Let’s take a break.



So we would step to her home space, and there she would take the Boffin’s medicines and visit 
her local friends and her relations. They lovingly supported my darling Doh, and me too, and her 
illness was rarely mentioned.

The times between our breaks got shorter and shorter, and the breaks got longer. Doh was having
to take pain medication and was often vague and distant as a result. One day she popped out the last
pill from a pack and looked at it.

“I can’t do this. This is it.”
Instantly I was terrified. “What?”
“I’m sorry my love. I should have left you early on, while I still could. I shouldn’t have dragged 

you through all this.”
She started to cry.
“Remember that policeman?” I said.
“What? What policeman?” She was confused. “Oh, the one who saw us step into Marsopolis? 

Under the domes?”
“Yeah, that’s the one. He saw us step in and drew his gun, but was shaking so much he dropped it

and ran away?”
She smiled weakly. “Yeah, that was funny. I wonder what happened to the poor man. So what?”
“Remember the intelligent dogs, in that space where the humans and the dogs shared in the 

running of the planet?”
“Oh, yes. The pups were so cute. Especially when they were starting to talk.”
“Remember all the other spaces that we have visited? I would never have seen any of those, and 

I thank you from the bottom of my heart for showing them to me. But they would have meant 
nothing if I hadn’t been with you, and I think that you know it.”

“You are going to see me die. Will you thank me for that?”
That was sharp! At least she realised that she couldn’t get rid of me now! I enfolded her in my 

arms.
“If that is the price I have to pay to have known such a wonderful woman with such crazy hair, 

then I’m willing to pay it.”
She started sobbing. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I love you so much.”
“Shh!” I said. “Take the last pill and go to sleep. I’ll pack and leave some notes, and we will step 

home.”
I held her until she was fast asleep, then I did exactly what I said. I packed up and left notes for 

our landlord and our friends. We were always ready to leave and this all came naturally to us now. 
Then I went back and picked up my sleeping love and stepped with her to her GreatGran and 
GreatGrandpa’s house.

The Mage turned round in surprise.
“Help me, please!” I said.
The Mage didn’t hesitate. He called “My dear, quickly!”
He took Doh and laid her on the couch. The Boffin came rushing in and ran her instrument over 

Doh. “She’s out of it at the moment. How are you?”
She turned the instrument on me. “Hm, on the verge of collapse. Some food and drink, plus a 

long rest will sort you out. Can you help, please, dear?”
The Mage prepared me a sandwich and made me a cup of tea. The Boffin fussed over Doh with 

her instrument, tutting and shaking her head like doctors everywhere. She gave Doh an injection 
and turned to me.



“You realise what this means? She is close to the end. Her body has held up well but she has run 
out of resources. She will start to sink and there is nothing I can do. This is the end. What about 
you?”

“Me?”
“You are almost out of resources too. You’ve been supporting Doh for ages while worrying about

her. You’ve been her rock. I got that from her. Are you OK with us supporting you through this?”
“Please. But don’t dull me down, please.”
The Boffin nodded. “Understood. I’m going to make you sleep now, OK? You’ll wake 

refreshed.”
I woke in the morning, as the Boffin had said, refreshed. When I came down to the kitchen the 

Boffin was cooking breakfast. The Mage was regarding a scrying ball.
“Where’s Doh?”
The Boffin laughed. “Good morning to you, too! Dear, can you please take over for a minute?”
“Sorry,” I said. “That was rude of me.”
The Boffin led me her laboratory, and into a room at the back. It was set up like a hospital room, 

though a luxurious one. Doh was lying in the bed connected to various monitors.
“I’ll disconnect her from those monitors and she can get up later. I can monitor her without those

machines - I used them just so that I could get a good idea of her status. A baseline.”
I went up to Doh and kissed her and held her hand.
“Oh, hi dear,” she said. “We’re home?”
I nodded.
“Good. I’ll sleep now. GreatGran says I can get up later.”
She was a bit confused.
During the day most of Doh’s relatives dropped by. Her Mum and Dad came to stay with the 

Mage and the Boffin and her Mum hugged me and cried on my shoulder. Her brothers came 
through and hugged me. Various uncles and aunties and cousins turned up and passed through.

Doh got up from the medical bed and sat on the couch in my arms. “I’m holding court,” she 
laughed, weakly. Her Mum and her Dad held her hands, and her relatives came and sat with us for a
while.

When Doh got tired the Mage and the Boffin persuaded her relatives to move to another room. 
Then the Mage retired to his study and the Boffin to her laboratory. We were left alone, with me 
wrapping Doh in my arms, and her parents holding Doh’s hands, quietly chatting about nothing. We
sat there for hours. The Mage and the Boffin returned now and then, checking on Doh, giving her 
medicines. Sometimes they made me take a break, but I was never away for long. Somehow I could
sense that she was slowly, slowly fading away.

“Promise me...” she said, eventually, with an effort.
“Promise you what, my love?”
“Promise me you will keep stepping... Promise me you’ll keep making friends… Promise me 

that, if you meet some girl…, while stepping, that you won’t reject her... because of me.”
“But, Doh! I can’t...”
She kissed me. “Yes, you can. I’ve only ever loved one person... You, my dear... But I know that 

it is possible... to love more than one person in a lifetime... Promise me!!”
What could I do? “I promise, Doh. I promise.”
“Call my Great grandparents... And anyone else.”



But it wasn’t necessary. The Boffin was monitoring her. The Mage and the Boffin hurried in with
some of Doh’s closest relations. The Boffin waved her instrument over Doh and lent forward and 
hugged and kissed her.

“I love... you all,” Doh said, and laid her head on my chest.
She struggled to breath for a minute or two, and then she took a deep breath, sighed, and then she

was gone. I hugged her and cried. I don’t remember any more from that day. The Mage may have 
helped, or I may just have erased it from my memory.

***
A few days after Doh’s Lifetime Celebration, conducted by the Mage and the Boffin, I was standing
on the deck of their house, watching the sun set when the Mage found me. I was carrying my old 
back pack and I was dressed for travelling.

“Ah!” was all he said.
“I’m going back to my home space, to see my parents, tell them what happened to Doh. They 

loved her and I wish that they could have been here. I’m going tomorrow. And to, um, Doh used to 
call it...”

I choked up.
“Doh used to call it ‘resetting our calendars’. You lose track of the months and then the years if 

you step a lot. The calendars are sometimes quite different. So we visited home every so often.”
The Mage nodded. “And after that?”
“I promised Doh that I would keep stepping. Actually, I don’t think that I could stop. It’s become

part of me.”
The Mage nodded, and conveyed the impression that he was waiting for more.
I sighed. “She made me promise to keep making friends. She practically urged me to fall in love 

with someone else.”
“She was smart, Doh was. Do you think that you will?”
“I don’t know. Doh put it into my mind, so maybe. It seems impossible at the moment. I 

promised her, but I don’t know if I can do it.”
The Mage nodded yet again. “Don’t worry, Jill. It will happen or it won’t. Doh wanted you to be 

happy, after she had gone, if it is at all possible. She didn’t want you to be racked with guilt if you 
did find someone else. Now, come on in. The Boffin is making a special meal. My intuition told us 
that you would be leaving tomorrow.”

The wound was still raw and would be for some time. I suddenly started sobbing. The Mage put 
his arm around me and waited patiently until the flood subsided and then ushered me into the house.

***
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