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LAST BUS TO THE PARADISO 

BY ALEX CRAIG 

 

At first it had all been a bit of a blur, but as I stepped off the last bus to The Paradiso, 

everything came crashing back. The knickered and un-knickered swarms unable to 

breath in their choking tight apparel, wobbling in their skyscraper heels. Not a good 

look for some, with fat layers pouting, the prosecco gone to their heads. Hard 

chapped lips, invisible scars, heavy made up faces. Pick up your spirited dancing 

skirts girls and abandon any sense of shame, for there is no sense of shame, just 

bad fashion sense in some cases. I’m not being a bitch, just being honest!  I had met 

the girls at the pub and then we went clubbing. 

‘Have you always been an underachiever full of inadequacies and weakness?’ some 

stuck-up arsehole asked me. it had been the usual Saturday night out. 

 

The stuck-up arsehole gave me a tablet; powdery blue with “Sky” imprinted on it. ‘It 

will take all your inadequacies away,’ he said.  

My friend Dot tried to stop me taking it and grabbed it out of my hand. For god’s sake 

it was only one tablet, nothing was going to happen, ‘I’ve had them before loads of 

times, everybody in here is on them, just look around you,’ I said.  

‘My cousin died taking those things, you don’t know what’s in it, some of them are 

fake,’ said Dot. I wrestled it out of her hand and before she could grab it back, I had 

swallowed it. ‘You’re an idiot Marietta,’ she said with tears in her eyes.  

 

Before I knew it the night out was over, and I was on the last bus. I closed my eyes 

for what I thought were a few seconds, letting them sink into the recesses of my 

mind, my head subconsciously pounding. 

Something woke me, I thought it was thunder, but it was the sound of people and 

raised voices, a loud reminder that no one cares about disturbing those lost in sleep. 

An orchestra warming up, the conductor tapping his baton then Vivaldi’s Four 

Seasons: Winter, but played as if it was muffled “lift music”. How would I have known 

that? Vivaldi, I mean. Who’s Vivaldi?  

I opened my eyes to the dawns caress on rolling green countryside and a nervous 

butterfly feeling whirling in my chest.  A sparkling burn, a blaze of purple heather and 
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a sign saying “Skye”. Skye! the bus only takes forty-two minutes till the final stop; 

how could I be in Skye? 

 

Have I just dreamt that I woke up?  Am I still asleep? 

I looked for my bag, thank god it was on the seat beside me, I’ve lost so many bags 

when I’ve been pissed out of my head. 

I found a small pair of nail scissors at the bottom of my bag and slowly pushed them, 

just a little, into my forearm, between age old scars. Metal piercing skin, blood 

seeping from a small puncture, the fond memory of a long-lost friend, at a time when 

“underachievement, inadequacy and weakness” raged.  

‘Has she been self-harming again?’ I recalled the torn faced cow of a Doctor asking 

my Mum. At least I’m awake I thought as I wiped the puncture with my finger. 

Rummaging to the depths of my bag I found my phone, I thought that maybe Daz my 

“sometimes boyfriend” could come and get me, wherever the hell I had ended up, ‘no 

signal!’   

 

‘Excuse me driver, is this Skye?’ I asked in disbelief. 

‘It’s “Sky” Miss,’ the driver looked exactly like George Ezra.  

‘Is this the last bus?’ 

‘It certainly is Miss. Who can sleep with a promise of a world beyond the door?’ The 

George Ezra lookalike said. Had he been watching me sleeping? What a weirdo! 

‘Why is there no one else on this bus, and why are we in Skye? 

‘You wanted to go to “Sky” Miss, and now you’re here.’ 

“What?’ 

 ‘Yes Miss, and it’s “Sky” without an “E”, there are no “E’s” in “Sky”.  

“What?” 

 

‘So, you’re no longer a pop star and working as a bus driver, I didn’t realise that you 

were so down on your luck. God, how the mighty fall,’ I said sarcastically, whilst my 

brain was still trying to decipher what he had just said. 

The muffled “lift music” had changed and was now Offenbach, Overture from 

Orpheus and The Underworld. The George Ezra lookalike smiled and winked. 

‘How the hell do I know that for ***** sake. Offenbach, the ******* can-can,’ I said. 
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‘It’s just your enhanced intuition Miss. You’re now wondering if your still asleep, still 

dreaming!’ 

I looked at my arm, there was no puncture mark, no blood. I found the nail scissors, 

no blood. It’s almost as if the George Ezra lookalike could read what was going on in 

my confused mind. ‘It’s for you to decide Miss, asleep? awake? A “wake”, I think!’ 

 

‘In this dream when I’m swearing, I can’t hear it properly? It sounds as if it’s been 

bleeped out and all I can sense is the smell of toilet cleaner, almost as if my words 

are being scrubbed clean by some overpowering detergent,’ I said. 

‘Swearing isn’t permitted in “Sky” Miss.’ 

Now I know that this is a ridiculous dream that I’m having, perhaps even a 

nightmare.  

 

‘Do I call you George, Mr Ezra, or perhaps you would like to tell me your real name?’ 

‘I’m just the driver Miss, I look like whoever you want me to look like. The two guys 

on the last trip thought that I looked like Kylie Minogue. If you want, you can call me 

George “E”. 

‘****, you’ve just reminded me that I took an “E”, my friend Dot tried to stop me; but It 

was only one ecstasy tablet. No one trips on one, do they?’ 

‘Perhaps it wasn’t what you thought it was?’ 

‘Am I tripping?’ 

‘We are almost at the club Miss.’ 

‘The club, what club?’ 

‘We’ve arrived Miss, welcome to The Paradiso.’ 

‘How do I get back?’ 

‘It’s usually just a one-way journey Miss. You will have to speak to the guy on the 

door. Probably depends whether they let you in or not.’ 

‘Just one more thing George “E”, a bizarre thought, I’m not dead, am I?’ 

‘Not yet Miss, but almost.’ 

 

‘Clear! Shocking again in three, two, one,’ called the first paramedic 

Nail scissors digging deeper in my arm again, butterflies frantically trying to escape 

the confines of my chest. A sudden jolt. 

‘Nothing,’ said the second paramedic.  
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Breath suspended in the fog,  

 

Hold me tight and rock me to sleep Mum, rock me to sleep. 

 

I had arrived at a door like no other door, that stands alone in a field where the grass 

is forever green. Nothing surrounds the door, no building or structure, nothing else at 

all, just the door standing completely upright in a place that has no beginning or no 

end. But then, this is the door to The Paradiso. 

 

When I say standing alone that’s not exactly true, there are two lines of people 

outside the door. The line on the right has a red carpet, is cordoned off with golden 

rope and marked by a sign that asks, “V.I. P’s?”. There are many standing in this 

line. 

The line on the left is cordoned off with a dirty tattered old rope and is marked by a 

sign that asks, “Ordinary Punters?”. There are few standing in this line. 

 

I’ve asked the doorman which line I should stand in and he said that the questions 

asked are for me to reflect upon and truthfully answer. I don’t trust the doorman, he 

looks sleazy; slicked back dyed black hair, shirt open to his navel, tight slim fitting 

trousers that don’t leave much to the imagination. His words barely distinguishable, 

assisted by the constant chewing of gum and a heavy reliance on the monosyllabic; 

I’ll call him Jimmy for the sake of it.  

 

I stand in the “V.I.P?” line and then change my mind. Of course, I’m not a V.I.P as 

much as I would like to be one, more importantly the “Ordinary Punters?” line is 

small. 

I listen to the old couple in front who of me who hold hands, ‘I didn’t see the other 

car, I’m sorry my love,’ the old man says. The old woman just rests her head on his 

shoulders clutching him tightly by the arm. In front of them is a little boy no more than 

five years old who is asking Jimmy if this is where the birthday party is. He holds a 

well wrapped present under his little arm. ‘You didn’t see the little boy on the 

pavement either,’ said the old woman. 
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Two women behind me in the line are having a conversation. ‘I only learned what a 

hashtag is this morning.  It’s a type of metadata tag used on social networks,’ said 

one woman quite proud of this newfound knowledge. 

‘Why are you naked?’ asked the other woman. 

‘I always do my gardening in the all-together, #mylifesacabbage,’ she sounds slightly 

strange when she speaks, probably because she has a garden rake embedded in 

her neck. 

‘Yes, life has been a stinking, maggot infested rotten cabbage, that about sums it 

up,’ said the other woman. Her head hairless, her face gaunt, her body skeletal. I 

suddenly feel engulfed by an overwhelming sense of shame and guilt.  

 

I think about my Mum, a single parent at sixteen bringing me up singlehanded; “he” 

didn’t want to know and still doesn’t.  I remember her teaching me to ride a bike. 

Being afraid of the dark and hiding under the duvet of her bed. She held me up and 

rescued me when my world was falling apart; when my arms and legs were covered 

in self-inflicted lacerations. She filled in the application for me to go to College and 

drove me there on the first day.  Inside of me is a universe of memories, that are 

leaking from every pore. I regret, that I’m here, that I got myself to this place with no 

beginning and no end.  

 

When I reach the door of The Paradiso, I ask Jimmy if I’m dead. 

‘All of death is right here,’ he replies. 

He looks more pleasant, his hair silvery grey and swept back. No chewing gum, no 

slim fit trousers, more like a fatherly figure, in fact scarily like my Uncle Andy, my 

Mum’s brother. 

‘Do you want to know a secret?’ he says with his hand held close to his mouth, 

‘You’re not dead till you step through the door,’ he whispers. 

‘No, I want to go back, I don’t want to go through the door!’ I want to run somewhere, 

anywhere, but I can’t, I’m rooted to the spot. 

‘It’s your time, you don’t have a choice. You were true to yourself, you were honest, 

you stood in the right line, there is nothing to fear.’ 

‘What happens to those that are not true to themselves, the ones that stand in the 

wrong line?’ 
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‘They usually stand in that line for “special treatment”, and that’s exactly what they 

get. 

‘What’s beyond the door?’ 

‘The Paradiso. For some it’s a nightclub. Others see as the golf club, the gym, the 

boss’s office, a new home, a tropical beach, a walk in the rain. For many where 

sadness and pain ends. You’ve been here before you know, just once, but we didn’t 

let you in.’ 

‘What?’ 

‘you ended up in hospital with alcohol poisoning, had a lucky escape, but still 

continued to drink and take drugs.’ 

‘I only took one tablet!’ 

‘Yes, the one with “Sky” imprinted on it. You should have known better. You 

shouldn’t have been so complacent, with your “it’ll never happen to me” attitude.’ 

‘Oh, shut up!’ 

 

‘Clear, shocking again in three, two, one,’ called the first paramedic. 

I grasp my arm and bite my lip as the nail scissors plunge to new depths, and the 

butterfly’s explode into fragments of electrical shrapnel. Another sudden jolt. 

‘Come on Marietta!’ cried Diane. 

‘Marietta wake up, come on!’ screamed Dot. 

‘It’s no use we’re losing her,’ said the second paramedic. 

‘Please Marietta!’ Diane pleaded. 

‘Jesus, this can’t be happening,’ Dot was hysterical. 

 

Hold me tight and rock me to sleep Mum, rock me to sleep. 

 

‘Your friends are distraught,’ said Jimmy. 

‘I know, I can hear them, they don’t want me to die. Poor Dot I was so unkind to her; 

I can be such a bitch.’ 

‘Your friends will be fine. At first, they’ll say that it was such a tragic waste of life, 

then over the years as their memory of you fades and when they have children of 

their own to look after and protect against drugs, they’ll remember you as a waster. 

Don’t look so surprised. Just step through the door Marietta and go straight up the 

stairs, you’ll be fine. David Bowie is playing tonight at The Paradiso.’ 
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‘Is that supposed to be a joke Jimmy or whatever your name is? “we know Major 

Tom’s a junkie?”, I only took one ******* tablet!’ 

‘One is all it takes,’ sighed Jimmy. 

 

‘Is this heaven Jimmy? Or is this place, “Sky”, The Paradiso and even you Jimmy 

part of the bad trip that I’m having? Are these conversations, the images, the people 

waiting in line, the music, just hallucinations?’ 

‘Poor little you, your worried that these are delusions whirring around in the last 

fragments of your dying brain, and that there is nothing beyond the door.’ he said 

unsympathetically. Like a chameleon he had changed yet again; old, gaunt and 

spindly wearing the attire of an undertaker. 

 

‘My poor Mum, I don’t think she’ll be able deal with this, it will devastate her. I wish I 

could tell her how sorry I am, how much I love her.’ I could imagine my Mum crying, 

her heart broken every time she passed by my empty bedroom. 

‘She’ll always remember you as a waste of space, the biggest disappointment,’ 

Jimmy lied. ‘It’s time,’ he said gesturing a grey withered hand towards the door. 

‘I’m so frightened, Jimmy.’  

‘Nothing beyond being reduced to ash or decaying in the cold wet ground. Nothing 

beyond being devoured by fire or by worms. Poor Marietta!’ 

‘Stop it! I’m frightened of there being nothing.’ 

‘There probably will be nothing, you’re tripping after all; having a trip about some 

phoney heaven that doesn’t exist’ 

I’m still afraid of the dark.’ 

‘Yes, and so you should be!’ 

 

Hold me tight and rock me to sleep Mum, rock me to sleep. 

 

‘She’s gone,’ said the first paramedic, ‘calling it at 1.59 a.m.’ 
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