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CHAPTER ONE

Lizzie has just died. She simply hasn’t realised it yet.

You’d be amazed at how often this kind of thing happens. Usually to people who were never very popular in the first place. When everyone starts completely ignoring them, they just accept it. Like they’d always thought it might happen, anyway. Sooner or later.

This wasn’t the case with Lizzie, though. She was a popular girl. She just happened to have a lot on her mind on the afternoon in question.

Anyway, what happened was Lizzie was cycling home from work. Weaving her way through the cars. Most of the time, going faster than them. On the Ranelagh road she got caught by traffic lights. “Come on,” she muttered. “Change!”

As soon as the lights changed to green she took off like a hare out of a trap. She cycled out into the clear road, heading for home. Next thing, her bike slid on a patch of oil. In slow motion she saw herself flying straight into the path of an oncoming Volvo. She watched the wheels speed towards her. Far, far too close to her head. This isn’t happening, she thought.

A film-reel of pictures raced behind her eyes. All of them about her. Aged four, falling out of a tree. The dog she’d had when she was seven. The coolest pair of cowboy boots she’d got when she was twelve. Her first romantic kiss. Her last day at school. Meeting Neil for the first time. Moving in with him. Going to work this morning. Leaving work this evening …

And then everything stopped. No more pictures. For a few shocked seconds she lay on the greasy road. Her cheek was pressed against the tarmac. So close that she could see hundreds of pieces of tar-coated gravel. They’d been smoothed by a million car tyres. So many little stones, she thought. Then, I wonder if I’m badly injured?

Slowly, carefully, she told her leg to move. It did so without sending hot agony shooting through her. This could only be good. She tried her other leg. No pain there, either.

Testing each limb, she gingerly climbed to her feet. All the while, she expected some body-part to object. But to her relief it looked like she had no bones broken. In fact, as she checked herself, it seemed that she wasn’t even cut. How lucky was that!

It was then she saw that the driver of the car had got out. He came towards her. His face was twisted into a mask of horror.

“It’s okay,” she said, shakily. “I seem to be in one piece. Luckily!”

To make him feel better she faked a laugh. But he paid her no attention. From the shapes he was making with his mouth, he seemed to be trying to talk. But he wasn’t having much luck.

“I swear to God,” she said, “I really am fine! Don’t ask me how, but I am.”

Still he didn’t speak. Suddenly she went weak. She was hit by a longing to be at home.

She left the driver to his silent mouthing and got on her bike. By some miracle it was undented. And away she cycled. Leaving her still and bloody body lying beneath the car wheels.

As she wobbled off, she almost bumped into someone. A tall, pale figure in a long, black, hooded cape. He nodded at her in a friendly way. But she hardly noticed.

She still didn’t know what had happened. Nor did she notice the crowd of curious and worried people gathering around her body. She didn’t hear the ambulance siren in the distance. She didn’t see the huge queue of cars along the Ranelagh road. All delayed on their way home because her body was blocking the road.

But if she had, she would have burned with shame. Because she was wearing her worst knickers. They were arm-pit high and the colour of porridge. How could she not have realised that they’d get an audience? It was as good as guaranteed.

Most days Lizzie arrived home breathless and sweating, with her thigh muscles on fire. The cycling was yet another of her many efforts to get fit and skinny. Especially skinny. But today the journey felt oddly effortless. She seemed to sail along, as if the entire route was downhill.


CHAPTER TWO

At the very moment that one of the ambulance men officially declared her dead, Lizzie arrived home. She shared a flat in Rathmines with her boyfriend, Neil. They’d lived there for a year-and-a-half. It was a bit of a kip. Which hadn’t mattered so much in the first flush of love. But it had started to get on her nerves a bit lately.

She left her bicycle in the hall, and shoved her key in the lock. She took a couple of steps back, like she always did. Then she did a little run at her front door, heaving her shoulder against it. There was something wrong with the door. It kept sticking. And she kept meaning to do something about it. Like ring the landlord.

She could hear the telly. Neil was home. She looked into the front room where he was flung on the couch.

“That bloody door,” she complained. She made her voice sound light and good-humoured because she was nervous. They’d had a row that morning – yet another one. In fact things had been going badly between them for quite a while.

What it came down to was this. They’d been going out with each other for two years. And living together for eighteen months. Lizzie wanted to settle down and Neil wasn’t so keen. To put it mildly. (That was why she had other things on her mind when she was knocked down.)

She was thirty-two, and fed-up being a party girl. She wanted stability. To own their own place. To think about having children.

“That bloody door,” she said again. But Neil didn’t speak. He continued to stew on the couch like someone in a coma.

Lizzie swallowed and made herself ask, “So how was your day?” She said it gaily, happily. Trying to pretend to him that she didn’t really mind if he didn’t make a commitment to her.

Of course she minded. She minded very much.

Lizzie wasn’t the kind of woman who normally took nonsense from men. Shape up or ship out was her usual approach to romance. But the problem was that she loved Neil.

The smile died on her face as, still, he didn’t answer. In fact he didn’t even look up at her.

She hung around in the doorway, feeling frightened and foolish. She licked her dry lips and tried to think of another light-hearted remark. Nothing doing. All she could manage was to mutter, “I fell off my bike.”

Still he ignored her. Not a word of sympathy.

So that’s how bad things had become, she realised. Living under the same roof and not even speaking to each other. It hit her hard. All at once she found it difficult to breathe. She swung away from the living room and went to the kitchen. She rested her elbows on the worktop and gasped into her hands, fighting for breath. Hot sweet tea was the only thought she could latch on to. Hot sweet tea was good for shock.

She didn’t know how good it was for the end of two-year relationships, however. Somehow she reckoned she’d need more than a cup of tea. More like a bottle of wine a night every night for six months.

As she searched around in the kitchen for something that resembled sugar – she must go to Dunne’s, she must get her life in order – the phone rang.

She cocked her ear at the front room. Then she heard Neil say, “What? I don’t believe you. Oh, Jesus!” A few seconds later came the sound of the front door slamming shut (after first sticking slightly).

She ran out into the hall. What was going on? Where was he gone? She stared at the door, and thought about running after him. Then suddenly she felt too hopeless. What would be the point?

When she couldn’t lay her hands on any sugar, she gave up the idea of the hot sweet tea. She just sat on the sofa, feeling very odd. She felt cold and dopey. Her ears buzzed and she couldn’t seem to think properly. Maybe she was in shock after the accident, she decided.

Desperate for comfort, she wanted to talk to someone. So she rang her best friend, Sinead.

Sinead always made her feel better, even if she couldn’t provide words of wisdom (and usually she couldn’t). But at the very least Sinead had the decency to be almost more fed-up with her life than Lizzie. Like Lizzie, Sinead hated her job. But Sinead’s job was far more stressful than Lizzie’s. Like Lizzie, Sinead had man-trouble. But Sinead’s trouble was that she had no man at all.

But something was wrong with her friend’s phone. Lizzie could hear Sinead perfectly but Sinead couldn’t hear her, “Hello,” she kept saying, “Who is it? Is somebody there?”

“Ah, shag it,” Lizzie sighed. It wasn’t her day. She hung up and rang again, but still Sinead couldn’t hear her.

“IT’S ME,” Lizzie yelled. “I fell off my BIKE and I’m MISERABLE and Neil has gone OUT without telling me where he’s going – ”

“Look, here,” Sinead’s voice threatened, “are you the fella who wants to talk about my underwear? Because if you are, I’ve got something to say to you.”

With that, a piercing whistle screeched down the line. If Lizzie had still had an eardrum it would probably have started to bleed. Rubbing her ringing ear, she hung up. She wouldn’t be calling Sinead again this evening.

Poor Sinead, she thought. Obscene phone calls were yet another cross that she had to bear.

So now who could she talk to? She could ring her mother, she supposed. Except she couldn’t, because she’d only start giving out to her. Telling her it was her own fault she was down in the dumps. That she should never have moved in with Neil in the first place. “Why would he marry you when he’s already getting what he wants from you?” she’d say.

No, she definitely wasn’t ringing Mammy Whelan this evening. Nor was she going to ring her father. Not because he’d give out to her. Not at all! He’d barely say anything. All he ever said when she rang up was, “I’ll get your mother.” You stood a better chance of having a conversation with Shergar.

But she was mad keen to talk to someone. She’d have to ring the Samaritans at this rate. Or order a pizza just to hear a warm human voice.

But when she tried ringing the pizza delivery place, it turned out that it was her phone which was broken, not Sinead’s. She could hear the pizza man, but he couldn’t hear her. Which was funny because the phone had been fine earlier. It had obviously been working perfectly when Neil had got the call which had lifted him from the flat like a bat out of hell.

Now what, she wondered listlessly. She could always overeat, of course. Nothing like milling into a family-sized bag of crisps to keep the blues away. But there were no crisps in the flat. Worse still, she wasn’t hungry. I am in shock, she realised. Bad shock.

The only time she ever skipped her evening meal was when she went for “just the one” after work. And ended up mouldy drunk on an empty stomach by half-eight. Too jarred to hold a knife and fork, and fit for nothing except bed.

“Cigarettes!” she thought, suddenly. “They’ll do the trick. And so what if I’ve given them up.”

Now, where had she hidden her emergency supply? She tried her tights drawer. Then the press in the bathroom. Then under her bed. But no joy. Just when she was losing hope, she remembered. She ran into the lounge and threw herself on a video case. Please let this be the right one. Quickly she pulled it open. And found ten Benson & Hedges inside.

“Aha!” She kissed the box two or three times. Then she lit a cigarette and pulled on it down to her toes.

But strangely, even that didn’t make her feel better.


CHAPTER THREE

Sinead finished blowing her whistle, then she slammed down the phone. The mystery knicker-discusser hadn’t called in a while. She’d thought she’d got rid of him for good. Well, think again. Although he hadn’t sounded himself. Maybe he wasn’t well, she thought sarcastically. He hadn’t done his usual heavy-breathing routing. Or attempted a discussion on the finer points of her underwear. All she’d really been able to hear was a type of faraway keening. A distant whistling. Almost ghostly.

Suddenly she felt slightly spooked. For no reason at all she flicked a glance around the room. Almost as if she was expecting to see something. She wasn’t quite sure what. But something.

She pricked with unease, aware that she was alone in her flat. Uncomfortably aware. Then she jumped as the walls of her flat began to squeeze to the sounds of NWA booming from the flat above. Alone? She wasn’t alone. She was never alone as long as Wayne was living overhead.

Her jaw clenched tightly in familiar tension. She should move. Or complain to someone. Possibly even Wayne. But she was afraid of him. Him and his pit-bull.

The phone rang again. Quickly, she switched on her answering-machine. She wasn’t in the humour to talk to the mystery knicker-discusser for a second time this evening.

The greeting played. I’m not here right now, but please leave a message.

“Sinead,” a voice roared into the room. Sinead’s heart sank. It wasn’t the mystery knicker-discusser. She’d have preferred the mystery knicker-discusser. It was Ginger Moran, her boss.

“I know you’re there,” he bellowed into the room. “Where else would you be? Pick up the phone.”

Sinead thought about ignoring him. But she knew what he was like. He wouldn’t go away. So she gave in. She snatched up the phone and said curtly, “What?”

“What yourself,” Ginger said cheerfully.

“What are you ringing me at nine o’clock for?”

“What are you ringing me at nine o’clock for?” he repeated in a nambypamby voice.

She didn’t speak. Then he snapped into action. “You never left me the bill of lading for the tobacco shipment.”

“It’s in your in-tray.” She kept her voice even.

“Where in my in-tray?” Sinead had to stand by and listen to sounds of rustling, as Ginger pawed through sheets of paper. “Ah, I have it. See you tomorrow, don’t be late. We’ve that delivery of ball-bearings coming.”

“And thank you, too,” Sinead said sarcastically, hanging up the phone.

Sinead had worked for Ginger Moran for a very long time. Too long, she often thought. She was twenty-four when she had taken the job. Just to fill a couple of months while she decided what she really wanted to do. And here she was, eight years later, still working for him.

He ran an import-export business. It operated out of a busy office and warehouse in Ringsend. And she suspected that a lot of his business deals were very slightly illegal.

He imported knocked-off cigarettes. Or stolen Nike runners. Or fake Hilfiger T-shirts. She reckoned he’d do anything if there was a couple of bob in it.

She didn’t know why she stuck it. He was a mad-man. Demanding and narky. As well as her normal working duties, she had to do all kinds of other things for Ginger. Not just the usual stuff, like buying presents for his girlfriends. But organising dentist’s appointments. Choosing new clothes for him. Keeping him up to date with Coronation Street. And if she missed the evening episodes, he insisted that she watch the weekend omnibus.

He treated her like a mix of a wife and mother. And the worst thing about him was that he always knew when he’d pushed her too far. When that happened he’d suddenly become contrite and almost sweet. Telling her she was great. Giving her presents.

Mind you, they were only ever things like a box of stolen Nike runners. Men’s ones. Miles too big. Or a carton of fake Marlboros. Not much use to a non-smoker like herself. She’d given them to Lizzie, who had lit one and then stubbed it out straight away. “Disgusting,” she’d declared. “That’s not tobacco. They must have used tea-leaves! Or worse.”

In fairness, Ginger paid well. It was probably the one reason why she hadn’t left before now. That and the threats, of course.

“If you ever leave me, I’ll put a contract out on your life,” he often warned her. This was meant to be a compliment. “If you ever hand in your notice, I’ll kill you and then you’ll be sorry.”

Sinead half-believed him. There were enough dodgy characters in and out of the office. She was sure he’d be able to lay his lands on a hired killer if he needed one.

The phone rang once more, and Sinead tensed. Who was it this time?

“It’s me again,” Ginger bellowed. “Where’s my stomach tablets?”

Seconds after she hung up, the phone rang again. God, it was all go this evening.

This time it was Shane, an ex-boyfriend. She hadn’t heard from him in about six months.

“Come out for a drink, will you,” he asked.

“Ah Shane, I’m knackered tired.”

“How come?You’re not still working for Ginger Moran, are you?”

“And what if I am?” Sinead said, huffily. When she’d been going out with Shane, he’d slagged her constantly about being Ginger’s mammy.

“No wonder you’re knackered,” he laughed, “being on-call twenty-four hours a day.”

Well, she had to go for a drink after that. Just to show that she was able.


CHAPTER FOUR

Half an hour later she met Shane in the pub. He was a normal, nice-looking man. She was surprised by how good it was to see him. She was glad she’d made the effort to come out. She tried to remember why they’d broken up, and couldn’t.

Sinead had a small stable of ex-boyfriends. For some strange reason she was still on speaking terms with them all. She didn’t know how she’d managed that. Everyone else she knew spat when they mentioned an ex.

Maybe because none of her boyfriends had mattered that much to her. Oh, she’d liked them and all that. But not one of them had been The One.

Of course, she’d thought some of them were. When she’d first been going out with them. But it had always turned out to be a case of mistaken identity.

To be honest, Sinead wasn’t even sure if she could be bothered hoping to meet The One any more. She was weary from the whole business. And look at the misery it brought to poor Lizzie, hanging around with that Neil. He was a decent enough man – she wasn’t saying otherwise. But he was also thirty-three going on sixteen and very slow to make a commitment. She couldn’t be doing with that.

Sinead was a romantic. But not really in the hearts and flowers way. More in the broader sense of the word. She dreamt about travel and adventure. Of freedom and excitement.

And she had no doubt in her mind that it would happen for her. At some stage. But at the moment her life was more about doing the immediate things. Buying her dad’s birthday present. Washing her clothes. Hiding the grey that had the cheek to start appearing in her hair. These things had to be done. And when she was on top of everything, then she could start making her plans.

Of course, she didn’t go round thinking this. Not out loud, anyway. But humming away at the back of her mind were thoughts of another life.

Once, a couple of years back, Sinead and Lizzie had gone to get their fortunes told. And the tarot reader had told Sinead that she’d find true love and happiness in a foreign country. Lizzie had got all excited about it. She urged Sinead to jack the job in and go off on an adventure. But Sinead clung to her demanding job and her awful flat with the noisy head-the-ball living upstairs. “You can’t move countries just because some old biddy with a deck of cards says you should,” she insisted.

“I know, but you want to go,” Lizzie pleaded. “Why don’t you go and have a look? Even if you decide to hate it, at least you’ll have found out.”

“It’s low self-esteem,” Sinead had laughed. “Because I’m not worth it!”


CHAPTER FIVE

At midnight Lizzie decided she’d better go to bed. But Neil still hadn’t returned. In the cold, lonely bed, she lay staring into the darkness. There was no hope of getting any sleep. She was too worried. She had a horrible feeling that very bad things were about to happen.

Where was Neil? He’d never done this to her before. He was a decent fella. But where the hell was he? Was he with someone else? In bed with someone else?

No, she couldn’t believe that. They’d had a row, that was all. Okay, so they’d had lots of rows lately. But he loved her. He’d told her he loved her. Only that very morning.

“I just don’t want to get married,” he’d said. “We’re fine as we are.”

“But … but what would be the harm?”

“I love you,” he’d said. “You’re the woman for me. But I’m not ready for all that business. Buying a house. Having babies. Not yet.”

“But you’re thirty-three!”

“I still feel too young. Come on, Lizzie, we’ve a good life. We have a good laugh. Let’s enjoy it!”

“But …”

And then she’d said no more. Best not to push him too far.

But it looked like she might have pushed him too far. The alarm clock by her bed clicked as each second ticked by. Each tick sounded as loud as the crack of a whip. She decided she was getting a digital clock. At least they were silent.

She kept switching on the lamp to check the time. One o’clock. Half-past one. Ten past two. Each time, her panic got worse.

At five past three she heard a key in the lock, then a thump as a shoulder pushed the front door. Thank God! Thank God! He was home.

He barged into the bedroom and turned on the light. His eyes were wild.

“Where were you?” she asked. Her voice shook.

But he just stared around the room, not really looking at anything. His eyes slid over her. As if he couldn’t see her. Then, as she smelt the drink from him, she understood. He was jarred.

“Still not talking to me?” she asked. “Even though I’m worried out of my mind.”

She watched his mad eyes fix on a pile of clothes on a chair. He picked a jumper off the top of the heap. It was one of hers. Then he sank onto the bed. As she watched in disbelief, he pressed his face into it. Was he going to puke? On her good jumper?

But he didn’t. Instead Neil took a deep breath and inhaled the smell of the wool. That threw her. She hadn’t a clue what he was up to. But whatever it was, it was very odd. She eyed him, as he rocked back and forth, the jumper to his face.

After a while he got into bed, then turned off the light. Seconds later, in the darkness, she heard a noise from him. Again she thought he might be about to puke. Until she realised that he was … surely not? … crying?

The sound broke her heart.

“Let’s be friends,” she said softly. She couldn’t be doing with this fighting. She moved across the sheets and pressed herself up against his back. But he shivered like a wet dog and drew away.

Badly hurt, she moved away again.

She thought she’d never be able to sleep as she was far too upset. But she did doze off. And when she woke up, he wasn’t beside her. Terrified, she hopped out of bed and ran around the flat. There was no sign of him anywhere.

Of course, Lizzie wasn’t to know that the night before Neil had rushed over to her parents. To try to comfort them and himself. And that after he’d come to bed and nodded off, he’d only managed two hours sleep. At five a.m. he jerked awake. Wide awake, yet he still felt like he was in the middle of a horrible nightmare. When he went to the kitchen to boil the kettle, he found he couldn’t bear being alone in the flat. Especially because he didn’t really feel alone. Not after he’d found a fresh butt in the ashtray. Who had smoked that? Neil didn’t smoke. Neither did Lizzie. Lately, anyway. So who’d smoked it?

Suddenly all his neck hairs were standing on end and he was pulling on clothes and racing back to her parents.

Lizzie knew none of this. All she could see was that he was gone again. Misery wrapped itself around her like a heavy, grey cloak. Things were much worse than she’d realised. He’d never behaved like this before.

Panic rose in her throat. She had to talk to him. This had to be sorted out once and for all. She decided to ring him at work as soon as she got in herself.

Half-heartedly she got ready for work. Then she did her daily ritual of standing on the weighing scales. This was to see if the cycling was having any effect. But instead of whizzing up to nearly ten stone, the needle on the scales didn’t budge. Even when she bounced up and down, it stayed stuck at nought. Broken, she thought, like everything else in my life.


CHAPTER SIX

Neil and Lizzie weren’t the only ones who’d had a bad night’s sleep.

Sinead had spent eighty-nine minutes between three and five a.m. worrying about all the work she had to do the next day. She got back to sleep but awoke exhausted.

By eight o’clock she was at work. The phone rang at ten past. Who could be ringing so early? Ginger probably. Telling her he couldn’t remember how to breathe. Or asking her what side he parted his hair on. But it wasn’t Ginger. It was Neil. What did he want?

“I’ve some bad news,” he said.

Now what could that be? Had someone scraped the side of his car? Had Man U lost last night?

“It’s Lizzie,” he said. And immediately Sinead stopped her sarcastic thoughts. She felt a sudden and terrible fear.

“She was in an accident yesterday,” Neil said.

“Where is she?” Sinead was already pawing for her bag. “Which hospital? I’ll go now.”

“No.” Neil said. “You can’t.”

“Why not?”

“Because … because she’s …”

Dead. What a funny word it was, Sinead thought, calmly. Dead, dead, dead, dead, dead, dead, dead. It was a good word for dead. Because it sounded so dead.

Neil was mumbling into her ear about removals, funerals. But she wasn’t really listening. Her gaze was drawn to the floor beneath a filing cabinet. Look at how dusty it was. Thick with it. I suppose there wasn’t enough space to get a brush beneath it. That’d be why it’s so dusty, she thought.

“I’m at her parents,” Neil said.

“I’m coming over.”

As she was leaving, Ginger was just arriving.

“Where are you going?” he asked in alarm.

“Lizzie died,” she said, trying out the new and strange words. Then she decided to try it another way to see if it felt any more real. “Lizzie is dead.”

Ginger stared at her. “But where are you going?”

“To see her mammy and daddy. To help them and Neil with the arrangements.”

“When will you be back? We’ve that big load of ball-bearings coming in today.”

Carefully Sinead repeated, “Lizzie is dead. I don’t know when I’ll be back.”

“Er, right. Make sure you have your mobile on.” Then, too late, Ginger remembered his manners. “Sorry for your trouble,” he muttered.


CHAPTER SEVEN

The morning was very misty as Lizzie cycled to work. She had to swerve more than once to avoid hitting people. They kept stepping out into her path, as if they couldn’t see her. Puzzled, she put it down to the mist.

At the office she said a gloomy “Good morning” to Harry the porter. But he point-blank ignored her. Her throat ached with the onset of tears.

Clearly something was in the air. Brenda, her secretary, had her head on her desk and was crying for Ireland.

Further down the hall Lizzie spotted her boss, Julie. Was she imagining things or did she look very sad and grim? In fact there seemed to be an air of misery around the place that wasn’t quite the same as the usual air of misery. It had a different, deeper feel to it. Hey, Lizzie thought sarcastically, has somebody died?

When she pushed open the door of her little office, she stopped short. To her surprise, there were two people already there. They looked like social workers. The man had a beard and a brown hairy jumper. The woman had frizzy, purple hair and earrings that looked like she had made them herself. And probably out of milk-bottle tops, at that.

“Excuse me,” began Lizzie, but the male social worker stopped her.

“Hello, Lizzie,” he said gently, “my name is Jim. Why don’t you sit down. I’m afraid this may come as a bit of a shock.”

“What’s going on?”

“Please, Lizzie, it’s better if you sit down,” said Jim.

Shakily she did so. “Is it Neil? Has something happened to him?”

“No, Lizzie, I’m afraid it’s you.”

“ME?”

“Yes, Lizzie.” Milk-bottle-top woman spoke for the first time. “By the way, I’m Jan. Haven’t you noticed anything … well … a little bit odd yesterday and today?”

“No,” Lizzie said stoutly.

“Really?” Jan sounded like she didn’t believe her.

“All right, things have been a bit strange, I suppose,” Lizzie admitted, though she didn’t want to. “But only because I was in shock from falling off my bike.”

“Lizzie, I’m afraid that when you fell off your bike yesterday, you died,” said Jim.

“Well I admit I was embarrassed,” Lizzie said. “But anyone would be.”

“No, I don’t mean that you died of embarrassment,” Jim said. “I mean that you died. That you are now dead.”

Lizzie started laughing. “Ah, come on!”

“Lizzie, your reaction is quite normal.”

Lizzie’s patience snapped. This nonsense had gone on long enough. “What the hell are you talking about?” She raised her voice. “Who are you? Who let you in here?”

“We are what you might call your welcome committee,” Jan said. “Our job is to welcome you to your new place. To sort out any little problems that you might have while you settle in. And nobody let us in here. We don’t have to be let in, we can appear anywhere we like.

“Not that I’m showing off,” she added hastily. “That’s just the way it is.”

“I don’t know what drugs you’re taking, I swear to God I don’t.” Lizzie had enough on her plate with a runaway boyfriend. She felt quite unable to deal with these two oddballs. Leaping up from her chair she ran to the door and called, “Brenda.”

“No, don’t do that,” Jim said nervously. Oh dear, he had seen all this before and it still upset him. Even after all these centuries.

“Brenda!” Lizzie cried again. But Brenda – who was now typing with red eyes and sniffing and snorting like a rhino – seemed not to hear.

“BRENDA!” Lizzie shook her secretary’s shoulder. She couldn’t believe it when Brenda shivered like a jelly, but didn’t react in any other way. She didn’t even turn around. She simply continued typing.

Bloody hell! Lizzie had always known that Brenda wasn’t too quick on any uptake, but it was almost like she had gone into a trance.

Right then! Time for the heavy guns! Angrily Lizzie marched down the hall to Julie’s office. No better woman than Julie. She’d sort out these two trespassers, if anyone could. After a brief knock, she pushed the door open. Julie was having a discussion with Frank, another senior member of staff.

“I’m sorry to interrupt,” Lizzie said, “but we’ve got a problem, Houston.”

Lizzie’s voice trailed off as she noticed several things all at once. Firstly, she noticed she was being completely ignored. Secondly, she saw that her diary was open on the desk. Julie was saying to Frank, “We’ll cancel all the meetings she was due to have this week. Then we can brief Nick and let him take over …”

“What are you doing with my diary?” Lizzie’s voice was thin and high with outrage – and fear. “And why are you cancelling all my meetings? And giving my cases to Nick? I mean, what the hell is going on around here? Well?” she demanded.

Their heads remained bent over her diary. They didn’t even look up.

“Well?” Lizzie demanded again, but she had started to shake.

“How did that door open?” Julie murmured, crossing the office. She stood before Lizzie, looked her right in the eye – and right through her. Then shut the door firmly in Lizzie’s face.

For a few stunned seconds Lizzie stood, her nose almost touching the wood-veneer door. She’d been sacked. Hadn’t she?

But a horrible suspicion was growing in her mind. Getting bigger and gathering force. Something was going on. And she had an idea that, whatever it was, it was far worse than being sacked.

Panicking, she turned on her heel and ran down the hall, stopping at every office on her way. The same thing happened in each case. No one could see her and no one could hear her. When she laid her hands on people they shuddered and shivered.

Wheeling around in sweaty terror, she started back up the hall. The feelings of fear and nausea were starting to make sense.


CHAPTER EIGHT

She burst into her office, and found the two ghostly social workers still sitting there.

“I’m sorry you had to go through that,” Jan said sadly.

“No one can see me,” Lizzie screeched. She was no longer a successful insurance manager but more of a dead fishwife.

“That’s because you’re dead,” Jan agreed.

“I’m not dead, don’t be so stupid! How could I be dead?You pair of eejits, coming in here, talking crap …”

Jim and Jan let her have her little rant. They were used to this sort of thing. All part of their day’s work. It was as well to let her get her anger out of the way. Then they could talk calmly.

After a ten-minute tantrum, Lizzie paused and said sharply, “Why do you say I’m dead? Prove it to me.”

Jim and Jan looked at each other, then Jim gave Jan the nod. You tell her.

“Didn’t you notice Death the Grim Reaper standing by the accident yesterday?” Jan asked.

And once Lizzie thought about it, she did remember a tall, gloomy-looking man hanging around the accident scene.

“Well, yes,” she admitted, “but I thought he was a student collecting for Rag Week.”

“In July?” Jan asked with gentle humour.

“And no one could hear you on the phone last night,” Jan reminded her.

“The phone is broken,” Lizzie said quickly. Too quickly.

“It’s not. It was working fine when your father rang Neil to tell him you’d died. And that business with the weighing scales this morning. Spirits don’t weigh anything, you see.”

“How did you know about that?” Lizzie demanded. And then, suddenly everything became clear.

“So that’s why Neil didn’t speak to me and …”

“Yes,” Jan cut in kindly.

“Oh thank God,” Lizzie sighed. “I just thought he didn’t love me anymore. And that explains why no one saw me this morning …”

“Exactly.”

Then the truth began to hit.

“But I don’t want to be dead,” exclaimed Lizzie.

“Oh really?” Jim studied some papers on the desk. “Did you or did you not say to your boyfriend on 12th April at 7.38 a.m. ‘I hope there’s a bus crash and I’m killed on the way to work’?”

“But everyone hates their job,” Lizzie protested.

Jim continued, “Did you not just say to Sinead about the break-up of her relationship on January 27th at 9.04 p.m., ‘Life’s a bitch.’?”

“And then you become one,” Lizzie muttered. “Maybe I did.”

“Remember one time when you tried to give up smoking and couldn’t? And Sinead said to you, ‘Don’t worry, life’s too short.’ Remember?”

Lizzie nodded uncomfortably.

“Do you deny that you replied, ‘No, it isn’t, life’s too bloody long’?” Jim paused and looked gravely at her over the top of his glasses. “Need I go on?”

“Well, I didn’t mean those things … I was only joking …” she trailed off awkwardly.

A shock of terrible regret and loss swept over Lizzie. If she really was dead, there was so much that she hadn’t done. “I never had a child,” she said, sadly. “I never went to India, I never even did a bungee jump.”

Jan looked through a list on her desk and said briskly, “Yes, that’s absolutely correct.”

She ran her finger along the page and continued, “Also, you never read War and Peace. Never learnt a foreign language. Never won money on a horse. Never joined the Mile High Club. Never tasted caviar, not that you’d want to, dear, take it from me. Never returned next-door’s corkscrew after that party you had last year. Never dyed your hair red and had it cut short – and you have gone on about doing that for most of your thirty-two years, haven’t you? Never understood Cubism and …” Jan stopped suddenly, “Sorry, am I upsetting you?”

“What do you think?” Lizzie demanded.

“Sorry,” Jan said, “I haven’t been doing this for long.”

“Ah now,” Jim said. “She’s doing her best.”

“But why didn’t anyone warn me?” exclaimed Lizzie. “Why didn’t anyone tell me that I’d feel like this?”

“But you were warned.”

“WHEN?” Lizzie was horrified. To think that she could have avoided this!

“Didn’t you ever hear the saying, Life is not a dress rehearsal?” Jim prompted.

And when Lizzie thought about it, she remembered that someone had said it to her only about a week ago. She’d paid no attention to it. Well, how was she to know that she was going to die!

“And how about, You get no second chances in this life?” reminded Jan.

And yes, Lizzie had to admit that she’d also heard that little saying. A little saying that she had dismissed as annoying nonsense for most of her life.

“Not to mention, You only get one life, so make the most of it?”

“All right, all right! So I got plenty of warnings. I just didn’t know that’s what they were. I wish I had,” she said sadly. “I’d give anything to have another try. I’d really do things differently if I could go back. Just for a week. Or a couple of days. Even a few hours would do. I’d sort things out with Neil. I’d ring my father and tell him that I love him. I’ve never told him that since I was about five years old.”

Suddenly Lizzie was hit by a great idea. “Hey, is this like that film? The one with Jimmy Stewart in it?” she began, in wild excitement. “Where he said he wishes he had never been born. Then an angel makes it happen. But the world is far worse without him. So he gets to go back and he’s really glad he’s alive?” She stared at them, her face mad with hope.

Jim and Jan shared a sad look.

Jim shook his head. “You wouldn’t believe the number of people who latch onto that idea.”

“It’s a Wonderful Life, that’s what it’s called,” Lizzie said, still clinging to hope.

Jim shook his head again. “Sorry, Lizzie. I’m afraid that if you’re dead, you stay dead. There are no second chances.”

“Please,” Lizzie begged, her voice tiny.

“It’s not up to me,” Jim said.

“Ah, go on.”

“Honest. It’s not up to me. The whole point is you had plenty of time while you were alive. People only come back from the dead in children’s fairy tales. Oh yes and the Bible, of course,” he added.

Jan gave Jim an admiring look. He was so tough. Would she ever be as good as him? she wondered.

Lizzie sat very still. She was furious at the thought of all her missed chances.

“So what happens now?” she spat. Her voice shook with rage and grief. “Do I go to Hell or what?”

“Oh, I wouldn’t have thought you’d be going to Hell.” Jan looked into a file on the desk. “You haven’t led a bad life. Not entirely blameless either; I don’t think anyone will nominate you for the sainthood.”

She paused to tinkle at her own wit while Lizzie gazed at her sourly.

“Ah, sorry. Just my little joke,” Jan said, humbly. “But you have worked here for a very long time. And you did go out with an estate agent for a while. Both of these will go on your account as a credit under the ‘Hell on Earth’ scheme.”

She laughed again and Lizzie wanted to kill her. “Give me that!” She tried to grab the file.

“I’m sorry, it’s none of your business.”

“But this is my life we’re talking about!”

“Not any more, it’s not,” Jim said. “In fact, strictly speaking, it was never really your life to begin with. It was given to you on loan but could be recalled at any moment, without notice. As you found out to your cost.”

“I see,” Lizzie said bitterly.

“I was only kidding about Hell,” Jan smiled. “There’s no such place. By the way, in case you haven’t already noticed, there will be some unpleasant side effects as a result of your death.”

“Yeah like being dead!” Lizzie was in no mood.

Jan stared at her with patient and gentle eyes. Then she continued, “You might experience nausea, feelings of doom, fear and loneliness,” before adding kindly, “a bit like a bad hangover.”

Lizzie sat in sulky silence. Until, out of curiosity, she was forced to speak. “Look, what’s going to happen to me?”

“You’ll be fine. In a few days you’ll see.”

“So what am I supposed to do until then?”

“Whatever you like. Watch a bit of telly. Visit yourself in the funeral home. Or you could attend your own funeral. Most people seem to get a kick out of that.”

“When is it on?”

“The day after tomorrow. Ten o’clock. Don’t be late.”

Lizzie realised something. All her life she’d been late for everything. People were forever telling her she’d be late for her own funeral. Well, this was her chance to prove them wrong.


CHAPTER NINE

Lizzie went home. She could have stayed at work, but why should she? Especially now that they’d stopped paying her. She passed the rest of the day lying on the couch watching good crap on the telly. Oprah and Countdown and Home and Away.

Spending a day like this was the kind of thing she’d longed to do when she was snowed under with work. But now that she had all eternity to do so, it didn’t hold the same appeal. She had to admit that it wasn’t much fun being dead.

But it wasn’t all bad. On the plus side she found she didn’t need her bike to get around. She could simply appear anywhere she put her mind to. She could have gone as far away as Italy or India. She could even have popped up in Brad Pitt’s bedroom if she really wanted. But she couldn’t be bothered. She wanted to stay close to the familiar. Things were difficult enough.

Later that day, as soon as she felt up to it, she visited her mother and father. She watched her mother cry as though her heart was breaking. The guilt was terrible.

“It’s too unnatural,” her mother wept, “for a parent to bury a child.”

Like most people, Lizzie hadn’t always seen eye-to-eye with her parents. Not that they’d been at each other’s throats either. But she realised now she could have spent more time with them. Should have spent more time with them. But she had always been so busy. There was always so much to do …

She was sorry now. Very sorry. With terrible tenderness she watched her mother. She hated the wails that were being pulled from her gut. But when she tried putting her arms around her, her mother shivered as though she was freezing.

Later she went back to her flat and waited for Neil. He’d been running around all day with Sinead, organising the funeral.

When he came home that night, she tried to snuggle up to him in bed. But he shook so badly that she realised that it was better not to touch him.

The thing was, she kept forgetting she was dead. When she saw how upset Neil was by her death, she couldn’t stop thinking it was a good thing. That this was exactly what was needed to bring him to his senses. The commitment from him was as good as in the bag. Maybe they’d get married the following spring.

Then she’d think, But hold on a minute. I’m dead. How can we get married if I’m dead?

And then she was angry. She wasn’t finished yet. She wasn’t ready to let go of being alive. There was so much still to do. She was meant to live until she was at least seventy. And here she was, not even half that and already out of the game.

The following day, to pass the time, she dropped in to see herself in the funeral home. She couldn’t get over her shattered skull. “Ouch!” she winced. “Tense, nervous headache? I bet that hurt.”

And while she studied herself she realised something else. She’d been a nice-looking girl. While she’d been alive she’d never been happy with the way she’d looked. The usual list of complaints. Arse too big, boobs too small, hair too frizzy, ears too stickyouty. But she hadn’t known how lucky she was. Whatever about arses and hair and all the rest, at least her skull hadn’t been in twenty-seven separate pieces.

After that she went into work. She’d always wanted to be a fly on the wall. Just so she could find out who her friends really were. But it was no good. It was impossible to find out what any of the people she had worked with really thought of her. Because they were too busy saying all the things people say about dead people. “She was a lovely girl.” “God takes the good ones young.” “At least she lived life to the full.” “The place won’t be the same without her.”

When it became clear that no one was going to do the dirty on her, she hid a couple of highly important files. But her heart wasn’t really in it.


CHAPTER TEN

The morning of the funeral Lizzie popped along to the church to see herself lying in the coffin. Though her make-up was all right, she was very cross to see that she was wearing pink. “How could they?” She was raging. “Everyone knows it doesn’t suit me. I look like death.”

Her heart lurched when Neil appeared, looking handsome and grim in a black suit. Carefully he placed a huge wreath beside the coffin. Pity he didn’t give me those flowers while I was alive, she thought sadly. They’re very little use to me now.

At the very last minute, in ran Sinead. Sweet, sparky Sinead. “Sorry I’m late,” she gasped.

Lizzie admired Sinead’s suit. It was a nice, narrow-cut black one. But even though it was new, already the hem was hanging. Lately, Sinead always looked like she was fraying and unravelling. She needed a break.

Lizzie nearly burst with fondness – and longing. She missed her best pal. She hated not being able to talk to her. It was one of the worst things about being dead – apart from being dead, that was. With a real passion she badly wanted life to work out for Sinead. The way it hadn’t for her.

The funeral Mass turned out to be a well-attended affair – long-lost cousins and old school friends and neighbours all showed up. It wasn’t unlike Lizzie’s 21st birthday party. She really hadn’t known that so many people cared about her. She felt the by-now-familiar wash of bitter regret that she’d only found out when it was too late.

Everyone had lovely things to say about Lizzie. The priest just went to town on her. She was “kind, hardworking, a great story-teller. A good daughter, employee, friend.”

Paid her television licence. Always stood her round. As good as invented a cure for cancer.

“Ah stop.” Lizzie was hot with pride. “I’m mortified.”

Then Neil gave a speech and played a blinder. He spoke about his love for Lizzie. How he wished he’d shown it more while she’d been alive. He had them all in the palm of his hand. Seventy per cent of them were openly weeping. Then, all of a sudden, the mood of enjoyable sorrow was broken. By a horrible, quavery version of “The Camptown Races”.

Everyone present turned and glared at the scarlet Sinead.

“Sorry,” she whispered. She looked at the caller-display panel, and switched the phone off. “My boss.”

Lizzie’s aunt leant over and muttered to Michael who worked at the offlicence nearest to Lizzie’s flat, “What kind of boss rings a person when they’re at their best friend’s funeral?”

And Lizzie had to agree. It was crazy carry-on.

When the service ended Lizzie suddenly became aware of certain changes in the way she felt. The nausea and feelings of doom and isolation were definitely getting fainter. When she saw her parents and Sinead and Neil crying, the sorrow wasn’t as bad as it had been a couple of days before. Now she could watch their grief with some distance.

And as for her own, as yet unknown, future, a calmness had crept in and settled inside her.

After she’d been buried and the mourners had gone their separate ways, Jim and Jan caught up with her.

“How was your funeral?” Jim asked.

“Lovely. You’d want to have seen the crowds!”

“And how do you feel now?”

“Not at all bad, actually.”

“Great.”

“There’s just one thing …”

There usually is, their faces said.

“I feel …” she tried to find the right word, “…regret about the way I only half-lived my life …”

Jim and Jan were looking at her. Their faces were giving nothing away.

“I wish I’d known,” Lizzie pushed on. “I’d have done things differently. I’d have made the very most of my life. And I wondered if there was any chance I could tell this to … some people?”

“What people?” Jim asked. “Neil?”

“Well, I’m not so worried about him. Neil is very good at living life to the full. It’s why he didn’t want to marry me – that’s very clear to me now. No, the person I was really thinking of was Sinead.”

Jim and Jan raised their eyebrows at each other. “Why not?”

“So what should I do? I don’t want to scare her.”

“Grand. Well, appearing in a dream is a popular way.”

“Can I pop by and visit my parents too?”

“Ah, sure, you might as well.”

“And Neil?”

“Go on then. While you’re at it.”


CHAPTER ELEVEN

First Lizzie visited her parents and had a lovely talk with both of them at the same time. She told them to make the most of the many years they had left. Then she told them that she was fine and that she loved them both. “Even me?” her dad pressed. “Even though I never spoke to you when you used to ring up.”

“Of course.”

“That’s nice,” he murmured.

“Shergar,” she added.

“Ah stop,” he said.

“I’m only messing. Bye Mum, bye Dad.”

In the morning they both remembered their dream in exactly the same way. Right down to the smallest detail.

“She called you Shergar,” Mrs. Whelan said.

“She did,” Mr. Whelan agreed.

They both agreed that she had actually visited them. It gave them some comfort, over the days and weeks and months ahead, when the grief got too much to bear.

Next on Lizzie’s list was Neil.

“I should have loved you better,” he said. “I didn’t mean to be unkind. You know …”

“… that was the last thing on your mind. Have some respect for the dead,” Lizzie chided with good humour. “Spare me the song lyrics.”

“Sorry. I did love you, I just wasn’t very good at showing it.”

“Well, you’ll know better the next time.”

“Will there be a next time?”

“Oh yes.”

“With you?”

“Cripes no. Someone else.”

“And you don’t mind?”

“Not in the slightest.”

“Janey, there is a God.”

Last call to Sinead.

“How’s it going,” Sinead said sleepily. “But you’re meant to be dead.”

“Oh, I am,” Lizzie agreed. “I just wanted to have a quick word. I’d like you to do something for me.”

“What’s that?”

“Don’t wait until you’re dead to want to live your life. Just do it. Go to Italy or Greece or Paris or somewhere. You’re always saying you’re going to.”

“Only when I’m drunk,” Sinead mumbled. “And what would I live on?”

“Teach English. Work in a bar – it doesn’t matter. Making a living isn’t the important thing. Living is.”

“Easy for you to say. You’re dead.”

“That’s right, and I should know.”

“I’m very busy right now,” Sinead said. “But I’ve got plans. For when the time is right.”

“Life is what happens while we’re busy making plans,” Lizzie said smugly.

“You’ve changed,” Sinead complained. “You usen’t be such a know-all.”

“That’s being dead for you,” Lizzie said cheerfully.

“Do you mind?” Sinead mumbled. “Being dead?”

Lizzie thought about it. The changes that had happened after the funeral had continued. The white, numb feelings of peace had grown stronger. Even the urgent need to talk to Sinead had calmed down a lot.

“I’m fine,” she promised Sinead. “Now swear to me that you’ll tell Ginger Moran to stick his job. Go on, life isn’t a dress rehearsal.”

“I’ll think about it. Call again,” Sinead invited sleepily.

“No. This is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.”

“Okay,” Sinead said slackly and fell back to sleep.

Her last visit completed, Lizzie was feeling wonderful. Far better than any dead person had a right to feel, she thought. So what happens next?

She looked down at her body, and was in no way surprised to see that it was gone. There was just silvery air where once she had been. The fantastic feeling of well-being built and swelled. She was calm, she was safe, she was joyous. And there was no alarm when she felt her spirit melting. Something rushed through her, then the last of Lizzie was speeding away like a genie spinning back into the bottle. Yet she sparkled through everything in a tingle of glitter. Reforming and reconnecting. Into every drop of rain, every blade of grass, every word spoken.

Blissful, happy, ever-present nothingness. White-out.

Sinead woke up to a moment’s blessed blankness, then she remembered that Lizzie was dead. But it didn’t crash in on top of her like a belt from a hammer, the way it had done the last two mornings. She was surprised by how calm she felt.

A vague memory of a dream floated about in her head. She couldn’t manage to hold onto it. But it was something nice, something good … And a strange peace worked it’s way through her.

Until she began to get ready for work, that is. The memory of Ginger ringing her at Lizzie’s funeral made her furious.

“That bloody job,” she raged. “That bloody Ginger. I’m going to leave. One day I’ll just hand in my notice and then he’ll be sorry. I really will. One day soon.”

Her head filled with Italian images. Mornings lit by yellow sunshine. Purple flowers against a wall so blindingly white it hurt to look at it. Lying in hot, gritty sand with some unknown, perfect man.

“One day,” she promised herself grimly, as she tried to find something to wear to work.

She rooted around in her linen basket, looking for her cleanest dirty shirt. Suddenly, a perky thought lit up out of nowhere. The time is now. The time is always now.

Actually, I won’t hand in my notice some day, she thought, her heart soaring. I’ll do it today.
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