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These our actors,

As I foretold you, were all spirits and

Are melted into air, into thin air

The Tempest, Act IV, scene i
















The Posthumous Adventures of Harry Whittaker


Thursday

‘... and now... yes... news just in. We’re getting unconfirmed reports that actor Harry Whittaker has been rushed to hospital after collapsing on set. Stay tuned and we’ll keep you updated as we hear more.’

‘Sadly, we now have confirmation that Lord Harold Whittaker is critically ill after suffering what is thought to be a heart attack while filming King Lear. Well-wishers are gathering outside St Thomas’ Hospital, London, anxious for news. Over now to our reporter, Gerry Matterson.’

‘Thank you, Bridget. I’m at St Thomas’ Hospital amidst what I expect you can hear is a large crowd, many of whom are in tears, fearing the worst. Lord Whittaker, who last year was awarded the Order of Merit, may be eighty-two, but he remains probably the most gifted actor the world has yet known...’




Harry

I snap awake into startling light. An emergency room in sharp focus. Uproar and commotion, doctors battling to save me. But thank my stars, what relief, I’ve survived! I am going to be fine, I just know it. The pain is gone, vanished completely, and now... 

Now there’s a glorious absence of feeling, almost as if I were—

‘Stand back,’ shouts the consultant, and I glance down and see—oh horrible—a purple face, eyes blank and empty, only inches away. A white-bearded old man in a frightening state, sprawled in the chaos, jolted by the shock to his chest. 

He is me. There’s no way to deny it. I struggle to yell but no sound emerges. Lips, teeth, vocal chords—save me, where are they? 

The old man still has them. His mouth, sagging open, contains them. Quick, quick, I must get back inside. I will myself forward, and yes, willing it carries me nearer. Let me in, let me in... but how?... there’s no way...

The crash team share my feverish need. They have magic and hope in their eyes. Come on, you can do it, I would roar if I could. The great man isn’t gone—this can’t be the end of him. Surely they can thump and shock him awake? 

The consultant is speaking. ‘No use. All agreed?’ A young nurse comes running, bringing adrenalin, but he waves her aside. He’s checking his watch and announcing the time, while the nurse’s brown eyes fill with tears.

Not agreed, I am trying to shout. Where’s my own doctor? Then, Hey, be careful! The consultant’s hand zips past me—or was it through me?—reaching to give the nurse’s shoulder a squeeze, and—No, wait—now he’s closing the eyes I’m still urging to focus and blink, the mouth that should be protesting. He’s drawing the tattered remnants of an Elizabethan shirt over the frail, bruised chest.

I’m dead, that’s what he’s saying, yet here I am, seeing and hearing like the head of a guillotined man. A few seconds is all I have left. Any moment now I’ll lose consciousness forever. Or else, please, he is wrong and my heart will flicker back into life. Wake up. Don’t leave me.

‘Okay,’ he says. ‘I’d better speak to the press. Or is that for you, John?’ 

‘We’ll split it,’ says a suit by the door. 

I’m still very much here, lucid, alert, staring at the corpse with its closed eyes and mouth. Somehow it seems I’ve survived.

The consultant’s not staring. He’s sliding an arm around the brown-eyed nurse. His eyes offer her sympathy, but there’s a tell-tale glint too. You just let me die, you incompetent bastard, and you’re thinking of sex?

He lets go of the nurse. He’s slipping on a jacket and tie, checking his hair in the mirror above the basin, and now off he sweeps, solemn-faced, followed by the whole faithless, frivolous lot of them, busily thumbing texts to their friends. 

I want to see the press too, but I can’t bear to abandon my poor body, not yet. Only the nurse stays behind—Ellen, I read on her name badge—shooting a secret smile at the mirror before starting to put the equipment away.

Her face becomes grave as she turns to her patient. Gently, reverentially, she begins to smooth and straighten this dead man who no longer is me. And hush now and look, just look at him. Lord Whittaker on his death bed. It’s heartbreaking how ruggedly handsome he’s becoming with a bit of buttoning and combing from Ellen. The purple will fade; he’ll be a touch bloodless and waxen, but nothing a good makeup artist won’t be able to deal with. Eighty-two years of age, yes, but strong-limbed and stern-featured, with a full head of white curls. 

Sorrow engulfs me. I can’t bear that he’s dead.

The nurse bends nearer, caressing his cheek with the back of her hand. Bless you, Ellen. I approach close as close, adrift in her breath, fanned by her eyelashes. With a smile, a steady gaze, a few velvet words, I shall charm her. 

The shock hits me again. I have no smile to offer. No words. There is my body, and here... here is... what am I? She has drawn a sheet over the face and is speaking on the phone to the mortuary, but I’m desperate with concentration, frantic again for him to wake. He must stir, must reach out for her fingers and bring them to his lips, whispering, ‘Dearest Ellen, don’t be alarmed. Your tenderness has saved me.’

Not a twitch, not a tremor. He is dead meat, a carcass, unable to be anyone’s lover. I would kick him, but he has my feet. Damn it, there’s no way to channel my frustration. For what worse fate could befall me than to be stripped of my physical self? ‘The world’s greatest ever actor’, isn’t that what The Sunday Times said? Only today I was the embodiment of Lear, beyond any mere ‘actor’, the old king himself, and now? 

God, I need a drink.

The door opens, and in come two porters and, at last, a familiar face. It’s my neighbour Simon Foyle of all people, red-eyed and blowing his nose. His shirt strains to contain his belly; his polished head reflects the hospital lights. Trust Simon to come haring up from Brighton—he must have heard of my collapse on the news.

One of the porters pulls down the sheet. ‘Has he been identified?’

Ellen shakes her head. ‘Hardly necessary.’

‘I’ll do it,’ says Simon. ‘That’s Harold Whittaker.’ 

He speaks my name with such gentleness. Hey, Simon, I want to say. Up a bit. Left a bit. Here I am. Look at me. Please.

‘Are you next of kin?’

‘Just a friend.’ He produces the business card of his failing antiques shop, but nobody bothers to take it. He has me feeling more cheerful, he is such a buffoon. 

‘They shouldn’t have let you in, then,’ says Ellen.

‘There was no one to stop me. They’re all out at the front with the TV cameras.’ He stares miserably at the card and returns it to his pocket. ‘I’m not sure who the next of kin would be. Harry had no children or other family as far as I know, and his ex-wives all hate him.’ 

Hey, would you care to rephrase that? 

‘Do you want some time alone with him?’

He hesitates.

Ah, please, let’s skip it, Simon. Heaven knows how you’ll embarrass yourself. Declare your long-held secret love for me in all probability. You’ve been on the verge of it for years. Pull yourself together, man.

He shakes his head mournfully. ‘Kind of you, nurse, but no need.’ 

Did he hear me? Sense me? He peers into the face, takes one of the hands between his, and whispers, ‘Goodnight, sweet prince.’

Could be worse, I suppose. For this cliché, much thanks. 

His tears leak and run down his cheeks, and all at once I’m comprehending the enormity of what has happened. Simon is the first of thousands, maybe millions, who will gush oceans of tears. Already it’s starting as the consultant delivers his news to a crowd of reporters and well-wishers. The most beloved actor in the history of stage and screen is dead. Cue blanket coverage across every television and radio channel, a tsunami of tributes engulfing the networking sites. It’s Julian who should be here, managing the story, not Simon—where the deuce is my agent when I most need him?

The porters are moving in on the body, but I’ve no more desire to watch. The show here is over; it’s time to embrace my new role. Though I scarcely know what I am, things may not be so bad. A confirmed atheist, who expected nothing but nothingness, wakes up in an afterlife bristling with possibilities. I shall head out to the crowd, find some journalists, hear their sombre reports to camera, beamed live to the nation, multiplying across the internet. Then, what is to stop me? I can go anywhere, eavesdrop on anyone, see if not touch the most beautiful women—

But help, what is happening? Try as I may, however I think it, I cannot get away from the body. I can glide along to its feet, splayed in the grey silk socks I put on this morning. I can turn, rise two feet in the air, and float back again to its head. I can insinuate myself under the sheet and slip out again, but I cannot escape it. The porters are wheeling it from the room, across to a lift, and off I go with it, like a helium balloon on a string.

Hang on. Stop. Help me please, Simon, Ellen. This cannot be right. 




Richard

The pink hair drew his eye, and whenever he glanced across she was watching him too. She pretended she wasn’t. Her gaze slid to the window or dropped to her magazine, whose headlines promised latest stories about celebs on The Reality Channel. It was the second time she’d been in today, and she’d made this banana milkshake last half an hour. 

Richard scoured mugs and plates in the sink. He liked to keep busy even when there was nothing to do. As he reached for the tea-towel, he decided to tease the girl just a little. Spinning round, he caught her eyes on him again, and his wink had her blushing almost the same shade as her hair.

Seventeen at a guess, eighteen at most, with the faces of some indie band blazoned across her top. Where were her mates? At her age, all of twelve years ago, he’d spent his time drifting about the south coast with four other lads, puffing at cigarettes and lurking in bus shelters, plotting revolution or outdoing each other with fantasies of world travel. From Alaska to Zimbabwe. Up the Amazon and down the Zambezi. He’d been doing the alphabet thing again recently, surfing the internet, telling himself it was high time he saw some of these places for real. Last night he’d googled Antigua because he’d reached ‘Z’ and had to start back at ‘A’. He’d lost himself in images of white sand and pastel blue water. ‘Luxury Caribbean getaway,’ said Wikipedia. Tonight he’d take a look at some Bs. Bhutan, for example. Where was that? Who lived there? What did it look like? And Bangkok of course, firmly on his must-visit list.

He vigorously dried the last plate. Come on, Worthing! Great coffee and cake to be had here. Shake the rain from your umbrellas and take the weight off your feet. One milkshake was hardly keeping his struggling café afloat. The place would be empty right now if it weren’t for the girl and Maurice, his only regular, who whiffed a bit and tied his trousers with string. Maurice was slumped in the torn leather armchair in the library corner, with an empty mug at his elbow, deep in the café copy of War and Peace. 

Richard sighed. Something had to be done. He must stop losing money and start making some. He was nearing his overdraft limit and his credit card balance was frightening. How adventurous he’d felt at twenty-six, quitting his job as a barman, renting these tatty premises not far from the pier, starting his own café, all set to make money to finance his travel plans. That was four years ago and look where it had got him. He’d promised himself he would start travelling before he turned thirty, but the deadline had crept up and slipped past several months ago, and here he still was. He should face facts, cut his losses, sell the equipment, give notice to the landlord. 

And then what? His mate Joe, who’d moved on from bus shelters in Worthing to marriage and babies in Wimbledon, had suggested a driving job—removals or minicab. Good idea. Anything would do to get himself solvent enough to go travelling. 

June was a daft time of year, though, to quit making milkshakes. The sun would surely break through tomorrow.  It made more sense to keep going until the dark evenings closed in, to have one final crack at turning a profit. Wi-Fi, for example. Several customers had asked about Wi-Fi. He made a note on the pad by the till. 

Location was the problem he never could solve. Barely thirty paces from where the day-trippers strolled, he might as well be half a mile inland for all the passing trade he attracted. These last three mornings he’d set up a pavement board on the seafront with a big red arrow: ‘This way to THE ECLECTIC CAFÉ for great coffee, friendly service and book exchange.’ It had brought in several customers. None today though, except possibly the girl. Perhaps the board had blown over. ‘Back in a tick,’ he said, heading for the door.

He sprinted up to the promenade through the unseasonal drizzle and found the board gone, not a trace. No amount of scanning right and left persuaded it to materialise. Some bastard had stolen it. Twenty quid wasted. 

He was hit by a gust of cold rain. Dismal and damp in his happy-face T-shirt, he ran back to find the girl in a fluster, barely knowing where to look or what to do with her hands, while Maurice chewed manfully, his cheeks stuffed like a hamster’s. The top chocolate brownie had gone.

‘Brilliant. Help yourself, Maurice, why don’t you?’

Maurice buried his face in Tolstoy, his Adam’s apple working overtime. 

One pound twenty. Richard bit the words back. The brownies would only go stale; the bastard might as well eat them. He retreated to his stool by the espresso machine and concentrated on elsewhere. Anywhere else.

None of his mates had got far. Joe had migrated the fifty miles up to London, not to Moscow or Singapore. Keith had fallen for a French day-tripper and was now living in Calais, big deal. And the other two had gone nowhere, one a chef, one a council clerk, sucked into being wage-slaves in Shoreham and Brighton. It was high time he set an example. If only he could pay off his debts. If only he were free of his mother. 

She’d rung twice already today, guilt-tripping him that she hadn’t seen him since whenever last week. ‘I’ll try to come over on Monday,’ he’d told her, but ‘try’ wasn’t good enough: she’d demanded a promise.

He might as well see her; there’d be nothing much else to do. Monday was a dead day for trade, Claire worked Monday evenings, and the lads rarely got together now except at weddings and christenings and on Facebook. The two in Worthing were too busy with their kids and their jobs to meet up for a pint any more. They spent their free time assembling flat-pack furniture or rooted to sofas watching widescreen TVs. 

Richard rocked on his stool, flicking at the counter with a dishcloth. He was heading the same way, spending far too much time in front of Claire’s television. The three months since he’d met her already felt like forever. Okay, she was a good laugh—sexy, affectionate and cheerful. She ticked all the boxes, but, being honest, rather than have his boxes ticked on the eastern fringes of Worthing, he would so much prefer to be packing a rucksack and booking a flight.

The girl was still ogling him. For all her squirming and twitching, she hadn’t taken advantage while he was out. There was only one brownie gone and Maurice wouldn’t have shared it. He ought to be chatting to her, charming her, winning her repeat custom. Chin on hands, elbows on counter, he smiled. ‘At a loose end, eh? No sunshine?’ 

She blinked and nodded, then set about twiddling her straw, lifting it to suck from the bottom, her eyes darting like fish in a rock pool. He put a second brownie on a plate, lifted the counter-flap and headed towards her. ‘Have this one on me—Hey!’

Jumping up in surprise, she’d sent her glass flying, spattering the remains of the milkshake across the floor. 

‘For fuck’s sake,’ growled Maurice.

‘Omigod, I’m so sorry,’ she wailed. 

She helped him mop up, pouring out more apologies while he told her it didn’t matter at all. Then she moved herself and her magazine nearer the counter, to the table with the chipped Formica top and the wonky leg, where she sat, smiling shyly. ‘I’m not clumsy, I promise.’

‘You’re forgiven. I startled you. Come again. Bring your friends.’

A grin lit up her face. She was easily pleased.

Climbing back on the stool, he examined the café’s distorted reflection in the chrome of the espresso machine. Maurice was yawning, turning a page, drawing the girl’s attention for a moment before her gaze crept back to Richard. 

Jeez, he was bored, and what was he playing at? His mother was the real problem, not the café or money. ‘Man, you need to get out of there,’ Joe had said last time they’d talked on the phone. ‘What kind of thirty-year-old is held back by his mother?’ 

Richard had no answer. Joe was right, yet she made it impossible. Each time he spoke of selling up to go travelling she visibly shrank. Her eyes started hunting for comfort among her useless possessions. She would go out with her shopping bags, foraging for more things to add to the hoard, and he would worry that she was pilfering again.

She had no need to steal—his grandparents had left her well off. Emotional blackmail it was, pure and simple, with always the same choice. He could give up his life to his mother, promise never to leave, and then she’d be happy, stop stealing, eat properly, behave halfway normally. Or he could leave, and she would unravel and end up in prison or worse. She was scarcely less dependent on him now than she’d been before his one and only school trip, clinging to his hand in the bus station, shaming him in front of his friends. He’d had to lead her away, calm her down, then surprise her with, ‘Got to go,’ making a dash for the bus just as its doors were closing and the driver was revving the engine. ‘Mummy’s boy, mummy’s boy,’ some joker had chanted. The thump he’d dealt him cost Richard his freedom. He’d been grounded all day with the teachers while the other kids had roamed free in Boulogne and practised their French.

Maurice farted, then sighed and shambled off to the loo. He consumed more toilet paper than coffee. Richard shared an exasperated look with the girl, then put his forehead on the counter and contemplated his trainers. Get a grip. Keep things in proportion. Make a plan.

His mother was insecure—that was the problem he needed to tackle. He must swallow his impatience, stop getting into arguments with her, visit at least once a week, show her he cared. Then fly off somewhere for just a few days, bringing her back an extravagant present. Once she’d survived that, then, softly, softly, a longer trip, a week or two maybe without triggering a maternal meltdown. Building up gradually to the big one.

He looked up from his shoes. Rain nagged at the window; gusts rattled the door. Nearly four o’clock. There’d be barely anyone on the front now, just a few intrepid souls in cagoules.

For starters, he’d stop mentioning Claire to his mother—the idea of a rival unsettled her. Perhaps he should break with Claire anyway. It was getting way too domestic.

The bell tinkled, and in blew a dishevelled woman, fortyish. ‘Do you have soup? I need soup.’

Wi-Fi and soup. ‘Not yet. Next week,’ he said brightly. ‘How about a mocha with whipped cream to be going on with?’ 

‘If that’s all you’ve got.’ She scowled, shaking out her umbrella and dumping herself on the garden chair by the barrel table. ‘Oxtail I was gasping for, or tomato. Something savoury, nourishing.’ She wasn’t looking at him, just grumbling into thin air, pulling earbuds and wires from her bag. 

Delivering the mug to her, he smiled. ‘Are you local?’

‘What?’

‘Or just here for the day?’

She yanked out an earbud. ‘I’m trying to listen.’ 

Richard’s mobile vibrated. He glanced at the screen. Jesus, Mum, three times in one day? He would be there on Monday, he would be nice to her on Monday, what more did she want? He shoved the phone back in his pocket and drew up a chair beside the girl with pink hair. ‘Come on, talk to me. What’s your name?’

‘Tiffany.’

‘And don’t worry, it’s fine, but I’m curious—why keep staring at me?’ 

She was blushing again, mumbling something.

‘What? Who?’

She showed him pictures in her magazine. Some contestant she was keen on in Tomorrow’s Tycoon. ‘You remind me of him.’ 

Richard pulled a face. He hated everything to do with celebrity. His personal brushes with it had put him right off. 

The girl blinked at him. ‘I never usually break things.’

‘It’s fine. I believe you.’

‘I told him he shouldn’t,’ she whispered.

‘Come again?’

‘The chocolate brownie. I told him.’

‘Doesn’t matter. Bigger problems. Forget it.’

A teenager with a crush on him was the last thing he needed. He got up from the table.

‘I could help you,’ she blurted.

‘Sorry?’

‘Be your waitress.’

Without thinking he laughed, then saw the hurt in her eyes. ‘It’s not you, Tiffany. I can’t afford help, is the truth. The café’s bust, or nearly.’ 

‘But that’s fine.’ She leaned forward. ‘Just a few quid now and then. No tax nor nothing.’

He shook his head. ‘It’s a nice thought, but—’ 

‘No!’ said the soup woman.

He swung round. This was none of her business.

‘I don’t believe it.’ She was looking at Tiffany, an earbud in each hand. ‘Harold Whittaker’s dead.’ 

Richard froze, shocked. 

‘Who?’ said Tiffany.

‘A heart attack,’ said the woman. ‘Just like that. Here one minute, gone the next. Isn’t that awful?’

The air buzzed around him. He opened his mouth, but no words came out. 

‘Who’s gone?’ said Maurice, coming back from the loo.

‘Harold Whittaker. It was just on the news. I can’t bear it. I really loved him.’

Maurice looked sceptical. ‘You knew Harold Whittaker?’

‘Not personally, obviously, but everyone knows him.’

Maurice dismissed her with a grunt and re-opened his book. Richard made it unsteadily back to the espresso machine, where he stared at the pad that said Bhutan, Wi-Fi, oxtail, tomato.

‘Oh, you mean that old actor bloke?’ said Tiffany.

‘Everyone! You see what I’m saying?’ said the woman. She’d come to the counter and was appealing to Richard. ‘Such a huge talent, such a beautiful man. I fell for his Mr Rochester when I was fifteen. You agree with me, don’t you?’ 

‘About what?’ he said, dazed. 

‘For goodness sake.’ She threw up her hands. ‘Are you all stupid? I’ll have one of these.’ She paid for a slice of carrot cake and took it back to the barrel. ‘How dreadful,’ she grumbled. ‘They’ve been dropping like flies lately.’

‘Who have?’ said Tiffany.

‘Famous people. It jolts you. Shows it can happen to anyone.’ She put her earbuds in and subsided.

Richard took a breath, fighting to steady himself. For these three the moment was passing, nearly forgotten. The woman sipped her coffee, Maurice read Tolstoy, and Tiffany stared out at the rain, tugging at a strand of pink hair.

His mobile hummed in his pocket. Mum again, and now he knew why. His father was dead.

He couldn’t face her hysteria. Let the call go to voicemail. Switch the phone off. He was desperate now to be out of here, alone, to see the news pictures and think and feel for himself.

Quickly, into the back room for the spare keys and the end-of-day checklist. Could he trust her? He’d just have to chance it.

‘So, Tiffany,’ he said as he came out. ‘Still want to be a waitress?’

Her jaw dropped.

‘We’ll talk details tomorrow. I trust you. Lock up for me. I have to be somewhere else now.’ 

She was on her feet, her eyes shining. The soup woman and Maurice were staring. He tossed her the keys and the checklist. ‘Guard the brownies,’ he said, and he was out of there fast.


Friday

Harry

I have to get out of here. Please, someone, let in the noise and the light. How long has it been? Will I be imprisoned for days? I can’t stand it.

I thought I might self-destruct with the effort of trying to detach from my poor body as they unceremoniously stripped it, shrouded it in a green sheet and slid it, feet first, into this mortuary fridge. All struggle was useless. Whipped in along with the body as the door clanged to, here I have been ever since, unable to see a thing, feel a thing, not even the cold. All I feel is the time, only the time, passing so slowly it barely passes at all. Second, by second, by second, by second. Please, people, where are you? Come back.

Or no, rather let me wake into a new, normal day, with a full bladder and arthritic knees, the weight of the cat on my chest, his meaty purr in my face. Release me from this torture.

That absolute shit of a director! This is his doing. I was on set, clasping Cordelia’s limp body to my heart and giving voice to my grief as if no one had found the words before. Never, never, never, never, never. I was strong, at the height of my powers. I would be alive now if that idiot hadn’t kept calling for retakes and presuming to offer me notes. The jumped-up little Yank has no more notion of how to play Lear than I have of managing lighting technicians, and I was making damn sure he knew it when the vice closed on my chest. Then, too late—searing pain, pandemonium. Shouting and running, hands pulling at me, an ambulance, more shouting, noise, burning lights, and all the while the pain worsening, worsening, unable to breathe—

And now?

Silence. Impenetrable darkness. What can I do to shake off these slow seconds? I crave unconsciousness, no matter what dreams may come. The lurid colours of nightmare would be preferable to this black reality. Yet how to find sleep with no eyelids to close, no grey matter to alter its rhythms? 

I’ve endeavoured to soothe myself by revisiting the great roles I’ve inhabited, the lines I’ve breathed life into, but such memories only serve to frustrate me. I should be out there now where I belong, soaring away, my face tilted towards the gods, each man and woman in the audience believing I’m speaking to him or her alone. I was made to perform—it was mine, it was mine. 

I’ve recited lullabies, counted sheep, even tried plain, everyday counting: one, two, three, four... as far as six hundred, where I gave up in disgust, weary of the indifference of numbers and still wide awake. I would not spend another such a night, though ’twere to buy a world of happy days. I can recall an immensity of Shakespeare, yet I cannot sleep. What am I, pure mind?

In which case, meditation—perhaps that’s worth a try. I learned it, way back in the sixties, from wife number two, who wore beads and kaftans, baked hash cookies and rocked, vacant-eyed, to sitar music. Tiresome woman, yet her meditation techniques had the power to calm me. Haven’t had call for them in years. So... yes... empty my mind, think only of...

What? Not my breathing, for I’ve no breath to observe, no inhale, no exhale. A mantra then. Think only of ‘om’. Take it slowly now.

Om...

Om...

Second, by second, by second, but no, damn it, the knack of the thing eludes me. My thoughts take on the tormenting rhythm of time. There’s no escape from the silence, the darkness. Surely someone or something is listening? Please help me, show me how to get out of here. I concentrate my entreaties in what I hope is the general direction of ‘up’, but no answer comes. Truly, this is my dark night of the soul.

An eternity passes before I hear movement outside, my hearing sharp as when I was a child. Voices: good mornings and groans about needing coffee. Ah, please, soon, let me out.

‘They’re here,’ someone says.

‘That’s quick. Is he ready?’

And thank God, at last comes the crank of the handle and a flood of light. A young man and a young woman in facemasks are hauling me out. Sight, sound and people. Oh thank you, thank you.

My one-time self looks quite dreadful, his mouth a grimace, his flesh whitish-blue. I’m racked with renewed pity and sorrow for him, with anguish at his being dead and lost to me. But stop this, there’s no time for anguish, because now or never I must get away from him. I retreat to his toes from where I attempt to launch myself at the girl who is straightening his shroud. My mind stretches with certainty towards her sweet, pretty face. It has to be possible. She turns to walk away, and I’m with her, yes, nestling into the nape of her neck—But no, so far and no further. The girl has gone and I’m left behind, still tethered somehow, reading ‘Harold Whittaker’ on the label on a frozen big toe.

What in hell use is it being a ghost if I can’t leave the corpse? I scan the mortuary for fellow spirits who may be able to advise me or show me the way, but if any are here, they’re as mute and invisible as myself. All I see are more youngsters in white coats and a couple of black-suited fellows manoeuvring a metal trolley in through the door. 

‘This ’im, then?’ says one of them. ‘Whittaker?’

‘That’s right.’

‘Some famous geezer, they said. Gold star treatment. We’re taking ’im off to be buffed up and coiffured. Full malarkey.’

They’re signing for my body, shifting it to their trolley and wheeling it away through the door they came in by, while I follow helplessly, doomed to play Siamese twin. 

We’re soon out in the daylight, in a yard where the insistent nag of a rapper drifts from a parked grey van. Bedraggled London pigeons huddle on a wall, above which there’s a glimpse of blue sky streaked with vapour trails. Cold rain marked my death yesterday, but today sunshine pours down on the living. I make frenzied attempts to soar free. Why can’t I? What’s stopping me? I’m like a hawk brought up short by his jesses. 

The undertakers pause to light cigarettes. One of them lifts the green sheet and peers at my face. ‘Dead famous apparently.’

‘Some actor,’ says the other. ‘Non-stop leg-overing, his ex-wife says ’ere. Probably bust a gut chugging Viagra.’ 

The tabloid he pulls from his pocket has the headline HARRY DIES ON THE JOB. It pictures me in a recent cast photo, fronted by my nemesis, the director. I’m looking, not at him or into the lens, but at the buxom blonde who plays Goneril. Her eyes shine at the camera, her lips are parted like Marilyn Monroe’s, and I’m caught in a moment of what looks like lechery.

Nonsense, all nonsense. How the camera can lie. It’s the assistant producer I’ve been bedding, a rather bookish brunette, not some ten-a-penny starlet. But ah God, now it hits me as if for the first time: I shall never hold a woman again.

The insolent man has lifted the shroud further and is having a good stare at my poor frozen penis. ‘Makes you wonder where it’s been.’

‘And why the fuck they bothered,’ sniggers the other.

Disgraceful. Outrageous. I make futile attempts to snatch the sheet back, but it slips to the ground as they open the van doors and shoot me onto a shelf—Hey, be careful—and dear me, there are other dead people in here. The hand of a young black man dangles above me. One of the men scoops it up, back to its shelf, and wedges it there. Across the aisle a grubby, grey sheet has slipped to expose an old woman whose flesh is the colour of rotting potatoes, whose head is little more than a skull. Her rictus displays gumless yellow teeth, and her shrivelled chest is exposed. Dear God, will I too come to this? 

‘Fuck me, what a stink,’ says one of them, flapping his hands at her. It dawns on me I’ve no sense of smell. 

The other flicks at a nipple. ‘Grab an eyeful of titty, Harry-me-laddo. Let’s see you get it up now, eh?’ 

I rage uselessly as they hoot with laughter. They’re collapsing the trolley and stowing it, screwing my shroud into a ball and tossing it at me, before banging the doors shut, cutting off the rapper’s drone. The van rocks as they climb aboard, and then we’re away, pulling out of the yard and driving stop-start in what sounds like heavy traffic. Where are they taking me?

The black hand comes loose again, bouncing, then swinging past me, fingers curled as if to scoop me from the air. It misses me by a whisker, sending me diving for cover. Death mocks me at every turn. In twenty-four hours I’ve been demoted from Shakespearean tragedy to a second-rate zombie movie. 

There’s a mystery here, though, because how did I see the arm fall? No connecting window looks through to the cab. The mere sliver of a gap beneath the van doors can’t account for this visibility. The golden air softens the dead woman’s features and lends a great thespian’s nakedness some vestige of dignity. Where’s the light coming from?

My attention is drawn to the upper shelf opposite. I thought it was empty, but something is stirring. A person sits upright, swings his legs to and fro and stretches his arms. A youth with blond curls, dressed incongruously in smart pinstriped trousers and an unironed T-shirt that says: What we think, we become. His feet, dangling above the old woman, are bare. His toes are a refreshingly healthy pink and the toenails are gilded. His smile is cherubic and aimed straight at me. I’m in no doubt he can see me. At last my beseechings are answered. Whoever or whatever is in charge has sent some angelic underling to welcome me into the hereafter. High time too, but what a scruff. Could they spare no one more senior?

What a relief!

‘I can well imagine it must be,’ he says. 

He can hear me, or read me somehow. Wonderful! I miss the timbre and power of my matchless voice, and it requires mental effort to converse in this way. Still, needs must.

‘You cannot possibly imagine the frights I’ve been having, young man.’ I form the thoughts frantically and throw them towards him. ‘Something has gone awry, you see, and I appear to be tied to my—’ 

‘Hush,’ he says. ‘Compose yourself.’

What cheek. Does he know who I am? I’ll give him a piece of my mind as soon as I’m set free. For the time being though, I must be diplomatic. What we think, we become, says his T-shirt. The actor in me is not dead; I gather myself to feel sincere warmth and gratitude. ‘Yes, of course,’ I agree. ‘Clear the airways, eh? So you can beam me up, Scotty?’

He raises an eyebrow.

‘I apologise. You must be weary of that one, dear boy. Let’s introduce ourselves properly. You may not realise that I’m—’ 

‘Hush,’ he repeats.

How dare he? His face will fall when I tell him. His superiors will be furious when they hear of his cheek. But he has the upper hand here—I have to hold on to my temper. ‘Harold Whittaker,’ I politely persist. ‘Revered actor. One of the greatest, if not the greatest ever. A volcano of talent erupting across stage and screen. For the past fifteen years I’ve been Baron Whittaker of Dorchester. That’s who I am, but please, do call me Harry. And you, you are?’

Let him dare hush me now. I await his apology.

‘Pickles,’ he says. ‘Albert Pickles. But really, don’t worry. “Scotty” will do if it’s easier for you, and I know who you were.’ He reaches down to touch Lord Whittaker’s white head.

The past tense disconcerts me, and for a moment I’m dumb. Then he smiles beatifically, the very least one might expect of an angel, and I find myself experiencing a moment of almost-peace in the midst of my turmoil. For all Scotty’s youth, I have to grant he has presence. I hold myself still and give him my attention. He’s going to release me or explain to me what to do to release myself. I’ll be out of this fix in a jiffy. 

The van is bowling along. I’m hearing the roar and grind as we overtake some heavy-goods vehicle. ‘There’s probably no need to worry,’ Scotty says quietly as the racket dies down. ‘I’m told this happens in quite a few cases. You’re stuck for the moment, but you should be able to detach before long. Keep an eye out for people who mean a lot to you.’

‘Because?’

‘Because you can go with them.’

‘Just like that? No fuss or trick to it?’

‘None at all.’

‘Well, that’s marvellous, thank you!’ I’ve warmed to the lad. ‘Such a relief, you have no idea, to know there’s a way out of this.’

‘I’m so glad,’ he responds. ‘I love to help when I can. I’m guessing you just haven’t seen anyone yet that you’d like to be with. Since he died, I mean.’ He nods respectfully at the departed.

I cast my mind back. Not Simon Foyle, obviously, but I soften at the memory of that brown-eyed nurse, Ellen, and the mortuary assistant just now. ‘Women,’ I tell Scotty. ‘Pretty women, they mean a great deal to me, and I’ve been desperate to go with two of them so far, but it just hasn’t worked. I tried, but I didn’t make it across to them. Something needs fixing.’

He leans forward, flexing his toes, as the van swerves from one lane to another, sending the corpses rocking, the dead black arm swinging. Scotty is in need of a shave, I notice, or perhaps trying to grow a beard. ‘These women,’ he says, ‘did you know them when you were alive?’

‘No, but—’ 

‘Ah, well, in that case...’ He strokes the golden stubble on his dimpled chin. ‘Forgive me, I have to confess I’m a little new to this job. I need to explain the situation more plainly. It’s probably best if I quote you chapter and verse.’ 

The change in his tone fills me with unease. More guarded than at first, it’s how a doctor might drop and soften his voice if the news were not good. 

He recites slowly and carefully. ‘After death, a spirit emerging from its body may attach itself to any qualifying host that approaches within a radius of ten metres, provided that no other spirit is presently attached to that host. If the spirit does not so attach itself it shall remain with the body, or as the body decays or is otherwise recycled, with any part or particle of the body.’ 

‘But—’ 

‘Wait. There’s more.’ He squeezes his eyes shut in an effort to remember, before continuing, checking categories off on his fingers. ‘A “qualifying host” is a person, animal, object, artefact or location in whom or in which, before death, the spirit made a significant emotional investment, or...’ He stalls. ‘Or that serves...’ Stalls again. ‘Bother, I always have trouble with this bit. Or that serves, temporarily or permanently...’ He draws breath. ‘Yes, I’ve got it, as a medium for an idea or a message in which, before death, such investment was made. Quite a mouthful, eh?’

‘I don’t understand,’ I say. ‘Tell me again.’

He obliges, and I listen a second time, struggling to comprehend.

There’s a blare of horns from outside. The legalese has drowned me in bafflement, but an appalling truth stands out. Unless I come across something or someone that I cared about quite considerably, I am facing a waking eternity in an urn. 

‘That’s the meat of it,’ he says brightly, ‘and that phrase—significant emotional investment—is the one to remember, because it’s really just more of the same from then on.’

He’s off again, cocky now, rattling off another verse of whatever chapter he’s quoting. ‘The spirit may at any time move from one available qualifying host to another. A person, animal, object, artefact or location that comes newly into existence may qualify if the spirit prior to death made a significant emotional investment in the idea of that person, animal, object, artefact or location or in the idea or message it carries.’

He punches the air. ‘Word-perfect, how about that? But you see what I mean? Grandchildren and great-grandchildren, for example. You can keep on transferring as new generations are born, provided other spirits haven’t got there ahead of you.’

I stare at him, my anxiety rocketing.

‘No descendants?’ he says. ‘Well, just guessing and by no means presuming, but in your case it sounds as if a woman you cared for will do the trick, at least to get you started. Perhaps someone like that will view the body or come to the funeral?’ 
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