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      For my parents

      
   
      
      
Chapter One


      
      What would you do if you thought you were about to die?

      
      a) Scream and alert everyone in the immediate vicinity?

      
      b) Tell no one and freak out on your own?

      
      c) Pretend it wasn’t happening

      
      Me, I pulled up my knickers and burst into tears.

      
      I’d been worried about my health for a week. I was exhausted, my ankles were puffy and my wee was as frothy as a yellow cappuccino.
         According to the printout in my hand that meant only one thing; I had an incurable, possibly fatal, disease.
      

      
      My wedding was in less than forty-eight hours and breaking bad news to my fiancé was about the only thing that wasn’t on my
         enormous ‘to do’ list. But I had to tell Dan. According to the Internet there would be twice-weekly visits to the hospital,
         dialysis machines, maybe even a transplant. That was a lot to take on, for any man.
      

      
      Be strong, Lucy, I told myself as I opened the door to the living room. You can do this. Just be strong.

      
      *

      
      Dan was slouched across the sofa watching a documentary about the mating habits of a spindly yellow spider. His arms were
         crossed behind his head, his dark hair ruffled, his jaw rough with stubble. He was wearing low-slung jeans and his favourite
         top – a faded black Jimi Hendrix T-shirt that showed off his broad shoulders and strong arms. That was the thing about Dan,
         he could throw on any old thing and still look effortlessly gorgeous. Not that he cared, he was one of the least conceited
         people I’d ever met – which made me love him even more.
      

      
      As I walked into the room he shifted his long legs to make space for me on the sofa, but I perched on the armrest instead.
         When the female spider bit the head off the male and ate him, Dan grinned across at me, his brown eyes shining with amusement.
      

      
      ‘Given the choice between that and three-hour chats after sex,’ he said, ‘I’d definitely go for death by head-chomping, every
         time.’
      

      
      He looked puzzled when I didn’t laugh and I looked away at my hands and twiddled with my engagement ring. Oh God, how was
         he going to react to my news? Would he cry? Shout? Faint? Worse?
      

      
      ‘Dan,’ I said, ‘I’ve got something really important to tell you.’

      
      ‘What’s up?’ he said, his eyes still fixed on the screen.

      
      ‘It’s bad news.’

      
      ‘Is this about the wedding?’ He turned the television down, twisted onto his side, and gazed up at me.

      
      ‘What’s happened now? Baker put a lily instead of a rose on the top of the cake?’
      

      
      I took a deep breath. ‘I think I’ve got late-stage kidney disease.’

      
      The remote control clattered to the floor as Dan sat up and grabbed hold of my hands, crushing the Internet print-out I’d
         been holding.
      

      
      ‘You what?’ he said, his eyes searching my face. ‘You didn’t tell me you’d been to the doctor.’

      
      ‘I haven’t.’

      
      ‘Then how do you know you’ve got kidney disease?’

      
      I squeezed his hands and rubbed my thumb over his fingers. He was obviously in denial. The Internet had warned me he might
         react like that. ‘Because I looked up my symptoms on the web.’
      

      
      He frowned and rubbed a hand over his jaw. ‘What kind of symptoms?’

      
      I stared at the TV. It felt weird to be discussing the state of my urine with my boyfriend. It’s not something you really
         talk about, even if you have been together for seven years.
      

      
      ‘My wee’s frothy,’ I said. ‘There are bubbles in it and the Internet says frothy urine is a symptom of kidney failure.’

      
      Dan laughed so hard he slipped off the sofa and landed on the floor. I stared at him open-mouthed, then reached forward and
         thumped him on the arm – hard.
      

      
      ‘Why are you laughing, Dan? Stop it, you’re freaking me out.’

      
      He propped himself up on his elbow and reached for my hand. ‘Sorry, Lucy. I shouldn’t have laughed, not when you’re at death’s
         door and all. How long have you had these so-called symptoms?’
      

      
      I counted the days in my head. ‘About a week. No, definitely a week. They started last Friday.’

      
      ‘And what did we buy on Friday that you said we really needed?’

      
      I wriggled my hand out of Dan’s grip and glared at him. There was me, pouring out my heart, and he was talking to me about
         food shopping. What the hell was wrong with him?
      

      
      ‘I don’t know, Dan. What did we buy?’
      

      
      ‘A new toilet freshener that’s supposed to get rid of limescale in a flash.’

      
      ‘So what?’

      
      He raised his eyebrows. ‘You’re not the only one who’s seen bubbling urine in the pan for the last week.’

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘Lucy, you absolute doofus,’ Dan said, poking me in the side, ‘you’ve been weeing on the toilet freshener. You put it at the
         front of the toilet and it sticks out. That’s what’s been making our wee frothy.’
      

      
      I stared at him in astonishment. ‘So I don’t have kidney disease?’

      
      ‘No, Lucy,’ Dan said, rolling his eyes. ‘You don’t.’

      
      I burst out laughing. ‘Oh my God,’ I gasped. ‘I’m such an idiot!’

      
      Dan leaped back onto the sofa and pulled at me until I toppled off the armrest and landed on top of him. He smiled up at me and pushed my hair back from my face.
      

      
      ‘What would I do without you, Lucy Brown?’ he said and kissed me softly.

      
      I held his face in my hands and kissed him back. I felt like life just couldn’t get any more perfect. And I was right, it
         wouldn’t.
      

      
      By the end of the next day I would be dead, but not from kidney disease.

   
      
      
Chapter Two 


      
      I was still smiling when I woke up the next morning. Dan was nestled beside me, the duvet soft against my skin. He was still
         asleep, his long, dark eyelashes fluttering as he dreamed. I traced my thumb along his cheekbone, then kissed him softly on
         the lips.
      

      
      ‘Dan,’ I whispered, ‘we’re getting married tomorrow.’

      
      He shifted position, threw a heavy arm over my chest and pulled me closer.

      
      ‘I love you,’ he mumbled.

      
      ‘I love you too,’ I said and gently pushed his arm down to my waist and rolled over. It was ten o’clock. Ten o’clock! I grabbed
         my evilly long ‘things to do’ list from the bedside table and groaned. I’d hardly crossed anything off and I still had to:
      

      
      a) Write out all the place settings. I’d decided on metallic silver pen on pebbles ‘borrowed’ from Brighton beach.

      
      b) Finish making the table arrangements (long-stemmed lilies in clear glass vases).

      
      c) Call the photographer to discuss the shots he was going to take. I still wasn’t sure if the one of Dan admiring my wedding ring was too cheesy.
      

      
      The list was far too long to do on my own. Dan would have to help me out. I looked back at him but he was snoring gently,
         his mouth slightly open, his face crumpled into the pillow. Even with sleep lines etched into his cheek, he still looked so
         damned handsome I couldn’t help but stare at him.
      

      
      I knew I was going to marry Dan as soon as I met him. Actually, that’s not strictly true – it was about halfway through our
         first date. I’d suggested an art-house film at our local cinema, but it was so boring I almost fell asleep halfway through.
      

      
      ‘Interesting film,’ Dan said afterwards. ‘Very, er, long.’

      
      I didn’t want him to think I was as dull as the film so I attempted to save the evening by suggesting we get some food. When
         Dan said we should go back to his place and share a takeaway, I jumped at the offer. So the date wasn’t a complete write-off.
         There was still time to impress him with my sparkling wit and personality.
      

      
      We made polite chit-chat as walked back to his place and then sat side-by-side on his threadbare sofa and tucked into a carton
         of chicken chow mein. The room was completely silent apart from the sound of chomping and swallowing and I was really quite
         enjoying myself – until my stomach gurgled ominously. Damn. In all the excitement I’d forgotten the effect Chinese food has
         on my digestive system. My belly had expanded to twice its size and the top button of my trousers was this close to popping off. Not an attractive look. I shifted in my seat to try and relieve the pressure.
      

      
      ‘Do you fancy putting some music on?’ Dan asked, twirling noodles on his fork, totally oblivious to my plight.

      
      Good idea, yes, very good. Maybe a little walk across the room would help.

      
      ‘I certainly do,’ I said, standing up and surreptitiously sucking my stomach in. ‘I’ll have you know I’ve got fantastic taste
         in music, Mr Harding.’
      

      
      Dan stopped eating and grinned up at me. ‘Is that so? Go on then, impress me.’

      
      ‘I will.’

      
      I could feel his eyes checking out my arse as I sauntered across the room.

      
      ‘Hmm, what have we here?’ I said in my best ‘I know my music’ voice. The CDs at the top were a bit too heavy metal for my
         taste so I squatted down for a better look.
      

      
      And farted.

      
      It was like the mating trumpet of an elephant in the wild, only much, much worse.

      
      I froze. If I didn’t move it hadn’t happened (oh please God let Dan somehow, miraculously, not have heard it). I clamped my
         hands to my burning cheeks and said the first thing that came into my head: ‘Your floorboards really creak, don’t they?’
      

      
      Dan snorted with laughter. He laughed and he laughed and tears poured from his eyes until I thought he was never going to stop. Then I started laughing too. It was the goofy, unself-conscious grin on his face and the almost
         childlike gasp of his laughter that made me giggle. How could I not find it funny? If Dan could make me laugh at myself when
         all I really wanted to do was curl up and die of shame, I didn’t want to spend the rest of my life with anyone else.
      

      
      I tore my eyes away from his sleeping face, folded up the list and placed it on the bedside table. Things-to-do could wait,
         for a few minutes anyway, there was something I wanted to do first. I inched my way out of bed and towards the wardrobe on
         the other side of the room. And there it was, zipped up in an enormous waterproof bag, my dream wedding dress. I’d tried on
         loads with Anna and Jess, my best friends, before deciding which one to buy. A white dress was ruled out straightaway – with
         my long, dark hair and pale skin it made me look too washed-out. Slinky-style dresses were discarded too – unless you’re a
         stick insect they cling to every lump and bump. And then we found this dress – ivory and strapless, the bodice finely boned
         with a wide, hooped skirt, delicately beaded with tiny pearls. It wasn’t too plain and it wasn’t too foofy. It was perfect.
      

      
      ‘Lucy,’ Dan said. ‘What are you doing?’

      
      I slammed the door shut and span round. ‘You didn’t see it, did you? Tell me you didn’t see my wedding dress?’

      
      Dan tucked the duvet under his chin and peered at me through bleary eyes. ‘I’ve already seen it.’ 

      
      ‘You haven’t?’ I said, the words catching in my throat.
      

      
      ‘Of course I haven’t, you numpty,’ he grinned. ‘You banned me from opening that door – remember?’

      
      Ah yes, there was my handmade ‘Do Not Enter Under Pain of Death’ sign, Sellotaped to the door. I looked back at Dan suspiciously.
         ‘Then why tell me you had?’
      

      
      ‘I just wanted to wind you up.’

      
      I sprinted across the room, jumped onto the bed and pummelled him through the duvet.

      
      ‘You’re not allowed to wind me up today, Daniel Harding.’

      
      ‘Why not?’

      
      ‘Because it’s the day before our wedding, that’s why,’ I said, thumping him on the shoulder.

      
      ‘Would now be a bad time to tell you I also found the present you bought me?’

      
      ‘What?’

      
      He grabbed me and pulled me against him. ‘Ha! Got you again!’

      
      I was going to call him a shit, or worse, but he kissed me before the words could leave my mouth.

      
      At eight o’clock, after ten hours of frantic phone calls, lily disasters, silver pen explosions and several enormous strops,
         I kissed Dan goodbye at the front door. I was only going for a quick peck but he was rather more enthusiastic.
      

      
      ‘Let’s go upstairs,’ he said, pausing mid-snog to grab my bum.
      

      
      I slid his hands away firmly. He was supposed to be spending the night at his brother’s flat and was already three hours late
         – not that he’d helped me do anything on my list. Oh no, he had to go out for five hours to do his own pre-wedding preparation
         which, I strongly suspected from the shower gel scent of his skin and his beery breath, involved going to the gym for a workout,
         followed by several hours down the pub. Anyone would think he didn’t care that tomorrow was the most important of both our
         lives. I looked at my watch. I had just under an hour to have a bath, prepare some food and tidy up the house before Anna
         and Jess came round for a pre-wedding girls’ night in.
      

      
      ‘Please?’ Dan said again.

      
      ‘No,’ I snapped. ‘You really need to get going. I’ve still got loads to do.’

      
      He hung his head and gave me the big-brown-eyed sorrowful look that normally made me melt. ‘I’ll give you a back massage.’

      
      I shook my head. ‘No. Just go, Dan. Please.’

      
      ‘OK, OK, I’m going, I’m going,’ he said as I dodged his clumsy attempt to give me a hug and pushed him away.

      
      I watched as he ambled down the path, his suit bag slung casually over his shoulder, his top hat cocked at a strange angle
         on his head. He paused when he reached the gate and turned round.
      

      
      ‘Is something happening tomorrow?’ he asked. ‘I’ve got this weird feeling I’m supposed to be somewhere.’
      

      
      I raised my eyebrows and gave him ‘the look’, the same one that can stop small children screaming in a second. Dan just grinned.

      
      ‘What?’ he said. ‘It’s not too late to cancel, you know.’

      
      My stomach flipped over and I felt sick. ‘What do you mean, cancel?’
      

      
      ‘The wedding,’ he said. ‘It’s not too late to back out.’

      
      I stared at him, a tight knot forming in my stomach. Did he have any idea how hard I’d worked so we’d have a wedding to remember?
         Did he realise how much of my social life I’d had to give up to get everything done while he went out drinking with his mates
         or watched films with his feet up? And had he ever thanked me? Had he ever said he appreciated all my hard work?
      

      
      ‘That’s not funny, Dan,’ I said. ‘It’s really not funny.’
      

      
      His grin slipped and he shrugged. ‘You need to chill out, Luce.’

      
      Chill out? Why do men always tell women to chill out when we’re being perfectly rational? Besides, I had every right to be
         pissed off. At breakfast he’d tried to convince me he was going to say ‘my awful wedded wife’ during our vows and, during
         lunch, he’d lobbed a bread roll at me, claiming he was going to start a food fight at the reception. Now he was joking about
         cancelling the wedding. Was there no end to the hilarity? I tried to bite my tongue but the words tumbled out anyway.
      

      
      ‘In case you haven’t noticed, Dan, I’ve spent the last year of my life organising this wedding and I haven’t slept properly in days.’
      

      
      ‘I’ve done stuff too,’ he said, looking longingly in the direction of his red Mini. ‘I booked the DJ for the reception.’

      
      ‘Wow. You rang up one of your mates and asked him to bring his decks along. Well done you.’

      
      Dan looked shocked. ‘Do you know how long I spent going through all our records looking for the songs for the playlist? I
         wanted each song to be perfect, to represent special moments in our relationship to—’
      

      
      I threw my hands in the air. ‘So you listened to a few records, did you? God, how taxing for you, Dan. Because you hate listening
         to music, don’t you? It’s such a chore. I’d have liked to have sat on the floor drinking beer and playing tunes too, but instead I had to drive all over
         town picking up cravats and buttonholes and wedding favours and—’
      

      
      ‘Can we just stop arguing now?’ Dan interrupted, looking at me as though I was the one being exasperating. ‘I thought I was supposed to leave. I thought that was what you wanted.’
      

      
      ‘What I wanted, what I want, is for you to take our marriage seriously. You’ve been a real a pain in the arse today, Dan.’

      
      He shrugged, opened the gate and nearly tripped over his own feet as he stepped off the pavement. ‘I love you, Lucy Brown,’
         he shouted as he rummaged for his keys and let himself into his car.
      

      
      I closed the front door, rested my forehead against the hallway wall and took a few deep breaths. Oh God. What was wrong with
         me? It wasn’t like me to overreact to a bit of gentle teasing, but it was as though all the stress of the previous few months
         had just built up and up until I couldn’t keep it in any more. Even so, I shouldn’t have had a go at Dan. He’d just done what
         he always did when I was tired or stressed – tried to make me laugh. True, he could be an idiot sometimes, and more than a
         bit lazy, but he was still perfect for me in every other way. He was tall (I was five foot seven), dark-haired (me too, well,
         mousy but dyed) and quirkily handsome. I loved everything about him; from his firm bum and his warm brown eyes to the little
         kink in his nose from an over-enthusiastic rugby match when he was a teenager. And he loved me, even if I did suffer from
         an extreme sense of humour failure in times of huge stress. Not to mention being gullible, ridiculously over-emotional, and
         prone to hypochondria!
      

      
      I’d call him before I went to bed, I decided as I sprinted up the stairs, to say sorry for being such a horrible bridezilla.
         I hadn’t even said, ‘I love you too,’ when he’d left and I’d never done that before. I always said it back.
      

      
      I paused at the top of the stairs and rummaged in my jeans pocket for my ‘things to do’ list. Next to item number ten – wedding
         present for Dan – was a question mark scribbled in biro. I’d bought him some silver cufflinks, but they weren’t special enough.
         Cufflinks don’t exactly say, ‘This is the happiest day of my life,’ do they? More like ‘I’m a very unimaginative girlfriend. Next year I’ll buy you a drill for Christmas.’
      

      
      I shoved the piece of paper back into my pocket and wandered into the bathroom. There was less than an hour before Anna and
         Jess came round for a pre-wedding night of champagne and music and I needed to calm down and think. I threw off my clothes,
         turned on the radio, eased myself into the warm bubbles and thought happy thoughts. In less than twenty-four hours I’d be
         Lucy Harding, Mrs Daniel Harding. Goodbye, Lucy Brown!
      

      
      When my fingers and toes were as wrinkled as raisins I stepped out of the tub and reached for a towel. That’s when it hit
         me – the perfect present for Dan was in the attic. I’d gone on a decluttering spree two weeks before and he’d moved my wooden
         box of keepsakes into the attic for me. It was stuffed full with memories of our life together: flyers for gigs, photos,
         trinkets, letters, shells, postcards, and a cinema ticket from our first date. If I put the cinema ticket into the cufflinks
         box and gave it to Dan after the ceremony, it would be perfect – something new to celebrate our marriage and something old
         to commemorate our first date.
      

      
      I just had to find it first.

      
      I unclipped the hatch to the attic with the pole and stamped wet footprints into the carpet as I dragged the stepladder across
         the landing. I stepped up to the top rung of the ladder and reached up. The box was a few millimetres away from my outstretched
         hand.
      

      
      ‘Shit.’

      
      It was tantalisingly close. If I could just stretch a little bit further, I’d have it. I stood on tiptoes and lunged towards
         the edge of the box. The ladder squeaked and jolted, then tipped to one side. I screamed and grabbed at nothing as my towel
         slipped from my body and I fell through the air.
      

      
      My first thought as I tumbled towards the carpet was – shit, I forgot the safety-catch. The second was – this is really, really
         going to hurt.
      

      
      And it did, but only for a split second.

      
      My head collided with the banister, my neck twisted, snapped, and I hit the carpet with a thump.

      
      And that was that. I was dead.

   
      
      
Chapter Three 


      
      When I opened my eyes all I could see were grey, blurry legs stepping over me. Not one person stopped to ask if I was OK.
         Oh great, I thought as I rubbed my head, I’ve obviously collapsed in the middle of Oxford Street. How the hell did that happen?
      

      
      I propped myself up on one elbow and looked down at my body to check for clues.

      
      And realised I was stark bollock-naked.

      
      ‘Nooooo,’ I whimpered as I curled into the foetal position. ‘No, not the naked shopping dream again.’ If I didn’t get up quickly,
         I’d progress to part two of the dream, where all my ex-boyfriends show up to point and laugh.
      

      
      I waited for a lull in the legs and stood up slowly, one hand covering my pubes, the other clutching my boobs. I was surrounded
         by people of every age, race and religion on earth. They were wearing business suits, yashmaks, evening dresses, hospital
         gowns, wetsuits, overalls and nightclothes. And everyone was a pale, almost translucent, grey. It was as though I’d been invited
         to the most bizarre fancy dress party in the world.
      

      
      Not that there was any music.
      

      
      The whole place was silent apart from the shuffling of feet, the occasional moan or groan, and a distant whirring sound. Everyone
         stared straight ahead and when I did make eye contact with them, they looked at me blankly. It was like being a fresher at
         university again. But there wasn’t any beer. Or DJs. Or disco balls. There weren’t even any walls, just a great, dark cloud
         hovering ominously above us.
      

      
      It was, I decided, the crappiest party ever. And it was time to leave.

      
      ‘Excuse me,’ I said, nudging the arm of a young woman wearing a Victorian costume.

      
      She stared through me and carried on walking. I hurried after her, then stopped suddenly. My hands and legs were as grey as
         school rice-pudding.
      

      
      ‘What’s happened to me?’ I said, grabbing the arm of a very old man with wild, wiry hair. ‘Why have I gone grey?’

      
      He shook me off and hobbled away.

      
      ‘OK, enough now, I want to wake up,’ I shouted. ‘I’ve got a wedding to sort out.’

      
      When nothing happened I felt light-headed and tingled all over. I hadn’t suffered a full-blown panic attack since my parents
         had died, but I still remembered the warning signs.
      

      
      ‘Lucy,’ a male voice shouted over the hum. ‘Lucy Brown, stay where you are.’

      
      I froze. Someone knew who I was.

      
      ‘Over here,’ I shouted, releasing a boob and waving a hand in the air. ‘I’m over here.’
      

      
      The crowd parted and I spotted the top of a golden bald head moving towards me. I immediately squatted on the ground and tried
         to cover myself up with my hands. ‘Oh God, please don’t let it be an ex-boyfriend. Pleeeeeease.’
      

      
      A couple of seconds later, a short, squat man burst through the crowd and held out his hand.

      
      ‘You must be Lucy,’ he said breathlessly. ‘So sorry I’m late. I should have been here to greet you when you arrived.’

      
      ‘What the hell’s going on?’ I said. ‘I’m naked!’

      
      ‘Ah, so you are,’ he replied, as though it was the most normal thing in the world. ‘Do you want a sheet?’

      
      I watched as he rummaged in the inside pocket of his jacket and extracted a white sheet like a magician pulling scarves from
         a hat. He handed it to me with an apologetic look on his face and I wrapped it around me and stood up. My new friend was very
         short and very golden. He literally glimmered from the top of his shiny head to the tips of the rather hairy toes peeping
         out from beneath his tailored tweed suit. Thick bushy eyebrows framed his eyes and a wide nose sat in the centre of two very
         fleshy cheeks and above his smiling mouth. He was the spitting image of Bob Hoskins.
      

      
      ‘Is this a dream?’ I asked.

      
      ‘I’m Bob,’ said glowing man, holding out his hand. ‘Pleased to meet you.’

      
      I knew it. I just knew it. Stress always made me dream about famous people, which sounds cool but isn’t – especially when you end up dreaming you’re having sex with Noel Edmonds.
         I couldn’t watch Deal or No Deal without cringing for months after that one.
      

      
      ‘Hoskins, right?’ I smirked, shaking his hand.

      
      ‘No,’ he said, looking confused. ‘Saint Bob, cousin to Peter. Come with me.’ Before I had chance to respond, he grabbed my
         hand and launched himself back into the crowd. I stumbled and tripped as he dragged me behind him.
      

      
      ‘Not far now,’ he gasped. ‘Nearly there.’

      
      Just as I was about to beg for a breather, we squeezed through the last few people and approached a wide, wooden door. Bob
         let go of my hand and rooted through his pockets.
      

      
      ‘Aha!’ he said as he pulled a key from the inside pocket of his suit jacket, then opened the door. ‘Do go in and sit down.’

      
      I squinted around the room and tried to locate a chair. Everything glowed with light and I couldn’t see a thing.

      
      ‘Sorry,’ said Bob, reaching into his jacket again. ‘These might help.’

      
      He handed me some sunglasses. They looked like something Elton John might have worn in the seventies, but I suppressed the
         urge to call the fashion police and slipped them on. Everything immediately dimmed and I blinked like a demented camel in
         a sandstorm.
      

      
      The room was bigger than I’d first thought. It had a huge arched ceiling inset with carvings of plants, people and animals and a dark polished wood floor. Bang in the centre was a wide mahogany desk with two leather Queen Anne chairs
         at either side. Bob was sitting in the chair facing me.
      

      
      He smiled. ‘Take a seat, Lucy, let’s have a chat.’

      
      I gingerly lowered myself into the empty chair, fully expecting it to turn into a celebrity and shout, ‘Get off me, fat arse.’

      
      ‘Is this a dream, Bob?’ I asked, tucking my feet under me when the chair failed to react.

      
      He shook his head. ‘What’s the last thing you remember?’

      
      ‘I got on a ladder to try and get Dan’s present out of the attic,’ I said, the words rushing out, ‘and then I fell off and
         I hit my head.’ I took a breath. ‘I’m unconscious, aren’t I?’
      

      
      Bob shook his head again.

      
      ‘I am,’ I said. ‘ I’m in a coma in hospital and Dan’s standing by my bedside playing me ‘My Heart Will Go On,’ by Celine Dion
         to try and get me to open my eyes, only he calls it ‘My Fart Will Go On,’ after our first date when I—’
      

      
      ‘Lucy?’

      
      ‘Yes, Bob.’

      
      ‘You’re not going to wake up.’

      
      ‘I am.’

      
      ‘No you’re not.’

      
      ‘I am.’

      
      ‘Lucy,’ Bob whispered, leaning forward, ‘you’re dead.’

      
      ‘I’m going now, Bob,’ I said as I stood up and moved towards the door. ‘I’m going to tell Dan that I love him, that I’m sorry
         about the argument, and I can’t wait to get married to him tomorrow and that … ’
      

      
      I tugged the door open. The mass of grey people swirled around outside.

      
      ‘Wake up, Lucy,’ I said, pinching myself hard on the arm.

      
      The pinch didn’t hurt so I slapped myself around the face. What was happening to me? Why couldn’t I feel anything?

      
      ‘Lucy,’ Bob called, ‘please come back in.’

      
      I traipsed back into the office and gripped onto the back of the chair. ‘Help me wake up please, Bob. I can’t do it by myself.’

      
      He stood up, straightened his suit and walked towards me. His lips twitched into a half smile but his eyebrows were definitely
         frowning.
      

      
      ‘You’re never going to wake up, Lucy,’ he said. ‘This is limbo, halfway between earth and heaven. You really are dead, I’m
         afraid.’
      

      
      ‘Limbo,’ I joked, ‘is that a new nightclub in town?’

      
      Then everything went black.

   
      
      
Chapter Four 


      
      For a small man, Bob was remarkably strong. He caught me as I crumpled towards the floor and held me tightly. He was as warm
         as a freshly filled hot water bottle and the longer he held me, the more peaceful I felt. When he slowly lowered me into my
         chair I felt as relaxed as if I’d drunk a bottle of wine all to myself (and I didn’t feel sick).
      

      
      ‘You OK, Lucy?’ Bob asked.

      
      I nodded. I was dead and should have been freaking out. Instead I felt as though I was floating on a cloud in the sunshine
         while fat cherubs fanned me with their wings.
      

      
      I watched as Bob walked back to his chair and opened the large book on the desk. He flicked through the pages, pausing after
         each one to lick the tip of his stubby index finger.
      

      
      ‘Am I going to hell?’ I asked. My words slurred and my tongue felt loose in my mouth. ‘I didn’t mean to steal those earrings
         from H&M. They fell in my bag by accident.’
      

      
      He laughed. ‘No, Lucy, you’re not going to hell. You’re in limbo because you weren’t ready to die.’

      
      No shit, I thought, but was too zonked out to say.
      

      
      ‘So,’ he continued, running his finger down the page, ‘you’re Lucy Brown, aged twenty-eight, only child of Judith and Malcolm
         Brown, deceased.’
      

      
      A jolt ran through me as he said my parents’ names. Oh my God. Mum … Dad …

      
      I hadn’t seen them since I was twenty-two. I’d returned home from university for the Easter holidays and was annoyed because
         they were going on holiday to Rhodes without me. Bloody finals; two weeks all on my own with just a cat and an experimental
         psychology textbook for company. I didn’t even have Dan to distract me from myself. He’d stayed up in Manchester to carry
         on working part-time as a waiter while he studied.
      

      
      I’d only been at home for two days when my parents packed up and left. When they pulled out of the drive Mum wound down the
         car window and stuck her head out.
      

      
      ‘See you soon, Looby-Lou,’ she’d shouted. ‘We love you.’

      
      Two police officers visited the cottage to tell me the news. The policewoman sat me down in a chair and said, ‘I’m so sorry,’
         while her colleague clanked cups in the kitchen as he made tea. It was a car crash on a windy mountain road, she said, just
         four days into their holiday.
      

      
      The next two weeks were a blur. Dan came down to Brighton to be with me and all I was aware of was his arms around me and
         his soft voice in my ear. My parents’ death devastated me. I thought I was permanently broken and I’d never be fixed, but Dan held me every night and told
         me he’d never leave me. I really thought we’d be together for ever. I didn’t think either of us would die until we were old
         and grey.
      

      
      ‘Lucy,’ said Bob, his gentle voice interrupting my thoughts. ‘Lucy, are you OK? Want to take a break?’

      
      I put my hands to my face. My cheeks were wet with tears.

      
      ‘Where are they?’ I asked, my throat tight. ‘Where are my mum and dad?’

      
      ‘They’re in heaven,’ Bob said softly.

      
      I sat up with a jolt and reached across the table. ‘Can I see them? Can I talk to them?’

      
      ‘You could,’ Bob said. ‘But you have a decision to make first.’

      
      ‘What kind of decision?’

      
      He looked away and rubbed his hands over his smooth head. ‘You need to make a choice – between your parents and Dan.’

      
      ‘What do you mean choose?’ I asked, jumping out of my seat, no longer feeling the slightest bit calm. Bob grimaced and straightened
         his tie. ‘I think you’d better come with me.’
      

      
      I hurried after him as he strode towards a door on the other side of the hall. There was a way of seeing Dan again. But how?
         Maybe I wasn’t totally dead and Bob could wave his heavenly wand to bring me back to life. That’s why I wasn’t in heaven with
         my parents. Or perhaps Bob would be able to magic Dan to the flat just in time to give me CPR. I’d open my eyes and he’d say, ‘Thank God. Oh, Lucy, I thought I’d lost you,’ and we’d kiss and
         get married and live happily ever after. Everything was going to be OK.
      

      
      I held my breath as Bob fumbled the key into the lock. What was behind the doors? London? My street? My flat? A hospital ceiling?
         The doors opened with a creak. ‘Here,’ said Bob, bowing slightly and opening his hands, ‘are your options.’
      

      
      I felt my heart sink. Before me were two grey escalators. One had a glowing sign above it that said ‘Up’, the other ‘Down’.
         The one going up disappeared into the grey cloud above our heads and the down escalator descended into a green mist.
      

      
      Bob pointed at the up escalator. ‘That one,’ he said, ‘will take you up to heaven, where your parents are waiting for you.’

      
      I gasped. I couldn’t help it. I couldn’t quite believe that, right at the top of the escalator, my parents were waiting to
         see me again. I tried to swallow back the lump in my throat, desperate not to cry again.
      

      
      ‘And that one?’ I said, pointing to the down escalator. ‘What happens with that one?’

      
      ‘That one returns you to earth.’

      
      I was right. I wasn’t really dead. I was just in some weird halfway house. I stared at the up escalator and my heart twisted
         in my chest as I imagined my parents waiting in heaven for me, their beautiful, loving faces smiling, their arms outstretched.
         What I wouldn’t give for a big bear hug from my tall, strong dad and a tight squeeze from my mum, the scent of L’Oréal hairspray and Christian
         Dior J’adore perfume filling my nose as she held me tightly. There were only three people in the world who’d ever made me
         feel safe and loved, and I was being asked to choose between them. How the hell was I supposed to do that?
      

      
      I looked from the down escalator to the up escalator, and back again, feeling like my head was about to explode. Should I
         choose my parents or Dan? My parents, who had loved me and cherished me throughout my childhood and teenage years, and who
         I hadn’t seen for six long, long years, or Dan who loved me more than anyone else in the world and wanted to spend the rest
         of his life with me?
      

      
      I thought about my parents, their arms wrapped around each other and hopeful, welcoming looks on their faces, and then I thought
         about Dan – Dan who’d find my dead, naked body on the upstairs carpet, Dan who’d gather me into his arms and say my name over
         and over again as he cried and rocked me back and forth.
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry,’ I whispered to the up escalator. ‘I love you so, so much, Mum and Dad, and all I’ve dreamed about for years is
         one more chance to see you both, to hold you, to tell you I love you, but …’ – I wiped a tear from my cheek but another quickly
         took its place – ‘…but I’m not really dead. Not yet. Bob’s giving me a chance to have my life back and Dan’s all alone and
         he needs me. You understand that, don’t you? We’ve got another chance to be happy and I think you’d want that for me. But
         I’ll be back. One day I’ll come back and we’ll all be together and—’
      

      
      ‘Lucy?’ Bob said. ‘Everything OK?’

      
      I shoved him out of the way and sprinted towards the down escalator before I could change my mind. ‘Thanks for everything
         but I’m going back to my flat now.’
      

      
      Bob was quicker than Linford Christie after a bad burger. He darted in front of me and stood in front of the down escalator,
         arms spread wide.
      

      
      ‘Wait,’ he said. ‘You can’t take this escalator until I’ve explained everything to you.’

      
      ‘What’s to explain?’ I said, trying and failing to squeeze past him. ‘If I go down that escalator I’ll be reunited with Dan.
         You said I could see him again, you said—’
      

      
      ‘No I didn’t,’ Bob said like a petulant child. ‘I said you’d better come with me. I didn’t give you your options.’

      
      ‘Which are?’

      
      ‘You can go up to heaven, be with your parents and wait for Dan to die, or return to earth as a member of the living dead.’

      
      ‘A WHAT?’

      
      ‘A member of the living dead.’

      
      I opened my mouth to speak, then closed it again as I took in what Bob had just said.

      
      ‘I can only go back if I become a … a … zombie?’ I said finally.

      
      Bob held up a hand. ‘We prefer the term living dead, Lucy. Anyway, you’d go back to earth as an undead and complete a task
         that would allow you to become a ghost. Only then would you be reunited with Dan.’
      

      
      The only way I could be with Dan again was as a ghost?
      

      
      ‘Lucy,’ Bob said, ‘are you OK?’

      
      I shook my head, totally unable to speak. If I went up to heaven I’d have to wait for Dan to die which, if he lived to a ripe
         old age, meant I wouldn’t see him for … I counted on my fingers … fifty-one years! I really was dead. I was a dormouse, a stiff, a corpse, a dodo, a doornail, a … hang on, something didn’t quite make sense
         …
      

      
      ‘Why can’t I just become a ghost?’ I asked. ‘Why do I have to be a zombie first?’

      
      ‘Living dead,’ Bob snapped.

      
      ‘Whatever.’

      
      ‘In order for someone to become a ghost, as stated in clause 550.3,’ Bob said, clasping his hands behind his back and looking
         very officious all of a sudden, ‘the deceased must perform a suitable task for the good of humanity.’
      

      
      ‘Such as?’

      
      ‘Hmm,’ he said, reaching into his jacket pocket and pulling out what looked like a black, plastic calculator. He pressed a
         few buttons, sighed and pressed a few more.
      

      
      ‘You,’ he said, looking up at me, ‘would have to find love for a stranger who had never been in love before.’

      
      That was it? All I had to do to become a ghost was find someone a boyfriend?
      

      
      I’d match-made some of my friends when I was alive. OK, so none of the relationships had ever worked out, in fact one of my
         friends had said I’d mentally scarred her for life after her date with a taxidermist I’d met on the train, but that didn’t
         mean I couldn’t do it. I’d just been unlucky.
      

      
      ‘How long would I have?’ I asked.

      
      ‘Twenty-one days.’

      
      ‘Are you kidding me? Three weeks to find someone the love of their lives? It took me twenty-two years to find Dan.’

      
      Bob shrugged. ‘Twenty-one days is the standard term, Lucy. Any longer than that and wannabe ghosts get too settled on earth.
         It can be very traumatic if people refuse to go to heaven when they fail to complete their task.’ He glanced in the direction
         of the grey-faced people behind us. ‘Traumatic and busy.’
      

      
      I felt bad for getting pissed off with the people who’d bumbled around me outside Bob’s office. They were obviously shell-shocked
         by what had happened to them. Not that I could blame them. I’d just been told I could have a go at being some kind of celestial
         Cilla Black and it still didn’t feel real.
      

      
      ‘I’ve got another question,’ I said.

      
      Bob nodded.

      
      ‘If I go back to earth as one of the living dead and pass my task I’ll become a ghost which means I can be with Dan again
         …’
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ Bob said. I had the distinct impression he was getting a tiny bit sick of me.
      

      
      ‘Can I go to heaven afterwards?’

      
      He shook his head. ‘If you decide to become a ghost, that’s it. If you choose to haunt a building you have to remain on earth
         for as long as that building exists. If you haunt a person you’ll be a ghost for as long as the person is alive. You can only
         go to heaven when they die.’
      

      
      ‘Oh God!’

      
      ‘Ssh, he might be listening.’

      
      ‘Sorry.’

      
      ‘Do you need to think about what you want to do?’ Bob asked.

      
      I nodded vigorously. ‘Can I have five minutes?’

      
      ‘You’ve got all of eternity,’ Bob said, ‘but I’d rather you were a bit speedier than that. You can use my office if you’d
         like.’
      

      
      I sat down heavily in the chair opposite Bob’s and put my head in my hands. It just wasn’t fair. My life had been going so
         well. OK, so my graphic design job was a bit tedious. I’d left art school dreaming of designing funky magazine covers and
         cutting-edge packing and I’d ended up designing boxes for supermarket own-brand washing power and leaflets for conservatories.
         Then there was the fact that our living situation wasn’t ideal. The house was tiny and had a dodgy boiler that kept cutting
         out in the most freezing part of winter, leaving us cold and smelly for days on end. And I didn’t have any living relatives, but I had friends, and I had Dan. Dan who’d promised to love me for ever. All I did was try and
         find a present for him that would put a big goofy smile on his face on the most special day of our lives, and God decided
         that was the perfect time to kill me off. How fair was that? It’s not like I wanted too much from life. I just wanted to get
         married to the man I loved, have a half-decent career, and maybe have kids one day. Was that too much to ask?
      

      
      A pang of guilt shot through me as I remembered the last time Dan had seen me alive. I’d pushed him away when he’d tried for
         one last hug and then I’d ranted at him about not helping out with the wedding. And then … oh God … I hadn’t even bothered
         to say ‘I love you,’ as he left, and he’d driven away thinking I was angry with him. That was his last memory of me.
      

      
      ‘Lucy?’

      
      I looked up. Bob had poked his shiny bald head round the door. He looked vaguely apologetic.

      
      ‘Sorry to hurry you, but there’s a bit of a backlog of new arrivals waiting in limbo. Have you made a decision?’

      
      I sat back in the chair and looked Bob straight in the eye.

      
      ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I have.’

      
      ‘OK,’ said Bob, ushering me out through the door. ‘What’s it to be?’

      
      ‘I really, really want to see my parents but I can’t go up to heaven without seeing Dan again,’ I said. ‘I can’t spend the next fifty years wondering if he’s OK. I need to be with him, Bob. I need to say sorry and let him know I love him.’
      

      
      ‘Is that your final decision?’ Bob asked, looking the tiniest bit disappointed. ‘It would make the paperwork so much easier
         if you just went to heaven.’
      

      
      ‘It’s my final decision,’ I said, sounding a lot more confident than I felt and a tiny bit like I was a contestant on a bizarre
         heavenly game show.
      

      
      ‘OK, Lucy.’ Bob thrust a large brown envelope into my hands. ‘Everything you need is in here and if I’ve missed anything,
         I’m sure your new housemates will be able to fill you in.’
      

      
      I stared at him. ‘What housemates?’

      
      ‘Lucy, you’re about to join the House of Wannabe Ghosts. You’ll meet your housemates soon enough.’

      
      I clutched the envelope to my chest as Bob slid a key into a small slot in the front of the down escalator. When the red and
         white striped barrier slid back, he held out his hand. ‘Good luck, Lucy. See you in twenty-one days.’
      

      
      ‘Thanks, Bob,’ I said, squeezing his hand tightly.

      
      My heart, if I still had one, bounced in my chest as I stepped forward and grabbed hold of the handrail.

      
      ‘Don’t forget,’ Bob shouted. ‘You can come back whenever you want. You don’t have to stick it out for three weeks. The instructions
         are in the manual.’
      

      
      ‘Manual!’ I shouted back. ‘OK! Got it!’

      
      The escalator juddered and I nearly ran back up the steps. What the hell was I doing? Who did I have to find love for? And would Dan really be pleased to see me if I became a ghost?
      

      
      The escalator whirred and clunked and carried me down into the thick green mist. I was going back to earth and there was no
         turning back.
      

   
      
      
Chapter Five 


      
      
         Day One 
         

      

      
      ‘Ow,’ I said, rubbing my nose and stepping back. ‘What the hell?’

      
      The escalator had stopped suddenly and I’d just charged head first into a white, painted door. With no handle. I stared at
         it for a couple of seconds and then tentatively tapped it with my toe. When nothing happened I knocked politely.
      

      
      ‘Hello?’ I said.

      
      No answer.

      
      ‘Hello?’ I said, knocking harder. ‘It’s Lucy.’

      
      When there was still no answer I started to feel a bit scared. I was far too unfit to run up a down escalator for a start.
         I had to get through the door. There was nowhere else to go.
      

      
      I thumped the paint with both fists. ‘Oi! Let me in!’

      
      The door swung open revealing a tall, thin, middle-aged man with a mop of curly dark hair and a thick moustache below his
         large nose. He was wearing cords, an acrylic, lemon-coloured jumper and white socks with leather sandals.
      

      
      ‘Can I help you?’ he said.
      

      
      ‘I’m Lucy,’ I said, waving my envelope in front of his face. ‘Bob sent me.’

      
      The man rolled his eyes and sighed. Not exactly the warm welcome I’d been hoping for.

      
      ‘Right,’ he said, stepping back. ‘You’d better come in.’

      
      I took a step forward and immediately hit my head on a clothes rail. Coat-hangers, each one holding a pastel-coloured jumper
         or a pair of pale cords, jangled noisily as I stumbled forwards.
      

      
      ‘Mind the shoes,’ barked the man.

      
      Beneath my feet were pairs and pairs of neatly arranged brown sandals, each set containing a pair of balled white socks. I
         was in a wardrobe and, from the look on the face of the man in front of me, it was his.
      

      
      ‘All right,’ I said, taking a step back. ‘Keep your hair on. I didn’t know it was your wardrobe.’

      
      ‘Just hurry up and get out.’

      
      I ducked my head, jumped forwards, tripped over my feet and sprawled head first onto a grubby sheepskin rug. It smelled like
         overboiled veg.
      

      
      ‘Sorry,’ I said, scrabbling back to my feet and staring around wildly. Where on earth was I?

      
      A bedroom. Yes, definitely a bedroom. And a very nerdy one at that. In the corner of the room was a single bed with a Thomas
         the Tank Engine duvet cover. Beside it was a bedside table stacked high with books. Every wall was covered with posters of
         trains; there wasn’t an inch of uncovered wallpaper.
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