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new arrival


Steady lights flickered across her closed eyelids, and in her ears she could hear the rhythmic hum and rattle of a train on its tracks. Evie Snow opened her eyes, expecting to find herself on the 20.32, pulling into an unfamiliar station in an unexplored part of the city, having drifted off to sleep as she so often did when she was younger. Instead, when her eyelids fluttered open, like two twitterpated butterflies, she found herself in the lift of the building she’d lived in when she was twenty-seven years old. She glanced at the button board and saw that the number 7 was lit up, beaming at her. The doors slid open and the rickety lift gave a tiny shudder, wobbling Evie’s already unsteady stance, urging her to get out and keep going. She was sure she hadn’t been in this lift before she’d fallen asleep. She was sure she hadn’t been in this building for over fifty years.


Evie’s gaze flickered up to the polished gold surface of the lift’s walls. She noticed someone else in the reflection, someone standing exceedingly close to her. She spun around to catch the woman she’d seen, but the lift was empty. She was alone. Looking back into the gold, she examined the only reflection it showed her. That of a woman in her twenties, blonde curls tumbling over her shoulders in an unruly fashion, curls that Evie had only seen as thin and grey for a long time. Chocolate eyes stared back in disbelief, full of life and vibrancy. Eyes that hadn’t yet forgotten how to shine. The skin on this woman’s face was smoother than her own; it hadn’t yet been weathered and worn from years of crying, laughing, frowning and smiling. Evie reached a hand up to her own face and felt the silky skin under her fingers. A quick, breathy laugh escaped her lips, like she’d been punched in the gut, forcing the memories of this face to the forefront of her mind. When she tilted her head, so did her mirror image, and when she smiled at the sudden realisation that this reflection was indeed her own, the beautiful twenty-seven-year-old Evie in the polished gold smiled back too.


Evie finally stepped out of the lift and the heels of her favourite shoes clicked against the marble floor. She called them her ‘carpet bag shoes’ because of their resemblance to the carpet bag that held Mary Poppins’ impossible treasures. The hem of her floral dress swished around her knees, and suddenly the warmth of her cherished emerald-green coat sank into her bones and she was enveloped in a snugness she’d not felt for a very long time. She wiggled her fingers, realising that her left hand did not yet bear an engagement ring. A ring that had not only weighed down her hand with its extravagant, too-big emerald, but had weighed down her heart too with its significance. She held her hands in front of her, smiled at their emptiness, then swung them by her sides all the way down the corridor.


As she turned a sharp corner that led to her apartment, she stopped dead in her tracks at the sight of her neighbour, Colin Autumn, a man who’d always been kind to her, if somewhat introverted and quiet. She remembered him as a tall, well-built man. The Oxford professor type. He favoured tweed jackets with suede elbow patches and sweater vests, often orange or green in colour. The smell of his pipe had never been a pleasant aroma, but he had a sweet, rarely revealed smile, one that Evie had managed to coax out of him only a handful of times. He’d died suddenly of a heart attack while Evie had lived next door. It was a shock to see him here at all, let alone in such a state. Mr Autumn was now a shell of his former self, huddled on the floor by the door to his apartment, clutching his knees to his chest and rocking himself back and forth. His tweed jacket and sweater vest were gone, and instead he wore faded white-and-blue-striped pyjamas that seemed to swamp his frail, sunken frame. His skin was white and almost transparent. He was quivering, muttering something under his breath, and as Evie cautiously approached him, keeping her back to the opposite wall, she thought she heard him say, ‘Heavy. I’m too heavy!’


Evie reached tentatively into her right-hand pocket, hoping she’d feel the familiar shape of her keys. Yes, there they were. Cold in her slightly clammy hand. She brought them out and jangled them happily, momentarily forgetting the sight of Mr Autumn in his hysterical state. She quickly slotted the key into the lock, but her heart sank into her carpet bag shoes when it did not turn.


She tried again.


No luck.


And again, a little harder.


Nothing.


Now she desperately twisted her fingers against the key, but it just wouldn’t budge. Tears pricked her eyes. She stepped back and looked at the door. It was definitely hers. Apartment 72. The gold numbers shone brightly on the polished wooden door, taunting her now that she couldn’t get in. She looked at Colin, who had stopped rocking and was watching her.


‘Mr Autumn?’


‘Miss Snow? It’s been years.’ His voice crackled like an old record player.


‘Where are we?’ She crouched by his side. She wanted to embrace him, but he looked so weak and fragile she was afraid her arms may break him.


‘Where are we, you ask. We lived here for years. You know this place.’


‘Of course but … I can’t get in.’


‘Too heavy … you’re too heavy. Oh goodness, Evie, not you too. Too heavy. Too heavy.’ And with that, he returned to his rocking and muttering.


Evie stood and stumbled back to her door. As she beat her fists against it, a few tears spilled over and ran down her rosy cheeks. She clenched her eyes shut, wishing with all her heart she knew what was going on.


‘Why can’t I get in?’ she whimpered.


Through her closed eyelids she saw yellow dots twinkling. She quickly opened her eyes to see her door sparkling with thousands of delicate little lights, dancing about the wood. They moved smoothly into formation, creating words for her to read.






Your soul is too heavy to pass through this door.


Leave the weight of the world in the world from before.


Once it is lighter your key shall then turn,


And you will be able to have what you yearn.








‘My soul is too heavy? What does that mean?’ She took off her coat, now feeling hot and flushed.


‘Taking off your coat won’t help you get any lighter, little Evie.’


A short man stood at the end of the corridor. Mr Autumn had gone quiet, and Evie could see that he was now sucking his thumb, his eyes squeezed shut so tightly that they’d turned into mere lines. The man who had spoken was in his mid-forties but looked far older. A cigarette was hanging out of the side of his mouth, but he talked like it wasn’t there at all.


‘Dr Lieffe.’ Evie let out a sigh of relief when she saw him. He was a plump, slightly balding Dutchman, with the sweetest button nose, who had been the apartment building’s doorman. Warmth radiated off him in inexhaustible waves, as it always had done when Evie had lived here. Dr Lieffe knew the name of everyone in the building, and all their business too. Not because he pried, but because you couldn’t help but trust him. He made sure everyone got their letters and packages, and at Christmas time he snuck bags of chocolate coins in with their post. He also thought of himself as a bit of a matchmaker, and was always trying to pair off the single apartment dwellers. On one occasion, long before Evie moved to the building, he’d succeeded, and had been honoured to be an usher at the wedding of Danny Thorn and Rose Green. From then on he referred to himself as Dr Lieffe, lieffe being the Dutch word for love. Eventually it caught on, until no one in the building remembered his real name.


Evie was one of his favourite tenants because she took him cups of hot chocolate when it got cold, and chilled pink lemonade in the summer when his little desk fan just wouldn’t do. He’d passed away soon after she had moved out of Apartment 72, and she’d attended his funeral, along with most of the people who’d lived there past and present. The apartment building had been his favourite place in the world.


‘I can’t begin to tell you how pleased I am to see you!’ Evie ran to Dr Lieffe and he gave a throaty laugh as he embraced her, a little awkwardly, as she was a good foot taller than he was.


‘I wish I could say the same. I do hope it wasn’t painful. Did you go in your sleep?’ His English was impeccable. If not for the very slight accent and the pride he had in his country, Evie wouldn’t have known he was Dutch. He took the cigarette from his lips and stubbed it out in a wall-mounted ashtray in the corridor. He never usually smoked inside the building, but strangely, Evie couldn’t smell the smoke at all.


She frowned. ‘I’m not sure I follow.’


‘Oh Evie.’ He gave her an affectionate smile, tinged with sadness. ‘This is the afterlife. Well, it’s the afterlife’s waiting room, at least.’ He reached out to her and they linked arms as he started to lead her back to the lift.


‘The afterlife’s waiting room,’ she repeated, trying to make sense of it all. She felt like she’d fallen down the rabbit hole, except it hadn’t led her to a fantastical world where animals could talk and tell the time. Instead she was in a world that belonged in the past, where people long dead were alive once more.


‘You see, when you die, provided you’ve lived a good life on earth, always trying to be the best version of yourself that you can be, you go to your favourite place,’ Dr Lieffe explained.


‘Heaven?’ Evie asked, her brow furrowed in confusion.


‘Ah, yes, but your own personal heaven. You’ve passed on, Evie. I’m afraid you’re dead.’ He squeezed her hand.


Of course, she thought.


‘Yes, I … I think I remember. Now that you mention it.’ She concentrated hard, squeezing the memories out of her head. ‘I lived a good long life. I married. Had two children. I was …’ she paused, ‘happy. And I died with my children and grandchildren at my bedside. Yes, I remember now.’ Her lips turned up at the corners and she lost herself in her mind’s eye, recalling images of her children all grown up. Then she shook her head slightly and brought herself back to Dr Lieffe, who was standing before her, ushering her into the lift.


Evie looked at herself in the polished gold, and saw that she still looked twenty-seven. It’s not that Evie was vain, but when she’d been so fond of her own assets, like her caramel curls and her chocolate eyes, it had been hard to watch them fade into shades of grey, along with all the life and excitement she had once felt.


‘Clearly you were at your happiest here, in this very building. As was I. So when we passed on, we came back here.’ Dr Lieffe pressed button number 2, but it didn’t light up. ‘Damned thing.’ He pressed it again with a little more force, and the yellow light shone dimly through the small frosted number. ‘However …’ He paused, still looking at the button, a troubled expression on his face.


‘Ah, there’s always a catch. You may have three wishes, but you can never wish for more wishes.’ Evie chuckled lightly, but the look on Lieffe’s face gave her the feeling that it might not be as easy as she’d like.


‘It’s only a small catch, Miss Snow. You couldn’t open your door, could you?’ Evie shook her head. ‘That’s because you’re holding on to possessions that aren’t allowed to pass through with you.’


‘Possessions? But I didn’t bring anything with me. I found myself in these clothes when I arrived here, wearing these shoes, with my keys in my coat pocket.’ She felt again for the keys, and when her fingers wrapped around them, she pressed them into her palm as hard as she could, forcing herself to believe that they were there and she was here and everything was all right.


‘Not all possessions are material, my dear girl.’ The lift gave a sudden jolt and started to shudder its way down the shaft. Dr Lieffe hit the wall with a clenched, white-knuckled fist – suddenly disproportionately angry with the situation. Evie gave his arm a gentle pat. At last the doors opened, slowly, as though they didn’t want to reveal what lay beyond them.


‘Evie,’ Dr Lieffe took a deep, unsteady breath, ‘this is the second floor.’


‘Yes …’ She waited for him to continue but he said nothing, nor did he move to exit the lift. ‘Is there something wrong?’


‘I’m sorry, but I’ve not been down here in a long while. I try to avoid it as much as possible, but you must see what’s down here.’ He took a step towards the door, holding tightly to her arm. ‘Our souls are very delicate, and there are certain things that can weigh them down. When we feel guilty, hold in feelings, bite our tongues, keep secrets – that puts a great burden on our fragile souls. These man-made weights attach themselves to our spirits and start to drag us under.’ Dr Lieffe hadn’t looked at Evie once since they’d arrived on the second floor. His gaze was concentrated firmly up ahead, at the approaching turn in the hallway, his steps slowing. Blue-tinged lights flickered over their heads, and electricity buzzed.


‘To be able to pass on, to step through your door, you must rid yourself of those weights. Let your feelings be known, open your heart, forgive people. Whatever those burdens are, you need to let them go. Otherwise, there’s no way through the door and you’ll become stuck.’


As they moved further down the corridor, the sound of groaning became audible. Not just one voice, but several, in a strange and aching chorus.


‘Dr Lieffe … why are we on the second floor?’ Evie was now clutching his sweaty hand, their fingers interlinked as they edged towards the haunting voices.


He sucked in a breath. ‘This is the floor on which the more … reluctant residents of this building reside.’


They turned the corner, and Evie gasped.
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the second floor


‘What are they doing?’ Evie stopped, and pulled at Dr Lieffe as he tried to continue forward. ‘Why aren’t they inside their apartments?’


If she’d known these people once, she didn’t recognise them now. Their faces were grey and gaunt, their skin transparent. They were all dressed in the casual clothes they’d usually wear for lounging around their apartments. Pyjamas, dressing gowns and gym gear that had probably never seen a day of exercise. Everything in shades of black, white and grey. Around them were puddles of colour – blues, reds, pinks, oranges, greens – that had melted from their bodies and garments and were now soaking into the carpet and smudged on the wallpaper.


‘What’s wrong with them? They’ve lost all their … colour,’ Evie whispered.


‘They’re stuck, my dear girl,’ Dr Lieffe explained. ‘They refuse to let go of what it is that’s keeping them here. They’ve been here so long, they’ve become shells of who they were. They’ve got no life, no colour left in them. It’s all just … melted away.’


One man was leaning up against his door, scratching pathetically at the wood. The door remained glossy and unscathed, but his fingers were bruised and bleeding stumps, his blood jet black. A woman was muttering, speaking rapidly, some words louder than others. She was cradled against her door, banging her head on the frame. Another woman was trying to catch imaginary phantoms in the air around her. As Evie watched her flailing about, the woman hit herself on the nose, which made her yelp. Judging by the stream of black running down her face, it wasn’t the first time she’d done it. There was a large patch of dried blood on her white tank top, and her hands were covered in black stains. Evie could see the liquid caked under her fingernails as she swiped her hands through the air.


The constant cacophony was too much. The sounds came in waves and started to make Evie feel queasy.


‘I’ve seen enough,’ she whispered. ‘I want to go back to my apartment.’ She tried to turn, but Dr Lieffe pulled at her arm, not letting her go.


‘Look at them, Evie. Take it all in, and make sure you don’t turn out the same.’ He spoke sternly, looking more serious than she’d ever seen him – a completely different person for a moment – but then his face softened, he loosened his grip and together they walked swiftly back to the lift. Evie pressed number 7 continuously and fast until the doors closed and the lift began to rise. Then she leaned against the wall and let out a breath she didn’t know she’d been holding.


‘I can’t be one of them.’ She shook her head fiercely, hammering home the point to herself as much as to the little Dutchman.


‘We call them The Hopeless. And I’m glad to hear you say that.’ The relief was clear on Dr Lieffe’s face.


‘No, I won’t be hopeless. I am full of hope. I’m a Hopeful.’ Evie spoke fast, convincing herself that the words were true. ‘But I don’t know what it is that’s weighing down my soul. I don’t know how to fix this.’ A lump had formed in her throat.


The lift doors opened and they both stepped out immediately, wanting to be rid of the memory of the second floor, though they didn’t yet move towards Apartment 72.


‘Evie, I’ve heard every single person who’s come back to this building say exactly that, and not once has it been true.’ Evie looked down at her carpet bag shoes sheepishly. ‘Remember, I was the gatekeeper to this building, and everyone within it told me their business. You and I both know what it is that’s keeping you here. You just need to admit it to yourself first.’ He started walking towards her door.


Evie understood what he was saying, but something else now puzzled her. ‘Dr Lieffe, if this is the afterlife’s waiting room, and people get stuck here because they can’t move on to the actual afterlife, and if you know exactly what it is that lets people pass on, why are you still here?’


Dr Lieffe stopped halfway down the corridor. He looked her right in the eyes as his own filled with tears. She felt embarrassed and gazed down at her shoes, letting him have a moment to himself.


‘Well,’ he said, after what seemed like an everlasting moment, ‘I’ve never had anyone ask me that before.’ She glanced up as he wiped a tear from his cheek with his thumb. ‘Evie, this building, these corridors, they are your waiting room. Just like everyone’s heaven is different, everyone’s purgatory is too. My own life was so miserable that I found my happiness through other people, through getting to know their stories and occasionally being part of them. When I arrived here after I died, the entrance doors to the building wouldn’t open. Not until I forgave my ex-wife for divorcing me. I knew deep down that it wasn’t her fault; she just wasn’t in love with me any more. But I’d blamed her for years. My waiting room was in front of this building, and once I’d let that grudge go, the doors opened for me and I got to be in my own personal heaven.’ He gestured around him at his happy place, his little piece of paradise. ‘Talking to the people in this building and offering my services where I could was my entire life. So it makes sense that my heaven is back here, helping people like you find their way into their apartments.’


In that moment, Evie couldn’t think of anyone she’d met who had a bigger, more selfless heart than Dr Lieffe. Then she remembered another man she’d known, once upon a time, and a weight in her own heart tugged her downwards. Dr Lieffe saw the pain flicker across her face.


‘Evie. You know what it is that’s keeping you here. Don’t you?’


‘Yes,’ she sniffed. ‘I do.’ She didn’t realise she was crying until Dr Lieffe moved to her and tentatively rubbed a tear from her jawline with the same thumb he’d used to wipe away his own. ‘It’s … it’s my secrets.’


‘Secrets, Evie? You’re sure?’


‘Yes. Positive. There are certain things I kept from my family. Partly because nobody needed to know, and partly because I couldn’t bear to relive them. There wasn’t a day that went by when they didn’t catch me off guard. I’d be walking up the stairs in my own home and think there was an extra step, only to find there wasn’t. I’d be in the garden, tending to flowers, and my breath would catch. If you threw my heart into the air, it would fall to the ground twice as fast with the weight of those secrets, I’m certain.’


The idea of sharing the things she’d forced herself to keep hidden for so many years felt all wrong, but at the same time oddly right. There was a chance she could feel light again. A chance to dance without her feet being nailed to the floor. A chance to put her unlived past to rest.


Sometimes, she thought, we reach a fork in the road and choose to go one way, then wonder what would have happened had we chosen the other path. Even more so when the path we end up on was chosen for us and the other path is so far away, there’s no chance of ever turning back. Evie had once reached a fork in the road and had had no choice but to take the wrong path.


Dr Lieffe sighed heavily and gave a small smile of relief. ‘Well then. That’s the hard part over. The next bit is comparatively easy, you’ll be glad to hear.’ He started leading her back down the corridor to the lift, past Mr Autumn, who was now curled up fast asleep outside his door, still sucking his thumb.


‘But how do I even begin to fix this? I’m dead. I can’t go back to the …’ she paused, trying to think of what to call the world she’d left behind, ‘the land of the living and seek out all the people I’d need to talk to in order to open my door.’


Lieffe took her hand in his and squeezed it, whether to calm himself down or to comfort her, she couldn’t tell. Then he led her back into the lift, which Evie was already sick of seeing. This time, he pressed the button marked 0.


‘There’s always a way, Evie.’


The doors closed.
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the wall


The lift sank down to the ground floor. Lieffe then led her through the foyer, behind his desk – where he stopped to pick up a cigarette and light it – through a kitchenette and down a flight of stairs that seemed only to lead to darkness. Lieffe flicked a switch and a dim, yellow light revealed a disappointing basement. A floor that Evie had never had cause to visit all those years ago. She’d guessed it was just storage space for the things previous residents had left behind, or where lost property lived. She herself had lost a few things while living here: a red and white polka-dot umbrella, three pairs of sunglasses that she’d bought in progressively bigger sizes in the hope they’d be too big to lose, and a pair of flip-flops that she’d kicked off in the lobby while chatting to Lieffe one warm summer’s evening after having been out at a party in a park where she’d got a little tipsy. Each time she’d noticed something missing, Lieffe would disappear down to the basement and reappear a few minutes later holding the ever-overflowing Lost and Found box.


‘It should just be the Lost Box,’ Evie had once said. ‘Even if someone finds something and places it in the box, it’s still lost until it’s found by its owner. And once it’s found, it no longer has a place in the box!’ With that, Dr Lieffe had taken his marker pen and scribbled out the words ‘and Found’ on the side of the box.


Evie’s eyes adjusted to the light. The Lost Box sat in the corner on the concrete floor; no green carpets like upstairs. Lieffe flipped a switch that provided a weak yellowy light, just enough so he could make his way across the room to the very back wall. It was a pale cream colour, but Evie could see that it had once been covered in blue-and-pink-striped wallpaper, which had since been torn away in uneven strips, leaving scraps around the edges, giving the wall a jagged border. The large cream patch in the middle shimmered gently in the faint light, and Evie could swear there was a hum in the air, like the sound of an electrical storm on its way.


Dr Lieffe stood facing her in front of the wall and gestured to it with a hint of a smile, as if presenting it to her. She stared back blankly.


‘The wall, Evie!’ he growled, excited now, and slightly annoyed at her lack of understanding. ‘The wall is the way back that you’re looking for.’


She stepped closer. The hum was now a little louder, and she could hear that, much in the way that the second floor’s cacophony was made up of voices, this sound was made up of chatter too, although much less aggressive, far calmer. Like soft whispers to a secret love, hearts spilling over with champagne, or that gentle, hushed tone mothers use when tucking in their children.


‘What is it? Why can I hear the whole world at once? Everyone’s so …’ Evie’s eyelids felt heavy, and she let her forehead rest gently against the wall’s oddly warm surface, ‘content.’


‘Is that what you hear? Contentedness?’ Lieffe had pulled a desk chair to the centre of the room and was sitting now, watching Evie.


‘Isn’t that what you hear?’ Evie let herself sink to the floor and settled on the concrete, her back pressed firmly against the wall, unwilling to be parted from it. She turned her head to the side so she could keep one ear to the hum.


‘Everyone hears something different, depending on what sort of life they lived and who they’ve left behind. I hear laughing. Lots of it.’ Through her half-closed eyelids, Evie could see Lieffe smiling.


‘To me the world sounds warm and hushed,’ she said. ‘It makes me feel the same way I felt once when I was a teenager, and I came home from a wonderful evening out with a friend and tiptoed upstairs, trying not to giggle and wake my parents.’ Images danced in her mind, and she smiled, drunk from the wall’s warmth.


‘The sound of a happy life, no doubt.’


Lieffe seemed far away to Evie now. She let herself sink further into the wall, feeling it wrap around her, hugging her and rocking her to sleep.


‘Alley-oop!’ Lieffe had taken her hands and was tugging her upwards to a standing position. Taken by surprise, she toppled on to him slightly but managed to regain her balance after a few deep breaths. ‘Seems like you and the wall will get along just fine.’


‘Get along? You make it sound like a person.’ Evie brushed down her skirt and undid her coat, a little warm and flustered now.


‘I’m not entirely sure what it is, Evie, but it’s definitely more like a person than a wall.’ Lieffe ran a hand across it and his brow creased. ‘It’s sort of … sentimental. It has an understanding of who we are, but it’s like a child. If you’re nice, it’ll play with you. If you’re not, it won’t. I had no doubt it would like you, Evie, but it’s nice to see the effect you have on each other.’


‘On each other? It made me feel wonderful, but I’m not sure I had any sort of effect on …’ She turned to where she had been pressed against the wall, and saw that that feeling of being hugged had, in fact, been literal. The wall had sunk in on itself, moulded itself around her, and the imprint of her body was embedded in its surface. Now it was shifting and shimmering, remoulding itself back to its former flatness.


‘Come, let me explain.’ Lieffe wheeled the chair around behind Evie, scooped her up in its seat then guided her over to a desk in the corner. He picked up a pen and drew a notebook towards him, then started to draw on the faded blue lines. He marked five parallel horizontal lines. Between the top two he wrote HEAVEN. In the next space, between the second and third lines, he wrote AFTERLIFE’S WAITING ROOM, in the next gap LIFE and in the space below that HELL. He took his pen to the line between HEAVEN and AFTERLIFE’S WAITING ROOM and darkened it considerably, then did the same to the line between LIFE and HELL. The middle line, between AFTERLIFE’S WAITING ROOM and LIFE, he scribbled over, making it jagged and messy.


‘The gateways to heaven and hell are very well protected. You’ve seen for yourself that the doors to heaven are securely locked.’ Dr Lieffe used the tip of the pen as a pointer, guiding Evie through his diagram.


‘And what about the doorway to hell?’ She swivelled the notebook towards her so she could get a better look.


‘If you knew you were going to hell, would you be keen to knock on the devil’s door? No. If you’re going there, you get collected. I pray you never have to witness that.’ Dr Lieffe’s eyes glazed over and he shook a little as he looked down at his drawing. His pen drifted to the thick black line between LIFE and HELL and he added to its darkness a bit more. Evie wondered what had made him shudder. Lieffe had always proved to be a brave, bold man; if something made him quiet, you knew it was bad.
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‘What about this line here?’ She pointed to the jagged line in the centre; the gateway between where she was now and where she needed to go. ‘It’s not the same as the others.’


Lieffe leaned against the edge of the desk and looked towards the wall. He took the cigarette from between his lips and flicked it to the floor, squashing the dying embers under one of his brogues.


‘No, it’s not the same, Evie. This place,’ he held up his hands, gesturing to the room around them, ‘is not like heaven or hell. It’s not as solid or as sure.’ Evie raised an eyebrow, trying desperately to follow. Lieffe changed tack, hoping to make it easier for her to understand. ‘If life is a full-colour drawing, a beautiful animation, then this place, the afterlife’s waiting room, is the tracing paper over the top of that animation. It’s close to the original, but not quite the same. It’s faded and translucent, like looking at the world through a frosted window. Everyone in this world is neither here nor there. We’re certainly not alive, but we’re also not entirely dead yet either.’


Evie looked at the wall, shimmering under the weak light. The flat surface appeared to wobble, almost like it was waving at them, trying to get their attention. It really is like a child, she thought.


‘The wall between this world and the land of the living has always been more permeable than the walls to heaven and hell. Over the years, hundreds of tortured souls have tried to force their way through, trying to get back home, unable to accept their death. It has made the wall even weaker in certain places. It’s sad for those still alive but quite helpful for you, Evie.’


‘Sad for those still alive?’ she asked. ‘What do you mean?’


Lieffe sighed, worry creasing his already wrinkly brow. ‘There aren’t supposed to be ghosts on earth. Not the kind people can see and be tormented by, anyway. When you cross over, you will do so with good intent. For the sole purpose of completing your … your unfinished business, as it were, which means you’ll be completely invisible to those still alive. You won’t even cast a shadow. Those who force their way back with the intention of staying are not peaceful, and aggressive souls upset the nature of things. Living people catch glimpses of them when those souls are in their most aggressive, frustrated state. Their energy can also knock things off shelves, slam doors, shatter glass … No, that’s not supposed to happen. Ghosts are not supposed to exist. But they’ve made it easier to get you back home.’


Evie walked back to the wall, partly because she liked the feeling it gave her but also because she needed to inspect it. If she was going to … befriend it, so that it let her cross through it, she needed to get up close and personal.


‘And you’ve done this before?’ She eyed Lieffe, hoping she wasn’t his first experiment.


‘Myself.’ He nodded with a faint smile. ‘When I went back home to forgive my wife.’


‘Is it easy?’ Evie was stroking the wall with the back of her index finger, and she swore she heard it purr like a satisfied kitten.


‘It’s … simple enough. It just requires a few things.’ Lieffe walked across to where the Lost Box sat. He picked it up and brought it over, placing it in front of Evie’s feet.


Inside the box was a pink sock and a child’s yellow rain hat. Evie balanced the hat lightly on her own head, although it was far too small for her. Lieffe laughed at her serious expression underneath such a daft hat.


‘You never changed, Evie, did you?’ he asked, still chortling. She took the hat from her head and looked down at it, rubbing her thumbs over its plastic edges.


‘Oh, I did, Lieffe. Quite a bit, actually. But it’s so nice to be back.’ She looked up and noticed the little man’s soft expression. ‘Why have you brought me this box?’




4


[image: image]


the lost box


‘Evie, do you remember how things used to turn up in this box that seemingly belonged to no one?’ Lieffe asked. ‘Items used to sit in there for weeks, months even, with no apparent owner, then all of a sudden, one day, someone would come to claim something. It was a victory worth buying a cake and streamers for.’


Evie laughed. She remembered how they’d sit and make up stories about the people who owned each item, and how they came to lose it. When someone turned up to claim something, they’d interrogate them to see how right (or, more often than not, wrong) they were.


‘Yes,’ she said, settling back into the chair, ‘I remember.’


‘Well, this box has a sort of magic to it here.’ He picked it up and placed it in Evie’s lap. She stared at its very plain and ordinary – parcel-paper brown – cardboard interior.


‘Magic?’ She raised an eyebrow.


‘Evie, you died at eighty-two, but now you look twenty-seven, you’re back in a building you haven’t visited in over fifty years with a man who died long before you did, and you just had a hug from a wall. Surely we’re well past questioning the supernatural?’


He had a point. Evie shrugged and put her palms flat against the sides of the box. She lifted it above her head so she could look at its underside.


‘Is it like pulling a rabbit from a hat?’


Lieffe’s face scrunched as though he was ready to scold her again, but then the wrinkles softened. ‘Actually, I suppose it is.’ He took the box out of her hands and placed it back in her lap, gesturing with his index finger for it to stay there, as if it was an obedient dog. Evie tucked her eager, fidgety hands underneath her thighs. ‘In order to get to where you need to go, you have to give the wall something to go on. Something to tell it exactly where it should take you.’


Evie’s head cocked to the right.


Lieffe smiled inwardly. He was reminded of his daughter when she was young, trying to understand her maths homework while he attempted to explain it to her with his own very limited knowledge.


‘Sort of like a magic trick. Well, no. Not really. It’s quite a bit sweeter than that. You see, the wall is sentimental. It feeds off feelings and memories. So you need to give it something that has a strong connection between you and the person you’re trying to find. A word. An object. A song. A secret handshake. Anything. It’ll feed off that connection and line itself up with whoever it is you’re looking for.’


Evie eyed the wall. It was just a wall. How could it take her back to a place in which she was dead and gone, buried six feet underground?


‘Are you sure a wall can do all of that? This isn’t a hoax, is it, Lieffe, some strange dream?’ As soon as she cast that shadow of doubt into the room, the wall’s hum jumped in volume. Eventually it resumed its gentler song, but it sounded slightly disgruntled, projecting the sounds of people whose flatmates had left their shoes on the stairs for the tenth time that week, or the people who had worn flip-flops that day only for it to rain unexpectedly on their way home.


‘Sorry,’ she whispered from the corner of her mouth. With a sigh, she said, ‘All right, Lieffe, what do I need to do?’ The urge to remove her hands from underneath her legs and start playing with the box was unbearable.


‘That box can conjure objects. You came here with no personal possessions, so it will allow you to retrieve the things you need to get you through the wall. If words or actions are your key, then you have no need for the box, but most people need something they left behind, and the Lost Box has volunteered its services.’ Lieffe looked proud of the box and what he’d discovered it could do.


Evie eyed him from under her curls. ‘How do you know all of this?’ Her hands slipped out from under her thighs, but she placed them on her lap, still resisting the urge to touch the box. Lieffe shrugged, a little smile on his face that looked like it could turn into a childish giggle at any moment.


‘Trial and error!’ he said. Evie got the feeling there was a little more to it than that, but she didn’t want to pry, and there were far more pressing matters at hand.


‘So how do I work it? Is there an on switch? A magic word? One side makes me larger and the other makes me teeny-tiny?’ She held up her thumb and index finger to indicate how small she might become, and looked at him through the gap with one eye.


‘No.’ He walked to her and swatted her hand away playfully, then looked down into the box. ‘It’s a Peter Pan kind of deal.’


‘You mean, think happy thoughts?’


‘Bingo. You need to think of the connection you have to the person you’re trying to find, and what the significance of the object is to you both. What makes it so important that it will tether you between worlds?’


A little knot had formed in Evie’s stomach, and now it grew tighter. She thought about her secrets and how much they’d weighed her down almost all her life and she knew that there were exactly three of them. Three rather large secrets. It wasn’t hard to figure that out when she’d spent years trying to hide them from the people she loved simply for that reason – because she loved them. Evie wanted to avoid any risk of hurting them. Three secrets, and three people she’d need to cross the wall to visit. Finding their keys was easy. The first required a song. The second required an action. And the third … well, the third required the box.


‘Is that it? I just think about it and it’ll appear?’


‘Yes, though the box is a little … excitable. Unlike the wall, it only needs the smallest amount of encouragement, so don’t think too hard or too loud. Just place your palms flat on either side of it and think about what you need and why you need it.’


Evie closed her eyes and did as she was told.


She thought of raven-black hair that curled at the ends and jade-green eyes that twinkled. She heard the sounds of soft violins and rickety rattling trains. She smelt burgers and salty fries. And her mouth watered at the taste of hard boiled sweets.


‘Evie,’ Lieffe said tentatively as his skin started to prickle, ‘you’re thinking too loudly.’


The sides of the box pushed against Evie’s hands and then shrank in towards each other. To Lieffe it looked like the box was breathing, quickly at first and then the breaths started to get bigger. With each breath in, the sides of the box expanded a little further, and with each breath out the top edges of each side almost met in the middle. Evie was lost in an oblivion of thoughts. She’d not dared to let herself wallow in them for the longest time, but now she’d opened the floodgates and she wasn’t about to get out of her own head without a fight.


With one final mighty inhalation, the box burst with a bang, knocking the chair over backwards with Evie still in it. Hundreds of individually wrapped hard boiled sweets of all different colours and flavours rained down over them. Evie sat up and plucked one out of her hair, ignoring the last few still tumbling down around her. She quickly unwrapped it and popped it into her mouth, sucking on it with relish. It tastes of hope, she thought.


She looked around the room. There was no sign of Lieffe, and she thought he must have left in all the commotion, but then she caught a glimpse of his watch face in the corner of the room, reflecting the dim light, and realised he was huddling a little pathetically underneath the desk.


‘Oh stop it,’ she said teasingly. ‘A few sweets never hurt anyone!’


‘I did tell you not to think too hard. What if it was a family pet you were remembering? The poor creature would have been catapulted out of the box at high speed and might not have survived the journey!’


‘I’ll bear that in mind when I need to summon Horace, the family cat. For now, all I need are the sweets, though they’re for my third and final journey.’


‘You won’t be needing them now?’ asked Lieffe.


‘No,’ she said more sternly than she’d intended. ‘That’s something I’ll have to … erm … build up to.’


‘Saving the best till last?’ Lieffe asked hesitantly.


‘Something like that.’ The sadness reached Evie’s eyes before the half-hearted smile did. She started to collect the sweets, putting them into the box, with a few making their way into her pockets. Lieffe helped, the two of them moving round the room on their haunches in a heavy silence, wading through the inch-high carpet of crackling wrappers.


‘Evie?’ Lieffe held her name in his mouth as though it was made of thin glass that might break should he be too fierce or too loud. He sensed he needed to tread carefully here. There was something about a quiet, pensive Evie that made him uneasy.


‘Yes, Lieffe?’ But Evie knew exactly what was coming.


‘Why the sweets?’
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The Violinist and the Artist


Her back aching from her awful desk chair and her head reeling from the constant hustle and bustle of office life, Evie sat on the train home, a book on her lap, staring contentedly out of the window, the hint of a smile playing at the edges of her lips. First days weren’t meant to be easy. They were filled with anticipation, nerves and stress. She had expected the worst, which meant she wasn’t the slightest bit disappointed when the worst had indeed shown up. In fact she’d welcomed it with open arms and an open heart.
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