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  Chapter 1




   





  William had never spoken with the dead before.




  He hadn’t had an out of body experience either nor met a person other than through their body.




  In fact, he hadn’t even tried. And if anybody had asked him whether he wanted to, he would probably have said: ‘Thanks. But no, thanks.’ William believed that the disembodied are dead – and because they’ve shed the body, they’re not there to talk to any more. You may as well try to forget them and move on with your life. What William didn’t know is that the so-called dead don’t always ask whether you want to talk to them or not – they just turn up. They enter the atmosphere one day and you hear this voice say from nowhere, ‘Hi. Remember me? It’s been a while.’ Sometimes, they’re more direct: ‘My name’s Richard. I need someone to talk to. Say something.’ And it’s really hard to get rid of them. There’s no point telling them you have to go to school or you’ve got a train to catch, because none of these things are important to them any more. They can’t do them. All they want to do is chat. And you’d better listen, because if you don’t, they’ll make sure you do – and their methods of persuasion are not always pleasant.




  William’s first out of body encounter began on his thirteenth birthday, at the start of a week’s school holiday. William had moved to Fulton with his parents in early spring, three months before, and it was his first holiday there. He missed his former friends and felt quite lonely at times. It was hard entering circles that were already formed, and although he had met quite a lot of people at school, he had not made any real friends yet. William had therefore planned to spend his holiday watching the National Tennis Championship.




  The first sign that everything wasn’t quite right happened at 6:30 am. William’s alarm clock went off at full blast, making him jump out of his skin. He fumbled for the switch. ‘What the hell?’ That was his luck, being woken up at the crack of dawn on his first day off. He went back to sleep, only to be awakened again by the alarm half an hour later. He cursed the clock and unplugged it, just to be safe. He’d get it fixed later.




  William’s party started early afternoon. He had to admit his mum had done a good job preparing for his birthday bash, even if he hadn’t wanted her to do the job in the first place. She had managed to get the phone number of everyone in his class, and she had called each of them. All in all, she had convinced twenty people or so to turn up. Of course, she should have realised that when you’re thirteen, the last thing you want is a surprise birthday party organised by your mum, especially if you hardly know the invitees – but she didn’t. When William got home and saw everyone waiting, his first reaction was to run away, but his mum was rapt – he could tell by the way she played with her curls. She always played with her curls when she was happy: she’d pull them with her right index finger and would let them go; again and again. William sighed. Mum meant well but she tried too hard. He’d have to tell her. Not today, though. Today, he’d keep pretending everything was fine and he loved living in Fulton and didn’t mind Mum running his parties.




  The party was well underway when the lights went off and the CD player started skipping songs. Everyone stopped their conversation.




  ‘Your CD player’s gone mad,’ a skinny girl said to William.




  ‘Must be a power surge or something,’ he replied, turning the light switch off and on again to see if anything was happening.




  The lights came back on but the CD player was still going wild. It would play the beginning of a song, then the middle of the next one and the end of the one after that. William knelt beside the device to unplug it and the music stopped.




  The lights went off again.




  ‘Ghost!’ someone screamed with delight.




  ‘I’m so scared,’ another one said.




  Everyone burst out laughing.




  William had to turn the light switch on and off several times for the lights to work again, but the CD player refused to play music even after William had plugged it back into the power point.




  After that, everyone got bored pretty quickly. They talked; there was a bit of flirting, and then everyone had something else to do and made their excuses for leaving. Only one of the guests remained in the kitchen. His name was Patrick and he looked like a stick with short hair and pimples. Patrick kept to himself at school, and William had never spoken to him for more than a few seconds, and that included the ten words exchanged at the party.




  ‘It was a good party,’ Patrick mumbled.




  ‘It was Mum’s idea.’




  ‘Good for her.’




  William’s mum entered the kitchen and happily started stacking plates and glasses in the dishwasher. ‘Did you boys have a good time?’ she asked.




  ‘Excellent,’ Patrick said




  William saw his mother’s face brighten. ‘It was tops, Mum. Thanks for organising it,’ he said.




  ‘I’m sorry; I didn’t catch your name,’ she said to William’s friend.




  ‘Patrick.’




  ‘Would you like something to drink, Patrick? Tea, perhaps?’




  William rolled his eyes. Tea? What planet was Mum on?




  ‘Tea would be lovely, thanks.’




  William looked at Patrick in disbelief.




  ‘My dad’s watching the Championship,’ William said, full of hope.




  ‘My dad’s watching it too. I couldn’t care less, to be honest.’




  William sighed.




  ‘But I’m happy to watch it with you,’ Patrick hurried to add. ‘I can also leave if you want.’




  ‘My room’s upstairs,’ William said. ‘Follow me.’




  William’s mum handed Patrick a steaming cup of tea. William led the way to his bedroom, pushed a chair forward for Patrick and sat on his bed, racking his brains to try to find something to say. As he did not really know the guy, he had no idea where to start.




  Patrick didn’t seem to mind the silence. He took a slow look around the room. ‘Why did you move to Fulton?’ he asked after a minute or two.




  ‘Mum’s decided she wants to live here. It’s where she’s from. She’s spent eighteen years in Oxenford with my dad.’




  ‘Cool.’




  Boring, William thought. ‘Are you from Fulton?’ It was all he could think of asking.




  ‘Born and bred. But my grandad came from Italy. That’s why my last name is Fabrizi.’




  ‘Where do you live?’




  ‘Corner of Bovis and Clover. The house with the bright green fence.’




  ‘I’ve seen it.’




  ‘You can’t miss it. Dad wants to paint the fence blue. He hates the green. Hey, don’t you think it was weird what happened this afternoon with the lights and the CD player?’




  William scratched his chin. ‘Yep, no idea what that was all about. I had the same problem with my alarm clock this morning. I reckon there’s something wrong with our electrical system.’




  Silence stretched between them again. Patrick’s gaze stopped on the glass desk standing to the right of the window. He pointed at the book with the red cover lying on top of it, next to a messy pile of papers. ‘I’ve read it.’




  ‘Dad gave it to me for my birthday.’




  ‘The main character is a utopian, but it’s a good story,’ Pat said with a wink.




  William frowned. ‘The main character is a what?’




  ‘A utopian.’ Patrick smiled. ‘It means he’s not realistic.’




  William wasn’t sure whether Patrick was pulling his leg or not but saw the serious expression on his face. ‘Never heard it before,’ he said.




  Patrick’s face lit. ‘I hadn’t either until I heard people talk about the book on the radio this morning. I checked the word in the dictionary. I like the way it sounds.’




  ‘You’re weird.’




  ‘What do you mean?’




  William shrugged. ‘You keep using words nobody knows. People at school think you’re a nutcase.’




  Patrick flushed and stared at his feet. William bit his lip. He had hurt the guy; it was obvious. He always spoke too hastily. He prayed for something to happen – anything to get him out of this situation. Patrick took another slow look around the room. His gaze stopped at the coffee grinders lined up on the top shelf. ‘What are they?’




  William followed Pat’s gaze. ‘Coffee grinders, why?’




  ‘What are they doing here?’ Pat said, getting up to take a closer look.




  ‘I collect them.’




  ‘Who said I was weird?’ Patrick said, smiling. ‘Sorry,’ he added hurriedly when he saw William’s face.




  ‘My grandmother gave me the first one, the electric one, and then I found another one in my auntie’s attic. That’s how it started. They still work.’




  And as if to confirm what William had just said, the electric grinder turned itself on and started whizzing on the shelf. Pat and William watched it, mesmerised. The small engine revved up, making the entire shelf shake, and the grinder moved close to the edge of the shelf. Before William had time to get up and prevent it from happening, it fell and crashed on the floor where it lay still whizzing slightly.




  ‘What was that?’ Patrick said, eyes wide open.




  William picked up the dying grinder with caution. ‘Bummer, it’s broken. It was the one from my grandmother.’




  ‘But… it wasn’t plugged in, was it?’




  William startled. ‘You’re right, it wasn’t!’




  ‘That’s really weird.’




  William carefully studied the metal pieces he held in his hands. ‘Never happened before… I don’t get it.’




  ‘Tell you what, it’s spooky. Just like the lights this afternoon.’ Pat glanced over his shoulder and shuddered.




  William gazed at the remaining coffee grinders, expecting to see another one of them become alive, but they remained asleep.




  Silence grew between them again, thicker than before, almost excruciating for William.




  ‘Got a new mobile phone?’ Patrick asked, pointing at a small box lying on the floor in a corner of the room.




  ‘Yep. Mum gave it to me for my birthday.’




  Patrick picked up the box. ‘Wow! It’s the IDO2300. You’re lucky. It’s the latest model in the range.’




  ‘I know. I haven’t set it up yet though. Too many options.’




  ‘Let’s do it now.’




  Patrick had found something that aroused his interest. He opened the box and took the mobile phone and the charger out. ‘It’s really groovy. You can even change the colour of the cover. See? It comes with four different covers. I like the green one. Do you?’




  ‘Not really.’




  Patrick shrugged and focussed his attention on the mobile phone. William could tell his energy level had changed.




  ‘These are the instructions,’ Patrick said, holding a leaflet.




  William caught himself leaning forward. Patrick read the instructions aloud. ‘Thank you for purchasing this mobile phone. It is the latest model of the SwapNet range, the IDO2300. Please ensure the battery is fully charged before use. We would like to insist on the fact that—’




  ‘You’re not really going to read the whole thing, are you?’ William blurted out in disbelief.




  ‘Wait! I’m getting to the interesting bit. It says “The IDO2300 has been designed with practical features such as voice control, speed dialling…”’ Patrick connected the phone to the charger. ‘Where’s the nearest power point?’ he asked.




  ‘Over there.’




  ‘Let’s plug the charger in first. Get your SIM card out of your old phone and we’ll stick it in.’




  William grabbed the phone from Patrick hands and slid the back cover open. He took the SIM card out of his old phone and stuck it inside the new one. Then he turned the mobile on and gave it back to Patrick.




  ‘What colour display would you like, red, green, blue, or white?’ Patrick said.




  ‘Blue.’




  ‘OK. Now you need to choose a ring tone.’




  Patrick played each of the twenty ring tone options one after the other, and William chose a tone that sounded like church bells going crazy.




  ‘I’ll download my own ring tone from the Net later,’ William said prissily.




  Patrick spent the next ten minutes asking William questions and setting up all the options.




  ‘Thanks. Can I have it now?’ William said.




  The phone beeped just as William was grabbing it from Patrick’s hand.




  ‘Sounds like you just got a text message,’ Patrick said.




  William looked at the screen. ‘What the hell is that?’




  Patrick leaned forward. ‘Show me.’ He raised an eyebrow when he saw what had appeared on the screen, [image: tmp_2fcfa7cc4364191e8cc0983e99e92781_65EOKa_html_m64c45f51.png].




  ‘That’s a smiley, not a name,’ William said.




  ‘It looks like some sort of angel.’




  ‘But who is it from?’




  Patrick shrugged. ‘No idea. Why don’t you read it?’




  William opened the message. ‘HI,’ it said.




  William hurried to reply. ‘WHO R U?’




  A text came back through almost immediately. ‘STEPHANIE STUART’




  ‘DONT KNOW U,’ William typed.




  ‘IM FROM FULTON. AND RITE NOW IM FLOATING OVR UR HEADS,’ the next message said.




  William and Patrick felt a chill go up their spines. They looked up in the air and over their shoulders. The room suddenly seemed darker and less welcoming.




  ‘She’s pulling our leg,’ William said. Then he keyed, ‘R U A SPIRIT?’




  The response came quickly. ‘YES MY SPIRIT IS FLOATING ABOVE UR HEADS’




  William and Patrick looked at each other with a long frown.




  ‘A spirit? Ask her if she’s from the dark side,’ Patrick said.




  William thought it was a dumb question. As if she was going to say yes – especially if she was from the dark side.




  ‘Come on, ask her,’ Patrick insisted.




  William shrugged. ‘R U FROM DARK SIDE?’




  ‘DONT B STUPID’




  Patrick flushed. William couldn’t help smile – he was starting to like this Stephanie girl, whoever she was, spirit or not. He tried to think of something else to say. ‘WHAT IS COLOUR OF UR EYES?’




  ‘UR WASTING MY TIME’




  It was Patrick’s turn to smile. William wasn’t sure he liked her after all.




  ‘NEED HELP!’




  They stared at each other.




  ‘STOP LOOKING @ EACH OTHER LIKE 2 IDIOTS LOL’




  William didn’t like it. His response was sharp. ‘IF U WANT OUR HELP, U BETTER B MORE POLITE!’




  ‘L’




  ‘WHAT DO U NEED?’




  ‘WANT BODY BACK’




  William and Patrick exchanged confused looks.




  ‘HELP ME GET BACK IN2 MY BODY’




  ‘HOW DO U WANT US 2 HELP U GET BACK IN2 UR BODY IF UR DEAD?’ William typed.




  ‘WHO SAYS IM DEAD?’




   





  




  Chapter 2




   





  Patrick was the first one to recover and say something. ‘It’s a joke!’




  ‘I think we should stop,’ William said warily, turning the mobile phone off.




  Patrick looked concerned. ‘What do you think she means when she says she’s not dead? How could a spirit not be dead?’




  ‘I have no idea but I don’t like it,’ William replied with a shrug. ‘And it’s probably a hoax. I don’t believe in spirits.’ He threw his phone on the bed.




  ‘Let’s ask her to be sure,’ Patrick suggested.




  William shook his head. ‘I’d rather leave it as it is.’




  Patrick walked towards the bed and grabbed William’s mobile phone. ‘I want to know what she means. Don’t you?’




  ‘Who says it’s a “she”? It could be a guy, for all we know. And what’s the point, anyway?’




  ‘She’s trying to tell us something,’ Patrick said, handing the phone back to William.




  William sighed, took the phone from Patrick’s hand and turned it back on. A text shot through almost immediately. ‘Y DID U TURN OFF L?’




  ‘SORRY,’ William typed.




  ‘IM SCARED PLS HELP’




  William frowned. ‘WHY R U SCARED?’




  ‘DONT WANT 2B STUCK HERE 4EVR. WANT BODY BACK’




  ‘WHY DID U SAY UR NOT DEAD?’




  ‘AM IN A COMA’




  William let out a cry which startled his friend.




  Before Patrick had time to ask William what his problem was, a long message appeared. ‘THOUGHT HAD FLU. WAS PNEUMONIA. WENT 2 BED 1 NITE DIDNT WAKE UP NXT MORNING. WAS IN A COMA. WITH BRAIN INFECTION. HAVENT WOKEN UP SINCE. BEEN 2 WKS. DOCTORS SAY PNEUMONIA + INFECTION CURED BUT STILL IN A COMA. DONT KNOW HOW 2 ENTER BODY AGAIN. WANT 2 WAKE UP. PLS HELP’




  ‘WHERE R U?’ William keyed in.




  ‘FLOATING NXT 2 U’




  William threw another worried look around. ‘WHERES UR BODY?’




  ‘ST VINCENTS HOSPITAL. INTENSIVE CARE UNIT’




  ‘It’s only a few streets away,’ Patrick commented with a nod.




  ‘U GONNA HELP?’




  William hesitated before writing his reply. ‘WHAT DO U WANT US 2 DO?’




  ‘DONT KNOW’




  ‘You know what?’ William said to Patrick, and he hurried to type without waiting for his friend’s answer. ‘DID U PLAY WITH MY ALARM CLOCK + CD PLAYER 2DAY?’




  ‘YES. WAS TRYING 2 DRAW UR ATTENTION’




  Suddenly, Patrick grabbed the phone from William’s hands and turned it off.




  ‘What are you doing?’ William snapped.




  ‘I think you’re right. She’s playing games with us.’




  William pointed at his phone. ‘Turn it on again!’




  Patrick hid the phone behind his back. ‘Let’s forget it,’ he said.




  ‘What if it’s true?’




  ‘I’ve never heard of people in a coma talking through mobile phones. She’s pulling our leg.’




  William looked at his friend in the eyes. ‘What if she’s not? Let’s give her a chance. Everyone in a coma needs a chance.’ He paused. ‘I’ve known someone who went into a coma once and wasn’t given a chance.’




  ‘What’s the matter with you?’ Patrick said, shaking his head. ‘You’re the one who didn’t want to do it in the first place, and you’re suddenly very keen–’




  ‘Haven’t you heard me?’ William said, his voice rising to a screech. ‘What if she’s telling the truth? How would you feel if you found out she died because you didn’t believe her?’ William took a step towards his friend.




  Patrick stepped back. ‘Um… true. But it’s a bit hard to check whether she’s lying or not.’




  William smiled. ‘There’s a way.’




  ‘How?’




  ‘She says she’s in St Vincent’s Hospital. Let’s check whether it’s true or not.’




  ‘Are you mad?’ Patrick said with wide eyes.




  ‘It’s easy. If she’s there, it means she’s telling the truth. If not, we can forget about her.’




  ‘And how are you going to do that?’




  William shrugged. ‘She’s given us her name. We just need to call and see if she’s there, that’s all.’




  Patrick thought for a second or two and decided to hand the phone back to William. ‘I suppose we could give it a try.’




  William rushed downstairs. He came back quickly with the phone directory. It didn’t take him long to find the number of St Vincent’s Hospital. He turned his mobile phone back on again and dialled the number.




  A woman’s voice answered immediately. ‘St Vincent’s Hospital, how may I help you?’




  ‘I’d like to speak with Stephanie Stuart, please.’




  ‘Room number?’




  ‘Um… I’m not sure. She’s in the intensive care unit.’




  ‘In that case, I’m afraid I cannot connect you. We do not transfer external calls to the intensive care unit.’




  William bit his lip. ‘Can you at least tell us if she’s there?’




  The woman hesitated. ‘May I ask who’s calling?’




  ‘A friend from school.’




  The woman’s voice hardened. ‘Then you should know whether she’s here or not. I’m sorry, but I can’t help you.’




  ‘But—‘




  The woman hung up.




  ‘I should have thought about the intensive care unit not accepting calls,’ William said, shaking his head.




  Patrick sat on the bed. ‘Not much we can do about it now,’ he said.




  William stared at him with a smile in his eyes. ‘Yes, there is.’




  ‘What?’




  ‘Let’s go to the hospital and we can ask if she’s registered as a patient.’




  Patrick jumped up.




  ‘We’ll be more careful this time,’ William added softly.




  ‘I suppose we could give it a try,’ his friend said with a frown. ‘But if she’s not there, that’s it. OK?’




  William nodded. ‘Promise.’




  An eerie silence filled the room. Nothing seemed worth talking about anymore. William looked through the window at a distant sycamore. ‘What about tomorrow afternoon?’ he said, breaking the silence. They exchanged mobile phone numbers and William led Patrick back to the front door. Patrick was a few metres away on the footpath when William called to him. ‘See you tomorrow, Pat.’ And he blinked at his new friend.




   





  * * * * *




   





  When Pat rang the bell the following day at two o’clock, William was pacing his room like a tiger in a cage. He grabbed his jacket and ran outside. His mother looked at him with a surprised expression on her face, but she wasn’t quick enough to ask where he was going.




  William only smiled once he was out. The spring sun was just starting to warm the air and he felt energy surge through his body. He took a deep breath. The air smelled of a rich mixture of cut grass and wet pavement. He suddenly felt good, as if his life was taking a different direction.




  ‘I’m not sure about this,’ Pat said as they walked side by side towards the hospital.




  ‘Relax. It won’t take long.’




  Ten minutes later they were facing a white-washed four-storey building with large windows and an archway leading to the entrance. It looked very old but two extensions had been built at the back and their modern aspect contrasted with the older style of the front. A red and yellow rose garden in front filled the air with a light perfume and a few plane trees stood among the roses like silent minders. In fact, had many signs not shown the way to emergencies, the outpatient ward, and other parts of the hospital, it would have been hard to imagine it was a hospital at all. William decided the friendly atmosphere was a good omen. Hospitals usually brought back unpleasant memories. He shivered with a mixture of anticipation and fear.




  They passed under an archway covered with climbing yellow roses and the scent intensified. They made their way towards what looked like the main entrance. A sign on the left said, ‘Deliveries’ and another one on the right, ‘Emergencies’.




  ‘Who do we ask?’ Pat said, looking across the wide and busy entrance hall.




  ‘Reception.’




  ‘Isn’t it going to be a bit suspicious? I mean, shouldn’t we know whether someone’s hospitalised or not? Remember what she said on the phone yesterday…’
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