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			RULE ONE:

			Anything Can Happen

			In the beginning, there is life. And it’s wonderful. But persistent. It grows like a weed and it wriggles into every corner of the world, expanding and changing. And space is limited. So there becomes a need for death. We’ve all heard it before, right? The necessary evil. The unexplained, unavoidable end to everybody’s story. Everybody gets their turn at life and everybody gets their turn at death.

			You’re all very good at pretending that you accept that, but I know you don’t really. It’s in your eyes. At funerals, at hospitals, when you watch those soppy documentaries on television. Part of you wonders why we can’t just try a world with immortality, just to see what happens.

			Of course there’s a real reason why you can’t get that thought out of your head: it’s because you’re hoping that if you keep thinking it, it will happen and you won’t have to die. You’ll be the first, the one and only, the miracle. The one to cheat death.

			But you won’t. I’m not trying to sound ominous here. I’m not waiting behind your door with a knife or something. I’m just speaking from a position of authority and clearing away any misconceptions you might have. In the end, it will happen. In the end, it will be your turn. There’s billions of different choices being made by people across the world every day and one of those will, no matter how unknowingly, be the one that guides you towards your final hour. Someone offers you your first cigarette, someone doesn’t check the brakes on their car, someone passes on their genes. Anything can happen and I suppose I’ll be waiting for you when it does.

			And yes, I’m aware that you’ve had to leave behind your family and no, I can’t change that for you. Boxes have to be ticked, quotas have to be met.

			Life has to end and I have to arrive, sooner or later.
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			It starts around seven. The snow that is. Predictably, London grinds to a halt as the ground is dusted with the lightest smattering of the stuff, so much so that I’m twenty minutes late for dinner. Honestly, you would have thought the bus driver was driving across an iceberg, the speed he was going.

			Despite the snow, the restaurant is still packed. Then again, it is a bit of a sanctuary. The combination of candles and radiators and people is enough to raise the temperature significantly, which I’m grateful for when I’m really not dressed for the arctic winter. Tonight’s date night after all, and Eric has been texting me all day about how much he’s looking forward to it, so I sort of felt that jumpers and jeans weren’t really going to cut it.

			He sits across from me, fingers tapping incessantly against the wood. One leg jiggles under the table, causing my cutlery to tinkle softly as they hit against each other. A tiny earthquake.

			‘Eric, you’re acting like this is our first date.’ He glances up from his plate of carbonara, eyes wide so I can see every little speck of toffee brown in there. ‘And now you look like you’ve just been caught pissing in the shower – what’s going on?’ I say, laughing. But he doesn’t join in. Something is definitely up.

			‘Sorry,’ he replies after a beat of silence. He looks genuinely apologetic. ‘Just got a lot on my mind.’

			‘Anything you want to share?’ My voice is light, like I’m not bothered, but I’ve got a slight fluttering of fear in my throat. Things have been great between us for a decent amount of time now – but of course there’s the inevitable paranoia that I’ve just not noticed all the signs and this is him about to break up with me. I’m already considering how I’ll tell my parents without causing a complete shitstorm when I notice that he’s speaking again.

			‘… and you know how much I love spending time with you, Daisy, but I want more …’

			Here it comes. He wants more. So he wants someone else. He wants someone who knows how to have a serious conversation without injecting sarcasm into it every five seconds. Someone who’s a proper grown-up, not one who doesn’t really understand how her taxes work. I’m preparing for the inevitable, holding back the tears and the misdirected anger, when Eric pulls something from his pocket and places it on the table.

			I’m so floored by the action that it takes me a whole five seconds to register what it is. There’s the predictable, heart-stopping moment when I think it might be a ring, but a closer look dispels that idea. Instead, it’s a key with a smart pink leather keyring attached to it, embossed with a golden ‘D’ – for Daisy, I presume. I look back over at Eric with a frown.

			‘A key?’ I ask, realising that I’m probably being incredibly slow.

			Eric laughs, warm and confident. Clearly, now he’s started with his big announcement, he doesn’t feel quite as nervous any more. Well, bully for him. ‘Yeah, a key. It’s a key to the flat, Daisy.’

			‘Your flat?’

			‘Yeah.’ He leans across and takes my hand, squeezing it firmly. ‘We’ve been going out a while now, Daisy. And you’re really special to me. So I want to take things further.’ He draws in a deep breath, like a ringmaster about to announce the main attraction. ‘I want you to move in with me.’

			I wonder distantly if the entire restaurant can hear my thudding heart. It takes me a second to take in his words, to fathom the fact that he’s just asked me to live with him. Me. The grumpy marketing assistant who only met him in the first place because he needed nagging about a late piece of paperwork. Anything can happen, I suppose.

			‘Wow,’ I say finally, once my voice has found its way back to my throat again. ‘Eric, this is amazing, I mean – wow!’

			Eric raises an eyebrow, still holding my hand. ‘So … is that a yes?’ Big brown eyes watching me, drawing me in to the big next step on the ladder of life, if you can excuse that atrocious cliché.

			It’s easy to accept the offer. I can feel a ridiculous grin on my face as I nod, squeezing his hand back this time. ‘Yes, of course! I mean, it will take a while to move out and get my shit together. But yes, let’s do it. Let’s move in together.’

			Eric beams at me, sitting back in the chair with that big-old grin. ‘Brilliant,’ he says. ‘That’s just brilliant.’ He looks like the cat who just caught the mouse, though perhaps I should think of a slightly lighter metaphor. Trust me to go dark.

			It’s a little difficult to continue with a normal meal after that. We try, though; time doesn’t stop just because you make a big decision and this food is fancier than our usual chain-restaurant pizza. So we go back to our food, exchange little smiles across the table, like we have this shared secret. We’d be terrible spies.

			He orders pudding and I order a massive cappuccino (it’s been a long day). We talk about storage solutions for all my stuff and possible decor changes (definite decor changes, but he doesn’t need to know that yet). We get the bill; he takes it in an automatic motion and pulls out his card. He glances over to me, sensing my dislike of the action.

			‘Just this once, Daisy? I know it goes against your “independent woman striking out on her own” vibe but this is a special occasion.’

			I roll my eyes, considering it before conceding with a nod. Well, mainly conceding. My stubbornness doesn’t quite allow me to sit there and be paid for, so I pull out my purse and tug out a few coins. ‘Just for the tip,’ I explain as Eric begins to complain.

			He lets it go with a slight shake of his head. We may not be living together yet but he certainly knows me well enough to pick his battles.

			We leave the restaurant sometime after ten. The snow has stopped but the chill outside bites at any exposed skin, quickly and efficiently chasing away any warmth still lingering from our time inside. To add insult to injury, there’s not even any proper snow on the ground. Just a slushy, slippery mess from hundreds of feet trampling through it.

			‘So … wanna bunk up at mine?’ Eric asks, as he’s buttoning up his coat, eyes squinting slightly against the wind.

			It’s tempting, but I find myself shaking my head. ‘Probably shouldn’t. If I’ve got to tell Violet that I’m moving out, it probably shouldn’t be right after a night at yours.’ Eric smiles with a slightly knowing smile, which I’m grateful for. Violet Tucker is my best friend and current flatmate. My unofficial sister, that’s what everyone says. And I wouldn’t disagree with that. It took Eric a grand total of three dates to work out that she was as ingrained in my life as salt is in the sea, and another few dates to accept that fact. Two years down the line and it seems he also understands that this new living arrangement will take delicate explaining.

			‘Fair enough, thought I’d give it a try.’ He rubs his hands together, blowing on them in an attempt to warm them up before he pulls his gloves on. ‘You bussing it?’

			I nod, shivering. The grey blazer I’m wearing over my dress really isn’t doing me much good, even when paired with a scarf. ‘Are you cabbing it?’ Eric lives in the opposite direction to me, by the river in one of these glass and metal creations where successful and, let’s face it, smug city-slickers live. On the other hand, the lowly marketing assistant here has to settle with a basement mould-farm of a flat. And a bus rather than a cab.

			Eric already has his phone out, opening up the appropriate app and searching for a ride. As he’s doing this, he nods. ‘Cabbing it,’ he confirms, tapping the screen a moment later with a triumphant smile. ‘You going to be all right?’

			As usual, my instinctive reaction to his concern is to roll my eyes. I can’t help it. I’ve survived on my own for years after all, even if most of those years haven’t been in the ‘big city’. Somehow, having a boyfriend, seems to mean I lose all those skills. Maybe a little harsh, so I soften my response with a smile and a squeeze of his arm. ‘I’ll be fine. I’ve got my polar bear taser and I’m sure the bus driver will have a spare sled.’

			Eric grins, leaning in to kiss me. When he pulls away, he gives me a jaunty wink, eyes all twinkly with excitement. ‘See you soon then – roomie.’

			It’s such a cliché that we both have to laugh. ‘You dork. See you soon.’

			With one final wave, we part ways. I glance back as I make my way towards the bus stop, watch him duck into a car. Even from a little distance away, I can see a lingering smile on his face. Happiness and triumph emanates from him, unhampered by the cold. That brings a smile of my own to my face as I step onto the just arriving bus. Who would have thought that Eric Broad, the golden boy of Bennington & Moore Insurance, would be so pleased by giving little old me a key?

			

			The journey home isn’t too long, but I spend it trying to get some sort of plan of delivery straight in my head. After eighteen years of friendship, since day one of primary school, I know Violet’s ways pretty well by now – and big news has to be shared with great care.

			By the time I get home, it’s almost midnight. Despite this, Violet is still stretched out on our slightly threadbare sofa, swathed in the fleece blanket I got her for Christmas. I don’t blame her; our flat either does freezing cold or boiling hot. Judging by the way my breath still crystallises in front of me, I’d say it’s currently the former.

			She doesn’t turn around from her phone but does deign to wave a hand vaguely in my direction. Standard Violet behaviour. ‘One of these days it’s not going to me coming through that door but some burglar. Then you’ll be embarrassed,’ I comment, as I kick the door shut, wedging it into the slightly warped door frame with a grunt.

			Violet sniggers, plopping her phone down on the coffee table, narrowly avoiding knocking over the ridiculous New York snow globe my mum bought us as a flat-warming gift. Once she’s satisfied it’s safe, Violet twists round to look at me. ‘Yeah, ’cause embarrassment is going to be my biggest concern. So, how was dinner? Did he pop the question?’ she asks, resting her chin on the back of the sofa as she surveys me with eager curiosity.

			‘No, he didn’t. I promise you if that ever happens I will call you up literally as he’s doing it, so there’s really no need to keep asking.’ Moving to sit beside her, I kick off my heels and let out a sigh of relief at the feeling of having my toes free once more.

			‘Wuss,’ Violet teases, prodding me with one finger. ‘I danced in higher heels than that for six hours today.’

			‘The difference being that you got paid for it.’

			‘If you can call those wages getting paid.’ She mutters this with a huff, though there’s a grin lurking in the corners of her mouth anyway. Violet might complain about the pay but this is her biggest professional dancing job since we moved to London together, three years ago. She can’t quite hide her pride, even if she’s got bruised and battered feet.

			I don’t reply and perhaps that’s how she knows there’s something on my mind. That’s the trouble with having a friend like Violet; she knows me better than I know myself sometimes. She can predict when I need to say something before I’ve even got the words together. ‘So, he didn’t pop the question, but something else happened?’

			I nod, automatically worming my finger into the large hole on the arm of the sofa. As if I might find the answer in there. ‘He asked me to move in with him.’ The words slip out after a moment of silence, in which I realise that there’s no easy way to tell her the news.

			The sofa creaks slightly as Violet shifts, so she’s facing me a little more directly. Out of the corner of my eye, I catch her chasing away a small frown. By the time I’m looking at her properly, though, she’s smiling. ‘Wow, Dee. That’s amazing.’ She obviously spots my concern, because she prods me with her finger again. ‘Oi, don’t get all droopy on me. I’ll be fine. You know I only put up with you in this flat for your tea.’

			Her voice is steady and her eyes are bright. It doesn’t exactly fool me, but, for now, it will do. So I grin, leaning across to hug her tightly. Her wild curls tickle at my nose, just like always. ‘It won’t be for a while, I’m sure. Plenty of time to get used to the idea.’

			Violet makes a thoughtful noise, appraising me in that examining way she often does. It makes me shift uncomfortably, an insect under the microscope.

			To escape this examination, I clap my hands together and stand up. ‘Anyway. Tea?’

			Violet’s turned back to her phone now I’ve stood up, but spares me a guilty look. ‘You’ll need to go to the shop for milk, then …’

			Typical. ‘You promised me that when we lived together you’d stop consuming a damn dairy every day.’

			She shoots me a grin, one finger tracing an invisible halo above her head as she watches me hunt around for some better shoes. ‘Love you, tit.’

			‘Love you, dickhead,’ I reply automatically, following our usual routine.

			So a moment later I’m stepping back out into the night, with stupid heels back on because my trainers were buried somewhere under Violet’s vast collection of shoes. Gripping my keys tightly in my hand (I don’t want to be outside for any longer than I need to be), I start down the street.

			Tugging my coat tight around me, I quicken my pace. The night is silent – or as silent as London nights can ever be – which is a nice change. No buses hissing to a halt, no planes roaring across the sky and nobody else mad enough to be out in this weather. Just me and the stars. Perhaps I should stop and appreciate this moment. But it’s too cold.

			Just as I pass the bus stop, that’s when it happens.

			I don’t know what’s going on at first, just that the pavement seems to disappear beneath me. My foot tries to go one place, but the frozen ground has other ideas, sending it sliding out to the left. For a moment it feels as if my balance has saved the day, but then the other foot skids against the icy patch I’ve stumbled onto and the world tips. Like somebody has trapped me in a snow globe and turned it upside down.

			There’s a brief second when all I see is the sky, burnt orange from the street lights and scarred with the fuzzy trails of unheard aeroplanes. Then gravity grabs at me and drags me down to the pavement in one swift, heartless motion. I hear – no, feel – a crack somewhere on the back of my head.

			Distantly, I hear a whistle. Like an old-fashioned kettle boiling on the stove. And then everything goes black.

		

	
		
			RULE TWO:

			We Can’t Be Prepared For Everything

			There’s a danger to be found in complacency. Maybe you’ve heard this before. Don’t become complacent, don’t settle, don’t get comfortable. Prepare for the unexpected.

			Of course, this is fine when the unexpected is a new job offer or a surprise trip to Lapland. We all can learn to adapt to that. The human brain is remarkably well built for adaptation, like it’s still preparing to evolve into something else. You shoulder new responsibilities, you settle into new routines.

			Sometimes, though, change leaves no room for adaptation. It creeps up behind you in the shadows, smirking to itself as it hides its nasty secret. It waits until the opportune moment; until you’re happy, cosy, settled. It waits until you’re just feeling like life is heading in the right direction.

			Then all it takes is one unsteady paving stone, one patch of ice, and everything goes to shit. Change washes through your life like the cruellest tsunami and you can bet there will be casualties.

			So, really, the saying ‘prepare for the unexpected’ is a whole load of crap. You can’t prepare for it. You can just hope that when the wave of change is coming by, it somehow leaves you be.
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			So, death goes like this. First comes unconsciousness, from the pavement. Then it feels like being shoved in the back, but instead of tumbling forward, there is a distinct sensation of tumbling out. There is no moment of looking back and seeing your body below, floating away from you (or you away from it). Instead there’s simply an awareness that you’re no longer on the Earth.

			Then comes the white. So bright that it feels like it will burn right through your skull. Until suddenly, it clears. No Pearly Gates, just a desk in a flat grey office that could have been anywhere in the world.

			Except somehow, I know that this is it. That I, Daisy Cooper, am dead.

			I was only twenty-three. Was that really it?

			On the desk is a slim manila-coloured file, and a red telephone with one of those old-fashioned spin dials and with three squat lights on top that are all flashing red. A chair sits on either side of the desk. There are three doors; one door directly behind the other side of the desk while one is off to the side. Another stands just behind me and I think I came through it, but my memory feels like it’s been put in a blender. Behind the desk is a calendar on the wall, with countless tally counts squished into each day’s box, in dainty pencil marks. And that’s it.

			Instinctively, I know I need to sit. But I can’t move; is there even anything to move? It feels like I’ve been vaporised, and now I am nothing but smoke in the wind. I hear the side door open with a slight huff as it gets stuck on a bit of threadbare carpet, and I’m struck by how ordinary this all is. Perhaps I’m not dead.

			‘Hello, I’m Death.’

			Bang goes that theory.

			Death, then, comes to sit on the faded office chair that waits on his side of the desk, adjusting its position with a scowl of concentration. I distantly feel my toes curling tightly in my shoes. Like I’m getting ready to run. A tight feeling starts in my throat; running probably won’t do much good here. I force myself to focus on this newcomer, try to stop my hands from shaking.

			He is tall and lean, though not, as you might expect, skeletal. His skin is definitely present, and even comes with a smattering of freckles and precise dimples in his cheeks. He wears his hair, which at least attempts to stick to the stereotype by being jet black, in a precisely mussed style, with carefully selected wisps falling just above his eyes. A pointed nose, and then eyes the colour of the morning grass, a moss green that darkens slightly as he glowers at the file on his desk. Is it wrong to call the Grim Reaper attractive? Undecided.

			He wears a periwinkle-blue shirt with the buttons done right up to the top, tucked into a pair of black skinny jeans. He could have been any guy in a bar, except for the white tag on his chest that says ‘Death’, with a cartoon skull doodled beside it. Someone’s idea of a joke, perhaps.

			‘Sit, sit please Mrs Aberdale.’

			I don’t know why he’s calling me that. I stare, and I’m sure if I do have a body, my mouth is hanging open. He looks up, raising an eyebrow before beckoning with a hand I note to be covered in flecks and smudges of pen. ‘Come on. Today’s a busy one and you’ve been a right pain to locate. We weren’t expecting you for another hour.’

			I try to walk. I find the process to be reassuringly unchanged and a moment later I’ve managed to seat myself in the chair.

			In the somewhat cold reflection of his eyes, I can see something resembling me. A silhouette, the curve of my hair. I wonder if it’s matted with blood; I suppress a wince as the crack of pavement hitting head rings through my ears.

			He looks at me for a good two minutes, or at least it feels like that. Then he rests his chin on his interlaced fingers. ‘Blimey, they do get younger every century – did he sweep you off your feet? Or was he just very rich?’ I have a horrible feeling he’s trying to be funny. ‘Hey, at least you got to wear the dress before you came here, eh?’

			I have been typically quiet up to this point, but Death’s final words bring a halt to that. Irritation always manages to do that for me it seems. ‘What are you talking about?’ I ask, and then let out a sigh of relief at hearing my voice, shaky but still existent.

			Death watches me with amusement, then glances down at the file on his desk. He picks it up and gives it a little wave in a way that’s presumably supposed to make everything clear (it doesn’t).

			‘This. It says: Tiffany Aberdale. Recently married. Beaten to death in a robbery.’ He reads this from the white sticker stuck to the top. I notice that a bubble of air is trapped in its edge, and I wonder distantly how the afterlife still has such menial problems. More consciously, though, I’m concerned by what he’s just said.

			‘That’s not me.’

			‘What?’

			‘Tiffany Aberdale, that’s not me. I’m Daisy. Daisy Cooper. I – I think I tripped.’

			‘You did what?’

			‘Yes, I tripped on – on the ice.’ I swallow, finding it difficult to talk under the intensity of Death’s gaze. He looks utterly perplexed and I feel a strange sense of pride: I, average Daisy, have flummoxed the Grim Reaper himself. He flicks open the folder, flipping through the sheets with gathering speed. Then he drops it back onto the desk and dives down to pull open a drawer.

			‘Daisy Cooper, you say?’ he calls up from the depths of the drawer, and I make a somewhat dazed noise of agreement. Maybe this is all an accident, a big mistake? Maybe I can go home.

			But that doesn’t happen. Instead the time ticks by until Death reappears, holding an identical folder in his hand. The phone trills on the desk, a harsh sound in the almost eerie silence around us. At the very same moment, a mobile phone hums a bizarrely jaunty ringtone until Death pulls it from his pocket and furiously taps the screen a few times. Then he turns back to the file, opening it up and scowling at its contents. ‘Daisy Cooper, you say? Daisy Cooper of 1b Brownview Road, London? Daughter of Claire and Gary Cooper? Sister to Oliver Cooper? Currently living with Violet Tucker?’

			I nod mutely and he smacks the folder down on the table, the action making me jump. ‘Well then, Daisy Cooper of 1b Brownview Road, London – what the hell are you doing here?’

			It’s not quite the response I was expecting. I was thinking he might give me a pat on the shoulder, apologise for any inconvenience then send me back. That would be professional at least. Instead, he drops the file and comes round the desk to examine me more closely, as if I’m a wriggling bacteria under a microscope. ‘Well,’ he states, after a long, uncomfortable moment in which he simply stares, ‘you look pretty dead to me.’

			He lets out a sigh, ignoring my small whimper of despair, and moves to sit up on the top of the desk. As he leans across to grab the red phone’s receiver, I notice distantly that he’s wearing white Converses like the ones I myself own. Owned. Except his are still dazzlingly white, while mine were the grey of an English summer.

			Then he starts speaking again and my gaze snaps up. But he’s just on the phone. ‘Right, listen. I want to know which half-brain, sham of evolution sent me Daisy Cooper when she’s not meant to be dead yet. No. Sorry, do I really have to repeat myself? Daisy Cooper isn’t meant to die for another sixty-nine years. Yes, I’ve read it right!’ He hangs up then, dropping the receiver down onto the handset with a look of impatience. When he turns back to face me, however, he’s all smiles.

			I know that look, though. It’s the look my boss gave me when I asked if I was ready to move on from just being a marketing assistant. It’s the look that the estate agent gave Violet and me when we asked what we could afford in London with our budget. It’s the look of ‘hold your nose because here comes the shit’. This is why my breath stops – and I wonder for a moment why I’m even bothering to breathe any more? And how?

			As if he can see my thoughts scrolling above my head, Death grimaces. ‘Force of habit,’ he explains with a careless wave of his hand. Then he stands and walks back round to his side of the desk, rubbing his jawline thoughtfully.

			‘Let me break it down for you, Daisy.’

			‘Break it down?’ I raise an eyebrow quizzically.

			He doesn’t seem to notice my little interruption, though. Instead, he shuffles his papers and adjusts his collar. ‘An admin mix-up has meant that the major life event which was meant to leave you with severe concussion has left you dead instead. Do you see my problem?’

			I shake my head. Honesty is most definitely the best policy in this situation, even if it causes Death to rub small, irritated circles around his temples before going on.

			‘You can’t go onwards because you’re not due yet. You can’t go back to your life because you’ve seen too much. The cut-off time for when a dead person can return to their body is during the whiteout – that bit when all you saw is white,’ he clarifies, as clearly my expression of bemusement gets too severe, before continuing, ‘Somehow, some cretin allowed you to wander up here without checking your status in the system. And now, Miss Cooper, you’re stuck in the middle: you cannot go forward, and you cannot go back.’

			I stare. What else can I do? He’s spoken to me as if I understand the intricate workings of post-life, when, funnily enough, it’s not my area of expertise. From the way he’s tapping his fingers rhythmically against the desk, I think I’m meant to respond.

			‘I …’ I begin, and then trail off again. ‘Sir, uh … Mr Death—’

			‘It’s just Death.’

			‘Right. Uh … if I can’t go forward, and you don’t want to let me back, where the hell am I meant to go?’

			He shrugs a little. ‘You don’t go anywhere. Not until you’re due. You’re stuck in the middle, in Administration, as we call it, until your time comes. In sixty-nine years, according to your file.’ His phone goes off, the mobile only this time. Sighing, he stands and moves towards the door to the side. ‘Please, wait here. I’ve got to deal with this. Someone will sort you out, probably.’ He turns away without another word, already interested in his phone call. Before I can mutter what I think is meant to be a thank you, he’s gone.

			Suddenly, there’s just silence. Total silence like I’ve never experienced before and it takes me a moment to work out why it feels quite so crushing. It’s because, for the first time ever, I don’t hear the distant sound of my heart beating. My body is frozen, stuck. Dead.

			Sometimes realisation hits you all at once like a car colliding into your side. Or a pavement hitting your head. Wham. All in one go, panic sets in. The silence is broken as a groaning sob escapes my mouth. I’m confused, because I didn’t even know my body could make that sound. But it’s a passing reflection because my mind is filled with one all-encompassing thought.

			My life is over.

			

			I’ve been working towards this imaginary future where my current slogging away at the bottom of the work rung would finally pay off. I’d get a job that actually seemed to have a point. Violet and I would visit New York together. Eric and I would make his flat our home. But now that future’s gone. All I ever achieved was a mouldy flat and a pointless graduate job. Shit.

			It feels like someone’s stabbed me in the stomach. I didn’t think the dead could feel pain like this; surely that shouldn’t be possible? And yet here I am. Crippled by the dreadful agony of realising that I’ve just entered the past tense. Daisy Cooper was.

			I find myself stumbling onto my feet. There’s a sudden, desperate need to escape. Maybe somewhere around here is an exit back to my home, my life, my world. I run, straight out of the door behind me.

			Before me is a corridor that stretches onwards in a long straight line, seemingly endlessly. The walls are slightly off-white, the floors are slightly off-white and the lighting gives everything a slightly off-white quality. It feels like stepping into a blizzard and it certainly doesn’t help with the feeling of dismay rising up my back. The more I stand in this utterly silent, utterly empty corridor, the more I feel like I need to scream. No! Keep it together, Daisy.

			One foot moves in front of the other until, ever so slowly, I begin to walk. I have no idea where I’m going; there doesn’t seem to be anywhere to go. This corridor is empty, and the few doors I pass are firmly shut and unmarked. Until suddenly I’m at a junction. There are two possible turnings and a crisp, clean sign on the wall. According to the sign, the left turn leads to ‘Fire, Alcoholism, and Poisoning’ while the right turn leads to ‘Life’.

			Well, there’s only one way to go from here, it seems. I stumble off to the right, where I’m met with a set of lift doors. So innocuous … there’s even a little paper sign next to it with a scrawled message on it: ‘Please do not press the button more than once, it will break the mechanism!’ The mundaneness of this somehow makes me feel even worse. There’s a world up here with people and problems and I’m not ready to be a part of it.

			The lift opens as I step towards it, which sort of figures. This whole place has a definite creepy vibe to it and automatic lift doors fit perfectly with that. Inside, I’m greeted by the rather unnerving sight of my reflection. Not usually unnerving, I should add. But when you’ve just been told you’ve died, all sorts of things start running through your mind.

			My first instinct is to try and see the back of my head. I have this visceral, stomach-churning memory of the crack it made when it hit the pavement. I really don’t want to spend what is shaping up to be a rather long time with a visual reminder of that. But, fortunately, I’m spared. With a bit of twisting and turning, I can see that the back of my head is just the usual mass of strawberry blonde hair. I can’t help thinking that perhaps the afterlife should come with automatic detangling and anti-frizzing …

			My tight and rather uncomfortable dress from date night is gone, however, and in its place is a white dress that is loose enough to be comfortable but fitted enough to not look like a dustbin bag. In fact, it fits perfectly.

			As I’ve been taking in my appearance, the lift doors have smoothly closed behind me. The rest of the lift walls are covered, floor to ceiling, with buttons. Small, circular white ones, like you’d find in any ordinary lift. Except these ones are devoid of any numbers, or any helpful markers at all.

			I get the sense that the lift hasn’t started moving yet, probably because no buttons have been pressed, so I find myself pressing a random button near to my elbow. Immediately, the lift judders beneath my feet, then begins to move downwards in a smooth and steady motion. It continues like this for around twenty seconds then stops with a rather abrupt jolt that causes me to grab onto the nearby railing.

			There’s a moment of pause, then comes the ding, before the doors slide open.

			It takes me less than a second to work out where I am. The faint smell of damp is unmistakable, along with the sight of a sunken blue sofa strewn with enough blankets to smother an army (if that was your chosen method of getting rid of said army). No doubt about it. I’m home.

			Stumbling out of the lift, I let out a small sob of relief. Maybe I’m going to be OK. Because now I’m back in my flat, nothing will take me away from it.

			I hear footsteps behind me and I turn, grinning at the sight of my best friend. Violet is now swathed in her grey fluffy dressing gown, dark curls peeking out from beneath the hood. Her eyes are glued to her phone, the light from it casting an ethereal glow over her dark skin as she wanders across the weird linoleum tiles that cover our entire flat. I’m about to say her name, preparing to give her the fright of her life then tell her about my crazy trip to get milk. But then she looks up. And she looks right through me.

		

	
		
			RULE THREE:

			Love Has Its Downsides

			Let’s talk about love. I’ll be honest with you, it’s not something I completely understand. Why would I? Nobody loves death. Even those who think they want me to arrive don’t welcome me with the sort of song and dance you see between reunited couples across the world.

			Don’t get me wrong, I’m not jealous. Do you know what love is? It’s vulnerability. And it is completely illogical when you really think about it. Why would you ever allow someone to become such an integral part of your world when you can guarantee them leaving it, one way or another?

			I know what you’re thinking. You’re thinking that I must have never experienced love and that’s why I’m so against it. And maybe I haven’t. But that doesn’t mean I haven’t witnessed it, and the way it can so easily destroy you.

			I once visited on the morning of a wedding.

			I stood in the corner and watched as the bride meticulously zipped up her glittering white dress, hands fumbling as dizzy excitement stole her dexterity. I watched her soft smile as she took hold of her carefully chosen bouquet, kissed her father on his cheek as they left for the church. And then I watched their car skid right off the road.

			I tried to avoid the aftermath, tried not to notice the arrival of her husband-to-be. But some sounds, like the desperate wails of grief, even I cannot ignore.

			See? Love is for fools. For every heart swoop, every glimmer of joy, there’s an ugly, gnarled and twisted downside. I’ve had to rip the hands of lovers apart, I’ve been forced to tug the foundations away from families, I’ve sat and watched that blasted love blossom, knowing that it’s blossoming below an unstoppable ticking clock.

			So, in conclusion, I’d advise you to go nowhere near it. Let somebody else have their heart broken. Steer well clear.
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			Have you ever had someone completely ignore you? Pissed off somebody and they’ve taken the childish route of dismissing your existence. Or you’ve been at a party where everyone else knows someone and you’re stuck in the middle, waiting desperately for your one friend to return from the toilets and speak to you so you can reassure yourself that you do indeed exist.

			But that’s not really being ignored. No matter how much somebody tries, they can never completely ignore you. Not when you’re still a visible living being interacting with the same world as they are. In order to know what it’s like to be properly disregarded, with absolutely no acknowledgement of your existence, you’d have to be good and dead. Except I don’t recommend that – because it is a truly painful and heartbreaking experience. Especially when the person ignoring you is your best friend.

			As I’m standing there, feeling like someone has punched me in the gut with a concrete glove, she’s merrily gathering the supplies together for tea. She’s still waiting for the milk I went to get her. She doesn’t know; she has no idea that her best friend has just been ripped from her life.

			Then there’s a knock at the door. That weird tinny sound of someone’s knuckle against the glass because we never bothered to get a proper knocker. Violet pauses, glancing back towards it. And I can almost see her thoughts scrolling above her head, like subtitles. She’s thinking that I must have forgotten my key. She’s thinking that it’s about time I’m back because it’s been a while. She’s thinking that we live in an all right area but you can never be too careful, not at this time of night.

			Another knock. Then: ‘Uh … Violet?’ A somewhat familiar voice who knows Violet’s name and that’s enough to convince her. She steps forward and tugs open the door, with the usual amount of force required to pull it from its slightly warped frame.

			It’s the young woman who lives across the road from us, the one with the three kids and the postman husband. She’s wrapped in her thick coat, expression stricken. Foreboding grips at the back of my neck, like icy fingers digging into my skin. Here it comes.

			Violet blinks. I watch the way her fingers hold the door a little tighter, hear the wood creak. ‘Um, hi?’ she begins, and all of a sudden she seems so small, so young.

			The neighbour shifts, adjust her coat. ‘Violet … I – I was just going to get some cat food, we’d run out … and, um, I thought you should know …’

			She’s not saying it right, she’s not making sense. That’s all I can think. I need this to be done properly and I don’t care if she’s finding it difficult because this is Violet and I need her to get through this. And this woman won’t know that Violet hates any sort of suspense and that she needs clear information and I know I could do this so much fucking better than her.

			If Violet would just look at me.

			Her eyes crinkle into a bemused squint. ‘Uh …? What? What should I know?’

			The neighbour, Nina her name is, bites down on her lip before stepping away a little. ‘Your friend Daisy, she – she’s had a fall.’

			I can see Violet’s shoulders stiffen, like someone has injected cement into her veins. Does she know, instinctively, that this is it? Or does she think that there’s just a few broken bones, a concussion? ‘What?’ she replies. ‘Is she OK? Where is she? What happened?’ The questions tumble thick and fast from her mouth, causing Nina to grip her coat tighter around herself, a makeshift shield of sorts.

			Hesitantly, she gestures for Violet to follow her. ‘I – I called an ambulance, it’s just arrived. I think she fell awkwardly …’ she trails off, glancing back to Violet as she reaches the top of our steps and moves back onto the street.

			‘Awkwardly? What does that mean?’ she demands.

			Nina shakes her head, gently beckons her up the last few steps before leading the way towards the corner shop. Down at the other end of the street, by the bus stop, an ambulance is parked. In the intermittent flashes of blue, I catch a glimpse of a shadowy form sprawled on the pavement.

			Violet starts running, then. I want to stop her, in case she slips as well. Though at least I wouldn’t be alone any more.

			I shake that unpleasant thought from my head before it can get too comfortable.

			‘DAISY?’ Her yell cracks through the air like lightning. I half expect the houses to crumble at the sound, or the trees to topple down around us.

			I don’t want to go any further. I don’t want to see the scene of my own death. But I can’t leave her on her own, not Violet. I made sure she wasn’t alone at her most recent dentist appointment, for fuck’s sake. I can’t leave her now.

			And there it is. My body. Crumpled on the pavement, a small pool of blood staining the ice around my head. It’s brutally real and I feel something inside twist, cruel and painful. We run around, thinking we’re going to make our mark on the universe, but really, all we are is this: a body with a finite end that can so easily become an empty shell, an abandoned doll.

			Violet has skidded to a halt, staring as a paramedic begins to work on trying to revive my body. I feel like screaming at them, to warn them how pointless their attempts are. Especially when I can see Violet’s shoulders hitching up by her ears, just like they do when she’s waiting to hear back about an audition. She’s hopeful, she still thinks I’m coming back. She’s still hoping for a miracle. But I don’t want her to get her hopes up, not when they’ve got so far to fall.

			The paramedic sits back, takes my pulse. As if it isn’t already obvious that there’s nothing to be done. She looks up a moment later.

			‘I’m sorry – she’s gone.’

			Violet’s shoulders crash back down and I hear her voice tremble as she finally manages to speak: ‘What the hell are you talking about?’

			‘I’m sorry,’ the paramedic says again. ‘We can’t revive her … there’s nothing we can do. She’s gone.’

			It only takes a second for Violet’s legs to give out from beneath her. For her to drop to the freezing ground.

			‘Woah, woah it’s OK, sweetheart.’ The paramedic sounds so kind, but I know that Violet hates that term of endearment because it’s what her father always called her.

			‘OK?’ she snaps. ‘OK? My best friend is dead!’ she yells, and that seems to trigger some further realisation in her. ‘Oh my God, my best friend is dead!’ Her head drops down to her knees, her curls seeming to cocoon her, protecting her from the world. But I can still hear her desperate, broken cries. I think the whole street can hear them.

			I find myself stumbling forward, coming to kneel beside her trembling form. ‘I – I’m sorry, Vi! I’m so sorry …’

			But we’ve become two parallel lines and there’s no chance of us interacting, not any more.

			Violet’s head swoops up. I think, for a desperate second, that maybe, somehow, she can feel me there, but she continues to ignore me, as she looks across to the paramedic. ‘What do I do? I don’t know what to do? I’m sorry, I don’t know what to do.’

			The paramedic hesitates, then gently helps her up. ‘We’ll take you to the hospital. Do you have the numbers for her parents?’

			Violet nods mutely. She’s starting to go a little blank, like a computer crashing. I know that look; I know that it doesn’t bode well for her mental well-being at all. But I’m helpless, invisible. Stuck. All I can do is trail after her. Violet takes each step slowly, cautiously. She leans on the paramedic like a crutch, hitched sobs escaping from her mouth. Each one feels like someone’s sticking a pin into my heart.

			I try to block them out. I glance back down our street. That blissful quiet and darkness I remember is gone. All because of me. The houses look like some strange art installation, with the blue lights of the ambulance flashing on them, over and over. People are peering out of windows, some are on the steps, all of them watching with that sick fascination that everyone has, rubbernecking car accidents because we find some sense of safety in knowing that, this time, we were the lucky ones. Except now it’s they, not we.

			I can see the ambulance, doors open and one other paramedic inside. He hops up, moves to help Violet sit down in the ambulance before helping his colleague lift the gurney down onto the street. Violet stumbles as if her legs have gone to jelly, pressing a hand to her face as she practically howls with grief.

			This is the problem with loving someone so dearly. It will break you when they’re gone.

			

			I can’t be in this chaotic street any more. Everything’s too bright, too loud, like the very edges of the world are starting to press closer and closer. I have to get out. Now.

			But as I hurry down the street and back into the flat, I’m horrified to find that the lift that inexplicably transported me here has now, equally inexplicably, disappeared.

			‘No, no, no! Come on!’ I rush forward, my fingers floundering through thin air, desperately searching for a button, a door, anything. ‘PLEASE!’

			‘Over here.’

			I turn towards the sudden and jarringly calm voice. There, ten paces to my left, is the lift. Somehow the walls of it seem to seamlessly blend into the very fabric of the world. No wonder I couldn’t find it. Without the opened doors, there’s no hint of it being there. But the doors are opened now. And Death stands there, framed by the warm glow of the lift’s single light. His expression is inscrutable but then he sighs, taking in the surroundings somewhat wearily, as if this is all a great inconvenience to him. Then he steps to one side, gesturing inwards.

			‘Come on. I think you’ve seen enough.’

			Perhaps too quickly, I comply. Maybe later I’ll regret how quickly and easily I step away from my flat and my life. But right now it feels so hostile, so unwelcoming.

			I step into the lift, and I don’t look back. Not until the doors have swooshed shut behind me.

			I can feel Death staring at me as heavy tears roll down my face. I can also feel myself bristling under it, preparing myself for a barrage of platitudes about this being a blessing in disguise or whatever crap he’s going to come out with.

			But his first words, a long few seconds later, are not quite what I expect.

			‘So there’s no need to warn you about visiting your relatives now.’

			I stare for a moment, then manage to find my voice again. ‘What?’

			He gestures around the small space, though he keeps his eyes on me. Like he’s expecting me to combust if he doesn’t keep a close watch. ‘Going in the lift. Down to your relatives. Not a good idea.’

			‘I – I’m dead.’ The words slip out of my mouth in a weak, croaking imitation of my usual voice.

			Death blinks. ‘I did explain that already.’

			‘What?’

			Death sighs, fiddles with the buttons on his shirt sleeves. ‘I told you that you were dead. Remember?’

			I’m flabbergasted. ‘It’s not … I didn’t mean …’ I grit my teeth, trying to get my thoughts straight. It’s not like me to be unable to get a good rebuttal out when necessary. ‘I know you told me, but funnily enough it’s not something that I can get my head around just like that.’

			‘Oh.’

			I stare at him, as he looks away and towards the doors with an air of complete disinterest. ‘Oh?’ I echo. ‘That’s it?’

			‘Yes. That’s it. What else did you expect?’

			The lift doors ding, then slide open. We’re back in that off-white corridor but I make no move to leave the lift just yet.

			‘I expected you to have some understanding of what dying does to someone’s head.’

			‘Well, in your case, I know quite well what death did to your head!’ A small grin slides up his face as he gestures to the back of his own head with an unpleasant cracking sound coming from his mouth. Clearly he’s rather pleased with his little pun. I, on the other hand, am not.

			‘Is that supposed to be funny?’

			He shrugs. ‘I found it funny.’ Then he gestures one hand out of the lift, a silent invitation for me to get out of it. But I still don’t move.

			‘They were going to ring my parents.’ The words leave my mouth all of a sudden and without much warning.

			‘That is the general procedure, yes.’

			His coldness feels like a slap in the face. I force myself to push on. ‘I want to be with them. I need to be with them.’

			‘Why? They can’t see you, you know.’

			‘That’s not the point.’

			Death looks at me for a long moment. ‘Did you not hear me before? About seeing relatives? Do you really think that’s something you want to do again?’ he asks, though he doesn’t sound as if he’s particularly interested in the response.

			‘It doesn’t matter. It’s not about me seeing it. I need to be there with them.’ It alarms me that this man in charge of our mortality seems to have no idea what we as humans are actually like.

			His eyes narrow, then he checks his watch. Silently calculating whether my parents’ grief will fit into his schedule. Finally he looks up again, meets my gaze. ‘You can have ten minutes. That should be enough, right?’

			I watch as he steps back into the lift and turns away, apparently not that interested in my response. His fingers skim expertly over the dozens of buttons until he selects one and presses it gently, almost respectfully. Then he looks back to me, hands returning to his pockets. ‘Done,’ he says simply.

			The lift shudders as the button lights up. Then I feel that familiar falling sensation as the doors close and we’re dragged back down to the world once more.
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