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	Death is no more than passing from one room into another. But there's a difference for me, you know. Because in that other room I shall be able to see. 
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	A shadow loomed. 

	And for a moment, there was pain. 

	Both vanished quickly. Sucked into—

	—the light.

	Not just any light. A flash so brilliant, Piper Malko threw her arm up to deflect it. The epic supernova flared and faded, leaving her disoriented.

	She sat with her eyes closed. 

	One breath. Two. 

	Cautiously, she cracked open an eyelid.

	A twitch of the neck was a vain effort to shake off the fugue state. The bright light retreated, and she found herself sitting on the front steps of her brownstone.

	Oh-kayyy. 

	It wasn’t a big deal, but why couldn’t she remember coming out here?

	Rarely would she sit on the permanently damp concrete. Never, in fact. The street was too narrow and loaded with pedestrian traffic. The brownstone housed three apartments, so it wasn’t like she owned the porch, anyway.

	It would be easy to blame a wild night of revelry—but it was Tuesday. She had no friends in the area. And the strongest liquor in the refrigerator was a six-pack of those 3% light beers.

	A quick glimpse at the sky revealed a hazy shade of pink—the prelude to dusk. 

	Sunset?

	Had she just returned from work? Why didn’t she remember the day? 

	Mediocrity made it easy to forget.

	Swiping the grit from her palms against her thighs, Piper hefted off the steps and hiked back up to the front door. 

	Grabbing the handle, her hand slipped right through it.

	Whoa. 

	She reached for the brass knob again and watched in curious fascination as her fingers dissolved through the metal. 

	Glancing over her shoulder to see if anyone witnessed this absurdity, she caught the first indication that something was amiss. 

	A person passed by. A woman with long hair billowing in a breeze that could not be felt. This woman wore a coat and scarf to ward off the late October chill. But Piper wore only jeans and a yellow Henley shirt. She felt no chill. No touch of autumn. Even more hilarious was the fact that she could see through the bustling woman. 

	Right through her! 

	She was translucent—nothing more than a foggy facsimile. And behind this gossamer figure, a car crawled down the street. It was sheer as well. 

	Okay, Pip. Wakey-wakey.

	Oddly, when she smacked herself in the head, her palm was solid enough to hurt. Good to see that her latent mind was capable of irony. 

	Piper’s eyes swept the area again. The brownstones across the street no longer looked like brick structures—they were more a fluid blend of mauves, like the uncertain strokes of a novice painter. In fact, everything looked off in color. Tainted.

	Motion in her periphery caught her attention.

	Was it the woman? No, it was a dark shadow hugging the street corner—a miniature storm cloud slinking across the sidewalk. The turbulent muck poured across the intersection like the rumbling disruption of a herd of bison.

	That shadow troubled her. With it came a chill in the air, and she hugged her arms tight about her to ward it off. Eventually, the cloud crept around the corner and out of view. 

	Of all the peculiarities she had witnessed, that malevolent disturbance unnerved her the most. Once the shadow was gone, it took the chill with it.

	Piper pivoted and tried for the doorknob again.

	Swipe.

	Her fingers passed right through it.

	Dropping her head back in silent appeal, she stared up into the rose-colored sky. It churned like a cotton candy machine, spinning fine pink strands into colossal clouds.

	The sound of bicycle chains halted behind her. It was the boy who lived in the apartment upstairs.

	“Andy!” she cried out. “I’m glad you’re here. I’m having some sort of problem with the door.”

	Understatement of the century.

	All her enthusiasm fled when she realized that she could see through Andy. He didn’t react to her either. He wheeled his diaphanous bike up beside the stairwell, locked it to a water pipe, and then jogged up the steps, one of his elbows slicing right through her. 

	With no trouble whatsoever, Andy opened the front door and yanked it closed behind him before she could even snap out of her stupor. 

	Piper sprang up to follow, reaching for the door lever again. Her fingers poured through it and dropped uselessly to her side.

	Quite the elaborate dream, Pip. 

	What was the hidden meaning? The unconscious neurosis affecting her sleep? That her hands were useless? Did she screw up at work? Type the wrong code?

	Looking up at the churning red sky, she waited to wake up. Rose-colored whirlpools circled overhead, ready to suck her up into oblivion—not eject her back to reality.

	It was at that moment that Piper heard the chirping sound. It was soft at first, and then it resonated. A shrill beep intended to aggravate, not alarm. Its pace hastened, drawing more frantic until it fell into a shrill pitch that invaded her soul. 

	Beeeeeeeep.

	She clawed at her ears to put an end to the clamor.

	Finally—mercifully—it ceased.

	What followed was a hollow silence. A hush void of street noise, void of voices, void of wind. A vacuum that obliterated the sound of her own breath. An emptiness that muted the beat of her heart.

	In that stillness, a nagging notion began to fester.

	Maybe this wasn’t a dream.

	Maybe this was death.


CHAPTER TWO

	[image: Image]

	 

	Dejected but still trying to convince herself that she would wake up any moment, Piper walked down the surreal parallel of her street. It wasn’t the best of neighborhoods. It wasn’t the worst. It was South Philly. Passyunk Square and the dueling steakhouses were nearby. She aimed towards them because if ever there was a place to attract life—it was a juncture of cheesesteak restaurants.

	Rambling down the narrow avenue lined with brownstones, she tried to rationalize layer upon layer of rose-colored hues. The potholed street was a deep shade of mauve, and the sidewalk a pockmarked trace of pink. Cars passed her—phantom semblances of them, at least. Their engines made no sound. Their murky drivers made no eye contact. And they faded away as quickly as they materialized.

	Piper pinched her arm.

	Yeah. Oww. 

	It was elaborately detailed if it was, in fact, a dream. 

	An old man and a dog approached her on the sidewalk, and she beamed at them, even if she could see through them.

	“Good evening,” she said.

	Nothing.

	There was no acknowledging her. Not even a curious sniff from the dog’s long snout.

	Then, I’m dead.

	She was a lost soul, wandering rose-colored avenues. 

	Why this?

	Had she not been good enough for heaven?

	What horrid event in her thirty-one-year history precluded her from the bright light and happiness?

	Well, wait. There had been a bright light for one brief second. Did she miss the elevator? Did she dawdle too long and get stuck in purgatory?

	Disheartened, she reached the bustling cross-juncture of streets next to Passyunk Square. Geno’s and Pat’s steakhouses would normally cast neon shades of green, red, and blue across the blacktop. Now, all she saw was pink. The concrete storefronts were illuminated as always, but the colors were all diverse shades of red. The street was a robust purple, like a long tongue leading up to the outdoor tables. 

	People sat at those tables—eating—talking in voices that went unheard. Their foggy silhouettes tortured her with glimpses of humanity.

	“Hello?” she tested with a woman wiping cheese off the face of a young boy.

	“Can you hear me?” Piper yelled.

	Nothing. No reaction.

	A staggering thought occurred to her. Were these people all ghosts?

	Reading their faces, there were enough varied expressions to make her doubt that. There was soundless laughter, dour debates, tension, joy—all scopes of spectral mortality. Besides—she saw Andy. Andy wasn’t dead. Andy said hello to her this morning when he headed off to school, and she to work. So Andy couldn’t be a ghost.

	It was a mistake to walk to this hub of vitality. A cosmic slap in the face. She needed to return to her front door. If she could just get inside, she could sit on her couch and figure this out—preferably with a pint of chocolate chip ice cream.

	How dead can I be if my stomach is still in charge?

	It was all for naught, though. Once she got back home, she was thwarted again—unable to breach the barrier with a hand that poured right through the doorknob. 

	Piper glanced at her watch. 

	2:50 PM

	Clearly the watch was not functioning either. It hadn’t budged from 2:50. Even though it looked like perpetual sunset around here, she would have thought it was much later. Heck, she’d walked to the Square and back. That had to take at least an hour.

	At this point, the only option was to sit down and wait for Andy—or anyone—to open the door so that she could follow them inside. 

	Squatting down on the steps, she reached for the iron railing to assist.

	“Son of a—” Her hand passed through the banister.

	Settled on the second step, Piper leaned forward, elbows on knees, studying the cars and people on her narrow street. All were misty figures, etchings not fully fleshed. She recognized a neighbor and his dog, Banjo, approaching. It was a Golden Retriever who left a trail of his magnificent coat wherever he went—usually across her work clothes. 

	“Hey, Walt,” she called. “Hi, Banjo—come here, boy.”

	At this point, their disregard came as no surprise. But the sting of missing Banjo’s nudge against her thigh was a catalyst of sorts. Watching their misty outlines vaporize at the end of the street, she fought back tears.

	Was this hell, then?

	There was no fire. No brimstone.

	Just solitude. An eternity of it.

	Lost in self-pity, Piper stared blindly through tears at a rose-colored world. 

	Who knew hell came in shades of pink?
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	It could have been minutes—maybe even hours that she sat watching phantom figures pass by.

	Motion at the street corner caught her attention—just another foggy remnant of an Earthbound soul.

	No.

	Wait.

	Her eyes snapped at the shock of color.

	Blue. 

	Frustrated, she blinked away tears and grit.

	It was a man. 

	With a shoulder propped against the building, his long back faced her. His hand was hitched in the pocket of his jeans while his head inched up, searching the sky.

	Piper slowly uncurled her body and rose. Hands shaking, she tried to grab the railing for support.

	Convinced her eyes were playing tricks on her, she searched the avenue. In a swirling sea of pink and red ribbons laced with airy pedestrians and transparent cars, the man stood in stark contrast. 

	Blue—glorious—authentic—contrast.

	Piper picked her way across the street, dodging a vending truck. There was no tailwind. No scent of exhaust. And no need to dodge. Those factors didn’t register. Her focus was solely on the man now half a block away.

	As real as he looked in his jeans and flannel shirt, she expected him to dissolve on approach. So far, though, he remained convincingly intact. All the phantom pedestrians she had passed were bundled for the late autumn chill, but like her, he wore no coat. 

	This man had ruffled brown hair as if a strong breeze played with the soft ends. Hitched against the brick façade, the broad width of his shoulders was evident. Half of the blue flannel shirt was tucked into jeans that rode low over his hips. 

	“Hello?” she tested quietly, afraid to be rejected again.

	The man’s arm jerked as he hefted off the wall. Sharp eyes flared open and traveled over her face, briefly trailing down her arms before they hiked back up to her gaze.

	“Hello.” 

	Husky. Tentative. His voice rumbled across the space between them.

	Green. His eyes were green. Not red. Not pink. Not amethyst. Not translucent. A rich, vibrant green like sunshine over a field of wild grass.

	“You—you see me?”

	Any other time, she might worry that she sounded like a nut job, but now was not the time.

	 “I do,” he murmured, his eyes tracing her chin and sliding up into her hair. “Are you—” he hesitated, “—real?”

	Piper almost collapsed.

	“Real,” she repeated, her lips hiking into a smile.

	His mouth quivered in an attempt to mimic it.

	“As real as can be in this place.” 

	Even in death, she tried to play it cool. 

	Don’t look desperate.

	Don’t look eager.

	Don’t drool.

	 “Can I touch you?” she asked.

	Soooo not cool!

	This time his full lips settled into a smile. He raised his arm with his palm up. It was only inches away. She stared at that hand with broad fingers and a callused patch between the thumb and forefinger. 

	Tentative, she reached forward and tapped her pointer in the sinewy center. His fingers snapped around it, making her scream and yank free. 

	“Sorry,” he chuckled. “You looked like you were trying to touch a scorpion.”

	Piper hugged her arm tight against her chest, her heart rattling around somewhere beneath it.

	“Well—up until this moment—” 

	Searching the street, she watched as a minivan drove by with a profile of a man in a baseball hat behind the wheel. Both were hazy replicas of real life.

	“Nothing here seems real,” he filled in softly. “Look, I—” Thick shoulders hiked on a deep breath. “I’m as freaked as you. Can we try that again?”

	This time, the man offered a handshake. She stared at that offering. Solid flesh. 

	Be it curiosity or temptation, she reached for his hand, and once her fingers touched it, she clamped hard, giving one of the power handshakes she always longed to deliver.

	“Whoa, quite a firm shake there, ma’am.”

	He tried to set her at ease, but she could tell he was equally rattled. There might have been a tremor in the hand she still clung to. Reluctantly, she withdrew from that warmth and spread her palm over her stomach.

	“Who are you? Where are we? How can you be real when everyone else is—” Her eyes drifted with her words.

	One glimpse at the plum-colored buildings and the coral sky, and she returned to feast on his face. It was angled away, scanning the sky and searching the townhomes in disbelief.

	When he didn’t respond, she asked the most pressing question.

	“Are we dead?”

	Focused on his face, she caught him wince just before his eyelids dropped closed. 

	He stood there, silent. Dark eyelashes feathered over wide cheekbones as a notch hooked between his eyebrows. When he looked at her, his uncertainty was riveting. That brief glimpse of insecurity ensured he was real.

	“I’ve been trying to figure that out myself. I have been walking around—I mean—I don’t really know this neighborhood. I came here to—”

	“You remember?”

	“Remember what?”

	“You remember—” her arm swept, “—before this?” 

	The man frowned. He looked to be slightly older than her, maybe mid-to-late thirties. A few white hairs in the dark stubble framed a square jaw. He was attractive, with vibrant green eyes and chestnut hair that defied any style. 

	“I remember the car,” he said, staring down the road. “I was going to an office down there. Anton Property Group.”

	“Oh! I pass by that office every day.” Had she ever seen this man before? “APG. The one with the umbrella logo.”

	“Right. I remember being there.” He pointed to the awning down the road that was usually a bright yellow but now was a faded pink like everything else in this mutant parallel. “I heard this godawful screech. Tires. A car was flying down the road. Zero to sixty in one block.”

	“What happened?”

	The man lodged his hands in the front pockets of his jeans. “I don’t know. The grill of that car was the last thing I remember. I guess—” he stared down at his shoes. “I guess it hit me.”

	Piper gasped, searching his six-foot frame. There were no gashes on his jeans. No tears in his shirt. Except for the afternoon scruff, his face was flawless—no scrapes—no wounds.

	“Did you check down there?” She nodded towards the APG awning. “Was there any sign of an accident?”

	“Maybe. Hard to tell in this lighting. Looked like purple scars on the building.” A shrug didn’t deflect how frustrated he was. “Anyway, here I am. As much as it’s a relief to see someone else—”

	“It means I’m dead, too,” she filled in flatly.

	That notion settling in, she started to protest.

	“I died? I’m dead? Seriously?” She glanced down at her arms in the waffle shirt. “How? Why? I’m thirty-one. In good health—or so I thought. Where? What—”

	The disbelief and babbling could have gone on for hours. Why not? Didn’t she have an eternity to complain?

	The man stood there, tolerant. Who else was he going to listen to, anyway?

	She closed her fists and glared at the lilac hues of dusk—a twilight without dawn.

	“I can’t remember anything. I don’t remember coming home from work. I don’t really remember the day. I sure as hell don’t remember what happened to me. How come you can? All I remember is—”

	He watched her, waiting.

	“A flash of light, but first—”

	 “But first?”

	“First—” she hugged herself against an internal chill. “First—there was a shadow. All around me. And it was so cold—” She gathered herself. “Then, a flash of light and I was sitting on the front steps of my brownstone, and I don’t remember how I got there.”

	“It’s okay,” he assured, touching her forearm.

	Touch.

	His hand didn’t swipe through her. She stared at that connection until his hand dropped back to his side.

	“Which one is yours?” He scanned the block of flats. “Maybe we can look around there—see if we see anything. It sounds lame, but—”

	“No. No, it doesn’t sound lame.” She squared her shoulders, ready for something to tackle—some means to combat a cryptic rose-colored world.

	“Hey—” The male rumble stopped her. “I’m Russ, by the way.”

	“Oh, oh, yes. I’m Piper,” she smiled awkwardly.

	Russ.

	Piper looked up at this unexpected ally who towered over her by half a foot. Her bewilderment was reflected in his eyes. 

	Whoever he was. Whatever happened to him. Whatever happened to her…

	…at least they weren’t alone.
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	Russ was unable to open her front door. That gave her a brief sense of satisfaction. 

	“Well, that pretty much sucks.” 

	“More than sucks.”

	“Do you see anything out of place here?” His long body leaned over the banister. 

	She checked the other side.

	“No. But—” Retreating, she stood just outside the door. The pulse inside her ears thumped unnaturally loud, and a wave of pain came with it. 

	Moving back to the rail, the throbbing receded.

	“Piper, are you okay?”

	 “Just peachy.” She rolled her eyes and cracked a grin. “If this is the afterlife, you’d think I would be exempt from headaches.” 

	Russ’s lip hooked up at the corner. It was a quick, unassuming smile. 

	“Yeah. Every now and then, I can feel a tweak.” He rubbed his shoulder. 

	“Well, that’s it. We may not see it, but we can still feel traces of whatever happened to us.” She stared down at the ruddy stairs. “So, maybe I fell—on my head. Actually, of all the ways for me to die, that one makes the most sense. I am not known for coordination.”

	Russ climbed down the three steps to the sidewalk and searched both sides of the stairwell. He examined the pavement so intently that Piper joined him.

	“I don’t see anything. Just pavement that looks like it’s made of strawberry ice cream.” He sounded irritated.

	Piper cocked her head and studied the walkway. “It does, doesn’t it?”

	“Huh?”

	“Strawberry ice cream.”

	Russ smirked but relaxed. 

	“Look, let’s sit down and run through everything we can remember.”

	That sounded good to her. The sitting part. She felt completely drained.

	“Interesting that we can sit on the concrete without falling through it, but we can’t grab a door handle or a railing.”

	Russ stretched his legs out in front of him. “I was just trying to figure that out when you found me.” He glanced sideways at her, and she tried not to stare at him. “Problem seems to be with our hands.” He tapped his knuckle against the step. “Sometimes they connect—most often they don’t.”

	“You—you touched me.”

	His eyes lingered on hers. “You and I are the exceptions to everything around here.”

	Piper swallowed. “Maybe there are others.”

	“Maybe. My car is down there.” He bobbed his square chin. “But I don’t have anything on me. No keys. No wallet. No phone.”

	Reaching behind to pat the back pocket of her jeans, Piper nodded. “Me either. Just my watch, which doesn’t move past 2:50.”

	“Guess that narrows down when you—” He grimaced. “Sorry. This is a whole new level of tact.”

	“Tact not needed. Answers preferable.”

	 “Guess they meant it about leaving all our earthly possessions behind.” He frowned.

	Probably the wrong time, but she started to giggle. It usually was a nervous reaction, but his statement was so pathetic—their plight was so pathetic, she had no choice but to laugh.

	It wrangled a boyish grin out of the man.

	“Still working on the tact thing,” he muttered. “So, anyway, let’s just try to chronicle everything we can last remember. Establish a timeline.”

	“Right.” 

	A plan! Something to do other than fret.

	Closing her eyes, Piper tried to think back. What was her last solid recollection? Saying hi to Andy this morning? He always gave that hasty wave and dash. She had met his mother a few times, and the woman complained she could never get the boy out of bed in the morning. 

	Always late, that Andrew, she’d say.

	What else?

	“I remember driving to work,” she recalled as her eyes searched the curb, “but my car is not here. I don’t—I don’t remember coming home.”

	Hazy memories—just a wisp of a thought, struggling for cohesion.

	“Bagels!” she exclaimed. “I do remember bringing in bagels this morning.”

	“Bagels,” Russ repeated. “Okay, see that? You’re remembering up until what—at least 9 o’clock now?”

	When he put it that way, she felt encouraged. 

	“Yes, yes. I had a meeting this morning. Staff meeting. That’s what the bagels were for.”

	“What do you do?” 

	“I’m a developer—manufacturing software. Not very glamorous.” 

	She was suddenly wildly embarrassed of her career. Sitting behind a desk. Writing code that would make a bunch of khaki-pants-wearing engineers look smug like they’d come up with the process themselves.

	“What type of manufacturing?”

	“Glass.” 

	Dark eyebrows hiked as her cheeks burned.

	“Interesting. The sheet kind or bottles?”

	Oh, why couldn’t she say she made pretty glass bottles?

	“The sheet kind. Like glass buildings.” She shrugged in discomfort. “Well, anyway, it pays the bills.”

	“What a pane.”

	It took a moment to catch the joke. 

	“Pane,” she snorted. “No one has glass manufacturing humor.”

	“I’ve been around construction enough.”

	“You work in construction?” 

	A hasty assessment of the sturdy body jived with the impression.

	 “No. I just sit around and draw all day for a living.”

	“You’re an artist?” Her interest was piqued.

	Nothing about this man spoke of the arts. In the jeans and flannel shirt, with finger-tossed dark hair and stubble, he looked more like a guy who lived in a log cabin and talked to bears all day.

	“If this is eternity, I could lie, couldn’t I? Say that I’m famous and have half a dozen art galleries downtown stocked with my paintings.”

	Piper searched his face, mostly because she just liked looking at it. 

	“You could—and I’d be impressed. But it doesn’t—doesn’t—”

	“What?”

	“When I look at you, that’s not the first impression that comes to mind.”

	His lips quirked. “Oh, this is good. Tell me your first impression?”

	“Lumberjack,” she spouted before containing herself. 

	Russ broke into a full laugh. It was masculine and refreshing in this muted world.

	“I do like to build things,” he confessed, “so lumberjack isn’t far-fetched. But, alas, I mostly draw buildings.”

	Squinting through a hazy car, she waited till it passed and read the byline on the awning down the street. 

	“Anton Property Group. They develop commercial properties? Business properties?”

	“Yeah.”

	“You said you were dropping something off. So, you’re an architect then?”

	A flash of white teeth confirmed she was right.

	Piper slumped back against the step. Instead of the sharp concrete edge cutting into her back, it felt like a pillow.

	“No disrespect to what you do,” she said. “I mean—like me, we both play a part in constructing buildings—mine is a pretty small part. But I’m going to guess that the world will go on without my masterful coding skills.”

	“As it will go on without my construction documents. I don’t know if I actually made it into their office or not.”

	“Building designs?”

	“Yeah. A new office and hotel complex. My company was contracted—”

	“You own a company?” Leave it to her to find some rich CEO-type that she’d have nothing in common with to spend the afterlife with.

	“I own a company that employs four people. We don’t even have an office. Everyone works from home, so yeah, I can work in my cabin while chopping down trees and foraging for food.”

	“You’re mocking me.” Her lips clamped together.

	“No. You’re judging me.”

	“Touché.” 

	“Honestly, I was going there to submit my plans. There’s another company vying for the same project. I guess I don’t have to worry about rejection now.”

	“Umm. See? You’re looking at the world through rose-colored glasses.” 

	They both stared at the mauve buildings and tainted dusk clinging to the street.

	Russ groaned. “Not exactly what I envisioned death to be like.”

	“Me either. Did we do something wrong?”

	He reached up and scratched the back of his head. “I don’t qualify for sainthood, but I’d like to think I’ve been a good person. I hold open the door for people. I visit my parents every week.”

	“Sounds like sainthood to me.” Piper wondered if she could match that litany. “So what makes you think you don’t qualify—for sainthood?”

	His shoulders bunched as he leaned forward, elbows on knees. “I had my moments when I was younger.”

	“Ahh, now that you’re an old man of—what—thirty-something—you’re mature and responsible?”

	The profile of a weary grin made her wish she would just keep her mouth shut.

	“Thirty-six, and yeah, something like that.” He hesitated and then gazed up at the sky. She saw the slow bob of his throat as he swallowed. 

	“I was engaged when I was in my early twenties,” he said. “You nailed it. I wasn’t mature enough for the relationship. I mean, I didn’t cheat or anything like that. I just didn’t pay enough attention. I was ambitious. Thought I was going to be the best architect-slash-land developer the world had ever seen. I committed to work—not my relationship.” His head dropped, and he stared down at the concrete. “It was over before I
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