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      I’d always had a problem being punctual. My mum used to say I’d be late for my own funeral. Thankfully, that wasn’t being held for another week or so yet, not that I was exactly sure what the etiquette would be for me attending. I’d probably still be late, though. And I mean ghost-me would be late, not dead-body-me. Dead-body-me’s punctuality was in someone else’s hands, so I was fairly certain that me would be on time.

      I wasn’t even sure if I’d be able to get the time off work. Yes, you heard me right. I had a job. One that I was running late for. Though technically, being dead, I suppose I was “late” for everything now. And, in all fairness, I didn’t feel my lack of punctuality in this instance was entirely my fault. It was the fault of whoever had crammed a dead-ghost-guy into my locker.

      Of course, I wasn’t completely sure he was dead. Or doubly dead. I didn’t even know if ghosts could die. You see it in movies all the time, ghosts reverting back to their “death form” or whatever to scare people. It was highly possible he was waiting for me to try to get something out of my locker before springing to life and scaring me to death if you’ll excuse the pun. An initiation of sorts. Though if that’s what it was, he had the patience of a saint because I’d been staring at him for nearly twenty minutes and he’d yet to so much as twitch.

      Initiation or not, I hoped he’d not bled onto my uniform because I was pretty sure the Bureau of Ghostly Affairs would deduct it from my measly paycheque. That was if they paid me at all. They’d been conveniently sketchy on the pay details during my very brief “Welcome to Your Afterlife” induction. In fact, they’d been sketchy on all the details. The only two things I knew for sure was that I was dead and I still had to work.

      “Hey! Bridget!” Bertha strode into the ladies’ locker room, all skinny five feet of her clearly meaning business. “Move your fake-tanned ass! Get your uniform on and let’s go!” She had an annoying habit of punctuating every exclamation with a sharp clap. And my ass was not fake-tanned.

      “I’d love to, Bertha. Really I would. It’s always been my dream to toil for eternity with limited rewards in the belted mauve sack you call a uniform, but, unfortunately, someone’s crammed a dead-ghost-guy into my locker, which is sadly preventing me from getting to it.” I flashed my recently bleached teeth at her. “Any suggestions?”

      Bertha covered the space between us in a flurry of fairy strides. She glanced at the contents of my locker and paused mid-step. Frozen in place, with her knee in the air, she toppled backward and hit the floor with a thud in a dead faint.

      “I’ll take that as a ‘no’ then, shall I?”

      No one would ever have described me as squeamish, but in life, a dead body probably would’ve elicited more from me than a staring match with the victim. However, it seemed my shock receptors had frazzled out after the whole dying and becoming a ghost thing. I was certain I’d feel differently in the morning, though I was hoping they’d have moved him by then.

      Alex, Bertha’s partner, pushed the heavy locker room door ajar and called Bertha’s name through the crack.

      “You’d better come in. She’s fainted.” I stared at her prone form, feeling oddly detached. I should probably care about this.

      “Fainted?” Alex poked his head into the room. His eyes widened in worry when he saw her. As if unaccustomed to moving faster than a strut, Alex scurried awkwardly over and knelt by Bertha’s side. “Get me some water to splash on her face.”

      “Me?”

      “Yes, you.” He pointed through the archway to the shower area at the far end of the room. “Go.”

      I folded my arms and pursed my lips at him. I’d always had a bit of a problem with authority.

      “What are you waiting for?” he asked when he glanced up to see me still sitting there.

      “A ‘please’ would be nice.”

      “What?” Alex stared blankly at me. “Fine. Whatever. Please, can you please get me some water, please? Was that okay?”

      “It was passable.” I adjusted my white suit jacket as I stood and then headed across the murky grey linoleum. “It would’ve worked better without the attitude, though. She’s only fainted.”

      I walked under the arch and into the open area beyond. It was like a school shower room flashback. A central wall divided the room. Shower cubicles lined the far left wall and toilet cubicles faced them on the central divide. A row of sinks ran along both walls to the right with individual mirrors above them. In what world did twice as many sinks as there were toilets make sense? Several sporadically arranged empty blue tumblers stood on the thin shelves above the sinks. I rinsed one before filling it and caught my reflection in the soap smeared mirror.

      Thankfully I’d had my fire engine red hair coloured and trimmed a few days earlier. It usually made my sky blue eyes look electric and my skin appear sun-kissed; today I just looked haggard, tired and sallow. Death did not look good on me. Leaning closer to inspect the dark circles under my eyes, I realised my white trouser suit probably wasn’t helping my deathly complexion. I’d have to go shopping for a whole new wardrobe on my next day off. That’s if I got a day off. And where did the dead shop? I readjusted my perfectly trimmed fringe and sighed. Alive or dead, the important stuff was never in the inductions.

      “What are you doing in there?” Alex snapped, interrupting my mental shopping list.

      I crossed the floor, handed Alex the tumbler and then flopped heavily down on the wooden bench next to him. I was too tired to do anything but watch while he tended Bertha. Dying had really taken it out of me.

      Alex was tall, dark and almost handsome. He ticked all the boxes on paper—muscled, square jaw, boyish dimples, perfect smile—but somehow didn’t pull it off in reality. I couldn’t quite put my finger on why. A bit like Bertha. She was dainty with long auburn hair and big brown eyes like pots of melted chocolate. She had a dusting of freckles across her nose, but instead of looking petite and delicate her features seemed oddly out of proportion.

      Alex moved Bertha’s head, so it rested on his knees and then flicked a few drops of water onto her face. No reaction. He sprinkled a little more, then dragged a rough hand through his neatly styled short hair. “What happened? What did you do?”

      “Me?” My voice hitched up an indignant octave. “Nothing!”

      “And why aren’t you dressed for your shift?” He sprinkled a few more drops onto Bertha’s face, to no avail. “First impressions count.”

      Yeah. And my first impressions of this afterlife business so far? Not impressed. “Give me that.” I took the tumbler from his hands as he tapped Bertha’s cheeks. We were going to be here all day at this rate.

      “Well?”

      I stared at him blankly. “Well, what?”

      “Why aren’t you dressed?” he gritted out. Clearly, neither he nor Bertha dealt with stress very well.

      “Oh. Right.” I nodded to my locker. “Dead-ghost-guy.”

      Alex’s head spun around so fast I heard his neck crack. And while he was distracted, I threw the contents of the tumbler in Bertha’s face.

      
        
        ∞

      

      

      Something heavy slammed onto the table, waking me with a start. I sat bolt upright to find Detective Johnson was back for another round of “ask a stupid question”. The short, plump man that could’ve passed for Colombo, except for his lack of hair and downturned mouth, removed his flattened palm from the table and then settled himself in the chair opposite.

      I squinted as I watched him. The fluorescent light played off the white walls and one-way mirror, stinging my tired eyes. I studiously avoided checking my reflection; fluorescent lighting did nothing for me.

      “So, you just found him there?” Detective Johnson casually flipped through the loose sheets in his official-looking brown paper folder.

      Found who? What was he talking about? Ah, that’s right, it all came rushing back in a slideshow of misery. I glanced at the clock. He’d locked me in the interview room for six hours. Six hours. I rubbed my eyes, only remembering mid rub that I wasn’t wearing waterproof mascara. I inspected the damage in the one-way mirror, I couldn’t help it. And now I could add two black eyes to my list of problems.

      “Well?” He drummed each finger on his right hand on the white Formica tabletop.

      “Well, what?” I tore my eyes away from the disaster that was my reflection. There was no salvaging the mascara.

      “You just found him there?” He wore a bland expression that matched his tone and probably his personality.

      “Yes.” I sighed. I was sure I’d told him this at least a trillion times already. “I just found him there.”

      “You just found him?”

      “Are you a parrot or a detective? Yes, I just found him.”

      “Uh-huh.” He nodded and flipped through a few more loose sheets. The minutes stretched out in silence. Finally, he closed the file and stared at me. He drummed his right hand on the table again. That was going to get annoying.

      “Okay. You’re right. You got me.” I held up my hands in surrender, far too tired for a battle-of-wills staring match. “I killed him and stuffed his body in my locker, hoping to deflect suspicion from myself in an extremely clever way.”

      “I suppose you think that’s funny.”

      “No, I think it’s frustrating. It doesn’t matter how many different ways you ask me, my answer will still be ‘I found him there’. Do you know why?”

      “Why?”

      I threw my hands up. “Because I found him there!”

      “Uh-huh.” He stared at me for another long moment then returned to flicking through the folder, unruffled by my outburst. He spoke without lifting his eyes. “I’ve been unable to verify your alibi.”

      “Somehow I’m not surprised by that.” I sighed again, thinking that said more about his detecting skills than my guilt.

      “No one at Arrivals can vouch for your constant presence.” No expression, no intonation in his voice, no habitual tie straightening. Only that damn finger drumming.

      “Right. So. You think what?” I leaned back in my chair, eyebrows raised. “That I died, somehow zipped over from Arrivals to wherever this guy was, killed him, dragged him to the ladies’ locker room, stuffed him into a locker I didn’t know I was going to be assigned and then rode a cloud back to Arrivals to give myself an alibi?”

      “You’d never met him before today?”

      “I only died today. When could I possibly have met him?”

      “You died three days ago.”

      “I—” Had I spent three days in that nightmare of afterlife airport? “Well, y’know what? I’ve not been to bed since I died, so it’s still today to me.”

      Drum, drum, drum of his fingers on the table. “That doesn’t answer my question, Miss Sway.”

      I watched the fingers on his right hand still. Something occurred to me as I waited for the next round of drumming. “Is this Hell?”

      “You’d never met him before today?” Johnson repeated.

      I folded my arms on the table, rested my head on them and tried to go back to sleep. Okay, so I might have had a slightly bigger problem with authority than I initially made out.

      “Are you refusing to cooperate?”

      My head shot back up. “Are you kidding me right now? What is still yesterday morning to me, I got fired, found my fiancé cheating on me and then got hit by a bus, which, since it killed me, you think would be the end of it. But noooooo. After dying, I spent hours riding The Bus of Death with Charon, who, by the way, does not observe any traffic laws. And which I personally thought was an extremely insensitive mode of transport in my particular circumstances. Then I spent the next three days, according to you, in Afterlife Arrivals, which is worse than any airport I have ever experienced. And I’ve been through Charles De Gaulle.

      “Then I was sent to start my new job immediately, and FYI working in your afterlife sucks, only to find a dead dead guy in my locker, bleeding over my uniform, which you guys will probably charge me for.” I jabbed a finger at not-Colombo as if he were personally responsible. “So, believe me when I tell you I have cooperated to the fullest extent of my current capacity.”

      Detective Johnson considered me for a long moment, drumming his damn fingers on the table. If it carried on, I was going to break them. I just was. I wouldn’t be able to help myself.

      “Constable?” Johnson didn’t raise his voice. An older gentleman with a kind face and a twinkle in his eyes sidestepped through the door.

      “Yes, sir?”

      “Can you accompany Miss Sway to her GA meeting please?” Johnson watched me while speaking to the constable. I don’t know what he hoped to see on my face, maybe a flash of guilty victory. The only thing he got was confusion. Pretty much the same look I’d worn since I died.

      “Yes, sir.” The constable, dressed in the same style of black suit as Johnson, stepped further into the room and held open the door. “Miss Sway?”

      “You’re free to go,” Johnson said.

      I glanced from him to the constable and back, almost fearing a trick. Saying nothing, I stood, straightened my suit jacket and then headed to the door with the confident stride of an innocent woman.

      “For now,” Johnson added as I stepped out of the interrogation room and tripped over my own foot. I winced. Way to look guilty.

      Outside of the interrogation room, the large office was open plan. It was a hive of activity with the human worker bees clad in the same black-suit-white-shirt combo. The only difference was tie colour. Some people wore navy while the majority wore pastel blue like my constable. I even clocked a couple of lilac like Johnson. I guessed they used them to define rank instead of stripes on the shoulder.

      I scanned along the neat potato waffle arrangement of desks as we walked through the office. No desk clutter anywhere. No pictures. No posters. No toys.

      “Is this the homicide division?” I’d never been inside a real-life police station, but I imagined they had a lot less personnel devoted to murders. A bigger homicide department meant a higher murder rate, didn't it? How ironic; I was more likely to be murdered after I died.

      The constable nodded. “Yes, but this department looks after a much wider catchment than a normal police department.”

      I followed him along one of the narrow aisles, turning in a circle to get the full effect of the room. “How much larger?”

      “About the size of Europe.”

      “Huh.” I made eye contact with at least four navy ties and one pastel blue. All stared at me as if I were something they’d scraped off their shoe. Maybe Johnson had stamped “criminal” on my forehead while I slept.

      “You look like you’re chewing a wasp.” The constable pointed a thick finger at my face. “Spit it out.”

      “Oh.” I pushed a loose strand of hair back in my chignon and readjusted the bobby pin. “I thought this department was huge but, if it's looking after a Europe-sized amount of people, it’s actually quite small.” Like, maybe, ineffectually small.

      “You don’t grow old here. You don’t die unless it’s by another ghost’s hand, accidental or not. We, with the occasional assistance of the GBs, have a one hundred per cent case closure rate.” He met my eyes. “All murders are solved. Some just take longer than others.”

      “What are GBs? And what’s a typical case closure time? And roughly how many murders are we talking per year? Wait, do we have prisons here? We must do. Are the laws the same? We have police, so there must be a justice system, right? Is the crime rate worse in certain areas? Is there a crime rate at all? There must be. There must be other crimes than murder?”

      The constable laughed softly and held up his hands against the barrage of questions. “Whoa, there.”

      “Sorry, I can get a bit …” I swept my fringe out of my eyes, feeling a blush warm my cheeks. At least that would help my complexion. “No one’s really told me anything.”

      “I was the same when I first got here. I took a breath between questions, though.” He leaned in and lowered his voice. “The GBs, the Ghosting Busters, are our specialised police force, like the FBI or Interpol. They deal with a variety of crimes, from murder to unauthorised hauntings. The rest you don’t really need to know.”

      Did he mean the rest of the things they dealt with or the answers to my other questions? Either way I disagreed resoundingly, but his reluctance to talk about it prevented me from asking.

      We headed out of the double doors at the end of the office into a square room twice the size of the interrogation room with pale green walls, a white ceiling and dimmed lighting. The word “Arrivals" was painted in black capital letters on the right-hand wall. On the dark green floor beneath it ran two rows of eight white circles, each circle just over a foot in diameter. The left side of the room was set up the same except that wall had “Departures” painted on it.

      A man in his early twenties with short blond hair and a navy tie appeared on one of the circles to the right.

      “Evening, Herb,” he said with a nod to my constable as he passed us. Herb returned his nod.

      “I was hoping we could take a taxi. Or maybe walk?” I said, staring at the circle the man had appeared on. I’d done this transporting thing twice, once from Afterlife Arrivals and once to here. It had not gone well either time.

      “I’ll be gentle,” Herb promised, moving to a circle on the departures side and offering me his hand.

      Reluctantly, I moved toward him. “Where are we going?”

      “Your GA meeting.”

      “Oh, er, look, Officer. I’m not a gambler, so I’m good to go straight home.” Wherever that was.

      They had a police station so surely they had living quarters. A vision of a long ago school trip where all the girls slept in a large dormitory with only two showers reared its incredibly unwelcome head. I shivered. Never again. Things might be different now I was dead, but I still had standards.

      “Call me Herb. And your GA meeting is your Ghostly Acclimatisation meeting.” Taking my hand, he positioned me close to the little white circle he was standing on. “Nothing to do with gambling.”

      “Oh.” Right. Of course. Something else that wasn’t in the induction.

      His eyes twinkled at me. “It’ll be good for you. I know you have a lot of questions.” He clasped both my hands in his. “Ready?”

      “Not really.”

      Pressure bore down on me from all sides. When I didn’t think I could take any more, the world blurred and tossed me around like a rag doll in a tumble dryer. My stomach was seriously considering an evacuation plan when the turbulence stopped as abruptly as it had started and I landed hard on my bottom.

      “Phew, that was a tough one. I’m sorry, I forgot it was rush hour.” Herb leaned over and looked into my spinning pupils. “Are you okay?”

      I would have answered, but the concept of trying to think of several words and then place them in any coherent order was temporarily beyond me. At least I hadn’t thrown up that time. Silver lining.

      Herb sat down next to me on the grass. The summer sun was still warm, and for a moment I could close my eyes and pretend I was lazing in Regent’s Park with Michael, the ex-fiancé. Thoughts of that cheating scumbag brought me out of that daydream quick smart. To distract myself from the last indelicate image I had of him, I looked around and was surprised to recognise the view below. It’d been nearly ten years since I’d been home, but the harbour, the curve of the beach and the row on row of townhouses inching back from the sea were exactly as I remembered.

      I knew without looking that the hill fort would be directly behind me, and off to the left would be the brick outlined ruins of the rest of the castle. I knew on both sides and to my back that the only view would be of the sea, and if I looked directly down from our grassy knoll, I’d have a clear view of the tree-lined steep hill that led up to the fort. I also knew I’d be able to pick out the tree I’d carved my name into many moons ago, even from this distance.

      I inhaled a deep breath and felt the salty air tickle my throat. “We’re in Scarborough.”

      Herb smiled and nodded. “My wife and I used to holiday here every summer.”

      There was such a wistfulness to his voice I almost asked when she had passed away before I realised he was the one who’d died. This was going to take some getting used to.

      “I grew up here.” The boats that dotted the horizon, the sea salt on the breeze, the crying seagulls, the specks on the beach that I knew were donkeys, all comfortingly familiar.

      “Then you should feel right at home.” Herb handed me a silver hip flask and a hankie. “Before you go on in.”

      “Oh, that’s very kind.” I smiled, grateful for the offer of the alcohol if slightly confused about the hankie. “But I’m more of a martini type of girl. Whisky goes straight to my head.”

      Herb gestured to my face. “It’s the closest thing I’ve got to a mirror. Thought you might want to tidy yourself up a bit. Can’t let this be their first impression of you.”

      Remembering the horror staring back at me from the interrogation room mirror, I accepted the flask. Despite my distorted reflection, I could still make out the clumps of hair that had worked their way out of the neat chignon, the smudged black eyes, and I’d managed to get a streak of lip gloss on my chin.

      “How do I look?” I turned to Herb after frantically smoothing my hair over and wiping away as much of the mascara from under my eyes as possible.

      “Beautiful.” He smiled and returned the hip flask to his inside jacket pocket before pulling me to my feet. “Now in you go before they class you as late. Mr Salier will be waiting out here to collect you when the meeting’s over.”

      “Who’s Mr Salier?” I very much felt like I was being passed from pillar to post, and neither really wanted me.

      “He’ll be your … guardian, so you just wait for him, you hear?” He raised his grey eyebrows in warning.

      “I’m not a child. It’s not like I’m going to go wandering off into trouble.”

      Herb smiled widely and shook his head. “Ah, Miss Sway. You strike me as the type of child that’s never out of trouble.”
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      I stood in front of the entrance to the fort and stared up at its sheer face. Every year there had been a school trip to the fort and harbour. By the time I’d graduated I could’ve told you more about Scarborough than most history books and processed a catch as well as any fisherman on the docks.

      The fort was even more impressive than I remembered. It still carried the yellow-orange tinge of the local stone used to build it but not the ridges of wear on the steps up to the side door. Or graffiti gouged into the stone. Or the missing wall and a half. The National Trust had done an amazing job of reconstructing it; it looked like a brand-new old fort.

      “Hello and welcome!” A short, older lady with a neat shoulder-length grey bob and greyer eyes gently shook my hand as I stepped through the open doors into the vestibule. Her accent was deep American South. “I’m glad to have you. What’s your name, sweetie?”

      “I’m Bridget.”

      “Bridget, Bridget.” She scanned down a list on her glittery pink clipboard and ticked off my name with a flourish, the clump of pink fluff on her silver glitter pen flouncing with the movement. “Excellent. Here … you … go.” She dragged the words out while writing my name on a sticker, then peeled it off and stuck it to my lapel before I could protest. “I’m Eleanor, your host,” she said with a smile and patted my name badge to make sure it was stuck. “Please go inside and make yourself comfortable. There are tea and cookies on the side.”

      As soon as her back was turned, I carefully eased off the sticker and checked the damage. If I was going to be in this suit for the rest of my afterlife, I did not want an oblong sticker mark on my lapel. Not to mention, Christian Dior. Hello?

      The main hall was just as I remembered it from the zillion school trips. Renovation work had been completed on the floor to even out the paving stones and patch up the smaller holes in the walls, and it’d been done well because I couldn’t tell new stone from old. The tapestries hanging on the walls were in a much better condition than I remembered too. Even the weapons seemed shinier; battle axes and shields mounted above the fireplace and helmets further up the chimney glinted in the sunlight coming through the windows. Something was different here. And it wasn’t just the smattering of sobbing people occupying the block of chairs in the middle of the great hall.

      In the front row a girl, maybe twenty, dressed for summer in yellow capri pants and a white lacy vest, was bawling her eyes out. An elderly gentleman in a threadbare burgundy towelling dressing gown and navy pyjamas tried to comfort her. I sent a silent prayer of thanks to Whomever that I hadn’t died in my sleep. In the summer I slept naked. Now that would’ve been an awkward eternity.

      Two rows behind the crying girl, whose name tag read Jenny, a soft housewife in her mid-forties was sobbing quietly to herself. In fact, of the twenty or so people filling the seats, I could only see one who wasn’t openly upset: a stony-faced man sitting in the back left corner wearing a brown suit and scowling like his afterlife depended on it. This was going to be a long night.

      “I wasn’t expecting a party, but this is grim,” a voice breathed beside me. A holiday-tanned woman, mid-thirties, dressed smartly in a grey skirt suit, unhappily surveyed the scene. Seeing my expression, she took a quick step back. “You’re not going to …” – she glanced at Jenny, the still bawling twenty-something on the front row – “cry or anything, are you?”

      I nodded. “Probably. In a week or so when I accept that this isn’t just a horribly vivid nightmare and I am actually dead.”

      “So, we’ve got a week to make your afterlife better than your life?” She tightened her blonde ponytail and nodded thoughtfully before extending her hand to me. “We can do that. I’m Sabrina. Drowned a week ago scuba diving in Corsica.”

      I shook her hand. “Well, Sabrina, you’re looking pretty good for a dead woman.”

      “Thank you. Healthy living,” she said with a grin.

      “Wait, if you drowned scuba diving, how come you’re wearing that?” I grabbed her arm. “Can we shop here?” Maybe everything would be all right after all.

      Sabrina frowned down at herself. “I think I must have been buried in this.”

      “So you were in a wetsuit for a week?” That was nearly as bad as being naked. And then I thought of something worse. My mum would be the one to dress me for my funeral. And that would be what I’d be wearing for eternity if we couldn’t shop. I did not want to contemplate what outfit she’d pick for me right now. I had enough problems for today. And I’d thought dying would be the worst thing that could happen to a person.

      “No, I’ve been in this the whole time. Why? Did you die in that?” Sabrina pointed to my suit and I nodded. She cursed under her breath. “I hate this place. There’s just no consistency.”

      From where I stood there was plenty of reasons to hate this place, but lack of consistency would be bottom of that very long list.

      “What about you? How’d you kick it?” Sabrina asked.

      “I tripped.”

      Sabrina whistled low. “That must have been some trip.”

      “It wasn’t really the trip that killed me. It was the getting hit by the bus.”

      A sharp burst of laughter escaped before she clamped her hand over her mouth as several pairs of accusatory, watery eyes turned our way.

      “So when did you …?” She drew a line across her neck and made a gagging sound.

      “I want to say yesterday morning because that’s what it feels like, but apparently I spent three days in Afterlife Arrivals, so I guess four days ago.” We started slowly making our way past the rows of crying ghosts and toward the refreshment table at the back, our heels clicking on the stone floor.

      Sabrina smiled with sarcastic fondness. “Ah, Afterlife Arrivals. Had a four-day stint there myself. So you’ve not had the chance to get to grips with the situation yet then? The rules, regs and what not?”

      I surveyed the refreshment table. Until I saw the custard creams, I hadn’t realised how hungry I was. “There was some sort of hold up at Arrivals with my paperwork, so I ended up going straight to work.”

      “Oh, that’s rough.” She grimaced. Cups and saucers loaded precariously, we made for the back row of seats, as far away from everyone else as possible. “What’s your job? I’m a coordinator of pre- and post-life affairs.”

      “Sounds interesting,” I said, talking as ladylike as possible around the biscuit I’d stuffed in my mouth. Coordinator sounded more my speed. I’d have to see if I could transfer. Hopefully, they’d have a better dress code too.

      “I’m an office dogsbody. I file and photocopy.”

      Huh. Never mind then.

      I washed my biscuit down with a sip of tea. “Well, I’m a facilitator of pre- and post-life affairs.”

      “Wow. That sounds—”

      “I’m a messenger. Of sorts. Apparently. They didn’t give me specifics.”

      “At least you get to be out and about,” she offered, trying to find a slither of positivity. “What type of messages do you deliver? Get any good ones today?”

      “Didn’t get to deliver any today.” I sipped my tea, letting the warmth filter out into my limbs. The tea was good. Maybe everything would be okay after all.

      “Training?” She made a sound of disgust, snapped a digestive in half and dunked it in her coffee. “I’m supposed to have it for a week. Like it takes that long to teach people to file ‘a’ under ‘a’.”

      “No, I found a dead dead guy in my locker this morning, so I spent the day being questioned by police.”

      “What?” The dunked biscuit she’d had halfway to her mouth broke, the soggy half splashing back into her coffee cup unnoticed. “We’ve been talking for five minutes. How did this not come up earlier? How was this not the very first thing you said to me?”

      “What, like, ‘Hi, my name’s Bridget and I found a dead dead guy today’?”

      “Yes!” She slapped her thigh, coffee sloshing over the rim of her cup into her saucer. “Exactly like that.” Her eyes stretched wide then narrowed almost immediately. “How did he die? He was murdered, right? The police have any suspects?”

      “Yeah.” I nibbled the edge of a custard cream, suddenly not quite as hungry. “Me.”

      “You? Really?” She looked me up and down, assessing. “You? How did he die?”

      “Looked like a blow to the head.” I might have stared at him for twenty minutes, but I hadn’t exactly been examining him.

      “Left or right side? Was there much blood? Did he look like it’d been a struggle? Was he wedged in upright or did he fall out when you opened the door?”

      I placed my half-eaten custard cream back on the saucer. “Just so you know, you’re creeping me out a little bit right now.”

      “What? Oh, I’m a private investigator. And I refuse to say ‘was’. So, right or left?”

      “Left. And here-ish.” I gestured with my free hand to the back of my head.

      “Okay, well, firstly women rarely attack men and come away without a scratch unless they take them by surprise, usually from behind. If you had done that, the blow would’ve been on his right because you’re right-handed, not to mention you’re wearing a white suit. Hardly practical murdering attire.” Her eyebrows hooded her eyes in thought. “The police really class you as a suspect?”

      “The detective in charge seemed inept, so probably.”

      “We should investigate. Clear your name.” Her eyes sparkled with excitement, bringing her whole demeanour to life.

      I wasn’t sure how unclear my name was. Johnson had made a lot of guilty noises at me, but since I hadn’t killed the guy, he couldn’t exactly have any evidence against me. However, if I started investigating and he caught me, I had the feeling my possibly clear name would get murky awfully fast.

      Before I could form a polite refusal, Eleanor climbed up onto the podium and clapped her hands for our attention. The room had filled up while Sabrina and I had been chatting and over thirty people were now sitting around us. Thankfully most had stopped sobbing.

      “Ladies and gentlemen. Fellow spirits. Ghosts.” Eleanor paused to glance around the room and make eye contact with everyone, her southern belle accent sounding out of place as it echoed around the Roman hall. She spread her arms wide. “Welcome.”

      I wasn’t sure what type of response she was used to getting, but I was guessing it wasn’t someone bawling at the top of their lungs. Eleanor pursed her lips at the elderly gentleman who had given up trying to console Jenny and jerked her head in the direction of the girl. With a heavy sigh, he moved up two seats next to her again and patted her knee.

      “There, there,” he said in a tone that implied he no longer had any interest in her emotional or mental wellbeing and now just wanted her to be quiet. His attention, however grudgingly given, seemed to placate her.

      “The first couple of months can be difficult, adjusting to a new existence, for some more so than others.” Her eyes focused on the girl with genuine sympathy. “This group will be a safe place for you all to share your feelings, hopes, fears, triumphs and anything else on your minds. Tonight we will be discussing your new situation, highlighting certain rules, guidelines, expectations of behaviour and so on. Your guardians will help you all with these.”

      “She means your parole officer will kick your ass as soon as you step out of line,” Sabrina whispered.

      “Parole officer? We have a parole officer and guardian?”

      “They’re one and the same. I’m guessing from the disgusted expression on your face no one has explained this to you yet.”

      “The role of your guardian,” Eleanor said, raising her voice and narrowing her eyes in our direction, “is similar to that of a parent or guardian when you were alive. You all will have a curfew, which they’ll set, chores to do; you’ll abide by their specific rules as well as the general rules for all, and so on.”

      The group rippled with murmurs about this revelation while I did my best to stifle a groan.

      “Now, for the first decade—Hush, please, there’ll be time for questions later.” Eleanor raised her hands and patted down the chatter. “For the first ten years, you’ll reside in group homes with other recently transitioned individuals and your guardian. During this period of adjustment, the only social activities permitted are group activities with these individuals. This will help—Keep your questions until later, Bridget, please.”

      I shook my head and lowered my hand, adjusting my fringe on the way. “I’m sorry, I can’t. It’s an emergency.”

      Eleanor’s smile became tight, but she motioned for me to speak. “Okay.”

      “When you say ‘group home’ and ‘the first ten years’ I know you don’t mean that I have to live in a house with several other people for the first ten years of my afterlife.” I glanced around the group to gauge everyone else’s response to that bombshell while Sabrina snorted into her coffee. A house share? This was just a step too far.

      “That’s exactly what it means.” Eleanor’s expression became fixed. Yep, she’d pinned me as a troublemaker already. “Studies prove that living with others who are at different stages of their acclimatisation helps the recently transitioned to adjust faster. They serve as a support group, as peer counselling, as ready-made friends.”

      “All the things I loathe,” Sabrina mumbled, probably louder than she’d intended since Eleanor’s jaw locked shut. I assumed to prevent her from retorting.

      Ignoring Sabrina, I waved my hand at Eleanor to pull her attention back to me. “I’m sorry, but that’s not going to work for me.”

      “Well, you’ll have to find a way to make it.” Her southern accent thickened, adding extra pep to her tone.

      “Is there someone I could speak to about this?” I was not living with other people. I was not. This was supposed to be the afterlife, not Hell.

      A shrill laugh echoed from one of the passageways outside the hall. Heads whipped around as people tried to work out which direction it had come from. My first thought was “Wow, so this place really is haunted”. Then I realised, of course, it was; we were haunting it.

      “So, for the guidelines,” Eleanor said, trying to drown out the chatter that was getting louder and closer. “Under no circumstances whatsoever is it acceptable to miss a meeting. Attendance is mandatory. Severe repercussions will be enforced if this occurs.” Eleanor glanced around the room to stress this point, her attention resting on Sabrina and me.

      A sobbing housewife to the left raised her hand and spoke. “What type of repercussions?”

      Eleanor swept her gaze around the whole room again. “Severe. Please, for your sakes, don’t think you can skip a meeting and get away with it. You can’t. And these meetings are to help you. Missing them only hurts you in the long run anyway.” Eleanor clapped her hands as if that would help dispel the heavy atmosphere. “The rest of the rules are just as easy to follow. No drinking, no fighting, no breaking curfew, no fraternising with the living—”

      “No fun at all,” chimed Sabrina a little too loudly, which won her a stern scowl from Eleanor.

      “And, most definitely, under no circumstances, are you to haunt anyone,” Eleanor said, making a slashing motion with one hand as if to cut down any possible excuses.

      Sabrina winked at me. “Well, that’s my Saturday night up in smoke.”

      “I can appreciate these guidelines must seem restricting, but they are ultimately for your protection.” Eleanor flicked her attention first to Jenny then to Sabrina. “Individuals in your situation can often have trouble adjusting.”

      Personally, I thought Sabrina had adjusted a little too well.

      “Now, any questions before we move on?” Eleanor tucked a strand of pale grey hair behind her ear and waited. Wherever the chatter had come from, its disappearance seemed to have reassured her.

      “Is Heaven a lie?” Jenny choked out.

      “Oh, what?” Sabrina groaned and covered her eyes with her hand.

      “No.” Eleanor smiled kindly, patiently. “When we die we go to Heaven.”

      “I thought we were dead?” I said.

      “Not exactly,” Eleanor hedged, obviously not wanting to get into a metaphysical debate so soon, and checked her notes for where to pick up her presentation.

      “Well, I got hit by a bus, so I’m pretty sure I’m dead.”

      She smiled but pinned me with an unhappy stare. “That’s not how it works.”

      I frowned. “So, what? I’m alive?”

      “No.”

      I held up one hand in surrender. “Look, Eleanor, I’m not trying to be difficult here but I’m either alive, or I’m dead. I’m not seeing a whole lot of other options. Unless I’m in a coma?”

      “Maybe we’re undead,” Sabrina chipped in as the girl at the front started wailing loudly. “Are we undead?”

      “No! Are we zombies?” Jenny cried.

      “No, no, no, no, no, no, no,” Eleanor cooed soothingly at the girl while scowling at Sabrina and me. “You are not a zombie.” Sabrina might have pushed it a little too far, but I felt my questions were valid.

      “We are dead to the world we used to live in but alive in this one,” the stony-faced man in the brown suit explained in a flat tone that called us all idiots. “So, we are both.”

      “Exactly!” Eleanor jabbed a finger at her rescuer. “That is it exactly.”

      “So, when we die here we go to Heaven?” Jenny asked him. He shrugged, and for some reason, she looked to Sabrina and me.

      “I have a horrible suspicion we’re shuffled into the next world where we’ll have to regulate communication between three worlds instead of two.” I wasn’t holding out much hope for fluffy cloud cars and angels playing harps anymore.

      Sabrina agreed with a nod. “Even in death, The Man is still screwing us.”

      “What?” Panic stretched the girl’s eyes. “What?”

      “Why are you so intent on getting to Heaven?” the older man sitting next to her asked.

      Jenny’s shoulders slumped. “Because life is so hard.”

      Sabrina gave Jenny a half salute. “Amen to that.”

      “Oh, wow.” A girl, maybe sixteen, dark hair, pretty and slightly drunk, giggled from the main hall entrance.

      Everyone in the room stared at her. Like rabbits caught in headlights, no one moved. I don’t even think anyone breathed.

      A cherubic boy glanced around the hall over her shoulder. “Come on, we better go before we get caught.”

      “Don’t be such a party pooper, Dan,” a very drunk blonde in a skimpy white summer dress slurred slightly as she dragged another boy into the hall behind her.

      “Man, look at this.” The second boy jogged up to the podium and Eleanor retreated so fast she nearly fell backward. “Friends! Romans! Countrymen! Lend me your beers!”

      “Yeah, you’re really funny.” The first girl rolled her eyes and wandered around the hall, examining the tapestries.

      “Well, I think you’re hilarious,” declared the blonde as she flopped down in one of the spare seats at the front and sipped her beer. “Give me a speech.”

      The man in his fifties, who was sitting in the next seat, edged away as if she were a wild animal and he was trying not to attract her attention.

      “You not coming in, Dan?” the brunette called from the fireplace, beckoning him with her hand. “This stuff’s pretty cool. Old and tattered but cool.”

      And I’d thought the tapestries looked renovated. Kids today.

      “They can’t see us?” I whispered to Sabrina, who shook her head and shrugged, her eyes not leaving the group.

      “Feels weird. Kinda cold.” Dan’s eyes darted around the room like he were a caged animal looking for an escape.

      The brunette smiled and looked at him from under her lashes. “I’ll keep you warm.”

      The boy standing in front of the podium whistled. “You’re not going to let that go unanswered, are you?”

      “Yeah, I think I’m going to go.” Dan’s pale face disappeared from the doorway. His retreating footsteps echoed around the hall. “See you guys tomorrow.”

      “Dan? Dan!” The brunette girl turned to the other two. “I can’t believe he just ran away.”

      The other boy shrugged and turned back to his date. “You wanna go play with the cannons?”

      “Sure.” She jumped to her feet and followed him out of the hall, quickly winking at the brunette over her shoulder.

      “‘You wanna go play with the cannons?’” the brunette mimicked and turned back to the tapestries. “Jeez. You scared the life out of me.” She slapped her hand over her heart and stared directly at Jenny.

      I’d been so focused on the teenagers I’d not seen Jenny move closer.

      Jenny hesitated. “You can see me?”

      “Of course, I can see you. Want a beer? You look like you’ve had a crappy day. Wanna talk about it … Jenny?” the girl asked as she read the name badge and offered Jenny an unopened bottle.

      With a sideways glance at Eleanor, who was violently shaking her head, Jenny took it. “Hey, let’s get out of here. There’re better places to get plastered.”

      “Jenny, please don’t do this,” Eleanor implored.

      The brunette’s head snapped in Eleanor’s direction, but her eyes darted around the room. “Did you hear that?”

      “Nope. Let’s go.” Jenny pointed to the door with her beer.

      “Jenny, please.” The desperation in Eleanor’s voice sent a chill down my spine. There were going to be consequences to this. Big, bad consequences.

      “Okay, I definitely heard that.” The girl spun around on the spot, swaying slightly.

      “Just the wind. C’mon, let’s go.” Jenny reached for the girl, whether to link arms or usher her out, I didn’t know, but the instant Jenny touched her, her fingers went right through the girl’s arm. The girl shivered and stared up at Jenny, confusion screwing up her features. Jenny looked at the hand holding the beer then tried to touch the girl’s arm again. Once more her fingers slipped right through.

      The girl let out a shrill scream that bounced off the walls of the hall. She dropped her beer, the bottle smashing on the floor, and bolted for the door. Jenny turned back to Eleanor, childish confusion playing all over her face.

      “I don’t understand.”

      Eleanor sighed with a sad shake of her head. “Oh, Jenny.”

      A flash erupted several feet behind Jenny. Two burly men in black jumpsuits strode out of the smoke. They had eye masks like burglars in cartoons and the initials GB embroidered in white on the right breasts of their suits and on the right lower curve of their masks. Ghosting Busters. One had Jenny face down on the floor and handcuffed in seconds while the other spoke quietly with Eleanor. Too quietly for us to hear. When he was done, he turned to face us.

      “Let this be a lesson, folks. Be cool. Don’t break the number one rule.” He fashioned his hand like a gun and fake shot at us.

      His partner yanked a very confused, wailing Jenny to her feet before all three of them disappeared into another flash of light.
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      “Where do you think they’ve taken her?” Sabrina asked as we stacked the last five blue plastic chairs together in a small tower.

      Silence had reigned for nearly a full minute after the black jumpsuits had taken Jenny, and then everybody had started talking at once, demanding answers. Eleanor kept repeating if we followed the guidelines she’d oh-so-briefly touched on we’d all be fine, raising her voice louder each time as if the increase in volume somehow made it more believable. Didn’t exactly fill me with confidence.

      “Jail?” I picked up the chairs and headed to the low stacks already lining the far wall of the fort.

      “Jail? Have you forgotten we’re ghosts? We can walk through walls. Or at least we'll be able to once we learn how.” Sabrina pushed herself up to sit on one of the stacks, swinging her legs as she surveyed the room. “Exactly what type of jail do you imagine would hold a ghost?”

      I dusted a mark from the cuff of my suit. “A really, really good one.”

      Sabrina arched an eyebrow. “That’s your answer? ‘A really, really good one’?”

      “A really, really, really good one?” I said, ineffectually batting at the dust marks on the hem of my trousers. I needed a new outfit and fast. This suit was not made to actually work in.

      She nodded. “Ohhhhh, right. I didn’t know you meant a really, really, really good one. Yeah, that type would totally hold us.”

      “Well, smartass, I might be a ghost, but this chair feels pretty damn solid to me.” I slapped the seat of the stack I’d just set down.

      Sabrina considered the three chairs she was sitting on and nodded. “Touché.”

      “Also, they’ve laid down rules, so there have to be consequences if you break them.” I glanced toward the podium where Eleanor was still trying to reassure some of the more upset members of our group, which was everyone except Sabrina, the brown-suited man and me. He’d walked out directly after Eleanor had called time on the meeting.

      “But jail? That just sounds so …” Sabrina’s mouth twisted unhappily. “Mundane.”

      I leaned against the stack of chairs, watching Eleanor struggling to placate everyone. “What else are they going to do with us? I’m guessing we don’t have corporal punishment. And since we don’t have an expiry date, a prison sentence could be a millennium-long.”

      Sabrina frowned at the crowd around Eleanor and jumped off the chairs. “That’s a very good point.”

      “Where do you think they’ve taken her?” I asked as we skirted around the group and headed for the archway and the heavy wooden doors to freedom.

      “Maybe they’ve deported her.” She shrugged, aiming for nonchalant and missing by miles.

      “Deported her where? It’s not like her visa’s run out,” I said as I heaved one of the wooden doors open a crack so we could squeeze out.

      “I don’t know. Just somewhere … else.” Sabrina obviously had a place in mind, but for some reason, she was reluctant to say. We stepped out into the balmy evening and headed uphill away from the fort to get a better view of the town and water below. As the last rays of the sun warmed my face, it hit me.

      “You’re thinking Hell?”

      “Or Purgatory.”

      “Yeah.” I drew the word out and looked back toward the fort. Other members of our group were slowly emerging in small clumps and talking quietly but animatedly. “I think Eleanor would’ve mentioned that.”

      “I suppose. It would be quite the deterrent.”

      The sun dipped below the horizon, streaking the sky with pink and yellow hues as it went. It took the remnants of warmth of the day with it and I wrapped my arms around my chest. The harbour below was so peaceful in the dim light, the water rippling gently against the boats. Several couples wandered along the beach for romantic sunset walks. Sounds of laughter and glasses clinking drifted on the breeze from the promenade, the restaurant lights hidden by the outward curve of the beach.

      Sabrina made herself comfortable on the grass, all seriousness from seconds ago forgotten. “On the bright side, murder wasn’t on the list of forbidden activities, so even if they do arrest you we’ll be able to mount an excellent defence. Especially considering you aren’t guilty.”

      I snorted. “Yeah. Because innocent people are never convicted.” I followed her to the ground since the battle for my suit was truly lost.

      “Hmm.” Sabrina tapped her chin in a show of thinking it over. “You’re right. We need to solve this ourselves. We’ll start tomorrow.”

      “Were you not just in that room?” I mimicked Eleanor in my best American South accent. “‘No drinkin’, no fightin’ no breakin’ curfew’. We’ll be deported to Hell. Or Purgatory. Or jailed. Or flashed out of existence in a blinding white light. Or possibly any one of a myriad of other equally unappealing consequences. Maybe more than one.”

      “I thought we’d just decided they couldn’t deport us to Hell? Anyway, clearing your name after you’ve been falsely accused of murder was definitely not on that list of no-nos. And you said the detective already had you pinned for the murder, so you have nothing to lose.”

      There was an incredibly loose thread of logic to her proposal but that wasn’t what won me over. It was the hint of desperation in her deep, slate blue eyes. As if she was trying to hold onto something from her life, something she knew, something she understood. Perhaps she hadn’t adjusted so well after all.

      “Okay, but if we get caught and sentenced to an eternity of hard labour, you’re taking at least half my workload.”

      “Make it a quarter and you’ve got a deal.” She spat on her palm
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