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Two hundred and fifty-three. That was how many people heard or saw Rosie Cooke step in front of the bus on a bright, cold morning in October, as it crossed a bridge spanning the grey, muddied waters of the Thames.

Another ten would have seen it, but they were so engrossed in their phones they didn’t know anything was wrong until the traffic stopped and, for a moment in the beating heart of London, everything was still and quiet and terrible.

An office worker on the twenty-seventh floor of a skyscraper heard it as he sat at his desk, thinking about leaving his job before it crushed him, but turning over and over in his head the size of his mortgage and the children’s school fees. He frowned at the sound of screeching brakes that carried all the way up to him, and then went back to his spreadsheets.

Three people on the bus that hit Rosie were late for work. Another missed an interview for a recruitment job she hadn’t really wanted anyway, and decided she was going to go travelling to Brazil instead. There on the beach, caipirinha in hand, she would meet her future husband, Cristiano.

A woman stuck on the bridge, which was closed off for hours, had to stay late in the office to make up the time, and cancel a first date with the man she would have married, who six months from that day would have slammed her head against a wall when she shrank a jumper of his in the wash. Twenty-three people missed their trains. Two got fired. One of the paramedics who answered the 999 call decided this was the final straw, and he was going to quit his job and retrain as an art therapist. In the crowd, a party of hens from Glasgow got entangled with a stag do from Cardiff, and went on a riotous night out in the West End, after which more than one monogrammed T-shirt ended up on the floor of a Premier Inn. A small child who saw the accident happen became so afraid of crossing the road that for the rest of his life he’d have to count to three before taking the plunge, and eventually move out of London to that Channel Island that has no cars on it. The driver of the bus would take early retirement, and move with his wife to the Costa del Sol, where he’d never get behind the wheel again. His wife, who had been thinking of leaving him, would decide to stay now that he seemed to need her more. She’d take her driving test and become very interested in vintage cars. Two young women on a different bus struck up a conversation after one burst into tears, and six months later would move in together. In two years’ time, they’d be happily married and adopting a child from Romania. More than one person went home to their partner that night and held them a bit tighter, spoke a little more kindly, overlooked the dirty socks on the floor. At least one child was conceived as a result. As many as fourteen people decided to abandon their diets and have a biscuit when they reached the office (for the shock). The street cleaner who had to mop up the blood had a flashback to the war-torn country he’d fled, but got on with it anyway, because what choice did he have? The doctor who met the ambulance, newly in post and on hour twenty of a shift, locked herself in the loos to cry afterwards. The ripples from the accident spread out, across London, across the country, across the world, far into the future.

And as for Rosie, she knew nothing about any of this, because for several minutes in the ambulance she was actually clinically dead.

But she came back. In a fashion, anyway.


DAY ONE

Rosie

‘… losing her. BP is falling …’

‘Stats are very worrying. Where the hell’s Andy?’

‘… buggered off again …’

‘… in front of a bus? Suicide watch?’

‘Get the crash cart and page him now!’

How strange, she thought. She’d fallen asleep in front of an old episode of ER. She hadn’t watched that since … she had no idea. What was stranger, though, was that hands were touching her. Gently, but in a professional, distant way. Someone held her wrist, and someone else kept pulling out bits of her hair. It hurt. Ow, she said. Ow. No words seemed to come out of her mouth. She tried to open her eyes but they felt stuck shut. Her face felt … gritty. That was strange. Had she blacked out? What’s happening?

A strange bright light was shining through her eyelids, as if someone was interrogating her. She tried to move away from it, cover her face, but her arms didn’t move. And breathing was so hard. As if someone was sitting on her chest, some small but very heavy person. Danny DeVito maybe. What the hell? For a moment, with great effort, she forced her eyes open a crack. This wasn’t her room. It was too bright, and there were plastic curtains, and on the other side of them another bed and something happening on it. It took her brain a while to figure out what it was. A man in motorbike leathers, but his chest was open and red. People in masks pulling on him, packing things into him, attaching tubes and wires. What’s going on? She thought for a second she could see his heart beating, right there open to the air, and a surge of panic went through her. Is he …? Am I watching someone die?

The man had longish fair hair, and just for a split second his eyes, bright green, opened and he looked right at her. Her heart jumped in terror and her eyes fell shut of their own accord, like shutters slamming down.

‘… responsive. Call Dr Khan and have her transferred to the ICU.’

Now someone was tapping her eyelids. How very rude these people were. ‘Rosie? Rosie, can you hear me?’

Yes, Rosie, that was her name. Her name was Rosie and she was … how old? She couldn’t seem to remember any more. Where was she? Why did everything hurt? What the hell’s going on?

‘Rosie, you’re in the hospital. You’ve had an accident. A bus hit you but you’ve been very lucky, you’re still with us.’

A bus had hit her? It’s the drivers, she said. They drive like maniacs, have you seen them? But again the words had no sound. Her mouth was frozen. And how could she be lucky if a bus had hit her? What were these people on about? Who were they?

‘… said a name in the ambulance – Luke? Rosie, who’s Luke? Is he your husband?’

Husband. Did she have one? She didn’t know. She didn’t even know how old she was. Trying to remember hurt her head, and it was so comfortable in the bed she was lying on. Like a cloud. A cloud that was carrying her away from all this noise and brightness and pain and these strange people touching her. That was it, go to sleep and when she woke up again this would all be over. A cascade of untethered memories whirled through her mind as she sank, like watching a stranger’s home videos. A grassy meadow, running over it as fast as her legs would carry her, white Clark’s sandals flapping … a fair-haired man on a beach, turning to her and saying something … standing on a stage in blinding lights, an unseen audience furiously clapping for her …

‘Rosie? She’s going under! Damn it, page Andy again!’

Rosie, she told herself firmly, as she slipped under again. I am Rosie and I am … I don’t know who I am.

Daisy

Daisy had never quite come to terms with the fact she couldn’t speed up time. As a child, she’d lie awake impatiently every night once December came, counting down the days to Christmas. What kind of stupid world was it where time always moved at the same pace?

Now she was a grown-up, and she knew the sad truth. Nothing went faster or slower because you needed it to. The Tube still dawdled between stations. Train doors took an eternity to open. People milled about on escalators like lost sheep. She cannoned off them, fighting her way out of the Tube station and up into the light. ‘Excuse me … excuse me … SORRY, CAN I GET PAST!’ Offended looks. Mutterings. For once, she didn’t care. God, it had taken nearly an hour to get there. She’d run for the train on hearing the news, but was there a quicker route? No, a taxi would have sat in traffic for ages. There had been no way to get there faster, short of, say, a helicopter.

Had they taken Rosie in a helicopter? No, the hospital was so close to where it happened, the next street over. The best place to get hit by a bus, if there was such a thing.

Her feet felt weird. She looked down as she stumbled towards the signs for the hospital. Her shoes were on the wrong feet. She fought the urge to stop and change them round, dodging her way through the crowds. Everything was all wrong. She hadn’t done any of her leaving-the-house checks, hadn’t picked up any clean clothes in case she was stuck there overnight, didn’t have her make-up bag or water bottle or the work she had to do today. She tried to reset her brain, tell it she wasn’t going to get that report done. She wouldn’t be in the office today at all. Bollocks, she had to text Maura. Her boss would be livid – she hated last-minute absences, especially in a week with a big pitch looming. But who could argue with my sister just got hit by a bus?

A nasty ball formed in her throat and she tried to swallow it down. She’d asked her mother, on the phone, ‘But what do they mean, hit by a bus? Hit a little bit – like clipped by the wing mirror? Or hit a lot?’

‘I don’t know!’ Her mother’s voice had ricocheted around the line. ‘She’s out cold, they said. You have to go there now, Daisy. It’ll take me hours on the train. And I don’t have anyone to look after Mopsy and there’s nowhere to park at the station and … Oh God, what if she’s badly hurt?’

‘I’ll go,’ Daisy had said, already pulling on her coat. ‘I’ll go right now.’

She had now reached the hospital, all fifteen floors of it, full of illness and suffering and death. She found she’d ground to a halt, her mixed-up shoes rooted to the pavement. What would she find inside? It sounded pretty serious, being hit by a bus. What if Rosie was dying right now, while she stood on the street dithering?

Rosie never dithered. She just decided to do something, and then did it. You’re always so careful, Daisy, her mother had said, at the engagement party. That’s what I most admire about you, darling. But thinking of the party brought up jagged, uncomfortable feelings, and she pushed them down. Would that be Daisy’s last memory of Rosie, in her leather jacket and ripped jeans, red curls wild and untamed over her shoulders? What would she look like now after … after?

Daisy dragged her feet forward, as if detaching them from chewing gum stuck to the pavement. The hospital was bright and modern inside, with an M&S on the ground floor, not what she’d expected. She found the lift and got in beside two handsome young doctors in blue scrubs, talking loudly about nephritis, whatever that was. The doors opened and she rushed out into Intensive Care.

This place was more like she’d expected. Swift feet, beeping machines, a hot and oppressive atmosphere. Someone was crying in the waiting room, the jagged sobs like a bassline to the rest of the noise. She found the reception desk, which had a harried-looking young man behind it, with a tragus piercing and tattoos all up one arm.

‘Um, hi, I think my sister is here? Rosie Cooke?’ Is it a question or a statement, Daisy? she imagined Maura saying.

He consulted the computer and she saw him suddenly focus on her. Her stomach dropped away. Waiting for him to say, I’m very sorry but …

He called over a young woman in scrubs. Nurse, doctor? How did you tell who did what job? It was impossible. They all dressed the same. She heard him mutter the words, ‘… bus jumper …’ What did that mean? Jumper?

The woman’s face was calm and unreadable. ‘Will you come with me please, Miss Cooke?’

She went. A horrible thought was crystallising in her mind, as she realised she’d feared this all along. Even before her mum’s phone call. For years. Since Rosie was fifteen, really, and Daisy was only twelve, this precise worry had been at the back of her thoughts, every time the phone rang and an unexpected voice was on the other end.

Had Rosie done this to herself?

Rosie

Rosie opened her eyes. Except she didn’t, because her eyes, like her voice, apparently no longer worked on command. Come on, guys, open! After everything we’ve been through together! I’m sorry I forgot to wear sunglasses all those times and never take my mascara off. Please … move?

A tiny crack of light opened up. She found herself in a private room, and with her was a small woman she recognised as her grandmother, sitting in a plastic orange chair, knitting. Which was weird, because she was pretty sure her grandma didn’t know how to knit. God had invented M&S for a reason, she always said. See, that was a memory. ‘Grandma?’ she tried. It was so strange. She was sure she’d spoken the word, but the two doctors standing by her bed didn’t seem to notice, carrying on their mutterings about BP this and systolic that like people going ‘rhubarb, rhubarb’ in the back of a bad am-dram production. They seemed … muted, somehow. Not quite real.

Her grandma said, ‘Rosie, love. What have you done to yourself then?’

‘I … really don’t know.’

Her grandma got up, leaving the knitting on the chair. It was in some kind of lurid pink wool, and the shape of it was odd. Was it for a four-legged baby? Rosie’s head hurt. ‘Hmm, yes,’ said her grandma, peering knowledgably at the chart on the bottom of Rosie’s bed. The doctors did not turn around or even seem to notice the small woman in the navy drip-dry slacks. It was very strange, like watching two videos superimposed on top of each other. ‘Massive head trauma. That explains it. You’ve got retrograde amnesia, I expect.’

‘What?’

‘I watched a lot of medical dramas after your granddad died, love.’

‘Why am I …? Why don’t I know who I am?’

‘You’re Rosie. Rosie Cooke.’

Rosie Cooke. Two names. That was twice the information she’d had before. Progress. ‘And you’re my grandma.’ She knew that, somehow, deep in herself.

‘Course I am, love.’

Was this her mum’s mother or her dad’s? Who were her mum and dad? Oh God. There was so much she couldn’t recall it was scary to think about it, like when you look under the sofa cushions and it’s so filthy the only thing to do is put them back and try to forget.

Was that a memory? Was she the kind of person who didn’t clean under their sofa cushions? ‘Do you know what happened to me? Does it say on that chart?’

‘Sorry, love. Just says some complicated stuff they never covered on Grey’s Anatomy. But it’s OK. They’re helping you. See, they’re giving you something, a nice drug. I tell you, I wish they’d had all this when I was your age. Two kiddies and only a slug of brandy to get me through!’

Rosie focused hard. OK. A hospital room, white, sterile-looking. Two doctors hanging over her, in white coats and scrubs. A young Asian guy and a blonde girl with fresh peach-like skin that looked good even paired with blue scrubs and no sleep. She tried hard to hear what they were saying. Ears! Guys, you need to come through for me too, OK? Sorry about that infected piercing. That was my bad.

She found she was able to make it out if she listened with all her might, like a station on a badly tuned radio. The girl was saying, ‘… should use the restraints really. It’s protocol.’

‘Come on, Zara. She’s hardly going anywhere. She can’t even open her eyes. I wonder what made her do it.’

Do what?

‘The family are on their way. And I guess the police will want to ask questions. Hey, maybe she was pushed.’

‘You watch too much CSI.’

‘It’s all they ever have on in the doctors’ lounge.’

Yes, she could hear, but nothing helpful. Pushed how? Down something or under something? She tried hard to speak. ‘Hello, can you tell me why I’m here?’ Nothing. ‘You can hear me, Grandma, can’t you?’

‘If you say so, dear.’ She’d gone back to her knitting now, holding it up to the light. ‘What do you think? Will he like it?’

‘Who?’

‘Filou, of course. Who d’you think it was for, a four-legged baby?’

‘No,’ said Rosie quickly. Filou was … ‘Your dog!’ She had him in her mind, suddenly, a yappy little pug. Filou had come back to her memory, slotting into place like a jigsaw piece. Surely the rest would come back too. It would all be fine. No need to panic just because right now she couldn’t remember who she was.

‘That’s right. See, you’ll get there, love. You just need to give yourself time to heal. It was a nasty accident, by the sounds of it.’

‘A bus hit me.’ She frowned, remembering the moment she’d been awake before. The lights, the pain, the man with his chest open and his green eyes looking right at her. Had that been real?

Grandma sucked her teeth. ‘A bus! How did that happen, then?’

Rosie tried to take stock of her body, searching for clues. There was something on her mouth, tape of some kind, a tube in her throat and going down the back of her nose. There were so many sore places she had to move through them, cataloguing. Head. Left ankle. Right knee. Bum. Back. Shoulder. Both hands burning like fire. Arm. Ribs. And her nose felt wrong too. ‘I don’t remember,’ she said, frustrated. ‘I don’t know what happened!’ Questions crowded her head. How had she got here? Who was she? Why had she said the name Luke?

‘Look, here’s Daisy. Maybe she’ll know more.’

Who was Daisy? How had her grandma got here first? And why was she wearing slippers and a cardigan? Wasn’t she in a care home somewhere? Devon? Yes, Devon. Had she busted out of her home and ridden here on a sit-on lawnmower, like that man in that film?

When had Rosie seen that film? No idea. She realised there was a noise in the room. A sort of dry, rasping sound, like when you tried to squeeze the last bit of shampoo from the bottle in the shower. The noise was coming from a young woman who stood in the doorway, with sensible shoes, A-line skirt, and an old-lady handbag. There was something weird about her feet that Rosie couldn’t quite put her finger on. A diamond engagement ring, too big for her, sparkled on one hand. The woman was sobbing, leaning against the doorway of the room for support. The girl doctor was speaking to her in low, cool tones, hands in the pocket of her white coat. She strained to listen. ‘… sustained massive head trauma. There was an intracranial bleed which we’ve managed to stop for now, and we’ve put in a drain, which explains the shaved hair.’

They shaved my hair! Dammit, didn’t someone tell them my ears are too big to pull off a crop?

The woman in the doorway was still crying, gasping for breath. ‘But how did it happen? How could she walk in front of a bus? Oh God.’

Rosie had a bad feeling. ‘Grandma? Who’s that? Why do I feel …? Why does it make me feel terrible that she’s crying?’

‘That’s Daisy, love. Your sister.’

I have a sister? But as Grandma said the word it all came flooding back, Daisy, Daisy, Daisy. Daisy a tiny baby in a cheesecloth blanket, so light on Rosie’s knee. Daisy in a graduation robe, refusing to throw her mortarboard in case it hit someone. Daisy climbing into Rosie’s bed with a nightmare, a small child, scratching her with toenails and hogging the covers. Daisy, a teenager, stealing Rosie’s Rimmel Heather Shimmer lipstick but feeling so guilty she bought her a new one. A million index cards slamming into place in the filing cabinets of her brain, making her wince. Every memory stamped with Daisy. Daisy laughing, Daisy crying, Daisy screaming, ‘God, Rosie, you’re so selfish …’

Oh. ‘We had some kind of fight? I … I can’t remember why.’

‘You will. You have to. Anyway, look, she’s here, she’s crying. She still cares.’

What did that mean, you have to? She looked up and saw Grandma was starting to recede, fade and grow smaller somehow. ‘Wait! Please don’t leave me. There’re so many things I don’t understand!’

But the old woman was gone, and so was her knitting for Filou. Who, now that Rosie had remembered him, she seemed to recall had been around when she was small and scared of him. How long did pugs live? How old was she now, for that matter? A grown-up, surely. Daisy, who was apparently her sister, looked to be about thirty, despite being dressed like a sixty-something librarian.

Something else had been bothering her too, hovering around the edge of her vision like a bothersome fly. ‘The thing is, Grandma,’ she said, out loud – although the doctors and her sister didn’t seem to hear – ‘didn’t you die too? Like, years ago?’ And as she thought about it the memory was there – Grandma waxy and cold in her coffin, Rosie crying in a church pew wearing a too-tight grey dress from Jane Norman. Yes, she was almost sure that her grandmother, who had just been here chatting to her and knitting a jumper for a long-gone dog, was dead.

What the hell is going on?

Daisy

Deep breaths, deep breaths. She tried to remember Maura’s advice from the time she’d cried in her annual appraisal. Daisy lacks confidence and that killer instinct we require in our partners. Perhaps she would be more suited to a support post. Her boss had watched her coolly across the desk as Daisy sniffed and hiccupped. ‘Put your emotions aside, Daisy. Just bury them deep down.’

She tried to picture an empty pit, a spade beside it and a pile of soil, somewhere to shove these feelings in and forget about them, but it just made her think of gravesides, which brought up a lot of memories she really didn’t want to relive, and panic seized her once again, squeezing her insides in an iron fist. Rosie had been hit by a bus. A bus. One of those gigantic red double-decker ones, tall as a building.

She tried to make sense of what the doctor was saying, that composed young woman who was likely younger than Daisy herself. Rosie had been thrown up in the air, and landed and hit her head on the road, but luckily – luckily! – the accident had happened only metres from the hospital, and she’d been whisked into A&E as soon as was humanly possible. ‘She suffered a cardiac arrest on the way,’ the doctor recited, as calm as a cold-caller trying to sell mobile phone insurance. ‘We were able to restart her heart and stabilise her, for now at least.’

Daisy grasped at the words, which seemed to slide out of her hands like bars of soap. ‘You mean … her heart stopped? She died?’

‘Well, only technically.’

Daisy was stunned into silence. Dying, even if it was just for a few seconds and only technical, still seemed quite bad. A lot to deal with on a Tuesday morning when she’d been making her breakfast smoothie. Christ, she hadn’t washed the blender, Gary would do his nut, and …

You sound just like Mum. That’s what Rosie would say. Daisy was obsessing over small details, unable to take in the huge ones. The blender, and its washed or unwashed state, was not important right now. She hadn’t even told Gary yet, just run out of the house with her shoes on the wrong feet. He’d left at six, as always, to get into the office and pick off the best clients before anyone else did. He had no idea Rosie was lying here, broken into bits with deep red scrapes all over her pale skin, her hair matted with dirt and blood and a patch of it shaved off, her leg in a cast. The machines around her, the tubes trailing out of her body. She was in a coma, the doctor had said. ‘Will she wake up?’ Daisy asked. ‘Can she hear us?’

She saw the momentary pucker on the doctor’s smooth face. ‘We can’t be sure. I’m sorry.’

‘So … what will happen?’

The doctor hesitated. ‘We have about three days before we have to take out the nasal and breathing tubes and put in something more permanent. Hopefully she’ll wake up in that time. If she doesn’t … Well, there will be decisions to make.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘You should discuss it with your parents, Miss Cooke. Excuse me now. Dr Agarwal?’ And she went, ponytail swinging, accompanied by the more sympathetic-looking male doctor, who at least had a kind smile. Daisy was left alone with her comatose sister. Slowly, she approached her. Rosie’s face was blank, a tube hanging out of her mouth. Daisy reached out to touch her hand – it was cold and limp.

‘Rosie?’ she tried. ‘Can you hear me?’ Nothing. Her sister seemed gone somehow. Not asleep, just not there any more. The last words she’d said to her weighed heavy in Daisy’s mouth. You’re so selfish …

This was all crazy. It was almost ten, a time when she’d normally be crouched at her desk inputting numbers, or drinking her fifth coffee of the morning, or meeting with clients. Instead, she was at her sister’s bedside, while outside other relatives sat around in various states of worry or boredom or fear, and across the screen of a silent TV, the gibberish-like subtitles on a property show informed them whether Gareth and Gwen from Swansea had made a profit on the four-bed semi they’d bought at auction. Nothing made sense.

Her phone buzzed – she was squeezing it tight in her hand, leaving smeary fingerprints on the screen. Mum. Arriving Paddington now. She would be here soon. It was a terrible thing, but for a moment Daisy was actually glad Rosie was in a coma. At least that way Rosie and their mother couldn’t get into yet another fight.

Rosie

She missed oblivion. Letting her dry eyes close, getting sucked into the darkness. No name, no aching body, no million questions battering her head like moths around a porch light. What was going on? She was seeing dead people now? How? Rosie didn’t believe in ghosts, or in life after death. Ever since Petey, she’d decided there couldn’t be a God who would be as cruel as that.

Wait. Who was Petey? Rosie prodded that area of her memory, like an empty socket in a gum. The name brought a flood of feelings – sadness, fear, deep, deep love – and two clear images. A blue wall with yellow ducklings painted on. And a woman crying hysterically, her head in her hands. Nothing else.

You’re hallucinating, she told herself firmly. They said you had massive head trauma. Your brain is probably in a right state. You’re imagining things – like your dead grandma, for a start. Yes, that made sense. Her synapses were just a bit … scrambled. Either that or she’d been wrong about the whole afterlife thing. It was probably too late to hedge her bets now, if so. She had to just hope that the massive-fight-with-sister thing was a blip and she was actually an OK person.

Rosie looked around the now-empty room. Daisy had gone out, wiping her face and clutching her phone, and Rosie was still trying to make sense of what the doctors had said. Three days to wake up, or she might never come back. But she was awake, wasn’t she? Couldn’t they see that? She couldn’t move her neck, which seemed to be in some kind of brace, and could only lift her eyelids a crack, so all she could see was the stained ceiling, some old pipes hanging from it, and the door out into the corridor, where people passed like swooping birds, flashes of navy and green and white, efficient voices and footsteps and clipboards and stethoscopes and trolleys. Everything moving while she lay, unable to lift a finger.

‘What do I do?’ she said, though no sound came out. ‘Am I going to wake up?’ She wondered if her grandma was still about. Her dead grandma. What was going on? ‘Is anyone there?’

‘Hello!’ said an irritating shrill voice. ‘It’s me, Rosie!’

Rosie knew that voice. She had a thorough rummage through her brain to try to find it. It was filed somewhere under ‘voices, irritating’ and cross-referenced with ‘friends, primary school’. But … it couldn’t be. ‘Melissa?’

Sure enough, a teenage girl was standing at the end of her bed, dressed in a too-big maroon school uniform, frizzy dark hair sticking out in all directions, smeary glasses. ‘Hi! It’s me! Gosh, we haven’t seen each other, since, what, 1994?’

Melissa had highlighter pen on the collar of her pale pink shirt. Rosie was trying hard to recall facts about her. ‘We were at primary school together? We were friends?’ Yes, that was right. The files in her head marked ‘Melissa’, though incomplete, gave her a warm feeling. Painting their faces green with her watercolour set, only to find it wouldn’t wash off; recording themselves singing 2 Unlimited songs into a Casio tape recorder; rearranging Rosie’s living room into a Gladiators-style assault course … and then, like a pocket of cold water in the sea, a bad feeling took over. Had they stopped being friends? If they were the same age, why was she seeing Melissa as a teenager?

There was an obvious reason for that, but her mind shied away from it.

‘We were friends, yeah, but then I moved away. My mum made me go to private school, because of all the bullying.’ She said it matter-of-factly, as if Rosie would know what it meant. Another nasty sinkhole of feeling had opened up in her stomach, a twinge like a bad tooth that told her, You don’t want to remember this. Her whole memory was like walking through quicksand. ‘Didn’t help, though, in the long run. I mean, duh.’ Melissa indicated her spectral body. If she was still a teenager, and Rosie was grown-up, that must mean …

‘What … Um, Melissa, the thing is, my memory’s a bit mixed up right now, and I can’t really … Are you?’

‘Dead? Oh yes. As a doornail.’

Rosie had so many questions, starting with: how had she died? Was that a rude question? Cautiously, she asked, ‘Um, how long have you been … like this?’

‘Oh, almost twenty years now. Time flies when you’re dead.’

So Melissa had died in her teens. ‘That’s horrific. I’m so sorry. Melissa … do you … could you help me figure out what’s happened to me? I know I’ve been in an accident, but I can’t remember who I am or how it might have happened.’

‘That’s totally normal. I remember when it was me. Brains get a bit upset when they’re dying, or nearly dying, and they go into a panic. Plus, if you hit your head, all the information has sort of got jumbled up, like …’

‘Sort of like knocked-over filing cabinets?’ She was picturing her head strewn with scattered memories. A man with fair hair leaning in to kiss her … the same man smashing into her on the dodgems, the two of them laughing hysterically, Rosie’s red hair streaming around her … Who was he?

‘Filing cabinets, yeah. Oh, that is good. I’m going to steal that.’ Melissa rolled up her ghostly shirtsleeve and produced a sparkly gel ghost pen from her ghost pocket, which she used to scribble a note on her ghost arm. Rosie felt faint. What the hell is going on? ‘Here’s the thing, Rosie. It happened to me as well. When you’re in a coma, and your brain’s been injured, it has to kind of reboot itself before you can wake up. Like a computer reset. I’m told computers really caught on after I died, who knew?’

Rosie was struggling to understand, on top of struggling with the whole fact that she was talking to a ghost/hallucination/whatever. ‘But I am awake. I mean, I can hear things and see things – well, sometimes. I just can’t speak, or move.’ But that would come back, surely. Wouldn’t it?

‘I know. You’re sort of … in-between. Like, everyone’s life flashes before them when they die, right? That’s happening to you too. You just … have the chance to still come back.’

‘So what can I do? How do I wake up properly? The doctor said something about three days?’

‘That’s how long it takes for your brain to reset. So all you can do is try to remember why you’re here. If your brain can make sense of things, it might start responding again and let you wake up. Now, sit back – well, you don’t have a lot of choice about that, I’m afraid, hello, neck brace – and watch what your mind throws up.’

‘What do you mean, what my mind throws up?’

Melissa looked sympathetic. ‘Your memories are about to start coming back to you, Rosie. It’s just what happens.’

‘But that’s good! That’s what I need!’

‘Well. They might not, like, come back in the right order. It might be a bit … confusing. And the memories that come – they might not be the ones you’d expect. Or that you really want to remember. But you need to look through them and remember who you are. Why this happened. Anyway, you’ll see what I mean in a minute. Are you ready?’

‘Wait! Ready for what?’ Something was happening. The hospital room was fading, receding again, as if the real world was the ghostly one and Melissa the only real thing.

‘It’s starting,’ said Melissa calmly. ‘Just breathe, Rosie. Keep all hands inside the vehicle and restore tray tables to their upright position.’

‘What?’

‘Just a thing I’m trying. The first memory is coming now.’

But I don’t understand! Rosie wanted to scream but her mouth was stopped up in this reality, and everything was spinning and blurring, and it made her want to puke, and was this death? Was she dying? Oh God.

There was light, a bright grey light. In front of her eyes, blurred like a distant memory, she saw what looked like a dial. Numbers, and the words: day month year. What was this? Was she … travelling in time? No. It wasn’t possible. It was another hallucination, it had to be. The numbers flipped around, in a seemingly haphazard fashion, beyond her control, and then settled on the combination 17 10 2017. A date? Which was … crap, what year was it now? She remembered a glimpse of a calendar she’d caught in A&E, when they were wheeling her in from the ambulance. 2017. That was this year. That was a week ago. OK. This was going to help her make sense of what was going on. She took a deep breath and the world fell away.


17 October 2017 (One week ago)

When Rosie opened her eyes, she was somewhere else. A small, cramped room, with cheap IKEA furniture. What was IKEA? She waited for the gap in her brain that seemed to pop up when she thought of a word but couldn’t remember its meaning. Instead, it was there waiting for her, all her associations for that word – meatballs, row with Jack that time, allen keys, stress.

Who was Jack? She didn’t know. But other information was flooding back. She was remembering. ‘This is my flat!’ she said out loud.

‘This is where you live?’ said Melissa, from somewhere behind her.

Rosie jumped. ‘You’re here too?’

‘Think of me as like your spirit guide.’ Melissa was nosing among her DVD collection. ‘Hey, I know all these! Don’t you watch any recent TV shows? Friends … ah, I love Friends. I was gutted I died before it ended, I never got to find out if Ross and Rachel made it.’

‘Course they did. It’s a show about happy endings. Not like real life.’

The room was as Rosie remembered, but shadowy somehow. A memory of the thing and not the thing. Melissa was looking at everything, opening drawers in the kitchen, peering under the coffee table, lifting up the colourful sofa cushions. There wasn’t much to look at, actually. One room, a bed pushed into the corner, a two-seater sofa in front of a small cheap TV, a strip of kitchen against the wall. A door off to the side that Rosie knew was her bathroom, so small she was eternally afraid she’d slip and get wedged in there and die, as had happened in one news story she’d read (see, another memory!). Melissa heaved a sigh. ‘I guess I thought it would be … bigger. You know, in St Elmo’s Fire, Demi Moore has that huge place.’

‘Because she was a bond trader in the eighties!’

‘And Monica and Rachel have a nice place in New York.’

‘Rent control,’ Rosie snapped. ‘Also, fiction. Life’s not like we thought it would be in the nineties, Melissa. Property costs a fortune and wages haven’t gone up at all.’

‘Oh. So no huge pink flats?’

‘Not unless you’re on coke and also working maybe as a call girl on the side.’

‘Like in Pretty Woman?’ Melissa’s eyes widened. ‘So romantic, that film.’

‘Yes, well, wait till you discover feminism and it’s ruined for you for ever. Turns out, paying her for sex: not that romantic after all.’ Too late, she remembered Melissa would never discover anything, because she was dead. And yet here she was, talking to Rosie. It made no sense.

Melissa kicked the side of the sofa, releasing a cloud of dust. She coughed. ‘I get what you’re saying about houses being expensive, Rosie, and I’m fourteen so I don’t really notice dirt, but isn’t this kind of … messy?’

Rosie looked around. The ghostly teen was right. It was a total tip. Why was she living like this? There were dirty dishes stacked all round the sink, and what looked like biscuit crumbs ground into the cheap velveteen sofa. Over the radiator, her underwear was drying, but it wasn’t the fabulous lace and silk lingerie she’d imagined she’d have as a grown-up; it was washed out and holey and grey. Her heart sank. I found my life again, but it sucks.

Melissa was saying, ‘I mean, where’re your Magic Eye pictures? Your troll doll collection? There’s not even a lava lamp. Disappointing.’

‘Shhh.’ Rosie could hear something. Footsteps, stomping up the stairs, and loud voices. ‘Someone’s coming!’ She panicked. How could she explain being here, in her own flat, but with a teenage ghost who still thought lava lamps were the height of cool?

‘It’s OK,’ said Melissa, calmly rummaging through a makeup bag. ‘We’re not really here. This is just a memory.’

As soon as she said that, Rosie understood. Of course it was a memory. It had taken place, as the dial suggested, a week ago.

The door burst open and into the shabby flat came – herself. Rosie stared, from her vantage point huddled against the radiator. She, her memory self, was wearing jeans with big rips in the knees, and Rosie heard a voice in her head: Can’t you buy clothes that don’t have holes in them? And she knew it was something her mother had said to her. No coat, though it was, as Rosie now knew, October. She was carrying a thin plastic bag with what looked like a Pot Noodle in it, and talking to someone behind her. ‘Honestly, I’m fine. I just don’t want to go out.’

She’d been followed in by a very skinny man in tight jeans and a T-shirt. His arms were covered in tattoos and his voice was whiny. ‘But babe, you’ve not been out in, like, weeks, except, like, to the corner shop.’ Was this Luke, the name she’d said in the ambulance? Surely not.

Real-life Rosie flopped onto the sofa, releasing more dust. ‘I’m fine, Leo. I’m just … taking some time out.’ Not Luke then. So who was he, and why had she said his name?

‘Awww, Ro, I’m DJing tonight! I need to see a friendly face in the crowd!’ The man she’d called Leo leaned against the wall, a self-pitying look on his narrow, pinched face. ‘What do you say? Get your glad rags on, come out with me?’ He looked around at the mess, staring right through Melissa, who was trying on a collection of long beaded necklaces that had been twisted round the handles of the chest of drawers.

Real-life Rosie scowled. ‘How can I go out? You know I have no money. I don’t have a job any more, do I?’

She’d been fired? Where from? What kind of mess was she in? She checked in her head but found she had no memory of what her job might be.

Leo crossed the room. His voice had softened, and he placed his hands on Real-life Rosie’s shoulders. ‘Come on, babe. You’re having a shit time, I know. I’ve been there.’

‘Leo, you’ve never even needed a job, let alone been unemployed. You have a trust fund.’

‘But I get it. Look, I’ll ask Dad to cut you some slack on the rent, OK? It’s fine if you don’t want to come to the warehouse party. Maybe we can just hang out a bit, chill, you know?’ His voice had risen hopefully, and his hands had started massaging her back.

‘He’s talking about sex,’ hissed Melissa, indignant. They didn’t seem to hear her, luckily.

Now she was watching it, she could feel the memories settle back into place. Leo. Lived downstairs in a much bigger and nicer flat. Part-time DJ and beatboxer. Dad owned the building. Kept ‘just popping by’ to borrow milk and see if she needed any light bulbs changed or big spiders chased off. She hadn’t done anything, had she? Not with Leo. She’d sworn not to, even on the nights when she felt so lonely, and she knew he was just downstairs listening to his terrible dubstep and practising beatboxing into a deodorant can, and sometimes she’d think, Why not? He’s OK-looking, and he clearly likes me, even if he is a total idiot.

Her past self stared ahead, her eyes dull. Then she swallowed hard, and her voice changed too, became softer. ‘Thanks, dude. Not tonight, though, yeah? I’m not feeling so good.’

Reluctantly, he removed his hands. ‘OK. I need a spliff anyway to calm me down after all this drama.’ Now he wasn’t touching her, his eyes wandered over her flat. On top of the TV was a photo. The frame had been smashed and Rosie remembered that she kept meaning to get another one, but somehow never did. He picked it up, leaving smeary fingerprints on the glass. ‘Your family? Who’s the kid?’

Past Rosie sprang to her feet and practically grabbed it from him. ‘Yes. Sorry, Leo, I’ve got stuff to do, would you mind …?’

Once he was gone, Past Rosie closed the door, slid a bolt into place, and leaned against it with a juddering sigh. Rosie wanted to scream at herself, You almost did it! What’s the matter with you? But she knew she had the answer to that question inside her, and that maybe she wasn’t ready yet to hear it.

‘This is my life,’ she murmured, watching her other self cross the tiny room, and instead of washing the dishes or putting away the clothes that littered the floor, crawl into the bed with the not-too-clean duvet and pull it over her head. She still had her shoes on. ‘How can this be my life?’

Melissa, being a teenager, couldn’t hide her disappointment. ‘You were so cool at school, you know? Rosie Cooke, netball captain. I thought for sure you’d be a top businesswoman with shoulder pads, living with Harrison Ford who’d be making your packed lunch for you.’

‘Life isn’t like the films, Mel,’ she said sadly.

Melissa sighed and started unwinding the many strings of beads she’d twisted about herself. ‘Well, we have to get back now anyway.’

‘Back where?’

‘Back to the future, Marty!’ She snickered. ‘I loved that film. We have to go back to your conscious mind, such as it is. This is just a memory you were seeing again.’

‘But … why?’ Rosie didn’t understand. ‘Why that one, out of all the memories I’ve ever had? Why a boring weekday afternoon, with Leo of all people?’ She watched herself under the covers, only the slow rise and fall of her breath to show she was alive. Was that the point of this? To show her that, last week, she’d been miserable?

Melissa shrugged. ‘Dunno. It’s your brain directing all this. Come on.’ She reached for Rosie’s hand, the faintest touch, like walking through a heavy fog. ‘Close your eyes, then open them again.’

Rosie did as she was told, hearing a whooshing sound like a plane coming in to land, and her stomach lurched unpleasantly. When she opened her eyes, she was back in the hospital bed, and Melissa was gone.

Rosie

She definitely wasn’t dead. For one thing, she hurt all over, and she was pretty sure that didn’t happen if you were dead. Her lungs felt heavy, and she heard some panicky sounds emanate from her chest. That was good too. She might not be able to speak out loud in this reality, but she was making some sounds. She was alive. And she wasn’t alone. A woman was bending over her, about sixty, with well-styled ash-blonde hair. The smell of her perfume set off all kinds of complicated feelings in Rosie.

The woman was shouting, ‘She’s choking!’

The young female doctor (Zara, Rosie remembered) ran in again, checking Rosie’s mouth with efficient care. ‘When they wake up they usually try to reject the breathing tube. It’s such an alien feeling. But she’ll get used to it.’

‘She’s awake?’

‘Not really. She may be coming back to some consciousness, though, which is a good sign.’

I’m here, Rosie said, inside her head. I’m awake. The real world seemed clearer this time, the edges sharper, like when you put on glasses.

The woman’s stricken expression didn’t ease. ‘So … it was an accident? The bus, I mean?’

Dr Zara, who Rosie had nicknamed Posh Spice, had little time for this speculation. ‘We don’t know what happened. She stepped into the road, witnesses said.’ Rosie
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