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About the Book

Charlotte is hovering between life and death, but it’s taken a coma for her to realize she’s made a complete mess of her short time on earth. Not to mention the five precious dating years she’s just wasted on the cheating, faithless James Kane.
 
But after a quick peek at the afterlife, she decides it’s not all it’s cracked up to be either. So, when she is offered the chance to go back to earth, this time as a fully fledged angel, she jumps at it. As always, there’s a catch. The person she’s assigned to watch over is . . . a certain Mr James Kane. And this is where the fun really starts.

Well, just because she’s passed on doesn’t necessarily mean she’s moved on, does it?
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If This Is Paradise, I Want My Money Back

Claudia Carroll


For Pat Kinevane.

With love and thanks for his endless patience, wisdom and humour during late-night phone calls when I’m just about ready to smash the computer up against a wall.

I honestly don’t know what I’d do without you.


Chapter One

IN RELATIONSHIPS, THERE are two types of women. The ones who bail at the first sign of trouble, and the ones who stick with it, if only just to see exactly how bumpy the road ahead will get.

I belong to the second kind.

Which I suppose, is how I ended up here. Not that I’ve the first clue where the hell I am, exactly, all I know is that it’s very peaceful, muffled, calm and so, so still. Nothing but me and my own thoughts, which is kind of nice. In fact, I like it down here. It’s almost like being on a spa break, minus the treatments and the annoying pan-pipe music.

There must be countless fathoms of air up above, between me and that other world, the one that I don’t think I’ve actually left; I’m just taking a little commercial break. Just till I get my head together and sort out the mess I’m in, that’s all. The thing is, though, the longer I’m down here, undisturbed and silent, the less I want to go back.

Not that that’s stopping them. My mother, sister, VBF Fiona – in fact just about everyone I’ve ever met in my entire life – seem to be determined to drag me out of this. Someone must have told them that people in my state respond to stimulation, that hearing is the last sense to go, and that, just by chatting to me, or playing music or doing some heavy-duty emotional cheerleading, there’s a chance they might be able to haul me back up from the depths.

Between the whole lot of them, they have me demented.

I’m not kidding, it’s almost like there’s a competition going on: who’ll be The One To Bring Me Round? They’re at it day and night, telling me all the minutiae of everything that’s going on in the outside world; and I really do mean everything, from Mum describing at length the lovely banana soufflé Delia Smith made on TV last night, to Fiona filling me in about this guy she met on Facebook who, honest to God, told her on date one that what he’s looking for in a woman is a female John Wayne. Highly unsuitable, but then given what’s happened to me, who am I to pass judgement when it comes to useless men? Besides, I think her plan is to try and squeeze a few more dates out of him, like gathering nuts for the winter. Fiona’s a bit like a sex camel: she can store up romantic encounters and make them last for months on end.

Mum, I don’t care if Delia says it’s now OK to cheat, and Fiona, you have to stop thinking you’ll find true love on the net, otherwise everyone is going to start calling you Facebook Fi.

I know I must be in a really bad way by how infuriatingly upbeat they’re all being around me, particularly Mum, who’s starting to sound more relentlessly cheery than a Blue Peter presenter trying to put you in a good mood. Then there’s the music they keep playing over and over again, stuff they insist is my favourite, but it isn’t. It’s all stuff they like. Mum has clearly decided that I love all these Rat Pack, Vegas-y type songs, and I’m not messing, if I have to listen to ‘My Way’ once more, I’m staying down here for good.

You’re only playing these because they remind you of Dad, that’s all. He loved Frank Sinatra, and his party piece was always . . .

‘You’re nobody till somebody loves you,’ I can hear Mum sighing softly, wistfully. But then her voice always shifts gear whenever she talks about Dad. ‘I heard it on the car radio when I was driving to the hospital just now, and, do you know, to this day it still chokes me up. I’ll never forget your father singing that song to me on our silver wedding anniversary. ’Course you were only about fourteen or so . . .’

I remember, Mum.

‘He’d such a beautiful singing voice. Everyone said he could have been a professional, you know, if God hadn’t taken him so young. Anyway, love, good news and bad. The bad news is your car is a complete write-off . . .’

Least of my worries. You didn’t see the knickers I was wearing when they brought me in here. Up to my collarbone and the colour of wet cement.

‘But the good news is that a very helpful girl from the insurance company rang me, and, well, in light of what’s happened, she said you’re completely covered for a nice new car when you get out of here, and when you’re all back to normal again.’

If there’s one thing I love about you, Mum, it’s your boundless optimism.

‘Something a lot safer this time, though, do you hear me now, Charlotte? A Toyota Yaris would be just the thing. Or maybe you could go completely mad and splash out on a lovely, sensible Ford Ka. And if you ever even think about going above fifteen miles an hour, you’ll have me to answer to. I am not going through all of this worry again as long as I live.’

Oh, come on, it was an accident; it’s not like I did it on purpose.

‘Anyway, I got chatting to that very handsome doctor from Ghana yesterday, don’t ask me to pronounce his name, but he said the next few days are critical, and all going well, the swelling to the brain should die down a bit. Some long word he used to describe it, I can’t remember. So I was asking Sarah, the night nurse who was on duty last night, all about him. Divorced, it seems, with two kids, but definitely not seeing anyone. Now that’s the kind of fella I’d love to see you with.’

I’m lying here in a coma and you’re trying to fix me up?

‘The other thing is, love, they did mention something about long-term damage, but don’t you worry, I have that all covered. I’m doing three separate novenas, one to Our Lady, because she never lets me down, one to Saint John Licci, who’s the patron saint of head injuries apparently . . . did you know they had a separate saint for that? So your Auntie Anne was telling me, although I’ve a feeling she might have got him mixed up with that saint that’s in charge of hangovers. Anyway, I’m doing my magic, fail-safe novena to Saint Jude as well, just so we’re really on the safe side . . .’

She chatters on, and God love her, I know she must really be climbing the walls about me, because this is what she does whenever she’s worried out of her mind: fills air with words. And there’s nothing I can do to reassure her or to let her know that I’m grand really, I’m just taking a bit of time out, that’s all. So down I float again, sinking all the way back to the lovely, restful depths. I feel no pain here, not a single thing; I’m just peaceful and warm and completely blissed out. Better than being on a tropical island any day. In fact, throw in a margarita, a spray tan, and a good trashy novel, and I could almost be in heaven.

They must have me on some really serious class A drugs.

I don’t know how long has passed, but I come back up when I get a sense that Fiona’s here. I know it’s her because I’d swear I can get a smell of cheese and onion Pringles, and she’s the only person I know who always carries an emergency stash of crisps on her person at all times. Fiona’s a secondary-school teacher (English and History, Higher Level, if you don’t mind), and spends so much of her spare time correcting essays with titles like ‘Heathcliff is a man more sinned against than sinning, discuss’, that she never gets time to actually sit down to a proper meal eaten off a plate, like anyone normal. So either she just eats on the go, or else plonked at home in front of her computer, usually scouring Facebook looking for fellas.

She sounds so frazzled that my heart goes out to her.

‘. . . James has rung loads of times, he’s really up the walls with worry about you, Charlotte, I’ve never seen him this strung out. He’s gone up a fair few percentage points in my estimation after this, I can tell you. He mentioned something about the two of you having a bit of a tiff the night of the accident?’

No, honey, we didn’t have a bit of a tiff. It would be more accurate to say the bastard ripped my still-beating heart out, flung it against a wall, and then, as cool as a fish’s fart, demanded to know exactly how soon I could move out of the house.

Sorry, that’s HIS house, lest we forget.

‘. . . in fact, he said he’d try to get in to see you this evening . . .’

Great, all I need.

Then I think Mum must be back in the room by the skilled way that Fiona effortlessly switches the subject, putting on her best ‘now, pay attention’ classroom voice.

‘Anyway, as I was saying, I really liked this guy’s photo and profile, so we swapped numbers, and at the moment our phone-call frequency is twice a week, which I think is promising. I can definitely tell by his basic level of courtesy that he’s interested. And I know you hate me picking up fellas online, Charlotte, but let’s face it, I now have cellulite and everyone knows that’s God’s way of telling you it’s time to settle down.’

Mum doesn’t even like James’s name being mentioned in front of her.

Which should tell you a lot. And believe me, at this stage she’d gladly put up with any aul eejit, just to see me happy and settled. Any eejit barring James Kane, that is. In fact, only the other day she was unsubtly telling me that her organic vegetable delivery man is now newly separated. He’s fifty, by the way, and has about three teeth in his head.

Don’t get me wrong, my family and friends are all perfectly nice to James – to his face that is – but deep down, I’ve always suspected they were only tolerating him for my sake. Then, on his side, he doesn’t really have any pals, only ‘second-string friends and interested parties’, as he puts it himself. Yet another warning sign I chose to ignore. In fact, with misguided loyalty, I always put this down to a touch of the green-eyed monster, and figured that it must be hard for anyone to be matey with Mr Big Successful Hotshot Producer-Pants with movie deals hanging out of him, and with all his talk about nights on the town with Colin Farrell, then Bono owing him fifty euro for the taxi-fare home. Besides, I used to think, no one gets to the adorable, sweet, private side to him that I do. If you only knew the sheer amount of time I spent going, ‘Us, problems? Ha!’

Then, the night of my accident, I find out, in the worst way imaginable, that everyone else was right and I was wrong. Turns out the guy was a horse’s arse all along.

And there’s something else, too. Something I’m racking my brains to remember, but no matter how hard I try, I can’t. It’s like I’m grasping through fog from the haziest depths of my poor befuddled brain, desperately trying to unlock something . . . just for the life of me, I can’t think what it is. The more I try to run at it, the more it slips away from me. All I’m certain of is that it’s something painful, so painful that I must have locked it away and filed it under, ‘To be dealt with at another time, when I am a bit more able to handle sheer, unquantifiable misery.’ And now, here I am with nothing else to do but lie in bed all day, and it’s gone. Bloody typical. What’s worse is that I don’t even have the best memory in the world to begin with. I mean, I’m total crap at remembering even little things, and am constantly having to leave Post-its around the house with scribbles on them saying, ‘Put out bins. Set Sky Plus to record Grey’s Anatomy. Buy Cillit Bang.’ So trying to remember some major event in my recent life history will be great crack altogether. For God’s sake, I could be lying here, racking my brains for months. Might even end up needing hypnosis.

I’m not sure exactly how long I drift off for, but the next thing I know, the room is filled with American accents: two shouty women at first, threatening to rip each other’s heads off because one of them has had an affair with the other one’s ex-husband, but then some guy starts screaming it from the rooftops that his mother, who he thought was dead, is actually doing a life sentence in prison . . . oh shite, as if I didn’t have enough to worry about. Now what? Have some lunatic, gatecrashing junkies wandered into the hospital, and are they about to start flinging furniture across the room at each other, over my poor, smashed-up head? Suppose they start ripping up the bedside lockers looking for syringes full of drugs?

My lovely, lovely drugs, the only things that’re getting me through all of this.

Then I get a sense that my sister Kate’s here. I know it’s her by the smell of Estée Lauder Pleasures that always trails obediently around after her.

‘Mum, turn off that TV, it could be disturbing her.’

‘But it’s Desperate Housewives! Her favourite programme, love. If that doesn’t bring her round I don’t know what will.’

‘No, I’m putting on some music. Apparently, this song gets a great reaction from unborn babies.’

Next thing I can hear Kate’s high heels click-clacking across the floor, followed by a bit of fumbling, then Amy Winehouse’s Back to Black album, which I love, fills the room.

Thanks, Kate, big improvement on all the Rat Pack stuff Mum had me tortured with. Although I’ve a strong feeling you’re only making that up about foetuses responding to R&B.

I drift off again, but when I come back up, I think it’s just me and Kate on our own. I’m fairly sure of that, because she’s telling me stuff she’d never in a million years say in front of anyone else, barring that they were in a coma. Kate’s very reserved. She’s also a bit scary, and right up until she met her husband I don’t think she was ever single once in her entire life, something me and Fiona used to look on with awe and envy. Fellas were too terrified of her to break it off, we figured. She’s the sensible, slightly bossy older sister that everyone should have in their life, but some of the stuff she’s telling me now almost makes me feel like I’ve turned into a kind of mute confession box.

‘. . . so I’m ovulating right now, and, typical, Paul’s gone down to the west of Ireland to practise with his bloody atonal band; why he bothers I don’t know, all their songs sound equally crappy to me. You know, sometimes I don’t think he’s taking this seriously at all, I really don’t. So I’m giving it another three months and then, that’s it, I’m going for IVF, which by the way, only costs about four grand a pop, can you believe it?’

Kate, do you know how lucky you are to have a good man who loves you? Do you know that behind your back, me and Fiona call him Perfect Paul? And all you can do is sit there whingeing about your ovaries.

‘. . . and I am so fed up with Mum’s heavy hints about how much she’s dying to be a grandmother. The other day she asked me was I was putting it off so I could concentrate on “scaling the heights in my career”? I felt like screaming at her, “And what ‘career’ would that be, exactly?” I’m a part-time receptionist in a health club, for God’s sake, and my sole contribution since I started there was to get two new treadmills put in. I only took the bloody gig because I thought I’d easily be pregnant by now, and that it might just suit me to do a doss job. Then on top of everything else, we’ve to go to a christening next weekend. Which means I get to spend the entire day surrounded by mothers who have at least two perfect kids each, all looking at me with pity, wondering what the hell is wrong with me. Rock bottom, that’s where I’m at right now.’

That’s your rock bottom? That’s my retirement plan. Kate, you’re only thirty-three; you’ve done everything you were supposed to do in life. You’ve got Perfect Paul and a showroom home. You’ve a downstairs bathroom that no one’s allowed to use because it’s so new, and you’ve a spare room that you probably have the Farrow & Ball nursery-wall colours already picked out for. Of course, when the time’s right, you’ll be a yummy mummy in a four-wheel-drive jeep, along with the rest of them. Now go away, I want some peace.

But it’s not to be. There’s a string of visitors tonight, including my boss, Anna, who smells of stale cigarettes and tells me in a voice like aquarium gravel that all our clients keep asking about me, and when I’m coming back? She’s an actor’s agent, by the way, and I’m her lowly assistant, which basically means she swans off to opening nights and award shows with all her big-name actors, then spends the next day lying in bed with a minging hangover while I hold the fort and spend my time trying to convince her non-A-list clients that things are just really quiet right now, but that their big break is only around the corner.

‘. . . and you know, the phone hasn’t stopped ringing once since you’ve been out. It’s literally been non-stop.’

It always is, Anna. You’re just never there, that’s all.

‘All these actors I haven’t spoken to in months demanding to know why they haven’t been seen for that Henry the Eighth series. Quite snippy with me, too, some of them, as if I hadn’t enough on my plate . . .’

You have to be nice to them. For some of these people, getting caught on a security camera is not exactly the kind of media coverage they’re looking for. Believe it or not.

‘. . . then there’s that big commercial for some detergent that’s casting next week, and I haven’t a clue where you keep all the CV shots . . .’

In the CV filing cabinet, in a big drawer with ‘CV shots’ written in black and white across it. Not brain surgery, Anna.

‘. . . I mean, the day-to-day running of the office isn’t really my thing. I’m more the face of the business, really . . .’

Allow me to translate. This means that while you take your favoured clients out for afternoon-long, boozy lunches, I actually do all the donkey work for you. For roughly about a third of what you should be paying me.

‘So I really need you back, Charlotte. The place is falling apart without you.’

You know what? Not tempting. Go hire yourself a temp and leave me alone. Some of us have real problems, and compared with me, your life is Euro Disney.

God, this coma is making me an awful lot braver than I normally would be.

More noise and chat and kerfuffle, almost like there’s a little social gathering going on all around me that I’m the reason for, but not a part of. The noise is getting louder and louder, and I’m hearing a cacophony of voices all chattering over me, then, suddenly, without warning . . . total and utter silence.

I’m just thinking that it’s about time some bossy nurse came in and told them all to keep it down to a dull roar, but then I get the strongest whiff of Burberry aftershave and there’s only one person I know who wears that . . . oh shit, I do not believe this.

It’s him. James.

Has to be. I’d know even by the way the temperature in the room has dropped by about twenty degrees. Here’s me in a coma, and I can still sense the tension. There’s a rustle of cellophane and a smell of lilies, and I can hear Anna being nice to him and saying something about how divine the flowers are, but then she was always very skilled at arselicking producers. Next thing, for absolutely no reason, I get a flashback to when we first met.

It’s all Anna’s fault really: she introduced me to him at a film festival and I remember immediately writing him off into the mad, bad and dangerous to know category. Charisma you could surf on, but I just instinctively knew he was the type of fella that, if you were dating him, you’d probably end up on about a hundred milligrams of Valium a day. Back then, he wore a leather jacket, rode a Harley and looked a bit like James Dean, if he’d ever made it to his thirties. Mean, moody and magnificent. A hard dog to keep on the porch, as Hillary Clinton once famously said about Bill. Somehow always managed to look like he’d just been in a fight. There was also a rumour doing the rounds about him that he’d once thrown a sofa over a balcony and into the pool of some five-star hotel in Cannes, the kind of place where no one says a word, just discreetly adds ‘replacement sofa’ to the bill.

Yes, I fancied the arse off him, as any woman with a working pulse would, but not for one nanosecond did I ever consider him as nice, suitable boyfriend/potential future husband material; I really, honestly, genuinely was NOT interested. In fact, I distinctly remember only googling him once after I first met him. To put this in context, I’d have checked out my horoscope plus this fab website I found for designer knock-off handbags far, far more; that’s how disinterested I was. Anyway, I sometimes think that must have been part of the turn-on for him. So he did all the running.

Producers persuade, that’s what they do. They persuade actors to star in their movies, then they persuade investors to pay for it, then they persuade the public that it’s a smash hit; and that’s pretty much the tactic he used on me. Persuaded me to go out with him, then to fall in love with him, then, a ridiculously short time later, to move into his house with him. Like the walking cliché that I am, I really, truly believed that I’d be the one to tame the bad boy and turn him into something cuter than a fluffy little kitten sitting on a sofa watching Love Actually. And look where it got me. My God, single women the world over should be made to study my dating history as a lesson in what not, under any circumstances, ever to do.

He’s very close to me now; I can feel his hand gripping mine, icy cold.

‘You look so beautiful, Charlotte.’

Clearly, this is too much for Kate, who’s very intolerant of bullshit, ’cos I can hear her snapping back at him. ‘James, she has a fractured skull, a dislocated shoulder, forty-eight stitches, a broken fibula, and you think she looks well? Trust me, it’s the lighting.’

This is what passes for wit in our family.

‘I just can’t believe that God could let this happen,’ he goes on, I’m guessing for Mum’s benefit. In fact, I can almost picture him rearranging his face into a look of religious faux-concern, purely on account of her being here.

‘Oh really?’ Kate snaps back. ‘Haven’t you read the Old Testament? He’s pretty ruthless.’

Another awkward silence, but by now, I’m actually starting to enjoy them. I mean, here’s James stuck in the same room with probably the only three women on the planet who are completely immune to his legendary magnetic appeal. His charm assaults, for the record, come in distinct phases: first he focuses on you so intently with his laser gaze that you tend to forget there’s anyone else on the planet; second, he asks keen yet insightful questions, somehow managing to cut right to the heart of whatever the conversation subject-matter is; then, the pièce de résistance, he’ll manage to unearth something from left field, to make you roar laughing about. I’ve seen him beguile his way out of a thousand tricky situations with this strategy before, but he won’t here, not now, and certainly not in front of this audience. In fact, if it wasn’t for the coma, I’d probably be lying here having a great aul titter at his discomfort.

Serves him bloody right.

‘You know, you look exhausted, Kate,’ he says to her, so sincerely that it’s actually disarming. ‘And you too, Mrs Grey. You must be worn out with worry. Why not go down to the canteen and have a coffee or a bite to eat? I’ll stay here with Charlotte. I’d . . . I’d really love a moment alone with her, but only if that’s OK with you all.’

NO! Don’t, repeat DO NOT go! I don’t want to be left on my own with him!

But he gets his way. Like he always does. After much reluctant mumbling and grabbing of handbags, I hear Mum bristling like a Brillo Pad and very distinctly saying all right then, but that she’ll be back in ten minutes, her clear implication being, ‘So you’d better be gone by then.’

‘And FYI,’ is Kate’s parting shot, ‘I don’t mind you coming to see her just this once, but from now on, we’d prefer it if just immediate family visited. Immediate family and Fiona, that is. I’ll be round to pick up some of her stuff soon.’

‘No problem. Any idea when?’

‘Whenever it bloody suits me.’

A door slam, then I know we’re alone because he immediately lets go of my hand.

‘Charlotte . . . Christ, it’s so hard for me to see you like this . . .’

Oh please, do we have to do the movie scene?

‘You know, I keep replaying that terrible row in my head and . . . well, I can’t help but feel partly responsible for what happened to you.’

Did you just say PARTLY?

‘You were so upset when you bolted out of the house that night, and I’m kicking myself for letting you drive off into a bloody thunderstorm, the state you were in . . .’

Good. Hope you kick yourself to death.

‘I feel so bad about everything . . .’

Serves you right. In fact, that’s the best news I think I’ve heard all day.

‘It’s not you, you know, it’s me.’

Oh, give me a break. In fact, I’m pretty certain I recognize that line from one of your crappy B movies. Unimaginative bastard.

‘I know I should have come to you sooner and told you how I was feeling but . . . well, the thing is, I just hated this cosy coupley existence that we’d settled into, doing the crossword together, fighting over the Sunday supplements, all of that . . . I used to sit beside you on the couch watching reruns of Lost for about the thousandth time and thinking, this is not who I am.’

No, of course, you wanted to go back to throwing sofas out of hotel room windows.

‘And I know I made a right pig’s ear of trying to explain myself the other night, but it’s just for a while now, I’ve been feeling a bit detached from you, and that . . . well . . . that I needed a bit of space . . .’

And that’s when it happens. Right then, just as he’s spewing on and on and on with more of his self-justification shite.

Suddenly, and completely without warning, memories begin to surface. The night of the accident, me driving home, the rumour having reached me in work.

Now I remember.

Heavy traffic, rain pelting, a dark sky, the windscreen wipers going full blast, and my heart rate almost keeping pace with them. I remember hot, angry tears stinging at the back of my eyes. Not being able to catch my breath, mouth dry, gulping – and my hands trembling, like I was having a full-blown anxiety attack. I even remember trying to ring his mobile for about the fortieth time, and him not answering. I remember vomit rising at the back of my throat, and willing myself not to be sick, because the only thing I had in the car I could possibly throw up into was an empty tube of Pringles on the passenger seat beside me.

I knew full well there’d be a confrontation when I got home, and was already doing a mental dress-rehearsal of all my arguments well in advance of it. James is brilliant in arguments, and I’m rubbish because I just get emotional; so, like a good prosecution lawyer, I always had to be two steps ahead of him in any row. I even remember making a list in my head of all the reasons why, if what I’d heard was true, and if we did break up over it, it mightn’t necessarily be the worse thing that could possibly happen to me. I had it all worked out on that long, miserable drive home, all the pros and all the cons.

Like I said, none of my nearest and dearest ever really liked James. In fact, something Fiona said a long time ago came back to haunt me: she predicted that this would all end in tears. Mine, not his. She used to reckon that James’s ideal woman was one with no last name. And that his Jack Nicholsonesque grin would unnerve a shark. Plus, after a few glasses of Pinot Grigio, she’d always be at pains to point out that as long as I continued to live in his house, under his roof, he held all the aces in the relationship. And what did I do? Forgot the first principle of dating: love is blind, but friendship is clairvoyant. I didn’t listen to her, and look where it got me.

Funny, but as I sat in the gridlock that wild, stormy night, thinking that if it was true and if this was it, The End for me and him, I remember, in a surge of positivity, making up my mind that I WOULD move on and I WOULD meet someone else. Furthermore, that somehow along the way, I’d set up as a producer myself, and manage to become very rich and successful, and then he’d really be sorry. I’d probably end up on the Late Late Show and on the Sunday Times Rich List, and that’d completely finish him off, given how important money is to him. And, in my little fantasy world, I’d be famous too, so famous that I’d even have my very own stalker, the hallmark of the true celeb. And every time I’d talk to a journalist, I’d graciously tell them that, yes, although I wasted five precious years of my dating life on a worthless, faithless git, I still managed to turn my whole life around and become a huge success, with an adoring husband and kids, and everything I ever wanted out of life. Even if I can only pass for young, gorgeous and nubile in a power cut. Even if I now have a biological clock that, at this stage, honestly might as well have Roman numerals on it and be carved in stone.

Even if right up until that afternoon, I still loved him so much that it physically hurt, like a stab to the heart. Even if I’d invested so much time and trouble into him being The One that now the sheer climb-down involved was wrecking my head. Yes, all right, so maybe he wasn’t perfect, but then what guy is? As Fiona says, at the end of the day, they’re all bastards; best you can hope to do is try and find a nice bastard. And James was perfect for me, or so I thought. The laughs we had together, the silly, private little in-jokes, the mind-blowing sex, the way we seemed to agree on just about everything, even daft stuff like who should win X Factor . . .

Seems to be my destiny to be one of those people that nothing ever, ever works out for. Electric doors. Self-tanning lotion. ATMs. And now, I can add relationships to the list. Just look at me: I’ve officially become a walking cautionary tale about what happens when you pay attention to the little voice inside your head that whispers, ‘mate for life, mate for life’. Might as well start a support group while I’m at it.

And there’s more. There’s something else. Something I’m trying to haul up from the depths of my mind and can’t . . . but, whaddya know, right there and then James saves me all the bother by saying it straight out for me.

‘. . . please understand, I tried so hard, but there just never seemed to be a right time to sit you down and tell you. You have to believe me. I never set out to fall for Sophie . . .’

And . . . da daa, ladies and gentlemen . . . there it is. I give you . . . The Missing Key. Sophie bleeding Kelly.

I should fill you in.

OK, here goes. Up until the night of the accident, if you’d asked me anything about Sophie Kelly, I’d probably have looked at you and shrugged. She’s one of those people that, although mildly irritating, I really wouldn’t have had that much to say about either way. But after what’s just come flooding back to me like a tsunami, it’s a case of . . . how long have you got?

Right then. For starters, she’s a rubbish actress anyway, and now that I come to think about it, I heard James say so plenty of times. Definitely. I’m not messing, the girl has about all the dramatic ability and presence of a cutlery drawer. Then there’s the small matter of her high-pitched, squeaky voice. Honestly, I’d rather listen to a roomful of computers dialling up an old-fashioned internet connection. In fact, I distinctly remember saying that to James after we saw her last movie, and he categorically agreed with me.

At least I think he did.

I grudgingly have to admit that she is gorgeous, so good-looking that you’d almost think she travelled around the place with her own personal lighting cameraman in tow. She has corkscrew curly blonde hair, big poppy Bette Davis eyes, and is also thin, thin, thin. ‘Look, no carbs!’ thin. So thin that every time I see her, all I want to do is ram lard down her bony little throat. However, if there are two types of women in this world, those who are out to help each other and those who aren’t, then Sophie Kelly definitely belongs to the second kind. You know, the kind of woman who makes you feel that in life’s big VIP aftershow party, she’s invited and you’re not. She’s also Different With Men. And, OK, yes, I have on occasion witnessed first-hand her flinging herself at James like some kind of blow-dried missile in slingbacks, but like the gobshite I am, I used to shrug and write it off. She’s an actress, I figured, he’s a successful producer, and whether I liked it or not, that’s how this business works.

I had no woman’s intuition. No sixth sense. No clue as to what was to blindside me. And therein lay my downfall. In the space of one short day in my life, I managed to lose everything. Lover, boyfriend, home, even my career. Because much and all as I enjoy my job, in spite of Anna driving me scatty half the time, our agency represents Sophie helium-voice Kelly, and there’s just no way on earth I could handle her ringing the office looking for auditions, and me having to pretend to be nice to her. Call me a bad loser, but I’d rather lose a limb. Then there’s all the clients at the agency. Word would spread like wildfire, I knew, because let’s face it, actors have a grapevine that Ernest & Julio Gallo would be proud of.

Pathetic life CV, isn’t it? Twenty-eight years on earth, and I managed to make a complete shagging mess of the whole thing. Honest to God, if there was any justice, I should be hauled up in front of the dating police and have my head impaled on a spike as an example to other single women who put up with crap from men. And what would my defence be? That love makes Andrea Bocellis of us all. Brilliant.

And the laugh is, it took a coma for me to be able to see it clearly.

‘You have to believe me,’ James is still harping on ad nauseam. ‘There just never seemed to be a right time. I never set out to fall for Sophie, but you know how it is. You don’t look for love, love looks for you . . .’

Yet another line I recognize from some rubbishy TV show you made. One of those ones that was hardly worth the electricity it took to broadcast it. What are you trying to do, anyway, clear your conscience? Or maybe, like the paragon of selfishness that you are, you really only came here to try and make yourself feel better.

Yep, that sounds by far the more likely option.

On and on he goes, remorse itself, apoplexy on a plate, the devil made me do it. Honest to God, if I was to actually listen to the utter crap he’s coming out with, he’d have me believing that Sophie Kelly chased him, hounded him, boiled a few bunnies along the way, and basically bludgeoned him into submission, while the whole time he behaved like a perfect model of fidelity and gentlemanly decorum, blameless as a choirboy, every now and then pleading, ‘Desist from your advances, you harlot, I have a girlfriend, I tell you!’ Don’t get me wrong, I’d really love to believe him, but I know it’s total and utter shite, so I tune out and sink back down, down, down, letting him ramble on to an empty house.

Wish I could be like Angelina Jolie. You get the impression from her that if Brad Pitt ever left her for someone else, she’d just shrug her shoulders, shove a cigarette through the overblown bee-stung lips, make a blockbuster movie, then move swiftly on with all two dozen of her kids trailing in her wake. Purely to pass the time, I count all the occasions I distinctly remember Kate telling me to dump him. You don’t need to put up with all this crap, she used to say. The guy is pure, liquid man-thrax. But I love him, I’d invariably answer, the ultimate defence of the gobshite. Plus, I happen to like monogamy. For starters, you don’t have to wax as much.

By the time I drift back up, James is still there, still stinking of Burberry and remorse, still rabbiting on.

‘It just sort of happened on that Venice trip for the film festival and now . . . well, I’m pretty certain that she’s the right one for me. I’m so, so sorry, Charlotte, I really am.’

No, actually, I’m the one who’s sorry. Sorry that I wasted so many precious years on you. Sorry for loving you so much that it hurt, through thick and thin, because, like the trusting eejit that I was, I truly believed that I’d be the one to change you, and we’d spend the rest of our lives together. I’m sorry I didn’t listen to my family and friends and the people who really do love me, and who clearly can’t bear even to share the same airspace as you. And you know what? No matter how bad death is, it can’t be half as bad as lying here and facing up to the fact that my life has been a complete and utter failure in every way.

‘Look at you, lying there so peacefully. I wish I knew what you were thinking.’

Trust me, you don’t.

Then his phone rings and, typical, he answers. I’m just wishing that some nurse would burst in, snatch it from him and give him a lecture about how you’re not supposed to have mobiles in an intensive-care trauma unit for patients with cracked heads when . . .

I do not believe this. It’s her. Sophie bloody Kelly ringing him. Even on the other end of a phone, I can still hear that irritating, high-pitched voice.

‘Sweetheart, hi!’ he says, and his tone has completely brightened. ‘No, you’re not interrupting anything, I’m just wrapping up a meeting now, nothing important.’

The lie just trips off his tongue so easily you wouldn’t believe it.

‘I’m dying to get out of here, actually, and I could do with a drink, so yeah, cool, the Four Seasons for a glass of fizz in half an hour sounds perfect. So . . . hmmm . . . what’s your big mad rush to get off the phone? Aren’t you going to . . . ehh . . . tell me what you’re wearing? Come on, you dirty little tease, you know exactly what I mean. Under that sexy little black skirt you’d on this morning? In fact, I’ve a better idea, why don’t we skip the drinks and I’ll meet you at my place right now? Yeah? Oh, baby, you’re the best . . . hey, I love you, too, come on, you know I do . . .’

I think it was that last sentence that was the final nail in my coffin. Because right after that, I remember the following in one terrifying, panicky blur. A monitor attached to me suddenly going into overdrive, buzzers going off, a nurse barking at James to get the immediate family back up here urgently, then a consultant on duty being paged and told there’s an emergency. More doors banging open, more monitors beep-beeping, complete pandemonium, hands all over me, the shock of ice-cold metal paddles on my bare chest. Then a sharp electric jolt so forceful that, for a split second, it makes my eyes open just long enough for me to see Mum standing in the corner crying, with a nurse’s arm around her, comforting her . . . right before my numb, inert body crashes back down again.

More beep-beeping from monitors, but far, far, slower this time.

Scarily slow.

I hear a strident, panicky sounding man’s voice bellowing for everyone to clear the room while they defibrillate again, then another, softer nurse’s voice telling Mum, ‘Her heart rate’s just slowed right down, that’s all. Don’t worry about this one, she’s a fighter! And we’re doing everything we can for her.’

Then nothing. Whiteness.


Chapter Two

‘CHARLOTTE?’

My eyes are locked tight. Right now, I’m too afraid to open them. Too afraid of what I might find.

‘Charlotte, can you hear me?’

A man’s voice. Soft and gentle. One I haven’t heard in the longest, longest time.

A shiver shoots down my spine, and suddenly I know exactly who it is.

It’s my dad.

Slowly, disbelievingly, I open my eyes and . . . there he is, right here beside me, reaching out to take my hand. My darling dad, looking better than I ever remember, so fit and healthy and wearing the same old corduroy trousers and big baggy jumper he used to wear whenever he was pottering around the house, doing bits of DIY, and puncturing holes in my mother’s good furniture with a power drill, when he was always at his happiest.

‘Dad?’ is all I can manage to stammer weakly. ‘Dad? Is it . . . is it really you?’

‘Shhhh, come on, pet, it’s OK. You’ve been through a terrible time, but it’s OK now, shh.’

‘But, if you’re here, then . . . then . . . I must be . . .’

‘Plenty of time for that later, pet. For now, all you need to know is that you’re safe.’

I’m barely able to take it all in, and the next thing I know it’s all just too much. Everything comes crashing down on top of me: James and the accident, and the last few awful days, and whatever happened at the hospital just now, and suddenly, out of nowhere, I’m sobbing helplessly like a child. He folds me in his arms, just as he used to do when I was little, his arms tightly wrapped around mine.

‘It’s OK, Charlotte, I’m here. I’ve been here with you the whole time. And nothing bad will ever happen to you again, I promise, pet.’

Pet. I forgot the way he always used to call me pet. I forgot so much: the smell of him, his soft, gentle voice, the way he always managed to look a bit like an off-duty golfing priest. (Dad found his style back in 1982 and never saw any reason to change it since.) And how much taller and broader he seems, just like in the photo I have of him, taken in his prime, way back in his rugby-playing days, years before he got ill and wasted away to nothing.

‘Dad . . . Dad . . .’ I keep sobbing over and over, half-hysterical, half-overjoyed just to see him again. ‘But . . . but . . . if I’m here with you, then it must mean that I . . . that I just . . .’

I can’t even bring myself to finish that sentence.

But I must be dead, I’ve got to be.

Dear Jaysus. Like things weren’t bad enough?

I think about Mum and Kate and Fiona, and what they must all be going through right now, right at this very moment. And I honestly think the heartbreak and anguish at being wrenched away from them like that will kill me all over again. If I wasn’t already dead, that is.

A fresh bout of crying, but this time it’s so violent, I think the tears might choke me.

‘Shh, shh, pet, you’ve had a shock, that’s all.’

‘Oh, Dad . . .’

‘I’m here now, Charlotte. Just remember everything’s going to be fine.’

‘But . . . I don’t understand, where am I?’

I can’t even see properly, everything around us is just all blurry and blindingly white.

He grips my hand tight.

‘The easiest way for me to describe it to you, is that you’re in a sort of, well . . . assessment area, really, would be the best way of looking at it, pet. Just till it’s decided where’s the best place for you to go, that’s all. The main thing is not to be frightened.’

My mind starts to race. Mainly because whenever anyone tells me not to be frightened, then that’s when I panic. An assessment area? Like . . . like purgatory or something? Suppose they assess my miserable little life, decide I was a crap human being, stamp me with a big F for failure, then send me straight to hell?

‘Oh, come on now, pet, look at you, all worried.’ Dad smiles gently at me, gripping my hand tight. ‘I faithfully promise you, there’s nothing at all to be scared of.’ Then he puts his arm around me reassuringly, which does calm me down a bit. ‘Have a look around for yourself, if you don’t believe me.’

For the first time since I came to . . . whatever this place is, the glaring whiteness that’s all around us starts to dim a bit; slowly, barely perceptibly, things begin to come into focus as my poor, bewildered brain takes in our surroundings. I’m not even a hundred per cent certain where I’ll find myself, either. Maybe, I dunno, standing outside pearly gates with a bearded Saint Peter keeping guard like a bouncer at a nightclub, checking the VIP list to see if I’m on it? Or maybe it’ll be a giant concourse with escalators to all floors, like in a shopping centre, except that some of them will lead up to heaven, while others will go down to the lower depths, where it’s all smoky, with flames shooting out and little red-horned devils with spears running around the place cackling.

And a plaque outside saying, ‘Abandon Hope All Ye Who Enter Here.’

Tell you what I didn’t expect. To find myself in a sort of . . . well . . . old folks’ home, really. Minus the smell of wee and boiled cabbage, that is. I’m not kidding, as my eyes gradually adjust to the light and I get up and stagger around the place, it’s like Dad and I are in some sort of day-care room. He stays sitting on a sofa at the very back, eyes watching me protectively, while the afternoon racing from Cheltenham blares away on the TV. There’s about four or five people here, all glued to the screen, and nobody gives me as much as a second glance. I’m slowly wandering around, totally confused, desperately trying to make eye contact with someone, but they’re all too engrossed in the race, and every now and then one of them goes, ‘Come on, Northern Dancer!’

Plus, apart from Dad, there is no one here under the age of about eighty.

I stumble back to Dad and slump on to the sofa beside him, numb.

‘Did you think it would be fluffy clouds and angels, pet?’ he asks gently, correctly reading my thoughts. ‘Just remember that this is purely temporary, that’s all. You came to us . . . well, let’s just say you came to us before your time.’

‘And I’m . . . I’m just here till they . . . like, assess me?’

‘Which, as I say, is nothing for you to worry about.’

‘And . . . well . . . when will that happen?’

He doesn’t answer immediately, just looks at me keenly.

‘All in good time.’

‘But suppose they send me away from you? I mean, you’ve got to belong up in heaven, you never did anything wrong in your entire life. But I did plenty of wrong things and . . . well, suppose they separate us? Suppose you’re sent back up above, and I’m flung down below to fry out the rest of eternity in hell?’

He smiles at my blind panic, and at the teary wobble in my voice, which, oddly, comforts me.

‘It doesn’t work like that, pet. Don’t you trust your old dad?’

‘’Course I do.’ I sob weakly. God, I must sound like I’m about five.

‘Then come and sit down here beside me. We have an awful lot to catch up on, pet.’

I’m not sure how much time passes; it’s bizarre, everything really does seem to stand still here, wherever we are. All I know is that it’s ages later, and Dad and I are still together, totally engrossed in each other’s company, with me a bit calmer now, but still clinging to his hand, terrified I’m going to lose him all over again. And I can’t, just can’t. I am not going through that unbearable pain for a second time. I just feel so safe and minded here, with him beside me. Like as long as he’s here, wherever we are, I never have to worry ever again.

For as long as I’m here, that is.

The more we talk, the more gobsmacked I get. It’s incredible. There’s absolutely nothing that Dad doesn’t know about any of our lives since he died, and that was, like, nearly ten years ago. I was eighteen, and I remember thinking that the void he left in my life would never be filled, and that I’d never meet a man who could hold a candle to him. Correct on both counts; it never was and I never did. Wherever we are, you’d nearly swear there was CCTV footage with twenty-four-hour live coverage of what’s going on in all our little lives below, a bit like the command centre at Cape Canaveral.

He’s just extraordinary. He knows all about Kate’s marriage to Perfect Paul, and that she’s desperately trying for a baby; he knows tiny, inconsequential little things like that Mum’s joined a book club, and how she pretends to have read all these literary books, but if they bore her, she cheats by reading the reviews on Amazon, then throws in the odd knowledgeable quote to impress her pals, and just blags the rest. He even knows stuff about Fiona, and I only met her when I went to college, not long after he died.

‘Dad,’ is all I can keep saying over and over again, alternately through sobs then smiles, rubbing his big, rough, red, shovelly hands, terrified that he’ll disappear or beam up or something in a minute. ‘I love you and I missed you so, so much. There’s not a single day I don’t think about you.’

Funny that. I was never able to tell him that I loved him when he was alive, but now that I’ve passed over, there’s no shutting me up.

‘But I’m right here, pet. Even when you don’t realize it, I’m never too far away,’ he smiles softly. ‘Like in that beautiful poem that you read out at my funeral. I’ve never left you, just stepped into the next room, that’s all. I’m always close by. I’ve never stopped watching out for you, and I’m certainly not going to stop now.’

‘And Mum and Kate, too?’

‘Come on, pet, do you honestly think I’d let my three best girls out of my sight even for a moment?’

No, no, of course he wouldn’t. He adored us all so much, and was always happiest when it was just ‘we four’ as he used to say, all together. Suddenly I remember being eight years old and nagging him incessantly to let me get the bus to school, so I could be a proper, grown-up ‘big’ girl. He eventually gave in, but I’ll never forget him driving behind the bus in his car, just to make sure that I was OK. Then there was the time, aged fourteen, I begged to be allowed to go to Wesley, the local disco, with the rest of my pals. Oh, the teenage mortification; not only did he drive me there, he walked up to the DJ and politely asked if he’d mind keeping an eye on me for the night.

Always minding, always protecting, never letting go.

‘I often send you little signs.’ He smiles, giving my hand a gentle squeeze. ‘Just to let you know that I’m right here. Your mum’s by far the most open to that, though.’

‘How do you manage that?’ I ask, thinking . . . signs? Isn’t that just a bit . . . Close Encounters of the Third Kind?

‘Lots of ways, you’d be surprised. Sometimes I can suggest things to her, random thoughts, like hypnotism. The easiest thing, though, is to wait till she’s asleep, and then have a proper chat with her while she thinks she’s dreaming. She’s got so open to that now; all I need do is give her a wee nudge every now and then to remind her to put out the bins, or to lock that back door which she’s always forgetting about. “Is there oil in your lamp?” I’m always asking her.’

I’m all lumpy-throated now. That was a phrase he often used; his worried way of asking us if we were prepared for all eventualities and emergencies when outside the front door and away from his watchful gaze. You know, stuff like: have you enough petrol in the car/cash in your purse/a first-aid kit if travelling/have you allowed time for TWO punctures if you’re going to the airport? (Because once, back in the seventies, honest to God, this actually did happen to him, and decades later he still never let any of us forget it. Or did you allow for an extra hour if you’re on the way in to do a big exam? The list was endless.

‘Or sometimes, if your mum’s a bit low, I get her to turn on the radio so she can hear . . .’

‘. . . “You’re Nobody Till Somebody Loves You”,’ I sob, smiling at the same time. ‘I know, she’s always hearing that song, and she says it reminds her most of you.’

My eyes are welling up again, just thinking about how much he idolized Mum. The way he’d light up whenever she’d walk into a room, even after they’d been married for nearly thirty years. I don’t think I ever once heard them having a row. Dad would never argue with her. He’d just roll his eyes to heaven and let her have her own way; at the end of the day, anything that made her happy, made him happy. Gas to think that they met back in the days when your relationship compatibility test went along these lines: ‘You mean you like soup? That’s incredible, I like soup too!’ And yet, it worked out for them. In every relationship, there is the lover and the loved, and that’s pretty much the way it was for them. Mum’s outgoing and sociable, whereas he was always more ponderous and thoughtful, the supporting player to her star turn. Visitors would call to the house, and he’d sit quietly, as happy to be entertained by all her funny stories and anecdotes as guests







	Get to shake hands with George Clooney.

	Walk Great Wall of China. (NB, buy comfy shoes first.)

	Finish crossword without cheating, and once and for all learn how to work Sky Plus while I’m at it.

	Tell George Clooney have single daughter. (See point 1, above.)

	Go on that submersible thingy to seabed where wreck of Titanic is, but find out toilet arrangements first, as apparently it takes three hours to get there, the very same as a drive from Dublin to Galway, and I know I’d never last that long without a loo.
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