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Dedication

To my Dad, the shiniest star in the sky.




Epigraph

I shall be telling this with a sigh

Somewhere ages and ages hence:

Two roads diverged in a wood, and I—

I took the one less traveled by,

And that has made all the difference.

Robert Frost
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PART ONE

Heaven is louder than you’d expect




CHAPTER ONE

The doorbell rang. He was early.

‘Hello, Tom, is it?’

The man nodded. ‘Nell?’

‘Yes. Hi.’ She stuck her hand out. ‘Nice to meet you. Sorry to be rude, but I haven’t got long, so shall we go straight up to the bedroom?’

He seemed a little taken aback, like he was expecting a cup of tea first, or a preamble about the traffic or the weather. But he followed her dutifully up the stairs regardless. Normally when a man followed her quite so closely, she’d have been worried about the size of her bottom, but in this particular circumstance Nell didn’t think it mattered. 

‘I don’t really know how this works,’ he said as they stalled in the doorway to her room, ‘Shall I lie down?’ 

‘Sure. Take your shoes off though.’

‘I’m not a savage,’ he laughed, kicking off his boots. His striped socks were like gloves, with each toe nestled into its own little woollen home. It was an unsurprising quirk; Nell had already pigeon-holed him as an artist, or musician maybe. His curly hair covered his collar and he had a thick silver ring on his thumb. 

‘Nice socks,’ she said.

He wiggled his toes in appreciation at her.

He lay down on the bed, his hands by his side. Not unlike the pose of being in a coffin – a thought Nell swiftly batted away. 

‘It’s comfy.’

‘Thank you,’ she said, as though the bounciness of springs was entirely her own doing.

‘Is it a queen or king?’

‘I’m not sure, king, I think.’ She hoped it wasn’t obvious that she was completely making it up; it was cheap was what it was and bought from an address just around the corner, which saved on hiring a man with a van. 

‘This may sound like a very odd request,’ he said.

‘Try me.’

‘Could you lie down next to me? It’s just I want to see if it would feel crowded with two people in it.’

‘Why didn’t you bring your partner with you?’

‘Because I don’t have one yet.’

‘I feel that you may be doing things in the wrong order,’ Nell said, with characteristic frankness.

He smiled. ‘It doesn’t hurt to be prepared.’

‘I like your optimism.’ She hopped onto the bed next to him and lay down, imitating his Tutankhamun pose, her own curly hair spilling out all over the pillow. ‘So, as you can see, plenty of room for two.’

That was clearly a lie. It was plainly not a king; to call it a double might even have been a stretch. Their bodies were touching the whole way down their arms and legs, while their other sides were hanging slightly off the mattress. 

‘Cosy,’ he said. 

They both started laughing. ‘Okay, clearly I know nothing about beds,’ she said. ‘Sorry to have got you here under false pretences. Totally understand if you report me to Facebook Marketplace for being a fraud.’

‘Not a fraud. You said you were selling a bed. You are indeed selling a bed.’

‘Yes. True. And king-sized does not actually refer to its technical size, what I actually meant was that it was sized for a king. A very small one.’

‘Henry VI became king when he was only nine months old,’ Tom said, ‘So he’d have been very short.’

‘Exactly,’ Nell replied, ‘I clearly was referring to him in the advert.’

‘To be honest, he’d have found this huge.’

‘Too big really. They’d have had to have put cushions all around the edge to stop him falling out.’

‘Or pool noodles tucked under the sheets,’ suggested Tom.

‘Oh, that is clever. Very clever. Were they invented then?’

‘Pool noodles?’ 

Nell nodded beside him. They were both still lying flat on their backs looking up at the ceiling. 

‘Not sure. But flatpack beds didn’t exist then either, so it’s a bit of a moot point.’

‘True, true.’

‘So …’ Tom started, ‘Where are you moving to then?’ 

Nell had been asked this by pretty much everyone she’d sold her belongings to over the last month. She’d always lied, or said something vaguely truthful like, ‘I’m not really sure,’ which wasn’t a fib, no one really knew for sure where they were going after, did they? But there was something about lying down on a bed with your hips touching someone else’s that required honesty so Nell replied, ‘I’m actually going to die next Monday so I won’t be needing it.’

‘What?’ Tom exclaimed, immediately shifting onto his right side so he was facing her. ‘Say that again?’

‘I’m going to die on Monday. And I’m selling everything before I go, so it’s nice and neat for my family and I don’t leave them with the task of doing it after I’m gone. My dad is far too busy playing golf and my mum doesn’t like driving on the motorway.’

Nell was still lying on her back, but she could sense his brown eyes narrowing in confusion at her, boring into her from her left. ‘Don’t stare at me,’ she said, still looking up at the ceiling. ‘It’s weird.’

‘Are you ill?’

She shook her head.

‘Are you going to kill yourself?’ 

That was a very blunt thing to ask, and should she have been feeling that way, she wasn’t sure that would have been a particularly tactful way to inquire about the state of her mental health, but she’d met too many people along the way who smothered their words in honey, so actually appreciated his candour.

‘No. If I tell you, you’re going to think I’m mad, so I’m not going to tell you.’

‘Tell me.’

‘No.’

‘Tell me.’

Nell moved her head from side to side. ‘Nope.’

‘Please.’

‘Don’t you have somewhere to be?’ she asked.

‘Nope.’

‘That’s sad.’

‘Do you?’ he countered.

Nell shook her head again.

‘That’s even sadder. You’re the one with six days left to live. Not me. I can afford to dick about a bit.’ 

‘If you’re going to tease me—’

He propped himself up on his elbow facing her. He smelled of shower gel and peppermint. ‘I’m not teasing you. Please, tell me.’

‘Okay. If I tell you, you can’t judge me, or laugh, or mock me.’

‘Deal.’

She hesitated. She hadn’t told the full story for years, just edited highlights. It had only ever been received with mirth and mockery, but there was something about Tom’s intensity and kind eyes that made her sigh, and then she started talking. 

It wasn’t like she was expecting the clairvoyant to live in an old Romany caravan with peeling paint and fold-down wooden steps, but she wasn’t quite prepared for the forgettable three-bed semi in an unassuming Sydney suburb with a kid’s tricycle in the driveway next to a ten-year-old Volkswagen Polo. And the mystic was wearing jeans. No tie-dye, no kaftan, just high-waisted stonewashed denim paired with a stained Sydney Sevens rugby shirt. ‘Call me Mandy,’ she’d said, hoicking the source of the stain onto her hip and sticking a dummy in its mouth. She’d ushered them in, past a heaving coat rack and a cat litter tray that definitely needed emptying. ‘Come in, come in, go through and make yourselves comfy while I put this one down for his nap.’

Teenage Nell and her boyfriend Greg went ‘through’ but instead of emerging through the ajar door into a Bedouin tent with billowing drapes, they were in her garage with the exposed pipes above their heads. Fabric was cheap, Nell remembered thinking, it wouldn’t have cost much to pin up a few bits of chiffon. There was a bike rack on the wall and a couple of old boxes presumably from Mandy’s last house move as one had ‘playroom’ on it and the other ‘kitchen fragile’ scrawled on the side. There was already a camping table and chairs set up in the middle of the garage, above an old oil stain on the concrete floor. Mandy hadn’t even bothered to light a candle, and they’d passed lots of discount home stores on the ring-road going there so it wasn’t like she hadn’t had the opportunity to buy a tealight or two. Mandy came in then, holding a crackling baby monitor, and placed it in the middle of the table where a crystal ball should have been but wasn’t. 

‘So, is there anything in particular you want to know?’ she asked, quickly glancing at her watch. 

Greg sat on the edge of his chair next to Nell, his newly tanned face open and eager to know more, to know everything. His index finger was tap, tap, tapping on his knee under the table. Nell knew Greg’s face and reflexes better than her own. At nineteen he didn’t have the laughter lines and deep set wrinkles his face would inevitably eventually wear, but his face was peppered with little reminders of past escapades. The tiny hole near his left eye from a chicken pox scab he’d been warned by his mum not to scratch. The two-centimetre sliver of white on his chin he got showing off at the skateboarding park when they were thirteen, his chipped front tooth from a ski trip when they were sixteen. But more than these physical features, Nell knew his expressions. He was grounded, trusting and the driving force behind all of their adventures. It was him who had made the first move in turning their friendship into more two years before, him who suggested this year of travel after their A levels, him who convinced Nell to aim higher for a better law degree at a better university for September. It was as though he’d had both hands on her back pushing her forward ever since they started secondary school. Even going to Mandy’s that day, especially going there that day, had been due to his contagious excitement bubbling over at the hostel the night before when they were told about this mystical woman with all the answers. 

So far though, Nell thought, the answers seemed to be somewhat vague. There was apparently going to be travel in their lives. Considering that they had trouble squeezing past the coat rack in the narrow hallway because of the massive rucksacks on their backs, had peeling sunburn on their noses and shoulders and both sported English accents, she understandably felt a little let down. Also, the letters M, B, L, P, S, A, E, T and perhaps C, H and G were going to be very important in their lives. There was a mother figure, who might not be a mother, maybe an aunty, or grandmother, even a sister maybe, or cousin, either in this life, or the next, Mandy couldn’t be sure. Greg nodded excitedly at Nell, mouthing, ‘Mum’s called Patty!’ 

Nell smiled and nodded encouragingly at him. ‘Yep.’

Mandy’s eyes closed, and she was swaying slightly from side to side making little humming noises. This wasn’t right, Nell thought. They shouldn’t have come. She suddenly felt uncomfortably hot. ‘I’ve changed my mind,’ she whispered, leaning in close to Greg, ‘We should go. I don’t want to know.’ Greg didn’t move, so Nell nudged his knee with hers. His wide eyes were trained in awe on Mandy, he was even swaying in time with her as though entranced. The baby monitor gave a little crackle. 

Nell leaned down and picked up her rucksack; she’d had enough, this was too weird, and she was now feeling unbearably flushed and clammy and needed some air. Mandy’s eyes shot open and with no warning or fanfare gave the two teens each the date of their deaths: 29 July 2089 for Greg, 16 December 2024 for Nell. 

Nell was now lying on her side facing Tom, their noses a few inches apart.

‘She said it just like that?’ Tom asked, his eyes wide.

‘Just like that. It was what we’d gone there for. Lots of people at the hostel had been talking about her, she was well known for this party trick. It had seemed like a really good idea when we were three bottles of beer and a couple of joints in the night before, but in the cold light of day, I knew that we never should have come. And knowing, changed everything …’

‘But you said yourself that she didn’t get anything else right, why would you believe her on this bit?’ Tom asked.

Nell paused. Remembering was making her heart hurt. 

‘I’ll be a hundred-and-three!’ Greg had said excitedly as they picked up their battered rucksacks and left the garage via the side door, standing to one side to let their friends from the hostel, Sophie and Hayley from Dublin, who had been patiently waiting outside the door for their own magical predictions, go in. 

‘I’ll be thirty-eight,’ Nell said to Greg. ‘That’s not old. I mean, that’s old, but it’s not a hundred-and-three old.’

‘It’s ages away. We’re nineteen for Christ’s sake, and you’re not going to cark it for another nineteen years! That’s double the time you’ve been alive, that’s loads of time!’

‘I’m not sure I believe any of it anyway,’ Nell said, clipping the belt of her rucksack around her waist. ‘She didn’t seem very professional.’

‘What were you expecting? A painted wagon on wheels?’ Greg laughed.

‘No,’ Nell replied, a little affronted. They sat down under the shade of an old sycamore tree in Mandy’s back garden just beyond her living room while they waited for Hayley and Sophie to finish. The irony wasn’t lost on Nell that this tree would outlive her, unless Mandy ever wanted an extension off her lounge and the planning application was accepted.

The garage door swung open after about ten minutes, ricocheting noisily off the wall behind it. ‘It’s all a crock of shit, Sophie,’ came the loud voice of one of the two Irish girls as the door of the utility room crashed open.

‘What an asshole,’ puffed Sophie.

‘I can’t believe we paid her for that.’

‘She shouldn’t be allowed to peddle such crap. Wouldn’t even give us our money back,’ Hayley seethed.

‘She’s a psycho.’

‘Flaming psycho.’

Greg and Nell were quiet as they joined the other two stomping along the narrow pavement, sometimes in pairs, occasionally falling in line behind each other as they navigated the narrow pathway with other people walking the suburban streets of northern Sydney. 

‘How long did she give you two then?’ Hayley eventually asked. 

‘Til I’m thirty-eight,’ Nell replied glumly.

‘A hundred-and-three,’ Greg added, having the good grace and social awareness to at least sound apologetic and far less jubilant than before, sensing the time for joyful celebration was not now, although Nell could still see his eyes dancing with this new information. 

‘So much for the luck of the Irish, I’m apparently going to meet my maker when I’m forty,’ Hayley said.

Sophie was quiet. 

‘Sophie?’ Greg prompted. ‘Tell us your date of doom?’

‘Next month,’ Sophie said quietly. ‘The seventeenth of January. 

‘It’s all a load of horseshit though,’ Hayley swiftly said.

‘Course it is,’ they all agreed.

By the time the four of them had made their way back to the hostel to dump their rucksacks on their beds, they’d stirred themselves up into a collective simmering rage. ‘I can’t believe someone could prey on young people like this,’ they said, completely and conveniently forgetting that they’d sought the soothsayer out themselves, tracked her down to her small garage off her kitchen using two adjacent pages of their city map and happily handed over the money they’d just earned fruit picking in Queensland to hear the date of their demise. Had they all been given dates like Greg had, far off in the distance hovering somewhere above the horizon, the cacophony of fury would either be replaced with giggles and banter, or completely forgotten about, sliding into the memories of their travels alongside snorkelling and trying barbecued crocodile. If any of them had even considered that they might not reach pensionable age they wouldn’t have gone. 

Mandy’s forecast was never mentioned over the next few days as they all did a really convincing job of having a really great time, but Nell studied Hayley and Sophie when they weren’t looking and she knew she caught glimpses of wistfulness or anxiety that was a sign that she wasn’t alone in being unable to let it go. She’d tried talking to Greg about it, not during the day when the sun was high and invariably, he was too, but when dusk fell and they’d curl up together on a hammock, Nell with her head on his chest as he stroked her hair. ‘I’m sad,’ Nell confided one evening.

‘Why? Aren’t you having fun?’

‘I keep thinking about what Mandy said.’

‘Oh God Nell, don’t even think about it. I’m not.’

‘You’re going to live until you’re pissing your pants in an old people’s home, I’m not even going to see my fortieth!’

‘Course you are! It’s all a load of nonsense! You don’t actually think that it’s true?’

‘You seemed pretty convinced by her.’

‘No, I didn’t, it was just a bit of fun, seriously Nell, don’t give it another thought. Now kiss me.’

The four friends spent Christmas on the beach eating freshly caught barbecued fish and drinking beer. Greg’s Grade Six guitar skills came in useful when a fellow traveller left behind his ukulele in the hostel and whenever the humour dipped, Greg would provide a suitably upbeat mood enhancer that made them all momentarily forget the ticking timer. As the days marched on towards 17 January, Nell thought that Sophie seemed, if anything, more and more buoyant about life. 

‘We should go cliff jumping,’ Sophie said one morning. ‘There’s one about an hour away, it’s the best spot in Australia apparently.’

‘Maybe not tomorrow though, eh?’ Nell laughed nervously.

‘Why not? It’s meant to be fine all day.’

‘But it’s the seventeenth.’

‘Which is exactly why we should go,’ Sophie said, ‘Prove once and for all that that charlatan was wrong.’

‘We can do that by going on the eighteenth,’ Hayley said. ‘We all know that Mandy was a complete con-artist, but maybe we should just lie low tomorrow, go to the beach or hang out around the hostel for the day.’

Nell felt grateful that Hayley voiced what she was thinking. If she was in Sophie’s position, she’d stay in bed all day tomorrow until midnight. Not that there was anything in Mandy’s proclamation, but you could prove that she was a liar by waking up on the seventeenth, having a stretch and going for a nice soft, easily chewable breakfast, not by flinging yourself off a cliff into the rock-strewn sea below.

But Sophie was adamant. She’d show Mandy up for what she was. 

Nell didn’t know at what point in retelling the story to Tom she’d started crying, but was suddenly acutely aware of lying on her bed next to an absolute stranger bawling her eyes out and telling him her innermost secrets. 

Tom reached into his jeans pocket, pulled out a clean folded tissue and gave it to Nell. ‘What happened to Sophie, Nell?’ 

Nell sniffed. ‘Hayley didn’t come back to the hostel after the accident. She phoned the hostel and got me and Greg to pack up her and Sophie’s rucksacks and to send them on to Ireland.’

‘Sophie died?’

Nell nodded. 

Tom let out a low whistle, ‘Shit.’

‘And that’s why I need you to buy my bed.’




CHAPTER TWO

It was funny. There were so many things that Nell would never have done if she wasn’t going to die. Sleeping with the guy that bought her bed was the latest. 

There was something wonderfully liberating about not playing by society’s rules, casting off any lingering inhibitions and just giving into any whim or urge that took your fancy. Liberating, and also a little seedy as straight afterwards he counted out eight ten-pound notes and left them on her bedside table before he set to work with a screwdriver to dismantle the bed, ready for the man with a van to pick up a few days later.

‘It’s been an unusual afternoon,’ Tom said, as he wrapped a stripy scarf around his neck while she opened the latch on the front door to let him out.

Nell nodded, ‘Yes.’

‘I guess you have quite a few of those.’ He blushed, suddenly realising how that sounded and quickly countered it with, ‘I mean, spur of the moment things, carpe diem and all that. I don’t mean that you do this often, I mean, you might, I’m not judging, each to their own, I just meant—’

Nell opened the door wide, ‘Bye, Tom,’ she smiled. ‘Thank you for the last three orgasms of my life.’

‘I wouldn’t be so sure about that. You still have six days.’

‘Bye Tom.’

Six days. Six nights. The problem with living like there’s no tomorrow was that making plans wasn’t one of Nell’s fortes. Getting a bit bored of yoga in the Himalayan foothills? Check out immediately and head for a dance party on the beach in Pattaya. Wonder what life was like in the Brazilian rainforest? Stop sitting there and grab some mosquito repellent. The only thing that had ever stood between Nell and her latest flight of fancy was money, and she’d earned it in whatever legal way she could – pot-washing, cleaning, nannying, answering phones, driving an Uber, dressing up as an elf in a shopping mall at Christmas in Albuquerque (ending up there purely because the name had always appealed to her, and if she was being truthful, she thought New Mexico was the renovated part of Mexico). 

She’d write a list. She’d never written a list before. She hunted for a pen. It hadn’t been sold – yet – so there must be one around somewhere. Right, pen found, and some paper. We are cooking with gas, Nell thought with a satisfied smile as she sat down on the floor to compile her last ever bucket list. 

Floorboards weren’t meant for bottoms. They were meant for rugs and the feet of people and furniture. It had definitely been a mistake to sell the sofa so far in advance of moving out but Nell had honestly thought it could take a couple of weeks to get a buyer, it was third-hand already after all, had a small burn mark on one of its arms and was faded from direct sunlight on the other side, and the landlord was very clear the flat had to be completely empty when she gave the key back. 

‘When’s your new one arriving?’ the woman who picked it up said, taking in the empty lounge. 

‘I’m not getting a new one,’ Nell replied. ‘I don’t need a sofa where I’m going.’ 

‘Oh, is your new place fully furnished?’

‘Something like that,’ Nell smiled.

In hindsight, she should have sold it a few days later. She wasn’t going to make the same mistake with her phone or clothes, she thought, as she sat on two folded up towels to stop getting even more splinters in her behind. The flat seemed really quiet. She’d sold the television earlier that morning. Not that she watched it much, after so long abroad she didn’t have a clue who anyone was anyway and those she did recognise now had wrinkles decorating their faces and salt and pepper hair, which was very disconcerting. When she wasn’t looking her family had got older too. That was the biggest shock moving back to England. Not the borders of towns that had swallowed up the countryside, nor the fact everything cost five times more than it did when she left. But them. Her sister was now a mum, her own mum was past retirement age, when did these things happen? She hadn’t told her family she was back in the country; they’d have wanted to see her, and it would have been too hard saying goodbye knowing there wouldn’t be a next time. She should have come back more when she could have done.

Nell sighed and looked around the sparse room. It had only been home for the last month so it wasn’t as though she’d created many memories in it, but it represented the life she could have had, had she chosen to stay in one place, to put down roots. Would she have been happy, she wondered. With one job, one home, one partner? Getting bread from the same bakery, waving to the same neighbours, opening and closing the same front door every day? 

Stop it, she told herself. The past is gone. Think about the future while you still have one. First thing she had to do was to go dancing. She loved dancing. Not the side-stepping, pointy fingers dancing her sister Polly did, but actual dancing, where the music flooded every cell of your body, and your eyes closed, and your limbs had a mind of their own. Admittedly, in the past, her limbs may well have been helped to achieve that level of liberation with a chemical boost, but that was the kind of dancing she wanted to do once more before next Monday. Monday. Why did she have to die on a Monday? It’s such a nothing day. And it was December at the peak of flu-season so the undertakers were bound to be busy dealing with a backlog from the weekend. 

Laughing. She wanted to laugh. Big ugly tear-wiping belly laughs.

Chicken chow mein. She definitely wanted one of those. She should make a menu of things she wanted to eat this week so she didn’t waste a meal time having a microwave meal. 

She should go and see her family. Should should should. She still had six days to make the pilgrimage down to the South coast and surprise them. She chewed her bottom lip imagining the reunion and smiled, then pictured the inevitable moment of leaving them and flicked the thought away. No, this week was not a week of goodbyes, it was a week of joy. 

Nell turned on her phone to see what was happening in London for the rest of the week to help her plan it out. Tuesday was very quiet. No doubt pandering to all those still getting over the highs of the weekend. Looked like she’d have to stay in and stare at the space on the wall where the TV used to be. But thankfully it picked up from tomorrow onwards. She started scribbling down the names of clubs and comedy gigs she would spend the last week of her life going to. But for tonight, there was no shame in finishing off the last microwaveable meal in the freezer, it’d be a pity for it to go to waste, and the microwave was being picked up tomorrow morning. This chicken jalfrezi would be a last hurrah for it.

The comedy club the next evening was in a big room at the back of a pub in Balham, which took Nell to a part of London she hadn’t ventured to before. Normally she relished unexplored terrain, and definitely wasn’t a stranger to solo expeditions, but she suddenly realised, looking around at the people in the queue in front of her and snaking behind her, that she was the only one there by herself; everyone else was in couples or with friends. She had a sudden pang of loneliness, and almost stepped out of the queue and retraced her steps back to her flat. She has friends, she told herself sternly, they just weren’t here. Her wide smile, her infectious enthusiasm for life, her hunger for new experiences made her a joyful companion for other people’s brief adventures before they retreated to the real world. She had over 700 friends on Facebook who were scattered like confetti around the globe; she was tagged in photos from every continent, and yet, here she was, on a Wednesday evening, waiting to be let into a comedy club, where she would sit alone laughing. And suddenly she couldn’t think of anything sadder.

The first comedian was okay, too many f-words for Nell’s liking. Not that she was a prude, far from it, in fact she celebrated the use of a well-timed vulgarity, but this comedian managed to use the f-word as a verb, noun and adjective in the same sentence, which Nell thought was overkill. The second was marginally better, she managed to sniff-laugh, rather than belly-laugh, but a sniff-laugh was better than no laugh. She got up between this act and the next to get another beer, and was still paying for her drink at the bar at the back of the room when the next comedian came on. 

‘I went to buy a bed yesterday and ended up having the most incredible sex with the woman who sold it to me.’ 

Nell froze with her back still to the stage as the whole club around her roared with laughter, applause and wolf-whistles. Her body completely stiffened and she felt a rage start simmering in her stomach.

‘Whoa, whoa, this isn’t a look-how-virile-and-charming-I-am story, but thank you, I must admit, I do feel pretty charming and virile today. Although I think I’ve strained a muscle in my back. But it was totally worth it.’

More applause and whoops from the audience. Nell received her change back without even acknowledging the barman, her hand shaking with undisguised fury. 

‘This woman was incredible. Beautiful, I mean breathtakingly attractive, she had this mad curly hair that fizzed out at all angles, stunning green eyes and she was just cool, you know? It was the best afternoon I’ve had for years. I mean she must have been pretty amazing, I ended up paying eighty quid for a really crap bed that I can’t fit in. So, what’s the problem, I hear you ask?’

‘So, what’s the problem?’ a man heckled near to Nell’s right. 

‘Thank you sir, exactly, what is the problem? It’s a great story to tell the grandkids, right? Wrong. This fabulous woman, the creature of my dreams, is going to die next week.’

The whole audience collectively gasped. Nell tightened her grasp on her beer bottle, she still hadn’t turned around to face the stage, standing resolutely facing the bar instead.

‘Now before you start judging me, having a one-night stand with someone on their deathbed, calm down, she’s fine. The date of her death was predicted by a clairvoyant when she was a teenager, and she’s lived her whole life believing it. Which I’m quite pleased about because there’s no way she would have shagged me if she didn’t think she was going to die, so thank you Mrs Clairvoyant, you’ve done me a solid.’

More applause and whistles. 

‘But it did make me think, about life and how we live it. If you knew you only had a week to live, what would you do? I mean, for starters you wouldn’t be in a room in the back of a pub in South London listening to a thirty-six-year-old bloke wax lyrical about having the best sex of his life, would you? You’d be having tea at The Ritz or scaling a mountain. Shearing a sheep. Painting a sunset.’

Nell had had enough. She’d stood there, seething, listening while Tom turned her life into a stand-up routine and strangers laughed at her. Well screw him, and screw them, she wasn’t going to stand there for a minute longer. She slammed her bottle down on the steel-topped bar with such ferocity it made a massive clang, making everyone turn to the back to see the source. Tom paused in his routine and peered through the lights and the gloom to see what everyone was staring at. Nell didn’t care, she strode to the exit, pushing past men, women, loudly scraping empty chairs across the floor.

‘Something I said?’ Tom laughed from the stage.

‘Don’t mind me,’ Nell said loudly, making sure her voice reached the stage, just moments before the spotlight swivelled to illuminate her, making her wince in the bright light. ‘I just remembered that I have to go and paint a sheep.’

It wasn’t until later, as she sat on the tube heading home and the adrenalin and anger had filtered away that she realised what she’d said – paint a sheep – and did the first proper belly laugh of the evening, not giving a damn what anyone else on that train thought.

*

Tom called round two days later on Friday afternoon while she was out at The Ritz having afternoon tea. She had to thank him for the timely reminder that she’d never done that before. And it seemed fantastically fitting that she used his eighty pounds to pay for it. She did feel a bit bad because she had made a pledge to herself that all the money she raised from selling everything off would go to a local children’s charity, but she reasoned if you couldn’t indulge in a spot of self-love three days before your death, when could you? She’d had tea by herself plenty of times, lunches and dinners too, but the ‘table for one’ request definitely raised some eyebrows at The Ritz. And as she sat there, surrounded by couples and daughters with fathers, and sons with mothers, and friends and sisters, she found herself wishing she had someone to gush over the macarons with. Maybe not the macarons; it didn’t matter how much she tried to like them, they were just colourful cardboard. But if they were there, her mum, and sister Polly, in these plush surroundings with Nell, it would have been awkward and tense. Polly would bat barbed comments her way the whole time about Nell being the prodigal child while her mum would make all the right noises and nods but have half an eye on her watch and half a mind on avoiding the rush hour traffic. They’d both exchange knowing glances when Nell would ask for soy or almond milk with her tea, while inwardly thinking how travel had made her uppity. 

Once she had run through that scenario in her head, she was much happier being alone. And as the afternoon wore on, she realised that the glances from other diners that she assumed were ones of pity, were actually ones of envy – absolute unfiltered jealousy at being able to enjoy the tray of treats in peace. By the end of it, she was enjoying herself so much she even finished the macarons.

The note was pinned to her front door when she got back. 

I’m an idiot. You are lovely. Please let me take you out for your last supper. Tom

She tore it down, screwed it up, walked across the road where there was a skip in a neighbour’s driveway and threw it in among the rubbish before brushing her hands off and heading back inside to change into her dancing clothes. 

On her last couple of days before D-Day, Nell was rushed off her feet. She had to take the final few bits and bobs lying around the house to the charity shop, hand back her key to the landlord, cancel her phone contract, shut down her bank account, tell the council she’d moved out, get her roots done – ‘no, not going away on holiday this year’ – use the last remaining points on her Tesco clubcard, and write the damn letters. 

She’d been putting this off for weeks, but it was the final step in cleansing her mind and closing the door on this crazy life, so she knew she had to do it. It had started with just the one to her mum, thanking her for all her love and support and apologising for being absent when she should have been present. 

I didn’t know how to love you, and then leave you, so I just stayed away. You can’t miss what you never see. But you deserved more. And I’m sorry. I also couldn’t bear to see you broken after Dad left. You’ve always been so strong Mum, and I want you to know that you can be again. You don’t need to be with a man to be happy, you are enough. 

Wiping away her tears, Nell knew she now needed to write the one that would make her angry, not emotional. Dear Dad, she started, pressing her pen down with such force the nib was in danger of snapping clean off. Goodbye you selfish fuckwit. Yes, that was good, thought Nell. It said everything she needed it to. But was it how she wanted to be remembered? Probably not. It did mean that honesty would be her legacy, but definitely at the expense of eloquence and compassion. She started again on another sheet.

Dear Dad, While I can’t always understand your life choices, I do recognise the fact that they were yours to make. To use an analogy I hope you’ll understand, when you tee off with someone aiming for the fairway, you may well hit the rough, but it’s very poor form to abandon them in the middle of the forest in order to get to the green with someone from another team. Not to mention riding off in the golf buggy with your new buddy towards the clubhouse while your original partner languishes in the dark wood before dying heartbroken and alone. Just a thought. Speaking of dying, by the time you read this, I will have done. You were a really excellent dad for the first thirty years of my life, before you started playing golf.

Yes, that was perfect. A little obtuse, but not rude, and she figured that her dad would get the metaphor. If he didn’t then, at least she’d given him some sporting advice. Her sister was next, and this was the one that was bothering her the most. How confessional could she be? This was the biggest secret she was carrying, and she couldn’t go to her grave with it still buzzing round her head like an annoying malaria-laden mosquito ready to cause untold damage at any point in the future. But then, if she exploded the secret now, that would do immediate damage. Nell tapped the pen on the table as she considered all the options. 

Dear Polly, Darling Polly. My partner in crime, my best friend for our entire childhood. My goodbye to you is probably the hardest one I have to make because I honestly thought that we’d be old women together, but the universe had other plans for us. I see how you are with Bea when we video call and it makes my heart burst. You’re such a great mum and I’m so proud of you and I’m so sad that I won’t be around to see her grow up. I don’t know how to say this next part without blowing your whole world apart, but I’m your sister, and I love you and so I have to. It’s about your husband.

When Nell finished writing that letter her heart hurt, but her head felt clearer. Had she changed the order of the letters she was writing, she might not have poured quite so much into the final two she had left to write, but after the depressing revelations of the last two letters, Nell needed to end on a high. 

Dear Greg, It’s been nearly twenty years since I wrote those two words, the last time I think was in your Christmas card that I wrote but never gave you, in which I told you that you were my soulmate and I couldn’t wait to spend the rest of my life with you. I meant every word of that, and had it not been for this cruel twist of fate, we would hopefully be blissfully happy still now. I have thought of you every day since we were eleven. 

Was that too much, Nell wondered. It wasn’t strictly true, he’d flitted into her mind once a month or so in the last few years, but only when she’d met another Greg or heard their song on the radio, but that didn’t have the same gravitas. 

Who knows, had things been different, we might still be adventuring together; you were, quite simply, the love of my life.

It did feel slightly disingenuous to write something along the same lines to another man, but in the spirit of cleansing mind and body, purging it of all unsaid thoughts, it had to be done. Something about the earnestness of the note he’d pinned to her door had been bothering her over the last day or so; his apology seemed really genuine, and after replaying his comedy set back in her mind, she realised he had actually been pretty complimentary about her.

Tom, hello from heaven. Or hell. It’s a 50/50 which one I ended up in. It’s an odd thing, writing the last letter I will ever write to someone I only met a week ago and spent the grand total of three hours with. But I guess that’s yet another example of how your life can change in a moment if you’re open to it. I really liked you, Tom, and felt that we had a real connection. Despite you turning my life into material for your show, you have kind eyes and a kind soul, and had things been different, I would have liked to look into them both a bit more. And, you were right, the sex was incredible. Your path crossing with mine six days before I died was one of fate’s crueller twists. Live life to the fullest my friend, and see you on the other side, when maybe we could start again from where we left off …

She popped all five envelopes into the post box outside the Co-op, opting for second-class stamps so they would definitely arrive on the relevant doormats after her death and then shut down all her social media accounts. She decided against leaving a final post on each one; she briefly considered leaving an enigmatic one of a sun setting, but she’d posted so many of those in the past it might have been too cryptic to decipher and people would just think she was off on her travels again. So, she did with her social media what she’d so often done at parties, and just slipped away without fanfare.




CHAPTER THREE

The tealights were causing Nell something of a dilemma. On the one hand, dying by candlelight was absolutely something she would like to do, but then again, dying because of candlelight absolutely was not. And the hotel had not scrimped on fabric in this suite. It had taken Nell at least four minutes of what was left of her life to remove all the cushions and bolsters from the bed. There was even a throw on top of the throw. She wondered if she should light the candles now, far away from the curtains, fourteen cushions and deep-pile rugs, wallow in the lovely ambiance for a bit, then when she saw the white light coming for her, she could quickly blow them out. She’d hate to be the cause of the whole hotel going up in smoke. It was bad enough that they were going to have to deal with a dead body tomorrow, dealing with fire departments and insurance companies for months on end really wouldn’t be fair on them. Not to mention the risk to others; she’d seen families with young kids checking in at the same time as she did. She sighed. She should have brought electric candles. Next time. 

Next time, Nell scoffed. There wasn’t going to be a next time of anything after tonight. She’d even just finished her last meal. Vegetarian quesadillas. It wasn’t her first choice if she was being honest; whenever she’d watched a true crime documentary about death-row inmates, she’d always conjured up a mouth-watering pyramid of prawns as hers, but it was a well-known fact that seafood caused the most food poisoning episodes, and curled up in a ball on the bathroom floor leaking from both ends was definitely not the way she wanted to go. For that reason, anything involving chicken was out too. Or cream. She also didn’t want to die choking, so all hard textures and windpipe-sized options were eliminated too, leaving her with either the quesadillas or a club sandwich, and she just couldn’t bring herself to order a sandwich for her last ever meal on earth, she might as well have packed a loaf of Hovis and a packet of wafer-thin ham and saved herself the money. It wasn’t until she’d finished her last supper that she realised that quesadillas were basically a Mexican sandwich and she felt a pang of disappointment in her choice. 

Not knowing how it was going to happen was the worst thing. She had assumed it’d be a heart attack or a stroke in her sleep. But she’d had angiograms and CT scans, and every part of her body prodded, poked and photographed – inside and out – and she was in perfect health, despite having never taken a multivitamin; there was no point when you’ve known the date that you’re going to die for nineteen years. And that day was today.

She’d had nineteen years to prepare for the perfect death and despite beaches, forests and meadows all being considered as the location of choice at one time or another, a deluxe river-view suite at a top London hotel won out in the end. She’d also chosen glamour for her attire. Nothing screamed a life well lived more than being found in an expensive hotel room wearing a designer ballgown. The rented dress was covered in thousands of hand-sewn beads and had a hula hoop sewn into its hem. It was extravagant, over the top, and would absolutely have gone down a storm at the Met Gala, and it certainly raised quite a few eyebrows at the reception downstairs when Nell checked in wearing it. It weighed almost more than Nell did, was utterly impractical, and yet she loved every centimetre of it. She’d made sure to pin the name and address of the company she hired it from inside the dress’s hem so it would find its way back to them tomorrow. 

She caught sight of herself in the mirrored doors of the wardrobe and did a little twirl. Then realised with a jolt that she’d never actually owned her own wardrobe. Wardrobes didn’t fit into suitcases, and they also suggested ownership of crease-able clothes which she had deliberatively swerved ever buying, which made her realise that an iron was an item she’d never purchased either. Now she came to think of it, there were loads of everyday things that she’d never had reason to buy: vacuum cleaners – she’d never lived anywhere with carpet before being in London, just tiles, and her last rented flat had one provided by the landlord; lawnmowers – she’d had gardens, a lovely handkerchief-sized pocket of grass in Phuket and a larger one in Ubud in Bali, but for the cost of a smile and a plate of her legendary Rocky Road her neighbours always let her borrow their mowers. She wouldn’t say that her life had been the poorer for not having wardrobes, irons, vacuum cleaners and lawnmowers in it, but they were all part of the ‘should own’ list, especially by the age of thirty-eight. 

‘Should’ was the word Nell despised the most. It was loaded with expectation, of judgement. You should be settled down by your age, you should start putting down roots, you should call your mum more. She wondered if there were any countries where the notion of ‘should-ness’ didn’t exist – if there were, she should have moved there. 

Nell lay back on the bed looking up at the ceiling. There was no damp patch, so a bathtub from the room above was unlikely to crash through the ceiling and squash her, and the chandelier wasn’t positioned over the bed, so that wasn’t going to fall on her in her sleep either. This wasn’t mentioned on the hotel website, but annoyingly there was a big mirror positioned right above the bed, which was odd as it really didn’t seem like that type of hotel, but it also meant that when the moment of her demise did come, she’d have to remember to shut her eyes because she really wouldn’t want to see it. She also hoped it was screwed in well, or it could be that which ended her.

Seriously, how might it happen? It was driving her mad. She had no intention of leaving this room, so it couldn’t be a traffic accident and she had unplugged all the appliances so electric fires were also out. Not knowing was impacting even the simplest decisions, like whether she should have a shower or a bath. She was veering towards the former in case she drowned, although she would say that she was pretty adept at not drowning in baths, but there was a first time for everything and sod’s law would suggest today would be the day for her to forget how to bathe. Although there was a large glass jar of fresh rose petals next to the bath, ready to be scattered on the water that looked glorious and sorely tempted her to turn the taps on. But the bathtub was a Jacuzzi, with hundreds of little jets, and while none of them were large enough to suck her into a drainage vortex, they were certainly the size of a toe or finger, which definitely had the potential to cause a fatal accident. Nell once did a history project at school on parish registers, and people did die of very strange things. ‘Burned by beer’, was one that stuck in her memory, as was ‘killed by a corner’, which threw up all sorts of questions. One unfortunate soul, aged just forty-four, died of ‘stoppage’ and, as she didn’t know what that was, couldn’t deliberately avoid it, so stoppage was still firmly in play too.

After her shower and back in her dress, she walked to the window, being careful not to get too close. She didn’t want to smash through it and fall all seven storeys to the busy London street below. She pulled back the curtain and looked out. Cars, people, noise, life. Hundreds of people just merrily going about their lives, planning what to eat tonight, what movie to see tomorrow, which friends to see at the weekend, where to spend Christmas in a couple of weeks’ time, where to go on holiday next summer. Time just stretching ahead of each of them as they lazily traversed through their days, completely unaware that planning tomorrow’s movie might be a complete waste of time. Across the skyline she saw the London Eye slowly rotate, filled with tourists box-ticking their city-break itinerary. She’d read somewhere that there’d been more than 5,000 proposals on the London Eye. Was one happening now? At this exact moment were two people so sure that there was no one better for them in the entire world that they’d agree to walk the rest of their days side by side? 

She envied them. She envied their ease of living. She envied their certainty that next July it would be a week in Santorini, followed by a fortnight in Thailand the year after – give them more time to save, made sense. She envied the couples that planned to have kids, ‘In five years or so, once we have a bigger house.’ She envied the long engagements, the investment in hobbies, the putting down of roots, the making of plans, but most of all, she envied the ones who weren’t alone.

‘Are you absolutely sure that you wouldn’t like me to be with you?’ Hayley had asked when she called two days earlier for their last goodbye before Nell sold her phone and gave the money to charity. Sharing that moment in Australia as teens, going through Sophie’s death together and bonding over the horrible realisation that the prediction was true had cemented their friendship and they’d regularly met up over the years in weird and wonderful locations.

‘Absolutely. Look, it’s not as though this is unexpected,’ Nell said. ‘I’m not scared or anything, it is what it is. I’ve had a massive life. Much bigger than most. And now it has to end.’

‘We could watch movies all night and get really drunk.’

‘Alcohol kills around 25,000 people in England every year,’ Nell recited. She knew the statistics for most, if not all, accidents and misadventures. She was a risk assessor’s dream.

‘Anyway,’ Nell continued, ‘if you’re with me, you’ll get stung with the hotel bill, so I won’t choose the most expensive room if I know you’ll have to pay for it, I’ll choose the standard twin in a hotel next to a motorway or something, and that doesn’t have the same ring to it. I want to do it this way.’

Hayley sighed. ‘Fine then. But if you change your mind you need to let me know by tomorrow lunchtime for me to get on a plane on time.’

‘I won’t, but thank you.’

‘And you’re sure they’ll do a Zoom link for the funeral?’

‘Yep, it’s all there in the pack I prepared.’

‘Okay. Bye chick. See you on the other side in a couple of years. Love you.’

This goodbye was the hardest to say. Nell didn’t know if it was because Hayley was the only one who got it. She was there when they were told; she believed it too. She knew that this was her fate, no one else had even said goodbye or good luck or expressed any type of emotion at all about it because they fully expected her to wake up tomorrow and have a good laugh about the fact that she’d spent twenty years prepping herself for a non-event.

Well, this would show them. 




CHAPTER FOUR

Nell had now been in this hotel suite for thirty-five hours, and largely awake for the majority of them. She’d wanted to check in and be prepared from the time Sydney tick-tocked into the sixteenth, just in case Mandy’s prediction referred to antipodean timing. It didn’t appear it did, as Australia was now firmly into 17 December and Nell was still alive. Knackered, but alive. So, it must have been England’s timing, which made more sense. It was now 7 p.m., only five hours left to go. The dress was a bit scratchy if she was being honest, and more than once she’d wondered if this dress might actually end up being the death of her, which would be a level of irony she’d yet to experience. A bruise was already forming on her left thigh after falling into the bidet trying to lift the dress up to have a wee and she’d never known a bout of hiccups to be painful before, but the corset was restricting her ribcage so much every hiccup had her wincing in pain. And she couldn’t even loosen it as it had a zip at the side and not just laces down the back. Her boobs, however, looked astonishing. She sighed. First the quesadillas let her down and now this. But she was determined to be found in this dress, so she persevered.

She turned on the television. No point watching a soap in case it ended
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