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        It’s been 25 years. I assume I can call you Ed now.

        This is book #16. You probably saw it coming long before I did. Thanks for reading the words of a goofy earnest kid out of her depth and telling her they were something to look forward to.
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        This is a book about death. I tried to make it funny, people are still going to die. For more details, visit the Only Mostly Dead content warnings page.
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      The upside to dying is that I will never again hear the phrase “all of our agents are currently busy.” Let’s be honest, if you’ve been experiencing a higher-than-normal call volume at work for more than six months, that’s not actually higher, that’s your new normal. Hire more people.

      But none of that is my problem anymore.

      The nice thing about life (and death) in Canada is you can opt out whenever you want. Or whenever the cancer wins. Officially it’s called Medical Assistance in Dying, or MAID. You sign some paperwork, wait the mandatory reflection period for liability reasons, then close your eyes, relax, and boom. It’s over. Easy peasy.

      Or it was supposed to be easy peasy.

      I planned to die on Tuesday. I had everything prepared, even the goodbye message.

      “Hey, Sparks,” I say, trying not to squint at the ring light while my phone silently records. “If you’ve been following me the last few weeks, you’ll know that this is probably going to be my last message. I know this is uncomfortable. Cancer sucks. No one wants to talk about it, so I’ll try to keep this short . . .”

      The flickers of reaction emojis pour over the screen as I say farewell to the community I’ve spent the last six years building. People think it’s silly. That followers aren’t the same as friends. But I’ve made some amazing connections and learned from everyone. In the end, it’s important to give relationships closure, even virtual ones.

      Okay. Moving on. Dying is easy. My family—parents and siblings; we decided my little nieces and nephews are too young to be here—have gathered. Soft music plays. My eyelids get heavy, and at the last second, I hear the gentle sound of a snore rattling at the back of my throat. Then there’s nothing. Or at least, nothing more.

      I crack open one eye to find the same overhead bulb that was there a minute ago. Where is my white light? My clouds of angels playing the harps and welcoming me to a better place? I was hoping my grandparents might be waiting for me. Or at least Teddy and Bear, the family cats who died when I was in high school. They should be waiting at the gates of heaven, just like they used to wait at the front door, ready to scream their protests that they hadn’t been fed ever. Not once in their entire feline lives. Never mind that Teddy was the size of a corgi and Bear had single-handedly decimated the squirrel population in our Don Mills neighbourhood. Even in life after death, they would believe they were starving.

      But I’m still in the hospital room. Still lying in the narrow bed with the crisp sheets. No sign of Nana and Poppa, Mimi or Grandpa. Not even a whisker or paw print to say Teddy or Bear were ever here.

      “Dr. Sutherland?” I say, and my voice doesn’t feel like scraping razor blades over my throat for the first time in a while, so that’s an improvement at least. “I don’t think you did it right?”

      She did something, though. Maybe the sedation is still taking hold. The world is bleary, like I’m looking through an old pane of glass that ripples in the light. Everything undulates slightly. The doctor says something, but the words are muffled. She turns to go, and I push up from the bed.

      “Hey, wait,” I say, following after her. “What happens now?”

      Panic flickers just beneath my collarbone, but also relief. I’m moving on strong, sturdy legs. And there’s no pain. For the first time in what feels like a lifetime, I take five steps, then five more, then another ten, and nothing hurts. There isn’t the grinding ache as my cancerous bones try to crumble. The weakness from muscles that haven’t had to do anything but keep me breathing since I became bedridden. I feel healthy. Alive.

      The novelty of being able to follow after her with ease doesn’t do much to offset a growing unnerving sense that I don’t know what I should be doing. As I always used to tell the Sparks, unease is a sign of inaction. It’s your body trying to put you in motion toward the next goal. But what goal is there after death? Do I wait? Am I still technically dying? I thought things would be more obvious on the other side of this mortal coil.

      The doctor rounds a corner. Everyone around me is fuzzy, like the way my eyes go wonky sometimes after a multi-hour Netflix binge, only when I blink it doesn’t get better.

      “Hello?” I ask. No one replies.

      As I pass an open hospital room door, a low voice filters toward me.

      “And if you’ll just sign here. And here. And initial here. And here. Okay, now next copy⁠—”

      A handsome young man is standing by a bed. He’s white and looks like he’s in his mid-twenties, with curly brown hair and a yellow golf shirt and khakis. He’s also crystal clear, but when I glance quickly back out to the hallway, a blurry nurse in scrubs rushes by. Something weird is going on.

      “Is that everything?” In the bed, a woman who looks like she has to be at least a hundred is holding a pen. She’s got a tube in her throat, and I don’t even know how she spoke around it, but the man takes the pen and clipboard from her and flips through the pages before he finally nods and says, “Yup. That’s everything. If you’ll just follow me,” and suddenly her tubes are gone. So is her hospital gown. Her wispy hair has settled into white curls and she’s wearing a soft pink sweater and pearl necklace. She swings her legs over the side of the bed and hops up to her feet, smiling brightly.

      “Will I see Joel?” she asks.

      The man in the yellow shirt is putting his papers into a leather briefcase. “I don’t know. We can ask at the Reunification Desk. That’s not my department.”

      “Um, excuse me.” I’m still hovering in the door. Both the man and woman look up suddenly, startled to see me. “Hi. Sorry to bother you, but⁠—”

      “What are you doing here?” the man asks.

      “I don’t know. I was down the hall and I heard a voice. I thought⁠—”

      “Are you looking for afterlife? I don’t have any other pickups today.” He pulls a tablet from his bag and scrolls through screens. “What’s your name?”

      “Me? Ember.”

      “Amber?”

      I flinch on old instinct. Mom called me Ember. She said I was her spark of inspiration. It’s where I got the name for my business after my first viral post. Find Your Spark. But the number of times I’ve been called Amber in my life—and now my death apparently—means sometimes I wish my mother had just called me Anne. Kate. Beth. Something short that couldn’t be mistaken for anything else.

      “Ember,” I say again.

      “Last name?”

      “Munro.”

      He’s tapping at the screen with a stylus. “Date of birth?”

      I tell him and he keeps tapping. “What’s your mother’s maiden name?”

      “My mother?” What are we doing? Resetting the password on my mortality? I just want to know how to get out of here.

      He glares at me in annoyance. “Her maiden name?”

      “Kleisath.”

      The man stares at his screen, brows furrowed. He scrolls some more.

      “Ember Munro. Age thirty-two years, seven months, twenty-nine days. Terminal bone cancer, metastasized to your lungs and lymph nodes.” He says it with all the compassion of a mechanic telling me my cabin filter needs replacing and I wince. Still, the fact he’s found me in whatever records he’s checking is a relief. Maybe he can drop me at that Reunification Desk too and I can find Nana and Poppa after all.

      “Yeah, that’s me,” I say.

      “Scheduled for medically assisted death at—” His frown deepens at the information on his screen. “But you’re not dead yet.”

      “I’m not?” I glance at the old woman—though she still seems to be aging backwards and now doesn’t look like she can be more than sixty—who gives me an impatient smile. She’s definitely dead and has places to be.

      “No.” The man taps on his tablet screen. “It says you have a few months to go. See here. November fourth. That’s more than six months away. What are you doing here?”

      I open and close my mouth a few times. I hate this feeling. The one like I’m expected to know the answer when I’m in over my head. I’m supposed to have all the answers. That’s the whole point of being a life coach. Though I guess I’m not that anymore. You can’t be a life coach when you’re dead.

      “November fourth?” I say, craning my neck to see his screen. Even if I’d let the cancer dictate the timing of things, the doctors didn’t think I had more than a month or so left. I’d have never made it to the fall.

      “Yes, see here.” He points at his screen. “Four, eleven. That’s the date they filled in when they filed your paperwork.”

      I stare harder, puzzling it through, and finally chuckle when realization hits.

      “No, see? You got it backward. They put in the date month-day-year, not day-month-year. It’s April eleventh, not November fourth.”

      He frowns, first at the tablet, then at me. Finally he sets the tablet down so he can fling both hands up in the air. “Well, that’s just great. I thought we standardized these things in the last century. It’s not that difficult, but no. No one thinks of the reapers.” He paces in a circle. The old woman sighs in irritation. Her gaze says she knows exactly what’s going on, and I really wish she could tell me where she got her intel, because no one left me so much as a So you’re dead. Now what? pamphlet.

      The man is still ranting. “Do you know how many correction forms I’m going to have to fill out because of this? What am I supposed to do with you?”

      “Uh . . . take me with you?” That much should be obvious. What am I going to do here? Wander the halls of the oncology ward?

      “I don’t think so. Look at my schedule.” He picks up the tablet again and scrolls through a seemingly endless list. “I’ve got to drop Hazel off. Then there’s a flash flood in Germany that’s got my entire afternoon booked, then an early flu outbreak at a nursing home in Montana. Then I’m pulling a double on a wildfire in Australia. Fucking Australia. It’s always tomorrow there, so regardless of when I show up, I’m always behind. So no, Ms. Munro.” His gaze swings back to me, and I’ve never felt so small in my entire all-too-short afterlife. “I don’t have time to be picking up entitled ghosts who think they can jump the queue.”

      “Entitled? Ghost? What queue?”

      But he’s done with my questions. “Best I can do is leave a note when I get back to the office so someone can swing by to collect you later.”

      “So you’re just leaving me?” There’s a quicksand feeling opening up beneath me and I have to reach out for the wall to steady myself, then nearly fall over when my hand slides right through the drywall like it’s not even there. “Wait. It’s not my fault. I was⁠—”

      Before I can plead my case, he takes the older woman by the hand and says, “Come on, Hazel. Let’s go find your husband.” Then they both vanish with a tiny popping sound like when the flames of a gas barbecue go out.

      “Hello?” I say, but I already know no one will answer.

      Dear Sparks, being dead really sucks.
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      Okay, girlies. No need to panic. Here’s what I learn on my first day of being dead:

      1. No one can see or hear me. Despite my best efforts to find someone else who is dying in the hospital and plead my case to whoever arrives to retrieve them, I come up empty. Everyone else, from the exhausted-looking nurse at the charge desk to the man in coveralls I find patching the ceiling in a vacant part of the building, just flat-out ignores me. The first time someone walks through me, the sensation is something like plunging into a frozen lake while having a panic attack. I don’t like it and do my best to dodge others in the hallway as I explore.

      2. I can leave the hospital. This comes as a relief. For a moment, as I stand at the hospital’s main exit, a wave of fear washes over me that maybe there’s some invisible boundary and I truly am trapped here. I don’t actually need my life after death to be harps and peeled grapes. But it has to be more than wandering the hospital. I hurry through the doors, and I’m three blocks away before my heart stops racing.

      Or actually, my heart doesn’t race, because I have no heart. It’s more like the feeling that my heart should be racing. It’s hard to wrap my head around. Do I even have a head? A brain? If I have no heartbeat, how can I have any brain activity? Any thoughts?

      Plagued with existential questions, I make my way up University Avenue. The towering buildings of Toronto’s hospital row line each side of the boulevard. Cars crawl slowly past me. It’s late afternoon. Rush hour. Hordes of people wait at the crosswalks, making their way to the subway to head home. No one gives me so much as a sideways glance. I am truly invisible. It’s unnerving.

      Eventually, I find myself circling around Queen’s Park. It’s a round green space in the heart of downtown, with the provincial legislature buildings at the south end. I used to jog here, back in my undergrad days. It’s a weird mix of serene and overwhelming as other joggers, dog walkers, and pedestrians gather their thoughts while an endless roar of traffic passes nearby. Despite the familiar surroundings, I keep blinking, trying to make them come into focus. I didn’t live long enough to need glasses, but I wish I had them now.

      Closer to the legislature, a group of protesters argues for better harm reduction for drug users, and another passes out flyers in support of a minority group in China. No one offers me anything. Just a typical day in Toronto, and I am no longer part of it.

      “Dear Sparks,” I say, though no one can hear me. “I guess I should have been more specific when I said I was going. I thought there would be something else. Somewhere else. Instead⁠—”

      Before my monologue can dive into melodrama, though, a flash of movement behind a tree catches my eye. The world has that soft-around-the-edges texture, but as I spin, I catch a glimpse of a form disappearing behind a tree, sharp and bright, almost like a comet. I follow after it, but when I circle the tree, no one’s there. Just an empty paper cup and some cigarette butts.

      Behind me, someone giggles. It’s a high sound, like a child’s, though it echoes oddly in the outdoor space. It’s the sort of sound that would make my nerves stand on end . . . if I had any nerves. How long until this stops being weird? You know what, better not to find out. The odds are, it will only get weirder until I⁠—

      The giggle comes again. I’m spinning in circles, but I stop suddenly at the sight of the girl crouched on the ground. Or maybe not a girl. A young woman. Maybe. She might be twelve or twenty-two. Hard to say. Her hair hangs in long stringy strands over her shoulders, almost like it’s been dipped in grease. In fact, all of her is dark, like she’s covered in shadows. Except her face, which is several shades too pale to be healthy . . . or alive.

      And she’s looking right at me.

      “Can you see me?” I ask, though I don’t know if I want the answer to be yes or no. Something says I’m better off waiting for another guy with a tablet than following this woman wherever she’s headed.

      “Shh.” She presses a finger to her lips, and her smile reveals a set of rotting teeth. I haven’t seen myself since I died, but given how healthy I feel and how Hazel went from decrepit and full of tubes to upright and judgy, I assume I look better than I have in a long time. Certainly better than whoever this woman is.

      “Are you dead too?” I ask, despite the way my head aches and my knees wobble. I need to run. To get away. Something feels like it’s unravelling inside me and I can’t move.

      She doesn’t answer. Instead, she’s off again, moving too fast to be anything human. I’m not even sure her feet touch the ground. She zips between people who are oblivious to her erratic movements. As she gets farther away, the unravelling feeling settles, and I take off after her.

      “Hey—wait!”

      She laughs again. She’s glowing with a light that has nothing to do with the sun overhead. When she swerves for the street, I steel myself for the harrowing experience of running through traffic when no one can see me.

      At the last second, though, she veers to one side, and crashes with a woman walking her German shepherd. The woman has no reaction, but the dog loses its shit. The giggling woman lifts off the ground, soaring overhead, and the dog lunges for her, jaws snapping. The dog’s owner is unprepared and can’t react fast enough as the leash is yanked from her hand. She calls out, but the dog doesn’t care. It also isn’t bothered by the woman on the bicycle currently coming to the curb, who has to stop short to avoid hitting it. Her bicycle bounces, shaking the basket in front of her handlebars, which causes a paperback to eject itself. The bottles of wine inside tumble onto the ground with a crash. The woman curses, while the other is still chasing her dog. Neither of them notices the third woman, who is now trying to redirect her stroller to avoid the shards of glass on the sidewalk and the snarling dog. The only option is to turn directly into the path of a second oncoming bicycle.

      The giggle comes again, louder than anything else around us. She’s perched in a tree, watching the whole scene unfold with wicked glee.

      “Watch out!” I call, though no one can hear me. I close my eyes because while I’ve spent so much time thinking about and planning for my death, I can’t watch someone else’s.

      “All units, assume position.”

      Soldiers in tactical gear run by me. Where did they come from? Toronto’s a busy place, but you don’t see active military very often. There are four of them, and they rush past me without a glance. Unlike everyone else around us, they don’t have the fuzzy watercolour edges. Instead they have the same clarity as Hazel and the man at the hospital. Does that mean they’re dead too? But whatever’s going on, they clearly have a plan. The giggling woman shrieks a protest as they lay out poles on the ground, like they might be setting up a tent.

      “Ready!” one of the soldiers calls. Another is holding what looks like a phone, but when he swipes at the screen, the poles on the ground, now arranged in a square, begin to glow. They form a column of light that extends upward toward the shining woman. She wails as she starts to struggle.

      “More,” the first soldier says. “We need more.”

      The one with the phone swipes over the screen again, and the lights from the rods grow brighter. The woman howls, but slowly she is engulfed. The beam sinks, dragging her down.

      “Ready for containment.”

      She shrieks. The light is so bright I have to shield my face, but I still see when one writhing hand bursts through the column, reaching out for help. A buzzing sound starts up in my head. I clench my teeth and even if there’s no blood left to pump in my body, I can still taste metal at the back of my throat.

      Her scream nearly drops me to the ground. Whatever is happening here, I don’t want to be part of it anymore. I stumble away. It doesn’t even matter when I run through the woman as she chases her dog. The sticky frozen feeling is better than the abject terror that pulses through my head as the screaming girl gets sucked into whatever the hell the light is.

      That is not what I signed up for. None of this is what I signed up for. I wanted a peaceful death with no fear and no pain. That was the plan. It looked nothing like this.

      The soldiers don’t try to stop me. I don’t even know if they can see me. But it doesn’t matter. As I cross the street, the scream cuts off abruptly. The silence is even worse. I should look back. Check on the woman and her dog, the others with the bike and the baby. But they’re not for me to help anymore.

      Lungs I don’t have anymore burn, and I gasp grimy city air that I can’t taste. Somehow I can still cry, or at least it feels like I can, so I do. I sob as I run past the legislature building. The long line of hospitals comes into view again and I rush for familiar territory. It’s fine. Hospitals aren’t that bad. I’ve spent enough time in them. What’s a few more days or weeks? Months, even? Maybe this is all there is. Welcome to death. Please have a seat.

      But as I pass the emergency entrance, the shine of a leather jacket in sunlight catches my eye. For a second, I think it’s the giggling woman again, but when I blink, my vision clears and it’s not. This person is taller. More substantial somehow, even as they hunch into their jacket and stuff their hands in their pockets. They’re walking away from me, purple and blue dyed hair shining in the sun, but they’re clear. Not blurry like the humans.

      “Wait!” I call. Their back is still turned, but they flinch at the sound of my voice, and my absent pulse beats faster. They can hear me. “Wait. I’m dead and I need help!”

      Their steps come faster as I rush after them. At first, I try to dodge around the fuzzy-edged people going about their daily lives, but I’m losing ground, so soon enough I just start running through them. The person is headed for the subway. In this dead-but-not form, I feel like I could run forever, but I don’t want to chance losing them underground.

      “Please. I need help. Please.”

      At the last second, just before the steps at St. Patrick Station, they stop. Relief pours over me.

      “Oh, thank you.” I gasp. “Thank you so much. I didn’t want to get left behind again.”

      They turn to look at me, and all the air rushes out of my not-lungs. The guy in the hospital room looked like an everydude customer service employee. Even the soldiers were unremarkable. This person is . . . completely remarkable. Possibly not human. Or human, but with the same vibe as supermodels. Thin, angular, flawless, but when you start to catalogue the features, they don’t fit together. Their eyes are too wide, their nose too long. I can’t even tell if they’re white or some other ethnicity. But now that I’m looking at them, I can’t look away. They’re magnetic. Powerful. If they’re on social media, they must have millions of followers, regardless of what content they make. Everyone would want to hear what they have to say.

      “What do you want?” Even their voice is compelling. Gravelly. Serious. Their accent is none of the hundred or so you can hear on any given day in Toronto, yet each word is clear and precise.

      For a second, I’m dazzled. They’re too beautiful. The leather jacket is paired with distressed jeans and chunky white combat boots. Their black T-shirt fits perfectly over a flat chest, and they wear about six chains in gold and silver around their neck, which would seem douchey on just about anyone but here makes sense with the rest of the look. They’re the opposite of a generic polo shirt and khakis.

      I pull myself together. I’m not intimidated. I’m the customer, and the service I’ve received has been less than stellar. If heaven has email and they send me a feedback survey, I will be clicking on the frowny face for sure. There better be some follow-up. A celestial gift card is not going to cut it. Even Teddy and Bear were probably treated better than I have been.

      “My name is Ember Munro,” I say, squaring my shoulders. “I’ve been dead since this morning, and so far I’m giving the experience zero stars. Now get me out of here.”

      The blue-haired person blinks. It’s a slow action, like an owl’s. They wet their lips while gazing down at me. I suddenly feel very small, even smaller than I did with polo man in the hospital, but I force myself to hold their gaze. No more bullshit. I’ve done nothing wrong. Not my fault they got the date mixed up. Dead is dead, isn’t it? Doesn’t matter whether it’s April or November.

      “No.”

      It’s the shortest sentence in the world, and hearing it now makes my heart stop. Or it would stop if I still had one.

      “Excuse me?”

      “No,” they say again. The word is flat and emotionless. There’s no apology. No excuse. A simple statement of fact before they put their hands in their pockets again and turn to go.

      “Wait.” I reach, grabbing at leather. I gasp when I actually manage to make contact, then yank my hand back at their annoyed glance.

      “Someone is coming,” they say. “Don’t worry. You’ve still got time even if someone doesn’t arrive until later today.”

      Someone like the soldiers? Will I get sucked into a pillar of light? I don’t want that. The screaming and the struggling. I want clouds and angels and harps and Mimi asking me how come I never met the right boy? She always did think being a lesbian was some kind of phase, but even so, it would be a relief to see her right now. Also, what does this person mean I’ve still got time? Time for what?

      “No. No.” I shake my head. Somehow the word doesn’t have nearly as much impact coming from my lips as it did from theirs. “Take me now. The last guy was too busy. Nursing homes. Forest fires. I don’t give a shit. Isn’t death the great equalizer? They’re no more important than me. So get me out of here.”

      They watch my little tantrum with an unmoved expression. When I’m done, they put a hand on my shoulder. It’s probably meant to be a comforting gesture, but the overwhelming sense of their presence just leaves me feeling rooted to the spot.

      “Someone will be here soon. Wait,” they say, then turn to the subway stairs.

      Oh. Turns out I really am stuck. I try to follow after them, but my feet won’t move.

      “No. Stop. Where are you going?” I’m back to calling out like a child. Their blue and purple head disappears into the crowd, and by the time I free myself, they’re long gone. I finish the sad little performance with a stomp of my foot and a cry of frustration.

      Dear Sparks, live as long as you can. There’s nothing good waiting for you on the other side.
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      When my feet finally unstick themselves, I go back to the hospital. I hate it. I swore I’d never come back here once it was all over. My throat hurts as I pass through the sliding doors. And I mean through them. They don’t open. I walk through the glass panes like I’m not even there.

      “Oh my goodness, there you are.”

      At first, I don’t realize the observation is directed to me. The ER waiting room is packed with all kinds of people, and the conversations range from kids asking their worried mothers how much longer the wait will be, to an old man with jaundiced skin who’s clearly left his hearing aids at home as he tries to understand the triage nurse’s questions.

      “I take these for my blood pressure,” he says, shaking a pill bottle at her.

      “I need your health card,” she says in reply, enunciating each word carefully and loudly.

      “Mommy, my tummy hurts,” a little girl says, then promptly throws up all over her shoes.

      “Excuse me. Excuse me? Ms. Munro?” This time, it comes from much closer, and I turn to find a man in a suit and tie. He’s white, mid-thirties, with brown hair neatly combed back and a thousand-watt smile.

      “Yes?” Just the sound of my name means all my attention is on him.

      “I’ve been looking all over for you,” he says.

      I could cry. “Me? You have?”

      “I got lost. These hospitals have so many floors, you know? And then when I found your room, you weren’t there.” His eyes widen, giving him the appearance of a small-town boy who just arrived in the big city. I wonder how long he’s been doing this job and who he was before. “I’m sorry I’m late. There’s a window, you know. To get to the other life. If you get lost or wait too long, that’s when they send the troops to retrieve you, and you won’t like what happens after that.”

      I shudder at the memory of the woman in the park, then collect myself. No need to worry about that anymore. Things are finally on track. Years from now, when I’ve been chilling in heaven for a bit, I’ll be able to talk about the last hour like it’s all a big funny joke.

      “I’m ready,” I say. I’ve been ready for days. Weeks. Ever since the doctors said the chemo wasn’t working anymore. The plan got diverted for a minute, but that was temporary. Time to get on with the business of dying.

      “Excellent. I’m Zach. Follow me.” He starts down the hall, then pauses, eyeing me up and down. My hands ball into fists unconsciously. If he says he’s changed his mind, we’re going to have a fight. But instead, he says, “Actually, why don’t I take you somewhere special?”

      I jerk back. “Excuse me?”

      He holds up his hands in a placating gesture. “Nothing weird, I promise. I don’t usually get a say in where new souls go. But since I screwed up, how would you like a choice?”

      There are options? Is he saying I can pick between a perpetual lounger on the beach or my own planet full of virgins?

      “Just anywhere that isn’t a hospital,” I say. I have spent enough time in hospitals to last an eternity.

      His smile returns. “Perfect. I know just the place. This way to the other life.” He holds open a door. I catch my breath. Dear Sparks, this is it. The end. “You’ll like it. We just opened up a new district.”

      “What’s a district?”

      “Things get crowded.” Zach gives me a wink. “People keep dying, and they need somewhere to go. You could go for a more traditional afterlife experience, but the new place is better. More like communal living, less like a holding pen. I can get you in. There’s no waiting list.”

      And now time for Ember’s Life Tip #112: If it sounds too good to be true, it probably is. Just like all the miracle cures and promising clinical trials. In the end, they failed.

      “What’s the catch?” I ask.

      “You don’t tell anyone?” he says quickly. “I’m new. We have to hit certain targets when we’re retrieving souls, and if anyone finds out I was late picking you up, I could be in big trouble. So you get a comfy place to chill, and I don’t get another lecture from my boss. No foul, no harm, right?”

      “That’s it?” Am I even ever going to see him again? I don’t care what secrets I have to keep. Everyone takes something to the grave, after all.

      “Also, the district is really new. More like a pilot project. There might be some areas that aren’t quite ready. A few amenities that may not be available immediately.”

      I laugh. “You’re telling me my options are being stuck here or having early access to a shiny new part of heaven but the sauna might not be open to the public yet?”

      Zach laughs too. A warm feeling spreads through my chest and all the way down to the tips of my fingers. Relief. That’s what it is. More than acceptance, the thing I’ve been looking for at the end of all the grief was relief.

      “Something like that.” He hums to himself as he flips through screens on his tablet, tapping here and there. “I could fit you in here. You’d have a view of the meadow. The other units on your floor aren’t done but should be ready in another month or so. They’re working on the finishings, painting, that sort of thing, so you won’t hear any real construction noise or anything. Let’s take a walk. I can show you around.”

      He stuffs the tablet back in his briefcase. We pass through the ER to a bank of elevators. I flinch a few times when people get too close, but no one ever walks into me or through me.

      “Stick with me,” Zach says. “They can’t see us, but they know I’m a presence to be avoided. As long as we stay close, they’ll avoid you too.”

      That’s a nifty feature. The first few hours of my afterlife were rocky, but things are finally turning around.

      So of course, as the elevator dings and the doors slide open, there’s a deafening crash from the direction of the ER.

      “Fuck. Shit.” Zach ducks, stumbling forward into the elevator.

      “What was that?” I ask.

      “Not our problem,” he says. “Come on, let’s go.”

      Dust billows up the hall. The sound of people crying follows. I put a hand over my mouth and nose like there’s anything to protect.

      “Ember. This way.” Zach holds out a hand.

      A dark shape shuffles toward me, bringing its terrifying laughter with it. As it solidifies through the debris cloud, I don’t know if it’s better or worse. It’s not the woman from the park. It’s a man. A big one. He looks like he’s rotting. Skin hangs from his face and arms in ragged strips. He bares his teeth and they’re dripping with dark sticky fluid, like blood from a black and white movie.

      “Ember,” Zach says again. I should go with him. My heavenly condo awaits. But I can’t look away from the man—creature?—coming toward me. He seems to know he has me entranced, and his growl—which is definitely not human—shakes me all the way down to my bones.

      “Move in!” A voice calls from farther down the hall, and the sound of several pairs of running boots follows. Shit. More soldiers. I whirl just in time to see the elevator doors slide shut. Maybe Zach looks apologetic, but it happens so fast I can’t say.

      “You’re leaving me?” I ask—but when I bang on the door, my hand slides through the metal, leaving me with no other option but to scream in frustration.

      The thing in the hall is closer, and when he laughs this time, it starts high then slowly drops until it gives me Jabba the Hut vibes, only I’m no Jedi. I’m just me, and this is very, very bad. The soldiers are getting closer too. Will they ignore me a second time?

      The counter above the elevator clicks upward. Two, three.

      When it stops at six, I run.

      The lights overhead flicker, and a howl chases after me. Second floor. Third, fourth. Fifth floor. The stairwell plunges into darkness. The howling is so loud I put my hands over my ears. When I go to run through the door on the sixth floor, I collide with metal, but when I try to yank on the handle, my hand goes through it like it’s not even there. Pretty sure I’ve had this nightmare before, except now I can’t wake up. I claw at the door, but the undead physics are impossible. No matter how I push and pull, it’s both too solid and not solid enough. I’m trapped.

      A monstrous snarl comes from down below. The crackle of a radio follows close after. The soldiers in pursuit.

      “Charging!” someone yells.

      I duck just as the blue light shoots up the column of the stairwell contained only by the winding railing that rises upward. Every single hair on my body stands on end. The air is full of static, and the snarl turns to a wail. I’m pressed against the wall, and with every second, the glow creeps closer to me. I don’t want this. Wherever this light is sending ghosts, I didn’t buy a ticket.

      The wailing cuts out abruptly, and the light goes with it. A soldier’s radio crackles.

      “Report?” a voice asks.

      “Contained. It was a big one. We’re returning to the office.” Then the whole stairwell goes silent. I peek over the railing. Six floors down, a giant scorch mark is the only evidence anything has happened, but as I watch, even that vanishes until nothing is left.

      I try the door again, and this time it opens obligingly, leaving me to curse softly. The only sound in the hallway is the squeak of small wheels on the floor as a man in a hospital gown shuffles past me, dragging his IV stand with him.

      Where’s Zach? What the hell is the point of having someone promise you comfort and ease if they dump you at the first minor inconvenience? Zach was worried he’d get in trouble for being late to pick me up? Wait until his superiors find out he abandoned me in the hospital to save his own neck. I wonder if there are professional development workshops in heaven. Maybe that’s my purgatory; delivering Leadership Basics for a few centuries before finally crossing through the pearly gates.

      No sign of Zach anywhere. Or anyone else but the watery shapes of the living. How is there not an app for this? A welcome package? They—whatever faith or organization it is that Zach, the soldiers and polo man all work for—clearly suck at the person-to-person stuff. The least they could do is provide some self-directed resources. A brochure discreetly left at your bedside or in the inside pocket of whatever suit jacket your family decides to bury you in.

      I trudge back to the stairwell and upward. Maybe there’s a stairway to heaven next to the hospital helipad. I’m not opposed to a self-serve option at this point. When I reach the top, I’m not even breathing hard. Or at all. That’s a perk, at least. So far death has not been awesome, but from a physical perspective it’s at least been better than having bone cancer. So there’s that, I guess.

      But, speaking of the clothes you get buried in, what am I wearing? With everything else that’s happened, I haven’t had a chance to consider my appearance. Leggings I threw away after the seams wore out where my thighs rub together. A chunky cable knit sweater I thrifted in Kensington Market a couple years ago and never actually wore because it was never as cute on me once I got it home as it had been in the store. This is what I get to wear for eternity? At least Hazel got some pearls. All I have are a pair of green acrylic hoops that always hurt my ears. When I take them out and fling them into the early evening air, they reappear in my ears like they were never gone in the first place.

      No stairway to heaven on the roof. At least the sunset is pretty.

      Holy shit, I’m bored. This is why ghosts start haunting people, isn’t it? It’s not about vengeance or unfinished business. It’s about killing time for who knows how long. If eternity is sunsets and running from black ooze monsters, why wouldn’t you spend a few decades going bump in the night just to break up the monotony?

      I spend a few hours plotting ways I’d haunt the people who wronged me in my life. The boss who stalked my LinkedIn profile for two years after I quit working for him. The TA I dated in university who dumped me after I stayed up for a week straight helping her finish her master’s thesis. They’d never see me coming, but they’d sure as hell notice the table spinning and the cupboard doors slamming. May their conference calls disconnect and their PowerPoint presentations freeze at the worst possible moments.

      As I imagine increasingly elaborate plans for vengeance, I don’t even notice as the few stars that are visible through Toronto’s urban glow fade as the sun rises. I can’t stay up here forever. And that boss and that old girlfriend aren’t worth my dearly departed time. Slowly, I climb down the stairs. Maybe I’ll go see my parents. My sister and her kids. We agreed no funeral. Just a celebration of life later this summer. What are they doing today, on the first day without me to look after? It’s a bit of a trip to Don Mills where Mom and Dad live, but hopefully the subway is still accessible to the newly dead. At least I won’t have to pay a fare?

      I’m so caught up in the logistics of my trip, I don’t see the young woman with the tattoos and short hair walking out the ER doors until she also walks through me.

      “Oh, for god’s sake, watch where you’re going!” I shout, trying to shake off the gooey transparent feeling of being insubstantial.

      She stops. She’s got a pair of earbuds in while she talks to someone on her phone, but she pulls one out, glancing around her.

      I catch my breath. Did she hear me?

      “Hello?” I ask. Her gaze settles in my direction, though she isn’t exactly looking at me. “Hello? Can you hear me?” I do some jumping jacks and make a few funny faces, but soon enough she puts the earbud back in.

      “Anyway,” she says, hefting a backpack on one shoulder. “Like I was saying . . .” And she continues on like I’m not even there.

      But she heard me, though. Right? It wasn’t just a fluke? She doesn’t quite look like everyone else. Not as clear as Zach or the soldiers, but less blurry than most of the other people around her. That means something, right?

      She descends to the subway station. It’s early morning, and the stairs and escalators are busy with commuters coming into town to start their workday while the tattooed woman seems to be wrapping hers up. I follow her through the turnstiles and down to the platform.

      At first, I try talking.

      “Did you spend the night at the hospital?” I ask. “Were you visiting someone? Or were you a patient?” I glance at her wrist, but there’s no ID bracelet there. She’s got her phone out and her sleeve has fallen back, exposing a winding snake tattoo that disappears under a thick leather cuff at her wrist. The cuff is carved with neat geometric designs. It’s stylish. Something I might have worn back in the day.

      “Maybe you work there?” I ask. “Night shift? Are you a nurse?”

      No answer. A breeze picks up, signalling the arrival of a subway, though I can’t feel it. She looks up from her phone to watch it pull in and doesn’t even give me a flicker of a look.

      People get off and she waits quietly. I can follow her on the train, but maybe this is as pointless as everything else. Maybe she didn’t hear me. I’m kidding myself and wasting time. I should go see Mom. That’s a better way to spend my second dead day.

      At the last moment, before she steps on the subway, I dart in front of her, holding my arms out wide. If I were alive, I’d be blocking her way onto the car. Her gaze is down, watching her feet to make sure she doesn’t trip on the gap. I brace when she walks through me like I’m not there.

      Goddammit.

      Her muffled “Ugh” comes just as the doors start to close, and it’s the signal I need. Just a hint. A tiny bit of hope. Enough for me to follow her a minute longer.

      “Can you hear me?” I ask again as I settle into the seat next to hers. She closes her eyes as the subway pulls out of the station. “Hello?” I poke at her shoulder, but my finger goes right through her shirt, and maybe she shrinks away from the phantom touch or maybe she just settles a little more deeply into her seat. Her chin droops as she dozes off. We’re the only people in the car. The subway is headed away from downtown and at this time of day most commuters are going the other direction.

      Might as well go all in.

      I shift, scooting along the seat until slowly I engulf her. Or am I engulfed by her? Ick. The sensation is even more unpleasant when it goes on for longer than the momentary contact of being walked through. Like wearing too many clothes on a hot day. It feels like I’m being suffocated by something I can’t escape.

      But if she can hear me, she must be able to feel at least some part of this, right?

      When she raises her chin again, I practically crow in victory. But she only pulls her phone out of her backpack and flips through some screens until she’s watching a video.

      She’s watching porn, to be specific.

      Two women naked in bed. One is splayed out and tosses her head while the other has her hand halfway up⁠—

      I spring to my feet. Surely this is some kind of violation. I’m not one to shame. Watch what you want. But not on the subway, and not while you have a visitor.

      “That’s just rude,” I say, stumbling back until I slump into the seat across the way.

      She crosses one leg and wordlessly watches her phone. From here, with her earbuds keeping the sound private, she might as well be watching cat videos. Her mouth quirks up on one side and her tongue rolls under her bottom lip, popping out for just a second to expose a stud before she grips the phone with both hands and starts typing something.

      This is ridiculous. Humiliating, even. But still, when she gets off at St. George—by which I mean she disembarks and not anything else—I follow and wait until she’s on the other line going west. Might as well go all the way.

      Of course I would choose to follow someone who lives in the outer wilds of Etobicoke. Formally, the City of Toronto is an amalgamation of older communities, the same way New York City is made up of the boroughs that used to have their own administration. New York has places like Manhattan, the Bronx and Queens. We have Scarborough, North York and Etobicoke. But lifelong Torontonians will always debate which ones are truly part of the city and which have their own identity. Officially, the western boundary of the city is the edge of Etobicoke. Realistically, when
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