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By Jackie Kay

Being dead is not at all like | imagined when | vedsd. | imagined the dead would be
pale and quiet, and that if they walked at allyttievalk like zombies, in shuffling
slippers, and if they talked at all, they’d whisp&d have gravelly rasping voices like
the voice of what's his face f@liver, the guy that teaches them all to steal. It's gone
Not the Artful Dodger and not Bill Sykes, but..vee mind. It's not the end of the
world forgetting bits and pieces, but when | wageal was a mine of information.
People used to say that to me: Martha, you're a&rafrinformation. Much sought
after, me, for the pub quiz! And now that I'm de#dh still being headhunted which is
kind of funny. People come to me to ask loaded tipres Things like: how long will
it be before | disintegrate? How long before Itstarsmell really bad? How long
before I get to contact my family? | tell it likieis; | say, you're already disintegrated,
mate, and you are a bit whiffy, darling, and yom'tlget to contact your family, but
they can get in touch with you, if they make ddigffort, sweetheart. (We dead do
have a weakness for those terms of endearment.) Wée got in thisElsewherds
not mind, body and spirit, but double spirit anlitaof mind. The body’s gone; some
people arrived with bits missing anyway, or bitatttvere supposed to be revamped
that never quite worked like the original. You daeally beat the original leg or
kidney, it's got to be said.

You go toLimbofirst and then you come on here Bisewherelt’s quite a

classy joint because there’s an air of sophisticatid the place. Ihimbo, there’s a



scrabbling, squabbling thing going on: people caimphg, sayingt’s not fair, why
me, | wasn't ready, | was robbed, | was snatchedyawwas in my prime.and a
whole load of other clichés. limbog, everything you hear you've heard before. | felt
myself getting impatient. | said to a newly-arrivaake day, ‘Look, you're dead, get
over yourself.” which might seem a bit harsh, bote@we both turned up in
Elsewhereshe came up to me and said ‘Thanks.” Thanks!tWas the best piece of
advice anyone’s ever given me.’ It was lovely, tf&atch a simple thing — thanks. We
dead thrive on thanks; it keeps the spirit elevated

What we've all got in common here is that no osely deserves to die and all
of us have died in different ways. I'll tell youwd died when I've got to know you
better. We're like prisoners in that respect; wa'tlust blurt out intimate details
about our death in the first ten minutes. We wad;take our time to tell our sad tales.
(Few of us claim to have hadyaod death- what an oxymoron thatt though some
are heartened at having had the chance to say gegdiveryone has a unique story
in some ways because all deaths are unique, attéetiee one that died. But in other
ways, every death resembles another and many corfantmns are involved: the heart
stops beating, the blood stops pumping, the lutaystaking in air, the skin stops
breathing... These things unite us all. But we'\letalse in common too because I'm
telling you:death is a great levelleDon’t matter if you were rich or if you were poor
if you were black or white, if you were clever ougid, once you end up lsewhere
you are all DEAD. There’s more equality here thaould ever have dreamed of! It's
quite touching! And another strange thing: theeelsetter quality of conversation
because nobody, NOBODY, is interested in matehiags. The reason we aren’t
interested in material things is because we areaterial. I'm not trying to be smatrt,

just telling it like it is. But beyond that, we\m=come a whole lot more philosophical



now that we are dead. We weigh things up diffeyeautid things that used to matter a
lot — a new pair of trainers, a new mobile phomeiRad, BlackBerry, Xbox, detox,
botox, Sky box, highlights in the hair, extensidmshe house — are all meaningless
here. In fact, we look back at our former selves awonder how we could ever have
cared about these things. It's fascinating howeggte the whole of the twentieth
century becomes from the pure and clean vantage pbihe dead. Our old
obsessions are not so much shaming, because wababhame, as puzzling. Most
peculiar: did we really care about THAT?

The other thing that's been VERY interesting &ttthose that were celebrities
when alive aren’t famous dead. | remember a paptstaing up one day, and
expecting us all to be dead impressed and thinkiagsomehow there would be an
RIP room or something; that you’'d be able to sigriar a kind ofdeluxe deathuse
your former fame to get the real VIP treatmentehtvover and spoke to her. | said
quietly, we have none of that here. There is naigp&eatment. We are all the same.
We are all just dead people. If she had had elgeg,would have widened. But she
didn’t have eyes. Her spirit shuffled and blew ahdugged, and eventually settled.
And she too came later, and thanked me, and safichtibody had ever talked to her
like that in her life. And | said to her, quick aslead person — because that's another
fallacy: the dead aren’t slow, they are fast —id $a her ‘That’s another lovely thing
about being dead. There’s no bullshit. Nobody teds to you like they lied to us
living.” | felt the warm air of her accord.

So much is different here to what | imagined.dught | would do nothing with
my time except look down. | always visualised dehtgh in the sky, all the better to
see my loved ones down below and clock what they wp to, perhaps a bit

frustrated that | could no longer communicate diyewith them. But in actual fact,



I’'m too busy with stuff going on here, I'm neededother ways, so | only get to check
in with my live friends every so often, once inladomoon. (And we do get blue
moons here; they're extraordinarily beautiful.)aimy case, the dead need me more
than the living. My whole family’s expanded. It'sewd but I've seen that family’s got
nothing to do with genes and blood and DNA: it's tpodo with feeling and pluck and
loyalty. The old nuclear family is such a small a=tfish unit really, compared to
what we’ve got going on here. Seriously — the daadso much more well-connected.
And we’ve got the time to see how it works: it & 8ix degrees of separation; when
you are dead — two degrees, max. It takes sedortdsce one person to another, to
connect them; and of course, hexe discover links to people that were hidden from
us in life. Yesterday, a mother and daughter mettfe first time. The mother had
given the daughter up for adoption when she wasrgeen. It was quite touching, but
also sobering, because although they greeted ¢hehand were clearly pleased, their
spirits bobbing a bit, they didn’t really see itthe be-all and end-all, because all the
being and seeing had ended. A new thing had belgep,were just as interested in
meeting others that weren'’t related. To put it $imwhen you’ve no longer got any
blood, how interested in blood can you be? Youngedrift? It's amazing! Everything
shifts and changes perspective herglgewhere.

| know — of course | do — that it's perhaps adoitl being an enthusiast for
death. It might even seem like a contradictioremmis:an enthusiastic dead person,
hello? Or, it might seem disingenuous, or worse, somd kincon-trick. But it is none
of those. It's not like I'm attempting to persuaaiey of the living to come on over to
my place. Not at all! Nor am | trying to do a kinfihard sell for death. That would be
pointless since you all must know, even those malgethat death will surely come for

you one day. No, but what | am trying to do, andll admit to this, is change our



image. We must be the most maligned, the mostdthghe most disadvantaged group
ever. People say ill-informed and stereotypicalgkiabout us every day, ad nausea,
ad infinitum. We get to hear! We're not deaf, uadle We are not resting. We are not
at peace. We have not fallen asleep. We are resttsilVe are not ghosts, or ghouls, or
full of envy for the living. We are neither vengehor maladjusted. We are not bitter
or twisted. We did not lose our fight or our bat#etually, it might surprise you to
know that we are, much to our own surprise, haginghale of a time. We've met up
with so many old friends, and quickly made new ¢aesl we've participated in
rigorous and scintillating conversations. We hatéad to shop, to cook, to wash a
dish, to worry about what to eat, what to wear, ighe go, what to say, or to clock in
or out for ages. We haven't had to be afraid oéloWe’re a disparate bunch; we've all
got different ways of dealing with being dead, batthe whole I think we are a lot
more likeable than the living. You see the deadehayambition. What a relief that is!
The dead have no competitions. The dead don’tyrealle what you think except what
you think about being dead. We care alibat because it’'s hurtful that so many
people get us wrong so much of the time. And itasonly hurtful, it's irritating.

Let me tell you a single story. Let me take oreeng story and let it stand for
all of us. And if this story gets through to yoyrbmise you that you will see all of us
differently, all of us who roam the rugged, peatistand glens oElsewhereA girl
arrived inLimbo, dead on arrival, like we all do and did, whenti@on was full in the
sky and the stars were closely making their colasitehs — here we call them
consolations, because the stars console. She kadiled by a hit and run driver and
she was ten years old. When someone arrivesnbo, we inElsewheregget sent
updates; especially if they think somebody will ciegtra help here. Two days after

Genevieve arrived, her mother followed. She’d b&simgle mum of a single daughter



and she just wanted to be with Genevieve. At fdshevieve was a little stand-offish
with her mother. But then the two of them got omdaisly and made many extra
friends, became here Eisewherepart of our huge family. Genevieve’s mum who is
called Jane, ‘just plain Jane,” she said when sflined, is one of the most generous
spirits I've ever met.

It reminded me, because | confess that it ofteass my mind, of myself.
There are cycles and cycles when | just don’t tlab&ut how | got here. It's not what
is important anymore. My life was important, andvnoy death-life is important, but
the day | died | would always rather forget. Someetafter Jane arrived we had a long
conversation. Jane said that she had always tholghif anything happened to her
daughter she wouldn’t be able to survive. So tkmgpof her own life wasn’t
something she agonised over; it was automatica#t quick, it was a relief. It wasn’t
so automatic for me, | told her. | was ill for agptime. | tried often and didn’t
succeed. | kept being brought back to life, andetime | was brought back |
resented it. | felt useless. | said to myself, b, you can’'t even succeed in killing
yourself. You can’t even g#tatright. | wasn’t crying for help. I really didn’tant to
be saved and then saved again. ‘“You must have damtee saved,’ Jane said. ‘You
must have or you wouldn’t have been. It's that derip went to argue with her when
| had a flash of realisationhdwanted to live; and then all of a sudddrmad wanted
to die. | knew that the people I left behind mighihk all sorts about me: that | was
selfish, a coward, a shirker of responsibility, sivaus, atheist. But | was somebody
who, on the night I took my life, could really retand a second longer. | was as down
as | could ever have been.

So imagine my surprise when | came here and liyeransformed overnight! |

went from somebody who suffered from depressicmtoptimist. | changed from



somebody who didn’t enjoy thinking to a real thinkés true to say that | am so

much happier dead than alive. And the other wdinatis that the people who are like
me and Jane are amongst the happiest hétls@whereand the quickest to adjust,
quicker than the ones that have been killed orspiog¢, and happier even than the ones
who have had long and protracted illnesses.

Amongst the maligned dead, those of us who haweratied suicide are
perhaps the most maligned. The thing I've noticedall have in common is that we
wish we had managed to leave without leaving bebathuch guilt. The guilt of the
living can weigh heavily on us dead, until we fiweys to shake it off, like birds
shaking off their many feathers. Which is to saat the don’t; we realise we need our
feathers in order to fly. Like | said before, théking of the dead is quite
complicated; we happily turn double negatives pusitives.

Today, | took a look in on my daughter; she waeteen when | took my life.
She is now forty-five. | saw her in bed with anath®man and she laughed my old
laugh and looked the happiest I'd seen her logkears. | made something happen in
her room and | saw her look surprised and as ifngelooking for me, as I've seen
her do so often over the years when I've managéehbtce the odd little gift of a red
robin or a heron or a whole icicle inside a windawa goose feather, or a double
rainbow, or some lovely lavish early light on ddief corn rigs — | saw her hesitate
and then smile, a wide smile like the one | hadhwity mouth, and at last, | felt
complete. | realised then, too, that I'd been kigdmnyself on a bit. I'd underestimated
the ties that | still had to the living. I'd goneatl independent. But | realised today
that the strongest and most lovely feeling to ket draongst th&lsewherespirits is a
sense of being here and there, inside and ouisides world and in the ether world,

simultaneously. To feel like you can take part, that you don’t have to, to enjoy the



lovely whoosh of crossing the border when you chieakn old relatives living
relatively well, is one of the finest feelings yoan get here. And given we are all, like
| said, mind and spirit and no body, these feelmgsthe equivalent of an excellent
meal for us, some jellied eels, pie and mash ocenand potatoes, depending on what
you loved and what you remember of what you lovackhn the days long gone by.

I will tell you what this place looks like so ytnvave no need of terror. We
have such a strong sense of colour, we dead: tgeifitznce of light, the breath-
taking glorious pink sunsets, the sweet comfothefdark, the fragile soft dawn.
There’s so much to appreciate and enjoy. And st&lgngven the feeling of missing a
beloved has something quite kind about it becalwsdead know the truth: we are
loved more than the living! Our faults are forgate:nd we are elevated in our death.
Even neighbours, when asked about us, if we haee brirdered, say lovely things.
Even when we've been a bit of a pain, they'll sklg was a really nice guy, kept
himself to himself.” Or ‘We used to see her takimay kids to school; she always had a
hello for everybody.’ But, of course, flattery gét® dead nowhere! We are not asking
for much really, except that the living should liea their minds, should think as
positively about the state we are in as they datindividual qualities we might once
have had. If there’s one thing I've learnt her&lsewherat is that money matters not
one jot and that life and death have more in comthan you might think. | could go
on. | could go on and on. That's one differenagyéss. The dead can go on and on

and on. At some point the living have to stop.
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