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ONE

A funeral without a body is like a wedding without a bride. Or a groom.

Except this isn’t officially a funeral – it’s a memorial service. Instead of a coffin, there’s an easel with a huge photo. She looks pretty. Hopeful, even.

The church is jam-packed. People standing at the back, craning their necks to get a good look at the family. There were even photographers outside when we arrived. It’s a zoo. A snivelling, wailing zoo. Not that I can talk – I’ve been snivelling too. Dad pressed a hanky into my hand as soon as we got here. Now it’s sodden and snotty, so I’m guessing he won’t want it back.

No one’s wearing black. Black is officially banned. Apparently she used to joke about her funeral, saying she hoped everyone would wear crazy neons and wave glow-sticks around. Well, no neons as such, but I did manage to pour myself into my purple skinny jeans (what was I thinking?).

Sometimes I used to imagine my own funeral. It was nothing like this. And it certainly didn’t involve the school choir singing ‘Keep Holding On’ by Avril bloody Lavigne. Polly Sutcliffe is centre stage. New haircut. Highlights too. She manages to get through most of the first verse before dissolving into tears. Real, actual tears, just like the ones I’ve been crying for days and days.

Tears of shock.

Tears of sadness.

Tears of guilt.
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School has been weird since it happened. It’s all anyone can talk about. The first day back, every teacher said a few words about her at the start of each lesson. Some were more convincing than others. Miss Daley hadn’t even known her – not really – but you could tell she was genuinely upset.

Daley arrived at the start of the school year, fresh and new and vulnerable, a tiny bird-lady with I’m a newly qualified teacher, please take advantage of me tattooed on her forehead. So we did what we always do – try to find a weakness, see how far we can push her, wondering if she’ll cry if we take things a little too far. But she held up pretty well. She took everything we could throw at her – even Tara’s major attitude.

I keep looking over at Cass; I can’t help it. She’s picking cat hairs off her skirt, like she always does when she’s bored. Except Cass hardly ever wears skirts. Her mum must have talked her into it. Looks like she’s had a haircut too. It seems like everyone’s got spruced up for the occasion. I catch Cass’s eye and she half waves in my direction. I shake my head, just a tiny bit so no one else will notice. She shrugs and goes back to grooming her clothes. Jesus.

I shouldn’t be surprised that she’s not crying. I don’t think I’ve ever seen her cry. Not even when Boots Mark 3 got run over last summer. And Boots Mark 3 was her favourite of all the Bootses. Boots Mark 4 isn’t quite matching up, apparently. He’s certainly hairier than the last one. I try to steer clear, since I’m sort of allergic to cats. Not properly – just enough to make my face itch when I’m around them.

Cass prides herself on being strong. She thinks girls who cry all the time are pathetic. Crying at the end of a Disney film? Pathetic. Crying because the boy you fancy doesn’t even know you exist? Pathetic. The entire school crying on and off for the past couple of weeks? Pathetic pathetic pathetic.

Luckily she makes an exception for me. I’m allowed to cry whenever I want, and she’ll do anything she can to cheer me up. Which usually involves making me laugh. She can always make me laugh. It’s one of my favourite things about her. Although I hate it when she does it on purpose when I’ve got a mouthful of orange juice or something. That’s just cruel.

The singing is over, thank God. I check the order of service: a reading by the three witches. Of course it doesn’t actually say ‘witches’, but that’s what Cass calls them. They’re not that bad – individually, at least. Just normal girls: Gemma, Danni and Sam. But put them together and they transform into something bigger, something badder. And if you add their fearless leader into the mix, they mutate into a multi-headed monster of popularity. A monster that teachers love, for some inexplicable reason. A monster that boys love even more, for very obvious reasons. A monster that the rest of us bow down to – out of fear mostly, but also a kind of grudging respect. And jealousy.

But their fearless leader is no more.

[image: Image Missing]

The reading is surprising – a passage from one of her favourite books, apparently. A book I bought for her, a long time ago.

Dad whispers in my ear, ‘Remember when I used to read this to you?’

I nod. Something tightens in my throat.

The witches get through it without the usual hair-flicking and pouting. Waterproof mascara was invented for days like this. I want to look over at Cass, but I don’t. She’ll probably be smirking and I couldn’t bear that.

A boy stands up from the front row. Messy brown hair and sloping shoulders. He slowly makes his way to the lectern and takes a rumpled piece of paper from the back pocket of his jeans. He clears his throat and looks at us. His gaze roams the pews, not even pausing when it meets mine. It’s five years since I last saw him. He’s not a skinny little boy in too-big clothes any more. He’s an almost-man. Jack.

‘I’d like to thank you all for coming today. It means a lot to me and my family. I wish Tara could be here to see how much everyone loved her.’ He smiles a tiny smile at the thought, and I do too. He looks down at the paper in his hands and everyone can see that he’s shaking, trying to hold it together. He scrunches the paper into a ball and continues, ‘Tara was the most annoying sister in the world.’ Some people are shocked and frowning a bit; Cass looks interested. I’m definitely interested.

‘I mean it. She drove me mental. She never let me have the remote control. She used to borrow my iPod without asking – and then I’d find it lying around with the battery run down. She listened in on my phone conversations and read my text messages. And she took the piss out of me all the time. She could rip me to shreds in any argument … and then she’d go running to Mum about it, saying that I was being mean and picking on her. She could wrap people around her little finger just like that.’ He snaps his fingers. People don’t know how to take this. It’s brilliant.

‘Tara was the best sister in the world. She used to bring me tomato soup and toast when I wasn’t feeling well. And she’d make sure the butter went right to the edges too. She taught me to always say “no” when a girl asks if her bum looks big. She covered for me when I got wasted and was sick on the hall carpet – blamed the dog. Sorry, Mum. And sorry, Rufus.’ Most people laugh – a muted, funereal sort of laugh.

‘Tara was there for me whenever I needed someone to talk to. She didn’t always say what I wanted to hear, but she was always honest. Totally, absolutely, brutally honest. The last thing she said to me was, “Get a haircut – you look ridiculous.”’ Jack laughs and runs his hand through his hair. I don’t think he looks ridiculous.

‘My sister was my very favourite person and I will miss her every day for the rest of my life. Now I’ve got the remote control whenever I want it and my iPod’s always fully charged. But I just want my sister back. And that’s not going to happen.’ His voice cracks at the end, and he rushes back to his seat.

I’m finding it hard to breathe. I close my eyes and try to think of something else – anything else. It’s useless. All I can think about is a brother grieving for his sister. And never knowing the truth.

Please, God, let this be over soon. I shouldn’t be here. None of us should be here. Rae had the right idea. But then it’s easy for her. She can get away with not turning up. She just has to play the depressed emo-girl card. The rest of us aren’t so lucky.

Mrs Flanagan makes a speech. She talks about a Tara I don’t recognize. A shining star … always ready with a smile … helping others … a tribute to her school and her family … we’re lucky to have known her … she’ll be missed by each and every one of us.

Why does being dead automatically make you a good person? Can’t anyone see the truth? Tara clearly had Mrs Flanagan fooled. But then, she always did know how to handle teachers. They thought she was wonderful. The only one who ever seemed to have the measure of her was Daley. She wouldn’t let Tara have her way just because she was Tara. It was like she arrived at Bransford Academy and no one had bothered to tell her the golden rule: Tara Chambers is God.

Daley stood up to her that first day of the trip. She didn’t let Tara have her own way. Any other teacher would have backed down –Tara could be very persuasive. But Daley stood firm.

If only she’d let Tara have her way.
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A couple more songs, a few words from the vicar, then it’s over. We shuffle out of the church to the sounds of a piano playing a song that sounds familiar. It takes me a moment or two to place it: ‘Don’t Stop Me Now’ by Queen. Except this version is orchestral and really slow. What a weird choice. Probably something else Tara joked about when she assumed that her funeral was a long way in the future.

It’s good to get outside, to breathe again. Dad’s arm hangs loosely across my shoulders.

‘How you doing, kiddo? I know that must have been hard for you.’

He’s been asking me this a lot since I got back. I think he’s worried it’s making me think about Mum. And it is. But Mum’s death was very, very different.

I smile weakly at him. ‘Yeah, I’m OK, I think. Thanks.’

He gathers me in a massive bear hug – his speciality. ‘I think you’re being really brave. I’m so proud of you.’

I feel sick but somehow manage to reply, ‘Thanks, Dad. Listen, I’m going to find Cass. See you at the car in a few minutes?’

He nods and wanders off.

I scan the crowd looking for Cass. Stephanie de Luca is blowing her nose in a rather unattractive fashion. Her dad’s suit is so shiny it almost blinds me, and her mum’s hair is a black that’s far from natural. A couple of photographers are milling around looking shifty. I keep well clear. I veer past Polly, who’s huddled with a woman scribbling in a tiny notepad. Can’t help but overhear a few words. ‘Of course, we’re all devastated. It’s been such a shock.’

‘And were you particularly close to Tara?’

‘Well … yes. We all were, really. Tara was incredibly popular.’

Good grief.

A voice from behind hisses in my ear. ‘Can you believe her? What the hell is she playing at?’

I turn around. ‘I have no earthly idea. She must have lost her mind.’

Cass and I head towards a couple of tumbledown gravestones, away from the crowd.

‘So … what did you think?’

‘Of what?’

‘Er … the saintification of Miss Chambers? Interesting, no?’

‘Cass! The girl is dead. It’s not funny.’

‘I know. Sorry. It’s just weird, that’s all.’

Part of me agrees with her, but anger flares inside me all the same. ‘There’s nothing weird about it. Jesus, Cass! Don’t you feel sad? Don’t you feel anything?!’

I can tell I’ve gone too far, because she looks angry. And Cass never gets angry with me.

‘Of course I feel sad! But there’s nothing I can do about it. Just cos I choose not to wallow in it, doesn’t mean I’m not upset! Stop telling me how I should be feeling, OK?’

For a second there I thought she was going to cry. But of course she doesn’t. I still feel bad though. ‘I’m sorry. I just … don’t think you should joke about this.’

She shrugs and the anger is gone. ‘You’re right. Listen, I have to go. Somehow I’ve been roped into helping at Jeremy’s party. Twenty hyperactive six-year-olds running riot in Pizza Express – nightmare or what?’

I hug her goodbye, and I bet we look the same as any of the other multicoloured mourners. Clinging to each other for comfort. Wondering how such a terrible thing could have happened to someone so young. But we know.

We know.
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On my way to the car I see Tara’s brother. He’s sitting on the wall of the churchyard all by himself. He looks up just as I’m passing, and I’m sure that he’s going to say something and I don’t want him to. I really don’t want him to. What am I supposed to say? It sucks about your sister being dead. He probably doesn’t even remember me anyway.

An enormous woman swoops on Jack at that very moment. No – she doesn’t swoop, she envelops him. She’s wearing what appears to be a psychedelic tent. Jack disappears entirely in her embrace. Lucky escape for me.

Dad’s having a sneaky fag, leaning on the bonnet of the car. As soon as he scopes me he drops the butt, grinds it underfoot and pops a mint into his mouth. We’ve come to an uneasy understanding about the smoking. He’s allowed to do it as long as I’m not around. I don’t want to see it, I don’t want to smell it, I don’t want to think about the state of his tar-stained lungs. If what happened to Mum didn’t make him stop, nothing will. I’ll let him off this time; I suppose the funeral was pretty stressful.

I crank up the volume on the stereo as soon as we’re out of the car park. The music helps to clear everything out of my head. But then Dad has to go and turn it down again.

‘So … how are you feeling?’

Not again. Please, not again. ‘Fine, thanks.’ I reach for the volume button, but I’m not fast enough.

‘Her poor parents. They must be going through hell. I managed to have a quick word with Bob. Gave him our condolences. He looks … lost.’

Stop it stop it stop it. Please. ‘I thought Jack did so well, keeping it together like that. I can’t believe how much he’s grown up! Last time I saw him he was a right scrawny little bugger.’ He trails off into silence.

I have nothing to say, but I know he’s waiting. Just try. Say something – anything will do. Here goes …

‘Yeah.’ Perfect. Non-committal. You can’t read anything into a yeah, can you?

It seems to do the job. Dad carries on talking, and I carry on staring out of the window. From time to time I nod or say yes or no or whatever single word is required of me. Dad doesn’t seem to notice that he’s essentially talking to himself. Or maybe he notices but lets me get away with it because of the circumstances. I am supposed to be traumatized, after all.

There was a special session after school last week for the parents of the girls who were on the trip. Dad told me all about it afterwards. There was a psychologist who specializes in post-traumatic stress, talking about all the different ways this stress could manifest itself. Apparently ‘there’s no right or wrong way to grieve’. I’d have to disagree with that. Writing ‘I misssss u so much. Ur in a betta place now. xoxo’ on Tara’s Facebook page pretty much sums up the wrong way to grieve as far as I’m concerned. There are also two ‘R.I.P. Tara Chambers’ pages on Facebook. One of them only has nine ‘likes’, but the other has 452 and counting. I’m ashamed to admit that I’ll probably become number 453. I wouldn’t want anyone to notice my absence.

I couldn’t believe my ears when Dad came home spouting all that psychobabble bullshit. He’s always going on about psychologists/counsellors/therapists being a waste of space. But for some reason this situation has changed his mind. Maybe he’s wondering just how much death his little girl is going to have to deal with before her eighteenth birthday.

Bruno’s waiting for us at the front door and I grab him and bury my face in his fur. I breathe deeply, pathetically grateful for his warm, comforting dogginess. It’s over. The worst is over now. I got through it.

I take the stairs two at a time, desperate to take off these ridiculous jeans, which are (let’s face it) too small for me. Bruno overtakes me and I know I’ll find him on the bed, begging to have his belly rubbed.

But when I get to my bedroom Bruno’s nowhere to be seen, which means he must be under the bed – his second favourite hiding place in the house.

And there’s Tara, perched on the end of my bed.


TWO

Her hands are filthy and her fingernails are muddy and bloody and ragged. She’s picking at them, trying to use a thumbnail to scour out the dirt from the fingernails on her other hand. It doesn’t seem to be making any difference.

She glances up as I shut the door behind me. ‘So how was it?’ Her voice has a croaky, hoarse quality that it never had in life. I keep expecting her to clear her throat, but she doesn’t.

I ignore her. It’s easier now.

I was terrified the first time she appeared – in the middle of the night last Tuesday. For the first time in days I hadn’t woken up sweating or panicking or crying. For the first time in days I’d dreamed about something else. I stretched out under the covers and breathed a deep sigh of relief. Maybe everything was going to be OK. Maybe I wasn’t going to be haunted by this for the rest of my life. I tried to remember my dream, but it was already starting to slip away. I concentrated as hard as I could, but it was no good. Then a voice in the dark scared the life out of me.

‘Er … you’d better not be over it already.’ A voice I thought I recognized, even though there was something horribly different about it.

I scrambled to turn on the bedside light, wincing as light flooded the room. There she was. Perched on the end of my bed, right next to Bruno. I tried to scream but the only sound that came out was a tiny whimper. Bruno flicked his tail in his sleep, oblivious to my terror.

This is a dream. A new kind of dream. Focus really hard on it being a dream and you will wake up. I scrunched up my eyes really tight and pressed my fists into the sockets. Just focus on breathing – in and out, in and out. That’s it. I felt calmer and better and …

‘You know, it’s not very polite to ignore people.’

Crap. Why can’t you just wake up? You always wake up before the really bad things happen, don’t you?

‘Alice, for Christ’s sake, you’re boring me now. Don’t be so pathetic.’

She didn’t sound like a soul-eating monster from beyond the grave. She sounded exactly like Tara. If Tara had been gargling with gravel.

I opened my eyes and stared at her. Her hair was glossy as ever, highlights glinting in the light. Her face looked normal, if a little pale. Her vest and tiny shorts were pristine clean, unlike her hands. I tried my best not to look at the hands.

‘That’s better. God, anyone would think you’d seen a ghost!’ She smiled at her own wit. ‘So, as I was saying, you’d better not be over it already.’

‘Wha … what?’ I said, or rather croaked. Just like her.

‘You were dreaming about something else. Someone else. Why weren’t you dreaming about me?’ She pouted.

I muttered to myself, ‘You’re not real, you’re not real. I’m going to wake up now.’ I closed my eyes and started humming a lullaby that Mum used to sing to me whenever I had a nightmare.

‘You sound like a crazy person. Look at me, Alice, just look at me.’

I didn’t want to but I couldn’t help myself.

‘There, that wasn’t so hard, was it?’ Now she was sitting cross-legged. Her toenails were painted candy pink. But her hands … her poor hands. It almost looks like she’s tried to claw her way out …

I cleared my throat. ‘What do you want from me?’ She’s not real. Why are you even engaging with her? This is a dream, remember.

Tara smirked. It was a smirk I’d seen countless times before. ‘What do I want from you? Hmm. Interesting question. Let’s see … someone to talk to, perhaps? Someone to share all my secrets with? A shoulder to cry on? Maybe just someone to sympathize with the fact that I’m fucking dead!’ Anger flashed across her features so fast that I wasn’t even sure I’d seen it. And then the smirk was back in place.

‘You’re not real.’ The shakiness in my voice betrayed me.

‘Sure about that, are you?’

‘You can’t be real. You’re …’

‘Dead? Tell me something I don’t know.’

‘Leave me alone. Please?’

‘Leave me alone. Please?’ She mimicked me perfectly. ‘Now where would be the fun in that?’

‘I’m closing my eyes now, and when I open them you’re going to be gone. This is a dream or a hallucination or something, I know it is. When I open my eyes you’re going to be gone.’ Deep breath. Close your eyes. Five more deep breaths. Now. Open your eyes now …

‘Boo!’ Tara cackled, laughing so hard I thought she was going to choke. ‘You always were an odd one, weren’t you?’

‘I’m going back to sleep now, or waking up, or whatever the hell it is that’ll make you go away.’ I sounded a lot more confident than I felt. I pulled the duvet over my head and snuggled down. My heart was drumming a wild beat inside my chest.

‘Fine. Be like that. But I’ll be back. You’re going to have to talk to me eventually.’ Then there was silence. All I could hear was the snuffly noises Bruno sometimes makes when he’s having a particularly good dream.

I waited maybe five or ten minutes, almost sure she’d still be there when I peeled back the duvet. But she wasn’t. The space next to Bruno was vacant. No ghost girls to be seen.

It had seemed so real. SO real. I replayed the conversation in my mind. Everything she’d said had been Tara through and through. But Tara was dead. I am either a) losing my mind, or b) still dreaming. I slapped myself across the face, hard. It hurt. A lot. OK, so probably not still dreaming.

I lay awake for hours, it seemed. Her hands … how did her hands get like that? Too scared to stay awake, too scared to go to sleep. But eventually I must have drifted off.

I woke up the next morning feeling completely exhausted. Bruno was licking my face. I shoved him off me and he retreated to the bottom of the bed. And then I remembered.

It was dream. It had to have been a dream. God, your brain must be seriously messed up.

But I was kidding myself. Even then I knew that it wasn’t a dream. Not exactly.

So that was the first time, and she’s been back twice more before today.

Thursday night was the same deal. I woke up from a rare non-nightmare to find her sitting at my desk on top of yesterday’s clothes. I pulled a pillow over my head and pressed it against my ears, but I could still hear her. She wouldn’t shut up. All she talked about was my bedroom and the fact that the décor hadn’t changed since the last time she’d been here as a non-dead person. She couldn’t believe I’d kept it pink, and kept asking when I was going to grow up. I wanted to scream at her. But there’s no point screaming at someone who’s not really there.

The pink bedroom was a surprise that Mum had organized when I was staying at Uncle Joe’s one weekend. I came back and my room had been transformed into a riot of pink. A twirly curly dressing table fit for a princess. A bright pink fluffy rug. Pink bedding. And the odd bit of zebra print thrown in for good measure. I was ten years old and had been over the whole pink and girly thing for a good year or so. But Mum wasn’t to know that. She’d been kind of busy with the whole ‘trying not to die’ thing. Her hair was just starting to grow back in little babyish tufts. She wore a pink headscarf the day of the Grand Bedroom Unveiling. We thought the cancer was gone for good – that she’d beaten it, just like she’d promised she would. She looked happy for the first time in months. I could learn to love my new bedroom because it had made her smile. And I do love it. I won’t ever change it.

Tara went on and on about the room and the fact that the rug was a bit threadbare and weren’t the curtains looking faded? I wasn’t scared any more – just annoyed. I tried to focus on what I knew for sure: she was a figment of my imagination, conjured up by grief and guilt and lack of sleep. The human brain has some pretty impressive tricks up its non-existent sleeve. I’ve always suffered from an overactive imagination, and this was the result. I told myself this over and over again. I wasn’t scared. I wasn’t scared. I wasn’t. OK, I was. Just a little. Especially when I thought about her hands.

Last night was different. I woke up in a panicky sweat, my vest top clinging to my skin. Another nightmare about that night. I turned the pillow over to get the cool side. For a moment it was bliss.

‘Now that’s more like it.’

Shit. Not again. Not tonight. It was hard enough getting to sleep knowing how horrific tomorrow’s going to be. Keep your eyes closed. Don’t look at her – it’s better that way.

‘I prefer it when you have nightmares. You should have nightmares. It’s the least you deserve.’ Her cheerful voice was at odds with her words.

I nearly spoke to her then, but what was the point? It was crazy. Whereas conjuring up a ghost girl in my mind meant I was only about seventy per cent of the way to crazy town. But my unspoken words were loud inside my head: You’re right.

‘So, tomorrow’s my big day! Shame I’m not alive to see it really. They’d better do it right. Bet you’re looking forward to sharing your grief with the entire school. You know you’re going to have to rustle up some tears from somewhere. Maybe you should take a raw onion to help you out.’

Shut up.

Eventually she disappeared, but not before telling me to wear the skinny purple jeans to the memorial service.

How the hell did she know about the jeans? I’ve always been too embarrassed to wear them outside of the house. When I was rifling through my wardrobe this morning I was determined to ignore Tara’s instructions. But a little voice inside my head said You might as well. What harm can it do? Maybe it’ll make her go away.

But now she’s back and asking me about her own funeral. Changing into my trackie bottoms will have to wait. I ignore her, sit down at my desk and start making some notes for an English essay I should have done ages ago. You’d think Daley might have let us off, what with all that’s happened. At least the essay is about a book I actually like for once – that makes it less of a chore. But it’s impossible to concentrate with Tara chelping on. I can’t make sense of the words on the page, but I stare and stare at them, desperately trying to block out her voice. I manage to ignore her for a grand total of twenty-three minutes.

I turn to face her. ‘Please leave me alone. I just want to get on with my homework and forget all about today.’ I have no idea why I’m trying to reason with a dead person.

She looks up, a triumphant grin on her face. ‘Finally! Watching someone do homework is even more boring than doing it yourself. So, what did you think of the turnout? Tell me everything.’

I sigh. If this is what it’s going to take …

So I tell her all about it. I have a feeling she already knows. Who was there, who wasn’t there. (She raises her perfect eyebrows when I mentioned Rae’s absence.) Who cried, who didn’t. The music, the speeches, all of it. She asks a lot of questions, and I do my best to answer them. The only time her gleeful smile falters is when I mention Jack. But it returns when I recount Mrs Flanagan’s speech pretty much word for word.

‘God, that silly old bitch LOVES me. I mean, loved me.’

‘Yeah, don’t know why,’ I mutter.

‘You do know why. I played the game – it’s as simple as that. It’s all about telling people what they want to hear and being the person they want you to be – or at least making them think you’re who they want you to be.’ She’s looking awfully smug. What does a dead person have to be smug about?

‘Why can’t you just be yourself?’

Tara shakes her head. ‘Oh, Alice. How could you have forgotten? Being yourself gets you precisely nowhere. You are a nobody. You might as well not exist.’

‘That’s not true!’

‘It is, and you know it. What do you reckon people would say at your funeral? “Oh, yeah, Alice. I think she sat behind me in history …”’

I’ve had enough. I head towards the door, pretty sure she (it) won’t follow me downstairs.

‘Where do you think you’re going? I haven’t finished with you yet.’

‘Look, Tara, I’m really sorry you’re dead.’ Feels like something I should have said sooner. I slump back into the chair.

‘Are you?’ Her eyes lock onto mine.

‘Of course I am! But I need to get on with my life. I can’t have you popping up all the time, reminding me about it – making me feel worse than I already do. I’M SORRY! It was an accident!’

She says nothing.

I’ve never been good with awkward silences. ‘An accident,’ I say again. It sounds pathetically inadequate.

Tara fixes me with a withering look. ‘Are you sure about that?’

‘Of course I’m sure!’ Yes. I am sure. Absolutely sure.

‘Liar!’

My tears spring from nowhere. ‘Shut up! Leave me alone leave me alone leave me alone!’ Sobbing now, and trying to ignore the voice inside my head.

‘You have to find out what happened,’ she says.

‘I know what happened!’

‘Do you?’ Her tone is reasonable.

‘Yes! No … I don’t know.’ My thoughts are tumbling and stumbling and scaring me.

‘You have to find out. You owe me that at least.’

She’s right. I don’t want her to be right.

‘Tell me what to do.’ Resigned now.

‘Why don’t you start by talking to that dykey best friend of yours?’

‘She’s not a … don’t say that!’ I hate that word.

‘Yeah, whatever you say. Just talk to her.’

A shout from downstairs makes me jump. It’s Dad, bellowing that dinner’s ready. I’m suddenly aware of the garlicky oniony aroma wafting into the room. It usually makes my saliva glands go into overdrive, but today it turns my stomach. I wonder if I can get away with skipping dinner. Doubtful. Dad’s been watching carefully, making sure I eat. Cooking all my favourite meals. He says I’ve lost weight; he can be so clueless sometimes. How can he not notice the flesh spilling over the top of these bloody jeans?

Tara’s gone. Of course she’s gone. I can’t pinpoint the exact moment it happened. She didn’t disappear in a puff of smoke, or dissolve into nothingness or walk through a wall. She was there and then not there, but I don’t know what happened in between. I must pay attention next time. But maybe there won’t be a next time. Maybe my madness is over. Please let it be over.


THREE

I’m meant to be hanging out with Cass on Sunday. We usually watch a DVD in her room or something. That is what my life is supposed to be like: spending time with my best mate, going shopping in town and maybe going to the cinema with a boy. Not going to funerals (or memorial services or whatever). Not talking to dead girls. Not thinking the unthinkable.

I told Cass I might go round later. But it doesn’t seem right somehow, us getting back to our old routine. How can it be the same as before? Are we supposed to just pretend that nothing’s changed?

Dad made me eat an extra helping of roasties at lunch. My stomach feels stretched tight like a drum.

I’m lying on my bed, trying – and failing – not to think about Tara. Why does she want me to speak to Cass? What could she possibly tell me that I don’t already know?

I was there. I know exactly what happened.

Except I wasn’t there when it actually happened, was I? When Tara Chambers breathed her last breath.

My phone rings and rescues me from my thoughts. I don’t recognize the number.

‘Hello?’

‘Er … hello. Is that Alice?’ It’s a boy. A boy is calling me. Boys don’t call me.

‘Yeah, it is.’

‘Hi. It’s Jack – Tara’s brother.’

I stop breathing for a second. ‘Hi.’ My voice sounds impossibly vacant.

‘I hope you don’t mind me calling. I saw you yesterday after …’

‘I’m so sorry about your sister. I don’t really know what to say.’

He laughs, but not like he finds it funny. ‘No one does.’

‘Sorry. I …’

‘You don’t need to apologize. I’ve had enough of people apologizing. I think it’s starting to drive me a bit mental.’

‘Sorry.’ Now he laughs for real and I like the way it sounds – rich and warm, like the very best hot chocolate, the posh stuff Mum used to buy.

‘Listen, Alice, I hope you don’t mind me calling like this. It’s just, I’d really like to talk to you.’

‘No, of course I don’t mind, but … um … what do you want to talk about?’ The answer is obvious, but I cling to the hope that it might be something else. Anything else.

‘You were in Tara’s cabin on the trip, weren’t you?’

‘Yes. Not just me though.’ Maybe he doesn’t notice how defensive I sound.

‘I know, but I need to know what happened. I mean, I know what the police say. It’s just … I’d like to hear it from someone who was there. And you used to be such good friends with her … Sorry, this must be hard for you too. But maybe it would help for you to talk it through as well.’

No. Say no. You’re too upset to talk about it. ‘OK.’ What? No!

‘Thanks, Alice. I really appreciate this.’ He pauses for a second. ‘You know, I sort of missed you when you stopped coming round to our house. You were the only one of her friends who didn’t ignore me.’

‘I … thanks.’ He’s talking nonsense though; I did ignore him.

We arrange to meet up after school on Tuesday, and then say our goodbyes.

Shit. What am I going to do? I can’t face him. I can’t. It’s one thing pretending in front of Dad and everyone at school. But he’s her brother. I can’t just lie to his face. He’ll know something’s up. And it’s not right. He deserves to know the truth. But he never will. We promised. We ALL promised.

There’s no way I can go through with it. I was just too taken aback and cowardly to tell him. I’ll call him on Tuesday and say I’m ill or something. Yes. That’s what I’ll do. It’ll be fine.
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Cass texts me later: Soooooo bored! When u coming over? 

It’s easier for me to go rather than have to explain why I don’t want to. Not sure that my reasons would go down too well … I’m kind of knackered cos a dead girl keeps hounding me. You see, she wants to find out exactly why she died and for some reason she wants me to talk to you about it and I really REALLY don’t want to.

So I hop on the tube and arrive at Cass’s just as they’re clearing away dinner. Her brother is home from uni for the weekend. I used to have the biggest crush on Matt, but I never told Cass. She’d have taken the piss something chronic. Anyway, the crush has faded now. He smells funny, and I don’t like the way he looks at me. He leers. I’m pretty sure he never used to leer.

Cass drags me up to her room and launches into a full-on tirade about how annoying her brothers are and how she can’t wait to leave home and how she can’t wait for Matt to go back to uni tomorrow and why does he have to come home so often anyway. I’m semi-sympathetic. Three brothers is really more than anyone should have to cope with. Tom’s OK though – as far as I can tell he hardly ever leaves his room. And Jeremy is cute as anything. But he won’t be six years old forever. It’s only a matter of time before he grows into a big stinking leering oaf like Matt. Still, I wouldn’t mind having at least one annoying sibling to keep me company sometimes. There will be no one to make a speech like Jack’s at my funeral. Jack. I wonder if I should tell Cass about Jack.

I tune back in and Cass is moaning about dirty pants on the bathroom floor and burping at the dinner table.

‘Ha! You can talk … you’re hardly the Queen of Hygiene yourself.’

She throws a pillow at my head. ‘Shut it, you. You don’t know what it’s like. I could kill them sometimes.’

We’re both silent for a second.

‘So … anyway, what have you been up to since yesterday?’

‘Nothing much. Dad keeps watching me. I think he’s waiting for me to have some kind of breakdown. And he made me eat a fried breakfast AND roast chicken for lunch.’ And by the way, Dead Tara told me to ask you about the night she died.

‘God, your dad’s such a feeder. Still, I reckon you could do with some more meat on your bones.’

I throw the pillow back at Cass, but it misses and knocks a picture frame off her bedside table. Cass picks up the frame and sets in back in place. It’s a photo of me and her taken a couple of years ago on a school trip to France. We’re eating gigantic ice creams and we’re both sticking our tongues out. You can see other people in the background. Tara’s there, her perfect profile visible over my shoulder.

I have to tell Cass, even though I know exactly what she’ll say. ‘Jack called. He wants to talk to me about it.’

‘Jack? Who’s … what? Her brother?’ I’ve
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HELP AND ADVICE

If you need help or advice, please think about reaching out to one of the organisations below.

Childline

A private and confidential service for young people up to age 19. Contact a Childline counsellor about anything – no problem is too big or small. Available 24hrs.

Call free on 0800 1111 or talk online at www.childline.org.uk

LGBT Youth Scotland 

From questioning your sexual identity, coming out, relationship issues, bullying to sexual health – this is a private place designed for you to comfortably chat online with a youth worker.

Find them at www.lgbtyouth.org.uk

The Mix 

Offers counselling to those under 25. Open 24/7 and 365 days a year.

Call free on 0808 808 4994 ot talk online at www.themix.org.uk

Samaritans

Confidential and emotional support for people who are experiencing feelings of distress, despair or suicidal thoughts. Lines open 24/7 and 365 days a year. If you need a response immediately, it’s best to call on the phone. 

Call free on 116 123 or find them at www.samaritans.org

Hope Again

Offers confidential help to young bereaved people. Mon-Fri 9.30am-5pm. 

Call free on 0870 808 1677 or find them at www.hopeagain.org.uk 

Papyrus

Young suicide prevention society. Mon-Fri 10am-5pm & 7pm-10pm. Weekends 2-5pm.

Call 0800 068 4141 or find them at www.papyrus-uk.org

Beat

Offers support and information about eating disorders. Helplines are open 365 days a year: 4pm-10pm.

Call free on 0808 801 0711 or find them at www.b-eat.co.uk
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Rowan’s the only one I talked to about why I came to Duncraggan. I asked her to tell Ama and Lily, because I thought they deserved to know but I couldn’t face telling them. It’s too tiring, telling the story over and over again. Working so hard to make sure you don’t tell the whole truth.

I hate talking about it, and the girls understand that. If one of them finds herself veering into dangerous conversational waters, the others will yank her back to safety. Rowan’s usually the one to do the yanking; I don’t know what I’d do without her. Sometimes I feel bad that I’ve never told her all of it. The worst of it.

The worst of it is simple. You can strip the excess flesh of the story down to the bare bones. You can shrink it and starve it and whittle it down to almost nothing.

That’s what happened to her.

Jenna died of heart failure. Other things too: a perforated ulcer, a collapsed lung. But it was the heart that gave up on her. It couldn’t do the job it’s supposed to do; it didn’t have the fuel.

My twin sister was fifteen years old when she died. She weighed just under five stone.

It had started as a post-Christmas diet.

A diet that was my idea.
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