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Part 1














I didn’t go to Alice’s funeral.


I was pregnant at the time, crazy and wild with grief. But it wasn’t Alice I grieved for. No, I hated Alice by then and was glad that she was dead. It was Alice who had ruined my life, taken the best thing I’d ever had and smashed it into a million unfixable pieces. I wasn’t crying for Alice but because of her.


But now, five years later and a lifetime happier; finally settled into a comfortable and routine life with my daughter Sarah (my sweet, oh-so-serious little Sarah), I sometimes wish that I had made it to Alice’s funeral after all.


The thing is, I see Alice sometimes – at the supermarket, at the gates of Sarah’s kindergarten, at the club where Sarah and I sometimes go for a cheap meal. I catch glimpses of Alice’s glossy, corn-blonde hair, her model-like body, her eye-catching clothes, from the corner of my eye and I stop to stare, my heart pounding. It only takes me an instant to remember that she is dead and gone, that it can’t possibly be her, but I have to force myself to get closer, to reassure myself that her ghost isn’t haunting me. Close-up,  these women are sometimes similar, albeit never, never as beautiful as Alice. More frequently, though, they look nothing like her.


Relieved, I turn away and get on with whatever I was doing before, but all the warmth will have drained from my face and lips, my fingertips will tingle unpleasantly with adrenaline. My day is, invariably, ruined.


I should have gone to the funeral. I wouldn’t have had to cry, or feign despair. I could have laughed bitterly and spat into the pit. Who would have cared? If only I’d seen them lower her casket into the ground, watched them throw the dirt into her grave, I would be more certain that she was really dead and buried.


I would know, deep down inside, that Alice was gone for good.



















1





‘Do you want to come?’ Alice Parrie is looking down, smiling. It’s lunchtime and I’m sitting beneath a tree, alone, absorbed in a book.


‘Sorry?’ I shade my eyes and look up. ‘Come where?’ Alice hands me a piece of paper.


I take it and read. It’s a brightly coloured photocopy of an invitation to Alice’s eighteenth birthday party. Come one and come all!! Bring your friends!! it reads. Free champagne! Free food! Only someone as popular and as self-assured as Alice would issue such an invitation; anyone more ordinary would feel as if they were begging for guests. Why me? I wonder. I know of Alice, everyone knows of Alice, but I’ve never spoken to her before. She is one of those girls – beautiful, popular, impossible to miss.


I fold the invitation in half and nod. ‘I’ll try. It sounds like fun,’ I lie.


Alice looks at me for a few seconds. Then she sighs and plonks herself down next to me, so close that one of her knees rests heavily against mine.


‘You will not.’ She grins.


I feel my cheeks begin to colour. Even though my entire life can sometimes feel like a facade, a wall of secrets, I’m not good at lying. I look down at my lap. ‘Probably not.’


‘But I want you to come, Katherine,’ she says. ‘It’d really mean a lot to me.’


I’m surprised that Alice even knows my name but it’s even more surprising – in fact, quite unbelievable – that she wants me to come to her party. I’m practically unknown at Drummond High and have no close friends. I come and go quietly, alone, and get on with my studies. I try to avoid bringing attention to myself. I do well enough, but my grades aren’t exceptional. I play no sport, have joined no clubs. And though I know I can’t do this for ever – live my entire life as a shadow – for now it suits. I’m hiding, I know that, I’m being a coward, but right now I need to be invisible, to be the kind of person who arouses no curiosity. That way they need never know who I really am, or what happened in Melbourne.


I close my book and start to pack away my lunch things.


‘Wait.’ Alice puts her hand on my knee. I look at her as coldly as I can and she withdraws it. ‘I’m serious. I really do want you to come. And I think what you said to Dan last week was fantastic. I really wish I could think of things like that to say, but I never can. I’m just not quick enough. You know, I never would have thought about that woman’s feelings like that. Not until I heard you tell Dan off. I mean, you were great, what you said was just so right, and you really showed him up to be the idiot that he is.’


I know immediately what Alice is referring to – the one and only time I’d let my guard down, momentarily forgotten myself. I don’t often confront people any more. In fact it’s something I try very hard to avoid in my day-to-day life. But the way Dan Johnson and his friends had behaved two weeks ago had disgusted me so much that I couldn’t help myself. We had a guest speaker talking about career planning and university admissions. Admittedly, the speech was boring, we’d heard it all a billion times before and the woman talking was nervous and so she stuttered and hesitated and talked in confusing circles, only becoming worse as the crowd became noisier, more restless. Dan Johnson and his group of creepy friends had taken advantage of her. They were so cruel and deliberately disruptive that the woman ended up leaving in humiliated tears. When it was all over I stood behind Dan in the hallway and tapped him on the shoulder.


Dan turned round with a smug, self-satisfied look on his face, clearly anticipating some kind of approbation for his behaviour.


‘Did it ever occur to you,’ I started, my voice surprisingly strong, fuelled by anger, ‘how much you’ve hurt that woman? This is her life, Daniel, her career, her professional reputation. Your pathetic cry for attention means a whole lot of humiliation for her. I feel sorry for you, Daniel. You must be very sad and small inside to need to bring someone down like that, someone you don’t even know.’


‘You were amazing,’ Alice continues. ‘And to be honest I was totally surprised. I mean, I think everyone was. No one speaks to Dan like that.’ She shakes her head. ‘No one.’


Well I do. I think to myself. At least the real me does.


‘It was admirable. Courageous.’


And it’s that word that does it: ‘Courageous’. I so want to be courageous. I so want the coward in me to be obliterated and smashed and destroyed that I can no longer resist her.


I stand up and hook my bag over my shoulder. ‘Okay,’ I say, surprising myself. ‘Okay, I’ll come.’
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Alice insists that we get ready for the party together. She picks me up in her car, a battered old Volkswagen, shortly after lunch on the day of the party and takes me to her place. She lives alone, she tells me as she speeds along, weaving in and out of lanes much faster than any P-plater is officially allowed, in a one-bedroom flat in the inner city. I’m surprised by this, astonished really. I’d imagined that someone like Alice would live in a comfortable house in the suburbs with her devoted parents. I’d imagined her being spoiled, looked after, coddled (just as I used to be) and the fact that she lives alone makes her suddenly seem more interesting, more complicated than I’ve given her credit for. It’s clear that Alice and I have more in common than I’d imagined.


I want to ask her a million questions – Where are her parents? How does she afford a flat? Is she ever afraid? Is she lonely? – but I keep quiet. I have secrets of my own and have learned that asking questions only puts me at risk of being interrogated myself. It is safer not to be too curious about others, safer not to ask.


Her flat is in a square, very ordinary-looking brick block. The stairwell is dark and uninviting, but when we get to her apartment, breathless after jogging up four flights of stairs, she opens the door to a room full of colour and warmth.


The walls are a deep burnt orange and are decorated with large, brightly painted abstract canvases. Two enormous, soft-looking couches are draped with burgundy fabric and covered with colourful, ethnic-looking cushions. Unlit candles cover every horizontal surface.


‘Voilà! My humble abode.’ Alice drags me inside and watches my face expectantly as I look round the room. ‘What do you think? I did it all myself, you know. You should have seen it when I moved in, so boring and plain. It’s amazing what a bit of colour can do to a room, though. A bit of creativity and some bright paint is all you really need.’


‘This is so cool,’ I say. And I can’t help but feel a little envious. Alice’s flat is so funky, so much younger, than the modern, minimalist apartment I live in.


‘Really? You really like it?’


‘Yes,’ I laugh. ‘I really do.’


‘I’m so glad. I want you to like it as much as I do because I plan for us to spend a lot of time together. And I can see us spending a lot of time right here, in this room, talking and talking and talking, sharing our precious secrets deep into the night.’


I’ve heard that charming, powerful people have the knack of making you feel as though you’re the only person in the world and now I know exactly what that means. I’m not quite sure what she does, or how she does it – another person would have come across as overly eager, obsequious even – but when Alice gives me her attention like that, I feel golden, warm with the certainty that I’m fully understood.


For a brief, insane moment, I imagine telling her my secret. I picture it all clearly. Me and Alice in this room; both a little tipsy, both giggly and happy and ever so slightly self-conscious with the feeling you have when you’ve made a new friend, a special friend; I put my hand on her knee so that she is still and quiet, so that she knows I’m about to say something important, and then I tell her. I tell her quickly, without pausing, without meeting her eyes. And when I’ve finished she is warm and forgiving and understanding, as I hoped she’d be. She embraces me. Everything is all right and I am lighter for having told. I am free.


But this is all just a dream. A crazy fantasy. I tell her nothing.




*





I’m wearing my usual costume of jeans and boots and shirt and I’ve brought some make-up with me to apply before we go to the party, but Alice insists that I wear a dress. Her wardrobe is bursting with them, in all sorts of colours and lengths and styles. There must be at least a hundred, and some still have tags. I wonder where she gets the money, how she affords so many clothes, and I’m tempted, once again, to ask.


‘I have a bit of a clothing habit.’ She grins.


‘Really?’ I joke. ‘I would never have known.’


Alice reaches into the wardrobe and starts pulling out dresses. She tosses them on the bed. ‘Here. Choose one. I haven’t even worn most of these.’ She holds up a blue one. ‘You like?’


The dress is pretty but I’ve already spotted the one I’d really like to wear. It’s red and patterned in paisley, a wrap-around dress with a tie-waist, made from some kind of stretch material. It looks like something my mother might have worn in the 1970s and would go nicely with the long boots I’m wearing.


Alice is watching me. She laughs and picks up the red dress. ‘This one?’


I nod.


‘It’s gorgeous, isn’t it?’ She presses it against herself and looks in the mirror. ‘Expensive too. It’s a Pakbelle and Kanon. You have good taste.’


‘It’s beautiful. Why don’t you wear it? It’s still got the tag on it, you’ve never even worn it. You were probably saving it.’


‘Nup. I’m wearing something else. Something special.’ Alice holds it up in front of me. ‘Try it on.’


The dress fits perfectly, and as I suspected, goes well with my boots. The red flatters my dark skin and hair, and I smile at Alice happily in the reflection of the mirror. I’m excited now, glad that I agreed to come.


Alice goes to the kitchen and takes a bottle from her fridge. It’s champagne. It’s pink.


‘Yum,’ she says, kissing the bottle. ‘My one true love. And hey, as of yesterday, I’m actually legal.’


She opens the bottle, aiming the cork at the ceiling, and, without asking if I want any, pours us both a glass. She takes hers into the bathroom to shower and dress, and when she’s gone I lift my glass and take a tiny sip. I haven’t had alcohol since the night my family was destroyed. Not a drop. But then, I haven’t enjoyed myself with a friend since then, either, and so I tip the glass up to my mouth again and let myself enjoy the feel of the bubbles against my lips, on my tongue. I let another small mouthful slide down my throat and imagine that I can feel the effect immediately, the alcohol rushing through my veins, making my lips tingle, my head light. The champagne is sweet and easy to drink, like a cordial, and I have to force myself not to swallow it all too quickly.


I savour each mouthful, enjoying the way my body relaxes more and more as I drink. When the glass is empty I am happier, lighter, more carefree – a normal seventeen-year-old – and I plonk myself down on Alice’s colourful sofa and giggle at nothing at all. And I’m still just sitting there, smiling, enjoying the comfortable heaviness of my body in the chair, when Alice returns to the room.


‘Wow. Alice. You look …’ I shrug, unable to find an adequate word. ‘You look stunning!’


She lifts her arms and spins on her toes. ‘Why thank you, Miss Katherine,’ she says.


Alice is beautiful; strikingly beautiful. She is tall, with generous breasts and long, shapely legs and her face is a picture of perfection: her eyes a deep and glorious blue, her skin golden and luminous.


I’m not exactly ugly, but beside Alice I feel completely unremarkable.


While we’re waiting for our taxi Alice takes our empty glasses to the kitchen and refills them with champagne. As I stand up to get my glass, my head spins a little. It’s not an unpleasant feeling – in fact I feel easy and loose and relaxed. And this feeling, this light-headed happiness, this sense that the world is a benign and friendly place is suddenly very familiar and I realise just how much this feeling scares me. It’s the trick alcohol plays with your mind – convincing you to let your guard down, to trust the world to look after you – but I know that this feeling of safety is only a dangerous illusion. Alcohol encourages you to take risks that you wouldn’t usually; alcohol means you make stupid choices. And more than anyone, I know how devastating the consequences of a single bad choice can be. I live with them every day.


I accept the glass but I only pretend to sip on it, barely letting the liquid wet my lips, and when the taxi arrives I tip the rest of it down the sink.


Alice has hired the ballroom at the top of the Lion Hotel. It is huge and grand, with enormous timber windows and magnificent views of the city. There are white balloons, white tablecloths, a band. There are caterers polishing champagne glasses, and platters of expensive-looking finger food. And because it’s a private party nobody asks us for ID when Alice gets us both a glass of champagne.


‘This is fantastic.’ I look at Alice curiously. ‘Did your mum and dad do all this for you?’


‘No.’ Alice snorts dismissively. ‘They wouldn’t know how to host a barbecue, let alone something like this.’


‘Do they live in Sydney?’ I ask.


‘Who?’ She frowns.


‘Your parents.’


‘No. No they don’t, thank God. They live up north.’


I wonder how Alice can afford to live in Sydney, how she pays her rent. I had assumed that her parents supported her, but it now seems unlikely.


‘Anyway,’ I say. ‘It’s very nice of you to put on a big party like this for your friends. I don’t think I could ever be so generous. I’d rather spend the money on myself. A world trip or something cool like that.’


‘Generous? You reckon?’ Alice shrugs. ‘Not really. I love parties. Particularly when they’re all about me. I couldn’t think of anything better. And, anyway, I’m not interested in going overseas.’


‘You’re not?’


‘I don’t know anyone there, nobody knows me. What would be the point?’


‘Oh.’ I laugh. I wonder if she’s joking. ‘I can think of a few good things about it. Swimming in the Mediterranean, seeing the Eiffel Tower, the Great Wall of China, the Statue of Liberty … and not knowing anyone. Imagine how liberating that must be.’ I notice that Alice is looking at me sceptically, ‘Are you seriously not interested?’


‘Nah. I like it here. I like my friends. I love my life. Why would I want to leave?’


‘Because—’ I am going to tell her of my intense curiosity about the rest of the world, the fascination I have with different languages and ways of living, with the history of the human race, but we are interrupted by the arrival of her first guests.


‘Alice, Alice!’ they cry and she is suddenly surrounded by people, some I recognise from school, older people I’ve never seen before. Some are dressed very formally, in long dresses and suits and ties, others are dressed casually, in jeans and T-shirts, but they all have one thing in common: they all want a piece of Alice, a moment of her time; they want to be the focus of her attention, make her laugh. They all, without exception, want her to like them.


And Alice spreads herself round, makes all her guests feel welcome and comfortable, but for some reason it’s me she chooses to spend most of the evening with. She keeps her arm linked through mine, drags me from group to group and involves me in every conversation. We dance together and gossip about what different people are wearing, who they are flirting with, who seems to be attracted to whom. I have a wonderful time. It’s more fun than I’ve had in years. And while I’m there I don’t think of my sister once, nor of my devastated parents. I dance and laugh and flirt. I forget, temporarily, about the night I realised the awful truth about myself. I forget all about the night I discovered the shameful, grubby coward at the core of my soul.
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After Alice’s party, people are noticeably more friendly to me at school. I get smiles and nods in the corridors from students I don’t recognise, and a few people even say Hey, Katherine!, surprising me by knowing my name. And Alice finds me at lunchtime, sits down beside me and makes me laugh with stories about the other students, gossipy pieces of information about people I barely know. It’s fun and I’m more than happy for the company, glad not to be alone any more.


I don’t question why she would want to spend time with me. I used to be popular, after all, and am used to being liked. Alice says she wants to be my friend, she seems to enjoy my company, she listens, intently, to everything I have to say. So I am grateful and flattered and pleased. And, for the first time since Rachel died, I feel something resembling happiness.


On the Thursday following her party I call Alice and invite her over for Saturday night. I live with Aunt Vivien, my father’s sister. I like living with Vivien, she’s warm and easy-going and I’m grateful that I’m no longer in Melbourne, that I can finish high school where nobody has heard of Rachel or the Boydell sisters. I spend a lot of time alone because Vivien goes on so many business trips and if she’s free on weekends she goes away with friends. She’s always encouraging me to invite people to the apartment and clearly thinks it strange that I never socialise, but I’ve grown used to my own company, and enjoy being able to choose exactly what to eat, what to watch, what music I listen to.


‘I’ll make dinner,’ I say.


‘Awesome,’ Alice says. ‘Hope you’re a good cook.’


‘I am. It’s one of my many secret talents.’


‘Secrets, hmm?’ Alice is quiet for a minute. ‘Have a lot of them, do you?’


I laugh, as if the very idea is absurd.


I spend Saturday at the markets buying food. I used to cook a lot before Rachel died, when we were still a family, and so I know what I’m doing and what I’ll need. I buy all the ingredients – chicken thighs, cardamom pods, yogurt, cumin, ground coriander, basmati rice – to cook one of my favourite curries. That way I can prepare it all early, before Alice arrives, and when she gets there I can let it simmer and grow more delicious as we talk.


I’ve become so used to keeping everything guarded and private, so reluctant to let anyone close, that I’m surprised to realise how much I’m looking forward to Alice’s company. I don’t know when or how the idea of friendship and intimacy became so appealing, but all of a sudden the thought of having fun and getting to know someone new is quite irresistible. And although I’m still afraid of revealing too much, still conscious that friendship can be risky, I can’t quell this feeling of excited anticipation.


I get home, prepare the curry, then shower and dress. I have an hour before Alice arrives so I call my parents. Mum and Dad and I all left Melbourne about a year ago. Too many people knew us there, too many people knew what had happened to Rachel. It was impossible to cope with the pitying stares, the curious looks and the conspicuous whispering wherever we went. I moved in with Vivien so that I could finish high school at Drummond, one of the largest high schools in New South Wales, a place so big that I could keep to myself, remain anonymous. My parents bought a house a couple of hours north, in Newcastle, near the beach. They wanted me to go with them, of course, and argued that I was too young to be leaving home. But I’d started to find their sadness overwhelming, their very presence suffocating, and so I convinced them that Drummond was the perfect school, that my very happiness depended on it, and they eventually relented.


‘Boydell residence.’ My mother answers the phone. I changed my last name when I moved and now go by my grandmother’s maiden name, Patterson. It was surprisingly easy to cast off my old name – so easy, at least on paper, to become a new person. I miss my old name. But it goes with the old me, the happy, carefree, sociable me. Katherine suits the new, quieter version. Katie Boydell is no more. Rachel and Katie Boydell, the infamous Boydell sisters – both are gone.


‘Mum.’


‘Sweetheart. I was just about to call you. Daddy and I were talking about your car.’


‘Oh?’


‘Yes. Now don’t argue, darling, please. But we’ve decided to get you a new one. They’re much safer these days, what with airbags and the like. We’ve got the money and it just feels ridiculous to let you drive around in that old bomb.’


‘It’s only eight years old, Mum.’ I drive her old Volvo, which is already a very new and conservative car for someone my age.


She continues as if I haven’t spoken. ‘And we’ve found this lovely Peugeot. It’s quite compact, it’s a darling car, really, but best of all it scored remarkably well on all the safety tests. It’ll be perfect for you in the city.’


There’s little point arguing. I don’t want to upset her, or make a fuss. Since Rachel’s death my parents have been quite obsessed with my safety, with doing as much as is humanly possible to make sure that I stay alive, and I have no choice but to accept their gifts, their concern.


‘Sounds great, Mum,’ I say. ‘Thanks.’


‘How’s school going? Have your grades picked up at all?’


‘Yes,’ I lie. ‘I’m doing much better.’


‘I’ve been reading about the medicine course at Newcastle University. It’s really quite progressive, you know, and has a reputation that is on a par with Sydney’s. In fact it really seems to be the place to do medicine these days. And there are a lot of outstanding doctors teaching there. It’s something I’d like you to consider, darling. For me. You could live with us, and you know how pleased Daddy would be if you did that, and you could really concentrate on your studies without worrying about rent or bills or food. We could take care of you, make it all easier.’


‘I don’t know, Mum, I don’t know. I’m enjoying English right now, and History actually, the reading … Science isn’t … anyway, I thought I might do Arts or something. And, Mum, I really like living in Sydney.’


‘Oh, of course, you do. Vivien’s place is perfect and I know she’d be more than pleased to have you stay on there. And an Arts degree is a wonderful beginning to your education. But it really is only a beginning, darling. You will need to get back on track. Eventually. When you’re ready.’


Back on track. When you’re ready. This is as close as Mum can get to mentioning what happened to Rachel, acknowledging our loss, the life we had before she died. I was in Year 10 and doing very well – the top of my year. I’d hoped to do well enough in Year 12 to eventually study medicine at university. Obstetrics had been my ultimate goal; I had everything planned. But when Rachel died, my plans fell apart, things went completely off track. The track itself was ripped from beneath me, torn from the ground, obliterated.


And I discovered, during that horrific time, that science and mathematics, all that concrete stuff that I used to love so much, were completely useless when it came to understanding grief, dealing with guilt.


And now, I doubt that I’ll ever be ready to get back on track. I’m on another track now, just slowly, slowly gaining some momentum, and I don’t think I can, or want to, make the sideways leap off.


‘I’ll think about it.’


‘Good. And I’ll post you some of these brochures.’ She laughs then, but I hear the little catch in her throat, the sign that this conversation has made her want to cry. ‘I’ve collected quite a few of them.’


I touch the mouthpiece of the phone, as if by doing so I can give her some comfort. And yet there is no comfort to be given. Her life is lived only in degrees of pain.


‘I bet you have,’ I say, as warmly as I can.


‘Oh.’ Her voice is once again crisp, businesslike, all emotion under control. ‘Listen to me hogging the conversation like this. I bet you want to speak to Daddy? He’s not here, darling, but I can get him to call you later.’


‘That’s okay. I’m having a friend to dinner, actually. I might call tomorrow.’


‘Oh, I’m so glad you’re having some fun.’ I hear that catch in her voice again, then a quick cough to bring her voice back under control. ‘Have a lovely evening. I’ll tell Daddy to call you tomorrow. Don’t you call. It’s our turn to pay.’


When I hang up I feel flat, all excitement for the evening ahead dissipated. I regret having made the call. It hasn’t made me happy – and I’m certain that it has only made Mum more miserable. It’s always this way with Mum nowadays. She’s always talking, always planning, always full of ideas and pragmatic conversation. It’s as if she can’t bear to be quiet or to allow herself a moment’s silence. This way she gives herself no space to remember, no room to think about what she’s lost. It also prevents the person she’s speaking to from getting a word in, from talking about something she would rather not, from mentioning Rachel. 


The modern way to grieve, the supposedly correct way, is to talk about it, to let yourself cry and scream and wail. My counsellor said we must talk. And I tried, during that long, long first year after Rachel was killed, to talk about what happened, to express my sadness, to verbalise our loss, to own my despair. But Dad refused to listen and Mum would cut me off, change the subject, and if I pushed it she would start to cry and leave the room.


I gave up. I felt as if I was torturing her and I became thoroughly sick of myself, of my neediness. In talking about it I’d been seeking absolution, reassurance that Mum and Dad didn’t blame me for what happened. But I was asking the impossible, I soon realised. Of course they blamed me – for my cowardice, for my escape, for my having lived. Of course, if one of their daughters had to die, it should have been me.


And I no longer believe that there is any better way to cope with bereavement. There is just a shitload of pain to carry – a permanent and dreadful burden – and talking about it doesn’t take that load away or make it any lighter. Rachel died in the most horrific way imaginable. Words are useless against the harsh truth of that. Rachel is dead. She is gone for ever and we will never again see her lovely face, never again hear her music. She is dead.


Why we should need to wallow in this reality, go over it again and again, poke and prod and examine it until our eyes are bleeding, our hearts crushed with the horror and unbelievable sadness of it, is beyond me. It cannot possibly help. Nothing can help. If Mum needs to be stoic, to pretend that she is fine, to hide her despair behind a transparent veil of crisp efficiency and businesslike conversation, then that’s okay by me. It seems as good a way to go on with her diminished life as any.


I press my forefinger into the small circular scar above my knee. It’s the only physical evidence I have of the night Rachel was killed, the only physical injury I suffered. The wrong girl died that dreadful day in Melbourne. And though I can’t actually wish that I’d died instead of Rachel – I am nowhere near brave enough to be a martyr – I am fully conscious that the better sister died.
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Rachel walked onto the stage and the crowd grew immediately silent. She looked beautiful, tall and striking; her red velvet dress – which I knew Mum and Dad had paid a small fortune for – accentuated her height and stature. She was only fourteen but on stage she could have passed for a woman in her twenties.


Mum squeezed my hand excitedly and I turned sideways to smile at her. Oblivious, she stared up at Rachel on the stage, her lips pursed in the funny expression she made when she was trying hard not to break into an enormous smile, her eyes wet with happy, devoted tears. On the other side of her, Dad turned to catch Mum’s eye, but met mine instead; we smiled at each other – amused at Mum’s expression – bursting, both of us, with familial pride.


Rachel sat at the piano with the skirt of her dress draped elegantly over her legs and began playing. She started the recital with a Mozart sonata – a pretty, delicate piece, with a melody so familiar to me that I could anticipate every note, every fortissimo and cres cendo. And I watched her, mesmerised as I always was by the music she created, but also by the transformation that took place when she performed. On stage all of Rachel’s shyness and awkwardness disappeared. On stage she was majestic and commanding, so taken up with the performance and the music that she would forget herself. When she was playing it was impossible to imagine that she could be shy and uncertain, that she was still just a girl.


During the entire recital, which lasted over an hour, Mum didn’t take her eyes from Rachel for a second. Whenever Mum listened to Rachel play she seemed to lose herself, become unaware of time and place and whoever she happened to be with, and go into an almost trance-like state.


I too played the piano. Technically I was quite accomplished, having passed the exam for seventh grade a year earlier, and I often won at school competitions and local eisteddfods. But Rachel was the one with real talent, and had been offered three different international scholarships. Whether she should accept a place in Berlin, London or Boston for study – to pursue her dream of becoming a concert pianist – had been the main topic of conversation at our house for weeks. For me the piano was just an enjoyable hobby and I had no desire to practise all day, every day. But the piano was Rachel’s great love, her passion, and she worked at it tirelessly.


Rachel was eighteen months younger than me, and despite what people say about the eldest child being the high achiever, the opposite was true in our family. Rachel was driven and ambitious. I was far more interested in boys and parties and in hanging out with friends than I was in achieving any academic or musical brilliance.


Mum and Dad talked about Rachel’s future as a concert pianist endlessly – they were devoted to her career. I know that people were sometimes shocked by what could seem like favouritism on Mum and Dad’s part, their doting idolisation of Rachel and apparent lesser interest in me. I’m sure people even felt sorry for me in the mistaken belief that I must feel neglected. But I didn’t feel that way; I didn’t have to – Rachel and I always wanted such very different things. I was more than happy for Rachel to be the brilliant sister. I knew the hard work she put into being a prodigy, and it didn’t appeal. I enjoyed my friends and my social life far too much. Rachel might have been a genius but I had a lot more fun – and despite what it might have seemed like to an outsider, I always felt that I had the better deal.


Rachel was different. She didn’t seem to need friends the way most people do. That wasn’t to say she was cold, or didn’t love people, because she wasn’t and she did. She loved deeply and generously and was ferociously loyal to those she cared about. But she was shy; social events only made her become awkward and uncomfortable and she was dreadful at making smalltalk. She could be so quiet and self-contained that, to those who didn’t know her well, she could seem aloof or indifferent. But when you did manage to draw her into conversation, she would surprise you with how much she had actually noticed of what was going on. She had a gentle and compassionate wisdom that belied her age and almost everyone who made the effort to get to know her grew to admire her. She was the only person I have ever met who was completely without envy, greed or malice; the only person I would ever compare to an angel.


And so, regardless of what the papers said when she was killed – all that painful speculation and misguided conjecture about our relationship – I never lost sight of how I really felt. I worshipped Rachel, both while she was alive and after her death. I was, and always will be, her number one fan.
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Alice turns up for dinner on time and is so cheerful and full of energy that as soon as she walks inside and starts talking I feel better.


‘My God,’ she says in a low voice, looking round Vivien’s apartment. ‘This is totally lush. Your parents must be, like, super-trendy.’


‘No.’ I shake my head. ‘No. This isn’t my mum and dad’s place. I live with my aunt. She’s away for the weekend.’


‘So it’s just us?’


I nod and Alice jumps into the air and whoops with joy.


‘Yay. God, Katherine, I’m so glad. I thought your mum and dad were here. I thought this was like some big “Come and meet my parents” deal.’ She rolls her eyes. ‘As if we were getting married or something. Thank God.’ She kicks her shoes off and starts strolling round the room, looking at things, taking in the view.





I’m all ready to explain to Alice why I live with my aunt instead of my parents, something about the reputation and quality of Drummond High compared with the schools in Newcastle, which isn’t actually untrue. But she’s far more interested in the actual apartment itself than in how or why I live there.


‘It must be fantastic to live in such style,’ she says, wandering down the hall, peeking into rooms. Her voice is loud and echoes down the hallway as she shouts. ‘Have you ever had any parties here? I bet you haven’t, have you? Let’s have one. This’d be the most awesome place. I know heaps of people we could invite— Ooh,’ she exclaims suddenly. ‘Look at this!’ And she reaches up into Vivien’s shelf and pulls down a fancy-looking bottle. ‘Irish whiskey. Yum. I love it. Let’s have some.’


‘It’s not mine,’ I say. ‘It’s Vivien’s.’


‘Doesn’t matter. We’ll replace it. Your aunt won’t notice.’ And she brings the bottle into the kitchen, finds the glassware, and pours a generous serve into two glasses. ‘Got any Coke?’


‘Sorry.’ I shake my head.


‘Water will do.’ She goes to the tap and fills the glasses with water and hands one to me. I take a tiny sip. The whiskey smells foul and tastes even worse – bitter and dry and very strong – and I know I won’t be able to finish it.


Drinking alcohol wasn’t a part of my plan for the evening, I hadn’t even considered it. But Alice’s eagerness to drink makes me realise how out of touch I really am. Not everyone is as terrified of the world as I am – not everyone has been burned.


We take our glasses out onto the verandah and look over the view of the city. It’s mostly Alice who talks, but I’m happy just to listen and enjoy her energy, her joie de vivre. And I’m busy remembering what it’s like to have fun with someone my own age, busy reacquainting myself with a different version of me – a younger, happier version – the girl who took it for granted that life could be like this, that it should be like this: free and light and full of joy.


‘Hello, world!’ Alice leans over the verandah and shouts, her voice echoing around us. ‘Hello, world!’ She turns back to me and leans against the railing, tilts her head towards the inside. ‘When I’m older I’m going to have a place just like this. Only it’s going to be even bigger. Fancier. All my friends will be able to come and stay. And I’m going to have lots of help, too.’ She puts her nose in the air and talks in an affected voice. ‘I’m going to have staff, dahlink. Housekeepers.


Personal trainers. Butlers. The lot. I’ll have someone who comes round every night just to pour champagne.’


‘Of course,’ I say. ‘Otherwise you might break a fingernail. Or get sticky.’


‘Quelle horreur!’ She opens her eyes wide with feigned alarm and looks down at her hands. ‘There is such danger inherent in being occupied with the mundane. I aim to rise above it.’


I laugh. ‘You’ll need a personal barista, too. To make your coffee in the mornings.’


‘And a chef to cook my food.’


‘Your very own massage therapist.’


‘A hairdresser.’


‘A stylist to choose your clothes.’


‘A gardener.’


‘A chauffeur.’


‘Yeah.’ She sits down in the seat next to me and sighs dreamily. ‘I’ll never have to do anything. I won’t get caught up in complaining about housework all day every day like my mother. I just won’t do any. I won’t even have to run my own bath.’


‘What if you get sick of it? All those people round you all the time. You might start craving some time alone.’


‘Nah,’ she says. ‘Why would I? Being alone is boring. I hate being alone. Hate it. My life isn’t going to be serious and boring. It’s going to be fun. A party. A massive, never-ending, lifelong party.’


I think, Alice is just the type of person I need to be with – she lives for the present and, very conveniently, has an amazing lack of curiosity about the past.


When Alice has finished several glasses of whiskey – and I’m still sipping slowly, safely, on my first – she announces that she’s starving and we go inside. Alice pours herself another drink and offers me one but I hold up my still-full glass and shake my head. Alice frowns.


‘You don’t like it?’


‘It’s all right, I guess.’ I smile and take a tiny sip and try not to grimace. I could explain my fear of alcohol, use it as an excuse, but I would only end up sounding like a nagging parent, some kind of freakish puritan.


Alice stares at me for a moment, as if trying to work something out, but then she puts the bottle down and shrugs.


‘More for me, then,’ she says.


We serve up the curry and take our overflowing plates to the kitchen table. Alice’s enthusiasm for the food is gratifying.


‘Delicious!’ she says, shaking her head in disbelief.


‘You’re amazing. You could open your own Indian restaurant.’


I demur, but I’m flattered and can’t help but smile. My mood has improved dramatically. The feeling of gloom that I had after talking to my mother has completely disappeared.


‘So.’ Alice taps her plate with the back of her fork. ‘What shall we do after this?’


‘We could play a game. I’ve got Scrabble. And Trivial Pursuit.’





Alice shakes her head. ‘Boring. I can’t concentrate on Scrabble for more than a second. Too much like schoolwork. What about Pictionary or charades? Something fun.’


‘But we need more people for those games.’


Alice is quiet for a minute, thoughtful, then she looks at me and smiles. ‘I know someone who could come over. Entertain us a bit.’


‘Really?’ I force myself to smile, but I’m disappointed. I’ve been enjoying myself immensely and don’t think we need any entertaining. The fact that Alice wants to invite someone else over makes me feel dull. ‘At this time of night?’


‘It’s nine o’clock on a Saturday! The nightclubs haven’t even opened yet.’


I shrug. ‘Who?’


‘Robbie.’


‘And?’


‘And what?’


‘Who’s Robbie?’


‘He’s a friend of mine. He works as a waiter in a really posh restaurant. He’s got the night off. He’s a total scream. You’ll love him.’


Alice takes out her mobile phone and starts to dial before I get the chance to ask any more questions. I listen to her invite him over – her voice confident and deep and flirtatious – and wonder if she has ever felt shy or uncertain. It’s difficult to imagine.


‘He’ll be here soon.’ She stands up and stretches, rubs her belly contentedly. ‘This was such a good idea, Katie. Awesome food, good company, and so much more fun to come.’


‘Katherine,’ I say. ‘I’m not Katie. I’m Katherine.’ Alice tips her head to the side, looks at me quizzically. ‘But you look like a Katie. You really do. You weren’t always called Katherine, were you? When you were younger? Such a big, mature name for a little girl. And Katie is cute. Fun. It suits you.’


‘No,’ I say. ‘I’m Katherine. Just Katherine.’ I try to keep my voice light and friendly but it comes out sounding harsh, an overreaction. I feel like one of those uptight, precious people. I never used to care what people called me – Kat, Katie, Kathy, Kate, I enjoyed them all – but I can’t stand any of the shortened versions of my name any more. That abbreviated, easy-going girl is gone. I am Katherine Patterson now, through and through.


A small frown crosses Alice’s brow and she stares at me, almost coldly, but in a moment her face clears, she shrugs and smiles and nods. ‘Sure. Katherine is more distinguished anyway. Like that old actress, whatsername, you know, they made a movie … Katharine Hepburn. And a longer name suits your air of mystery better.’


‘Air of mystery?’ I snort, glad to have an excuse to laugh the uncomfortable exchange off. ‘I don’t think so.’


‘Oh but you have.’ Alice leans forward. ‘Everybody at school wonders about you. So pretty and smart. So quiet and private and self-contained, but not because you’re shy or scared or anything like that. It’s as if you just don’t want to get involved. As if you’ve, oh, I don’t know, got some kind of big, dark secret and you don’t want to make friends with anyone in case they find out. You have everyone intrigued and intimidated. Some people even think you’re a snob.’


‘A snob? Really? Well they’re wrong. I’m not.’ I stand up and start clearing away the table, avoiding Alice’s eye. The conversation is starting to make me uncomfortable – getting too close to the truth. I do have a secret. A big, dark secret, as Alice put it. And though I’m not a snob, it’s true that I don’t want to participate and I have avoided making friends, for exactly that reason. Clearly I haven’t been as inconspicuous as I’d hoped.


But Alice laughs. ‘Hey, don’t be upset. Come on. I’m only teasing. It’s cool to be mysterious like that. I like it. You’re aloof. And I’m probably just jealous. I wish I was a bit more like that myself.’ She puts her hand on her chest and closes her eyes. ‘A mysterious woman with a tragic past.’


I’m amazed at how close Alice has come to hitting on the truth. I feel exposed and uncomfortable and have to fight an urge to run away and hide. Keep my secret safe. I’m afraid that Alice is going to continue with this conversation, interrogate me until she knows everything, but instead she shrugs, looks round the room and shakes her head.


‘God, this flat is awesome. We absolutely have to organise a party.’ She stands and takes the plates from my hands. ‘You cooked. I’ll clean up. Sit down. Have another …’ she looks at my glass and shakes her head, ‘milli-sip or two of your drink.’


Alice fills the sink with hot soapy water, starts washing, then comes back to the table to chat some more, tell me another story. There is a knock on the door.


‘It’s Robbie!’ Alice claps her hands together happily and rushes down the hallway.


I hear her greet someone, giggle and exclaim. I hear the deep rumble of his response. And then he is in the kitchen.


He is tall and blond and very good-looking in a sporty, wholesome kind of way. He grins at me and holds out his hand.


‘Katherine. Hi. I’m Robbie.’


‘Hi.’


His handshake is firm and warm and dry. His smile is open and lovely and for the first time in what feels like a hundred years I feel a mild but unmistakable pull of attraction. I feel myself start to blush. I turn away and occupy myself with the dishes, most of which are still piled messily beside the sink.


‘I’ll just finish these. It’ll only take a minute.’


‘No. No.’ Alice takes me by the shoulders and pulls me away. ‘I’ll do them later. Promise. Let’s just have some fun.’


There is a lot of curry left over and Alice insists that Robbie try some.


‘Is that okay?’ He looks at me apologetically as she serves him up an enormous plateful.


‘It’s fine. Honest,’ I say, and I mean it. I made far too much. Enough for six.


Alice asks Robbie if he’d like to ‘partake of an alcoholic beverage’, but he shakes his head, says something about soccer training, and pours himself a glass of water instead. He watches Alice pour herself another drink.


‘Whiskey?’ He says. ‘That’s a bit hard-core, isn’t it?’


‘Yep.’ She winks suggestively. ‘Hard-core. Just like me.’


The three of us go back outside onto the verandah and Robbie tucks into his food enthusiastically. I feel a little shy with him at first but he is so friendly and so nice about my cooking, and his conversation is so amusing, that it doesn’t take long for me to warm to him. Robbie is twenty and he works at some up-market restaurant as a waiter, and in no time at all I’m laughing freely at his stories about all the obnoxious customers he has to deal with.


When it gets too cold we move inside and sit around on the floor in the lounge room. All the whiskey Alice has drunk is starting to show. Her cheeks are flushed and her eyes bloodshot. Her voice is noticeably slurred and she is speaking loudly, continually interrupting Robbie to finish his stories for him. He doesn’t seem to mind, though, just smiles indulgently when she interrupts and lets her talk.


He loves her, I conclude to myself. The way he looks at her, the way he was available on such short notice so late on a Saturday night. He’s completely in love with her.


Alice gets up and goes to the sideboard to look through Vivien’s CD collection.


‘My God!’ she says. ‘I should have brought my iPod. This is all so old. So 1980s!’ But she eventually chooses a Prince album and slides the disk into the player.


‘My mum loves this song,’ Alice says. ‘She dances to it all the time. You should see her dance, Katherine. She’s unbelievable. She looks like some kind of movie star. She just looks so amazingly beautiful when she dances.’ And she turns the volume up and starts swinging her hips seductively from side to side.


Alice is smiling, her eyes closed, and I can’t help but wonder at this unexpected admission of admiration and affection for her mother. The few times I’ve heard Alice talk about her parents in the past, she has been dismissive, scornful, almost as if she hated them.


Robbie and I both stay seated and watch Alice dance. She’s a good dancer, smooth and sexy, and Robbie stares up at her, smiling. He looks completely besotted and I think to myself how nice it would be to be loved like that, how exciting to have someone interested in me romantically. And for the first time since Rachel died, since Will, I allow myself to imagine that one day I might have someone like Robbie to love. Someone beautiful and kind and smart. Someone who will love me too – despite who I am and what I’ve done.
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