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If you come to me

I will receive you with honour,

with respect and gentleness.



 

If you come to me

I will dismiss this life

of mine and take on yours.



 

If you come to me

in the burning sun as it dips

behind the tree line,



 

I will know that it’s you

and keep faith.

Come soon. Come now.
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Joe

‘What the hell—’

A sound like a gunshot pierces my dream and I’m bolt upright, shaking, wide awake.

I look down my body. I seem to be intact. No blood.

A quick glance around the room. It’s dark. My bedroom door is closed. Did I shut it last night? Maybe I forgot. That’ll have been it, then. The sound, it was just the door slamming shut in the wind. Must have left the window open too.

I squint at the window. It’s closed. The curtains aren’t moving. There’s no wind, no draught. In fact, as my eyes adjust, I notice there’s nothing. I mean, nothing at all. Zip.

I’m lying on the floor.

Where’s my bed? Where’s my wardrobe? My desk? My clothes strewn across the carpet, thrown off when I went to bed last night?

I try to remember getting into bed. Can’t. I must have been out of it.

My body’s aching all over. Not surprising after a night sleeping on the floor.

I sit up and stretch. I’m going to kill my brother for this. There’s mucking about and there’s just ridiculous. I mean, nicking my entire bedroom just for a laugh, or to make a point? Well, I’m not laughing – and what point was he trying to make, exactly? That I sleep too much?

Dad’s always said waking me up is like raising the dead. But even so, it must have been quite a feat to remove every piece of furniture in my room without me knowing about it.

I drag myself to my feet. My legs feel like hundredweights. My body is like a ragdoll. No energy. I can barely stand. I lean against the wall while I try to figure out what’s going on.

What’s the matter with me? Am I hungover? I try to recall the previous night. Was there a party? Was I with friends? Did I go out and get wasted?

My mind is coming up with nothing but blanks. Blank, blank, blank. There’s literally nothing else there.

A cold feeling starts to move around inside me like a dark storm, swirling in my belly, gathering pace.

What the hell is going on?

I stumble to the door and reach for the handle. I can’t – can’t get hold of it. My hands are shaking. I keep missing the handle, slipping – can’t even feel it. The effort is exhausting me.

This is seriously creeping me out now. I can’t even get hold of a door handle? I’m in a worse state than I realised. Maybe I’m still drunk.

Whatever. I need to get out of here. I stand against the door and call out. ‘Olly!’

There’s no answer.

A beat, and then I try again.

‘OLLY! Mum! Dad!’

A soft echo replies. Then nothing. Silence. No one’s there. No one’s here.

Where are they all? Why am I not with them? What day is it? Is it the weekend?

Every question brings on another blank and a rising sense of panic, scorching through my body like a flash of forked lightning searing through a night sky.

I force my legs to carry me to the window, where I flop onto the window seat as I recover from the effort of walking those few steps.

I allow myself a moment to close my eyes and recover. As I sit, I have a vague recollection of sitting here before. A vision flickers across my mind: leaning against the side, knees tucked up, ink-stained fingers scrawling poems or songs in well-worn notebooks.

And then it’s gone.

The flash of memory doesn’t help. If anything, it only increases the confusion that’s swirling inside me like a typhoon.

I look out of the window. Sun’s shining. Garden’s full of daffodils in full bloom, pink blossom on the trees.

I see them at last, standing beside the tree. Olly, Mum, Dad. Huddled together, talking.

The sight of them gives me a shot of energy and I stand up and reach for the window latch. My hands seem almost to be going through it, just like the door handle. I can’t grab it. My fingers won’t work.

Why can’t I grip the latch? I need to open the window. I need to call to them.

I stare at my brother and my parents, standing together in a tight group. They look completely miserable. What’s the matter with them?

‘Cheer up dudes, it’s a lovely day and the sun’s shining,’ I mutter darkly to myself.

Where did that come from?

Another memory: Dad saying it to us – does he say it a lot?

‘Dad, what exactly has the weather forecast got to do with my mood?’ I find myself thinking in reply. That’s it! That’s what Olly always says. And Dad always just shrugs and smiles in reply. My dad smiles at everything.

He’s not smiling now, though.

Now I’m whispering it to him through murky glass.

Cheer up dudes, it’s a lovely day and the sun’s shining.

I try to bang on the window; try to bash my fists against the glass.

My fists don’t make a sound. They barely connect with the window. I can’t even feel the glass.

No one looks up.

I slump back down onto the seat, helpless to do anything but watch.

Mum has an arm around Olly. He’s leaning into her like he’s a kid. It’s strange seeing my cool big brother looking so vulnerable. Dad’s talking to Mum. She nods.

What are they saying?

Dad leaves the sad little huddle and walks down the drive to a big van. He opens the back of the van and clambers inside.

My eyes are drawn to the logo on the side, and that’s when my stomach tips on its side.

R & J Removals

Removals?

My brain is working hard to put the pieces together so that they make sense.

They won’t, though. It’s as if someone has bought ten different jigsaws and mixed all the pieces together. They don’t fit. They don’t add up to the picture on the box. There is no picture on the box.

Olly is breaking away from Mum and Dad. His head still so low his jaw seems to be attached to his chest, he slopes up the drive and into the house.

At last, they’re coming to get me! It’s all going to be all right. I’d obviously just forgotten that …

Forgotten that we’re moving house?

OK, yes, that’s quite a big thing to forget. But still – at least they’re coming back for me.

A moment later, my bedroom door opens, and there he is. I feel like a man minutes away from dying of thirst being given a jug of water.

‘Olly!’

‘Joe,’ Olly says.

‘Jeez, mate, you had me worried for a minute there,’ I begin, getting up from the window ledge and smiling as I cross the room. My legs are working better now. ‘I thought you were all—’

‘I guess this is goodbye.’ Olly cuts across me. His words are like a punch in my gut. They push me backwards. I would fall back on my bed if it were still here. Instead, I stand in the middle of my room, my arms limp by my side, my head swimming with cloudy confusion.

‘Olly, what are you on about? Why would you be saying—’

‘I can’t believe it,’ he says. His voice is like metal. ‘Any of it. Can’t believe what I did. What you did. Can’t believe I’m never going to see you again.’

My blood is ice.

‘Olly.’ I take a step towards him. ‘Olly, mate, why are you never going to see—’

‘We had a lot of laughs in this room though, didn’t we? Before …’ He stops. His face hardens. I’ve never seen him look at me like this. Like I don’t even exist.

‘Yeah. Sure. Course we did,’ I reply. Truth is, I can’t remember any of them, right now. Aside from snapshot moments that leave as quickly as they arrive, I can’t really remember much at all – but I want to agree with him. I want him to meet my eyes. I want to keep him here with me. ‘Loads of laughs,’ I agree. ‘What do you—’

Olly’s face is a closed door. ‘I just can’t believe there won’t be any more,’ he whispers. ‘I mean, I know we’re not going far. We’ll still be in the same town. But I’ll never come back to this house again. I just can’t. None of us can.’ He’s talking right through me again. It’s as if he’s completely ignoring me. No – it’s stronger than that. It’s as if I’m not there.

‘Olly, can you see me?’ I ask. ‘Can you hear me?’

‘Olly!’ It’s Dad, calling from downstairs.

He turns away and calls back. ‘I’ll be there in a sec.’

Then, before I have the chance to ask anything else, to move towards him, to do anything, he nods silently, a sad smile on his lips. Then he whispers, ‘Bye, Joe,’ and turns to leave.

I cross the room in two seconds. But it’s a second too slow. Olly has gone, and he’s closed the door behind him. I grab for the handle. I can’t reach it. Can’t touch it, can’t get my fingers to make contact with it.

‘No! No!’

I try to bang against the door, still making no impact. No sound. All I hear in response is Olly’s footsteps growing fainter on the stairs.

I slump down to the floor in a heap, my body leaning against the door, my head in my hands.

The sound of a revving engine outside brings me back to my feet.

I reach the window in time to see Olly join Mum in the drive. She puts an arm around him again. He shrugs her off. She’s saying something to him. He’s shaking his head.

Mum opens the passenger door of the van. I guess Dad is already in the driver’s seat. Olly clambers up and gets in the van. Mum gets in behind him and shuts the door.

The van jerks forward before stuttering to a halt.

Have they remembered that they’ve left me behind?

Mum’s winding her window down. Leaning out, looking back.

‘Mum,’ I whisper against the glass.

Mum blows a silent kiss in my direction before winding the window back up.

The engine starts again. The van moves, more smoothly this time, down the road.

‘Please,’ I whisper. ‘Please don’t leave.’ My throat is a fire, raging and crackling.

The van indicates, turns, and is gone.
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Erin

Mum winds her car window down as we approach the house.

‘Listen, girls,’ she says, turning in her seat and smiling at me and Phoebe, my little sister. ‘What do you hear?’

I hear a parent trying her hardest to convince me this was what she wanted all along. What we all wanted.

‘The sea!’ Phoebe yells obligingly. She gets an even bigger Mum-smile for that. Then Mum glances at me. Her eyes say so much: Please, Erin, try to look happy. We’re doing this for you.

I do my best to ditch my guilt and hide my anxiety. I don’t want to dump either of these on my family. Mum’s right. Her unspoken words – which I can hear as loudly as if they’d been shouted through a megaphone – are the truth.

This is all because of me. The least I can do is act grateful.

‘It’s lovely, Mum,’ I manage.

She nods, half smiles. Our eyes meet. The unspoken words tighten and freeze.

Then Dad breaks the moment. Pulling into the drive that Phoebe and I haven’t even seen and he and Mum have visited once, he switches off the engine and checks the clock.

‘Removal van won’t be here for a couple of hours yet,’ he says. ‘Who fancies an ice cream and a paddle in that lovely freezing cold water, then?’

‘Me!’ Phoebe yells. She’s already undoing her seat belt and clambering out of the car.

Mum glances at me again.

Stop worrying about me, Mum. I’m fine.

‘How about you take Phoebe down to the beach?’ she says to Dad as we get out of the car. ‘Erin and I will just have a quick look round the house on our own. We’ll come and join you.’

I know what she’s doing. She’s trying to make me feel safe. Give me some control over things by showing me the house first. Thing is, she’s right. I do want to see where we’re going to be living before I have to start jumping around pretending to be happy on a beach.

Phoebe’s already pulling on Dad’s sleeve. ‘Come on! I want an ice cream!’

‘OK, if you’re sure.’ Dad gives Mum a peck on the cheek and squeezes my shoulder. ‘See you soon.’

Mum takes my hand as we walk up the path. It’s a bit overgrown but looks like it was loved once. Cracked paving stones, crazy weeds on either side, a couple of those solar-powered lamps in the ground, leaning over and broken.

Mum jiggles a key in front of my face as we approach the door. ‘Want to do the honours?’

I take the key and open the door. Mum nudges me forward and we step inside.

First impressions? It’s OK. A bit cold. A bit dark. But I don’t hate it. It’s a big room, mostly painted white apart from the occasional stone that’s been left a natural brown. An archway in the middle. I imagine it used to be two rooms. At one end, a tiny window seat. I go over to it and look out of the window. It looks out to the front garden. The glass is half-obscured by the overgrown weeds. There’s a dusty cobweb in the top left corner. But it’s cute. Peaceful.

Mum’s at the other end of the room. She beckons me to join her. ‘The kitchen’s through here.’ I follow her in. It’s a long, thin room, work surfaces all down one side. Space for our kitchen table at the end.

‘It’s nice,’ I say.

‘Look.’ Mum’s unlocking a door that leads to a tiny back yard. A flagged area with a wooden shed in the far corner. There’s something about it. About all of it. Kind of – I don’t know. Sad. Lost. Neglected.

‘I’m going to look upstairs,’ I say.

The staircase from the lounge leads up to a landing of closed doors. The first one, straight ahead of me, is a small box room. Dad’s junk room, I think instantly. Then I remember. He won’t need a junk room any more. His junk is all going into a shop.

That’s how they talked me into this – made me believe that, actually, maybe it was what they wanted to do. Dad’s given up the office job he hated, Mum’s turning her ‘upcycling’ hobby into a full time job and together they’re planning to try and make a living doing up old furniture and selling it for more than it’s worth. All in the seaside town where they met and fell in love, over twenty years ago.

Sounds nice, doesn’t it? Just add one screwed-up older daughter and a younger one who’s been ripped away from a life she loves, and your perfect new life is good to go.

Anyway.

I double back on the corridor, glancing in on the bathroom as I pass it. Bath. Shower. Toilet. Sink. Nothing special.

On my right is another staircase. I ignore that for now and turn towards the door ahead of me.

I reach for the handle. As I do, I get a shiver. That expression: ‘Someone just walked over my grave’. I’ve always hated it when people say that, but it’s the phrase that comes to my mind. There must be a window open somewhere. My arms are covered in goosebumps. I rub them, shrug off the shiver and turn the handle.

There’s a moment of resistance as I try to open the door. Is there something lodged on the other side?

I push against it a bit harder, and a second later it swings open so easily I nearly fall into the room.

I stand in the doorway and look round.

I love it.

I don’t even know why, really. It just feels like my room. It is my room, it has to be.

I walk around the room, taking it in. Dark wooden floors, simple clean wallpaper, mostly cream but with tiny thin lines running down it. Every now and then, there’s a bald patch where it looks as if someone’s pulled Blu Tack from the wall. I wonder what used to be on the walls.

I cross the room. On the far side, there’s a walk-in wardrobe. I look into it. It’s dark and long, goes back the full length of the staircase above it. Feels like the kind of place you’d set up camp and make a den when you were little. You could fit a mattress in there and have secret midnight feasts.

Crossing the room again, the front wall has a big bay window in the middle of it. The window has a seat like the one downstairs, only this one’s bigger. I can imagine myself sitting there. Curled up with big cushions, scribbling in my notebook, lost in a poem or a story.

I push the flimsy curtains to the side. The room overlooks the front garden, like the one downstairs. Beyond that, it looks across the rows of houses in front, and down to a glimpse of the sea.

I sit on the cold ledge. Yes, it definitely needs some cushions. But even without the comfort of a warm seat, I feel like I’ve come home.

I look round the room. My bed will go on the wall opposite this one. Chest of drawers in the corner opposite the walk-in wardrobe. Desk in the other corner. Yeah, I can see it now.

Even empty, I can imagine my life here. It’s just a room, but it has – I don’t know – a kind of energy to it.

There I go, thinking stupid things as usual. I’m not meant to be acting that way any more – I’m meant to be acting like a normal sixteen-year-old, instead of some middle-aged therapist. I guess I’ve been spending too much time with middle-aged therapists.

But it’s true, and for the first time, I can see us starting a new life here. I can imagine it working.

Just as well, really, as it’s my fault that we’re here.

I check myself. None of it was my fault. I can almost hear my therapist’s voice saying the words – and I can repeat them so smoothly most people would be convinced I mean it.

Not always so easy to believe it yourself, though. When your peers spend every minute of their spare time telling you how worthless you are and how much better off everyone would be without you, the words seem to have stronger glue attached to them than anything anyone else says to counter them.

And when the methods you use to cope with their bullying ways are the very things they turn into weapons to use against you, you start to lose faith that anything that feels good can ever be real. The words, the laughter, the hatred – they get stuck fast somewhere deep inside you, and once that happens it’s not easy to know how to tear them off without ripping up your insides.

But I’m not meant to focus on that, now. I’m meant to face forwards. We agreed. A fresh start for all of us; no what-ifs, no looking back.

And for the first time since Mum and Dad mooted the idea of upping sticks and starting over, I feel a tiny glimmer of possibility that things might just work out.

‘Erin!’ Mum’s voice breaks into my thoughts. ‘You ready to go? We’ll need to get going if we want to see the beach before the removal men arrive.’

‘Coming, Mum.’ I get up and head to the door. I give the bedroom one last look round. ‘See you soon,’ I whisper. Then I join Mum on the landing and we look at the last two rooms before going down to the beach to find the others.

Which is pretty easy. It’s a cool, windy evening and Dad and Phoebe are the only people out there. Mum waves and they amble over to join us.

Phoebe’s constant chatter means it’s OK that I don’t talk much as we wander round the harbour together. I nod and say, ‘Mmm, yeah, nice,’ while Mum points out shops and cafés along the front. I link my arm through Dad’s and smile as we mooch up cobbled streets together. I let my thoughts wander as we drift around the quaint streets looking for the empty shop they’re taking over, retracing our steps again and again and getting lost on almost every corner.

And I try not to think about how much I hope I don’t actually get lost myself.





 

 

 

 

Joe

I’m awake.

But where am I?

I force my brain to think. When was I last awake? Feels like it was years ago. Or months, at least. I feel as though I’ve been drifting in and out of sleep for ever.

Something’s happening. Like a pressure against my back. What is it? Is someone kicking me? I realise I’m slumped against the door. I stumble to my feet, dragging my body up like I’m raising it from the dead. Next thing I know, the door’s open and some girl practically comes flying through it.

I step back, partly out of shock, partly to get out of her way before she knocks both of us over.

‘Who the hell are you?’ I ask. Hearing my own words shocks me. It’s almost like hearing a stranger. I don’t recognise my deep, gravelly voice.

When did I last speak?

I look her up and down. She’s wearing jeans with a rip in one knee and a baggy blue jumper. Her hair is dark and tucked up in a beanie hat. A couple of strands hang over her face, as though she’s hiding behind them. Tiny stud in her nose.

‘Hey,’ I say. Clearer this time.

She doesn’t reply. Acts like I didn’t even speak.

She’s walking around my bedroom as if she owns it, stroking the walls, looking in my walk-in wardrobe, standing in the middle of the room as though she’s surveying her empire.

I pull myself together and follow her across the room. Glancing around, I see it’s empty – and then I have a memory.

My room. I woke up and there was nothing here. When was that?

There’s still nothing. Except now there’s a girl.

‘You can’t just ignore me, you know,’ I say to the girl as she turns away from my wardrobe.

She ignores me.

‘Oi!’ I reach out to grab her arm but she’s moved again. She’s heading for the window seat. My window seat. My special place.

She sits down.

‘Hey!’ I say, louder, getting pissed off now. Who does she think she is? ‘That’s my seat.’

She ignores me again, just stares out of the window. I watch her for a moment. There’s something about the look on her face as she sits there. It reminds me of something. Or someone. It takes me a moment to work out who she reminds me of. Me.

Another memory. Sitting in the window seat. Taking refuge, escaping from the world.

The connection deflates my anger a little. I still haven’t got a clue what’s going on, though. Especially when I follow her gaze. That’s when the next bit comes back to me. I remember looking out of this window before, but it was different. The garden was coming into bloom then. Pink blossom, yellow daffs everywhere. Now it’s bare. Wet leaves line the path; straggly dead weeds lie bent double and neglected.

What’s happened to the garden? What’s happened to me? I swallow down the cold feeling that’s creeping into my throat and try to remember. Actually, that’s a lie. I don’t want to remember. I don’t want to know the truth. In fact, I’d do anything to put it off.

The girl is still sitting in the window. Who the hell is she? Do I know her?

I reach out for her, more gently this time. My hand hovers above her arm – I don’t know why. Something stops me. Then I shake myself. Don’t be an idiot. So I reach for her arm.

My hand slips right through it.

I leap back, as if her skin was on fire, as if she’s infected me.

A ghost! I’ve got a ghost in my bedroom!

Have I though? Does that make sense?

Does any of this make sense?

I’m clutching my hand and staring, just staring. Have I taken drugs? Am I hallucinating? What the hell is happening here?

‘Erin!’

There’s a voice outside. The girl – Erin – calls back. ‘Coming, Mum.’ Her voice – it does something to me. The tone of it. Like, soft, but hard. Open but protected. Can you get all that from two words?

Erin gets up and crosses the bedroom.

I’m standing in the middle of the room as she pauses by the door. She turns back, her hand on the door handle, and I swear, she stares me straight in the face, right in my eyes, as if she can see all the way inside me, but as if she’s looking right through me at the same time. She whispers – to me? – ‘See you soon.’

And then she’s gone.

Too late, I follow her to the door. I want to get out. Want to follow her. Want to know more – but she closes the door, and I know even before I try that I won’t be able to grip it. That much I remember from last time.

A moment later, I hear mumbled voices and two sets of feet going up the stairs to Mum and Dad’s bedroom.

Mum and Dad.

A picture of my parents blasts into my mind. I can see them both, their faces above me. I can feel my pain as I watch them, feel the tears inside me that won’t leave my eyes because they are frozen inside my body.

My dad is crying openly. My mum is kissing my cheek. The vision brings me to my knees as if someone had punched me in the stomach.

As quickly as it arrives, the image is gone. But the memory remains, like a bruise, a dull ache. And with the ache comes the knowledge that I’ve been avoiding – but I can’t ignore any longer.

The house isn’t haunted.

At least not by a girl and her mum.

I remember it. Lying in a bed. All of them standing around me, holding my hand, kissing my cheeks, telling me they loved me. I remember the day they said goodbye. The day I died.

This girl isn’t a ghost.

I’m the ghost.
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Erin

‘Come on girls, we’re going to be late.’ Dad calls up the stairs and I laugh to myself. We move five hundred miles across the country to start our lives afresh in a brand new town, and still some things don’t change. He’s shouted the same thing up the stairs every school day as far back as I can remember.

Something about the familiarity of his words gives me comfort, makes me feel safe. Which is a good thing as nothing else is making me feel that way this morning.

A memory shoots into my mind. Packing my bag for school. Hopeful. Excited. First day of Year Seven. Literally the first day. My friends from primary school went to three different secondary schools across the city. Just a couple of my best friends and I were going to the same one.

Running down the stairs and across the drive into the road. The car was going too fast; they all said so. It wasn’t my fault.

Broke my leg in three places and shattered my kneecap. But that wasn’t the problem.

The problem was the damage that took place under the surface – the parts you couldn’t see but that were at least ten times more broken than my leg.

The problem was I could barely get across a street without having a panic attack.

The problem was I missed almost half a term – and every opportunity to find my place in the new world of secondary school.

I never found it.

‘Sweetheart, you’re going to be late.’ Mum’s voice beside me breaks into my thoughts.

I shake the memories away and turn to Mum. She touches my arm. ‘You OK, darling?’

I nod.

Phoebe’s behind me. ‘Come on, sis,’ she says, her coat open, shirt hanging out, so casual, so carefree. I push away a pang of envy and follow her out of the front door.

Dad parks the car at the end of the road from the school. Phoebe waits in the back as Dad reaches out for me. Touches my chin, turns me toward him. ‘It’s a fresh start, OK?’

I nod. I can’t speak at this point. I’m too busy trying to encourage my breaths to get past the thumping in my chest and make it all the way in and out of my mouth.

‘It’s a small seaside town,’ he continues. ‘Everyone’s friendly here. It won’t be the same. Just be yourself and they’ll love you.’ He smiles at me.

My brain tells my mouth to make a smile-shape back at Dad.

My mouth obeys, and it seems to satisfy him, since he kisses my cheek and pats my knee. ‘Good girl. See you tonight.’

‘We’re walking home,’ I remind him. School is only a mile down the road. Dad wanted to bring us on the first morning as we’ve both got loads of new books and stuff to take in with us, but the last thing I want is for people to laugh at me for having to get a lift to school and back from my parents.

‘You sure you’ll find your way home OK?’

‘We’ll be fine!’ Phoebe insists as she opens her door.

‘OK, but make sure you girls wait for each other.’

She steps out of the car. ‘We will. Promise.’

Phoebe’s classes finish earlier than mine. She’s starting Year Seven and I’m starting Year Twelve. She’s right at the beginning of high school and I’m at the start of the sixth form, so at least we’re not starting in the middle of anything.

I don’t think I could do that again.

Phoebe will be fine either way. You could put her in any situation and she’d make friends straight away. She’s just got that kind of personality. Always smiley, makes everyone feel warm and happy, makes them want to be with her.

Pretty much the opposite of me.

I get out of the car. Dad leans across the passenger seat. ‘It’ll all be OK,’ he says, and for the first time I realise that he’s scared for me, too. Of course he is. He saw the state I got into, even if I never told them what was really going on. He and Mum watched me lose nearly two stone in weight, watched me turn more and more inwards. They found me the day I …

No. I’m not going there. Not now. It’s a fresh start. I take a deep breath. The deepest breath I can. I do that thing my therapist told me to do, imagining the breath coming all the way from my toes, up through my body – then I breathe it out, getting rid of it.

I do the other thing that always helps me feel like I’m taking control of my situation too. I make a list in my head.

 



Three reasons not to be scared:

1. Nobody knows anything about me here.

2. I never need to see those bullies again.

3. People are nice to strangers in a seaside town.



 

The third one is a guess as I don’t have any docu

d of the day,’ I tell her as

we pass through the school gates. ‘I’ll be out after you. Just wait for me, OK?’

‘I can walk home on my own, you know,’ she says. ‘You don’t have to walk with me. I know the way.’

‘No. Wait for me. At least for the first few days. We don’t know the roads yet – safer to go back together.’

Phoebe gives me a look. The kind of look only an eleven-year-old can give you. The kind that says they understand how the world works better than you ever will.

Memories flood in before I can stop them. Walking home alone. Taking the long way across the fields and down the canal towpath to avoid crossing any roads. Listening to my favourite tunes on my iPod as I walk. Lost in my music, then suddenly surrounded.

Kaylie, Heather, Darcy. Who else? How many of them were there that first day? Six, seven? More? It was just silly words that time. Car Crash Katy. Panic Alec. The first time. They made up fresh names for me every week, each new name drawing me further and further back into my shell. Silent Movie. Dumb and Dumber. Mute.

I hold Phoebe’s eyes and try to keep my gaze steady. Can she tell? Does she know I need her more than she needs me?

‘Yeah, you’re right,’ she says eventually, leaning in to give me a quick squeeze. ‘Mum’ll kill me if anything happens to me on the way home and I didn’t wait for you.’

I laugh at her logic, and at her generosity. She might be five years younger than me, but she was there; she knows what I went through, too.

I kiss the top of her head. ‘See you at the end of the day,’ I say.

A second later, with a quick swat of her hair to wipe my kiss away, she’s gone.

And I’m alone, in a school yard.



 

I learn two things on that first day. Thing one: school is school, whether you’re in a big city or a small seaside town. Either way, it’s teachers and homework and groups of kids who all know each other. Thing two: sixth form means that at least it’s not about conjugated French verbs or quadratic equations any more.

I always knew I was going to study English Lit, English Language and History. I’d been stuck on a fourth one. I finally decided on Psychology just before moving here. I guess I’ve become more interested in Psychology over the last year or so. It’s worth giving it a go. We have to drop one at the end of the first year of Sixth Form anyway, so I’m doing what Mum always insists on and ‘keeping my options open’.

I see there’s a Creative Writing lunch club advertised on a noticeboard. I consider it for about a minute. Half of me really wants to do it – but I’m pretty sure it would mean having to read my work out loud, and there’s no way in ten trillion years I’m doing that, so I don’t sign up.

I’m assigned a ‘buddy’ called Brooke. She spends half an hour giving me a high speed tour of the school. ‘You get lunch here. Best toilets for gossip are these ones. Best toilets for putting on make-up are these ones. English is down there. Psychology up that corridor and turn left, and the canteen is that way. Any questions?’

I tell her I’ve got it and she gives me an ‘I’m-a-nice-person-but-I’ve-done-what-I-was-asked-to-do-and-can-I-go-now’ smile, tells me to give her a shout if I need anything and then leaves me to it. I don’t see her again for the rest of the day.

Which is fine by me. I don’t want to be a drag on someone else’s social life, and I don’t want to have to make conversation with a stranger all day just for the sake of it.

After that, the day is mostly spent getting timetables and shuffling along the corridors following others who are doing the same subjects as me. By the end of the day, I think I’ve pretty much figured it out.

By which I mean I reckon I can find my way around. But by which I also mean I think I’ve sussed how the pecking order works. I’ve clocked a group of girls who seem to be the ‘cool’ gang. The leader is a girl called Zoe with two or three girls who follow her around and flick their perfect hair in the same way every five minutes.

I know those girls. Girls like them, anyway. Zoe has perfect blonde hair, perfect clothes, perfect smile. The kind of smile that makes you either feel warm to be in her presence when it’s on you, or want to run fifty miles away when it turns into cold, harsh laughter.

A couple of her followers have blonde hair too. Not quite as perfect as hers, but you can see they style themselves on her. Same mannerisms, same length skirts. The only one who looks different from the others is a girl with dark hair, dark skin, slightly more genuine-looking smile. If she wasn’t with them, I’d probably smile back. As it is, I make a very early decision to give the whole group a wide berth.

Then there’s the usual sporty group, there’s the nerds, the emos, the misfits. It’s the same as anywhere.

And no, I don’t suddenly bump into my perfect best friend and become instantly joined at the hip.

And yes, everyone does already know each other, and I can tell that the various social groupings are well established. Which is why I spend break time mostly hiding in the toilets (described by Brooke during our high-speed tour of the school as ‘good when you need a bit of privacy, if you know what I mean’) and I eat my lunch in the library, huddled over a book that I pretend to be absorbed in.

Old habits die hard.

But at least I get through the day without a panic attack. Which means I don’t need to breathe into a paper bag at lunch time.

Which means no one calls me Bag Lady, and makes the class laugh so much that the name sticks for the next five years.

So, yeah. Relatively speaking, it’s a good day.

Which is what I tell Mum when we get home and she calls, ‘How was school?’ the second we’re through the front door.

She can’t stop herself from showing how relieved she is when I reply, ‘It was fine, Mum.’

Which shouldn’t irritate me, but kind of does.

Phoebe saves the moment. ‘Brilliant!’ she exclaims, before raiding the fridge and telling Mum all about her day.

‘I’m going upstairs to dump my things,’ I say, and head up to my room before Mum can grill me any further.

The moment I walk through my bedroom door, I feel better. This room has a weird effect on me. It calms me, makes me feel safe.

I drop my bag on the floor, pull my bedside drawer open and grab my notebook. There’s no way I’d have taken that to school. I made that mistake once. Hearing your innermost thoughts read out to a jeering crowd in a school playground is the kind of mistake you don’t allow to happen twice.

The memories of the past swirl around in my mind, merging together with my determination about the future.

Grabbing a pen, I snuggle up in my window seat and start writing.

 



Am on the floor,

two girls with my notebook

laughing,

my face hot with tears, head

down against the heavy rain

of my words.

 

Am in the bathroom

tap running,

watching myself cry

in the mirror,

red and puff y and

worthless.

 

Am opening a tin

of chopped tomatoes

and slicing my finger

and not knowing

which red is mine.

 

Am hearing it’s not your fault, Erin

staring at the grey carpet

until it blurs,

worthless, numb,

a box of pills in my hand.

 

Am starting again

it’s not the same

it isn’t, it never will be

I won’t let it

they won’t beat me.





 

 

 

 

Joe

They’ve been here two weeks now. Here’s how I know.

After I woke up and saw her here that first time, things started to change for me. I don’t know if it’s because there’s someone in my room and that’s enough to keep me alert, or because I slept the sleep of the dead for months and I don’t need any more for now, or what. All I know is that I’ve seen the sun go down each night and come back up again in the morning fourteen times since she arrived. And I no longer sleep.

I think I’m getting stronger.

I don’t know what that means either. I’m trying not to hope that it means I’m going to keep on getting stronger and stronger until I come back to life. I couldn’t take the crushing disappointment of being wrong if I let that hope in.

But I had a thought the other day. What if I’m in a coma or something? What if I do come back? What if I’m not actually dead? Like, say I’m in a kind of halfway house and I have to stay here till, I don’t know, till I pass a test or something, and if I do then I get to come back to my life.

I mean, I know it’s impossible. But before I died, I’d have said that what’s happening now was impossible too, so who’s to say I’m wrong?

No one.

Mainly because there’s no one to say anything. Because no one can hear me or see me.

Because I’m dead.

So yeah, I know it’s a pipe dream. But it’s all I’ve got, and telling myself stories with happy endings is the only way to get through the days without losing it completely. I guess that’s one advantage of having no one to talk to: there’s no one to tell me to get a life.

Ha. Get a life. If only.

I’ve been counting each sunrise, forcing myself to remember the numbers as I add one each morning. My brain is slowly getting used to the task. Each day, I force the fog out of my mind, run through everything I know – which isn’t much – and try to add at least one thing.

Usually, it’s tiny things like: ‘Today is Sunday.’ I learned that yesterday. Her mum stood in the door and said, ‘Erin, I know it’s Sunday, but that doesn’t mean you need to sleep for the entire day.’

I spent the rest of the day trying to recall what all the other days are called. I got there in the end. Today is Monday. It’s the start of the week. I remember what that means. It means school; it means work.

It means everyone leaves the house.

It’s the first day of the new term and the first day since they came that I’m going to be completely alone all day. I thought it was what I wanted. To get my room back. But I didn’t. Not really.

It was too cold in this room without her.

She’s here, now. Sitting in my seat. I don’t mind any more. I like it. I like that she understands what a special place it is. I like that she writes there. I want to tell her it’s what I did, too. I wish I could tell her that. I know I can’t.

I can watch her, though. Pausing and chewing her pen every now and then. I remember doing that too.

I want to see what she’s writing. I edge forwards.

I shouldn’t. It feels wrong. I’m not a spy. I’m not a creep. It’s her private world. I remember that feeling; I won’t invade it.

But then I see something that changes my mind. A drip, falling out of her eyes and onto the page. She’s crying. It melts me.

Why’s she crying?

I want to know. I argue with myself for a few minutes. In the end, the nosey side wins out. I mean, it’s not as if she’ll ever know, is it? Not as if I can tell anyone.

I tiptoe towards her and glance at the page.

 

staring at the grey carpet

until it blurs,

worthless, numb

 

I pull my eyes away from the words. I feel like a thief, an intruder.

Another drop falls onto the page and I want to reach out so badly. I want to stroke her hair, console her. She won’t feel me, so I know I can’t bring her any comfort. But her pain mingles with mine; her tears are like a bridge between us and I want to cross it more than I have ever wanted anything.

Before I can stop myself, I reach my hand out towards her, even though it’s pointless.

I know it’s going to freak me out when my hand goes right through her like last time. And I know she won’t feel anything, and I’ll never be able to make contact with her, however much I might want to.

Which is why I almost faint when I feel the softness of her hair against my palm.

The only reason I don’t is because, as far as I know, dead people can’t faint.






4

Erin

‘Yaaarrrrgggghhhh!’ I leap off the window seat, dragging my fingers through my hair and yanking my top off.

Mum’s up the stairs and in my room in a flash. ‘What’s the matter?’ she asks, her face flushed, her eyes dark with concern.

I’m bent double, shaking my hair like some old-fashioned head banger and holding my top out. ‘Spider,’ I explain. ‘Massive one I think.’

Mum lets out a breath. ‘I thought something awful had happened,’ she says.

‘Something awful has happened! I felt it in my hair; it was as big as a hand, Mum. Help me get it.’

Mum comes over and examines my hair, my back, the window, the floor. ‘There’s nothing there,’ she says. ‘Where were you?’

‘On the window seat.’

She points at the curtain. ‘You probably just brushed against this,’ she says, wafting it. ‘There’s no spider, I promise.’

My breathing has calmed down. ‘OK. Sorry. Didn’t mean to scare you.’ I feel a bit stupid.

Mum gives me a kiss on my head. ‘That’s what I’m here for,’ she says. Turning to leave, she adds, ‘Come and join us when you’ve done your homework. Dad says we could all go down to the beach for a walk before tea.’

I pull my top back over my head. ‘Mmm,’ I say noncommittally.

Mum leaves me to it without pushing it. She knows better than to do that.

She softly closes the door behind her. After checking the whole of the window frame and the seat, including under the cushion, I sit back down, pick up my notebook and read through my poem.

But I can’t stop thinking about what just happened. How it felt.

The weird thing is, however much I might have screamed and leapt about and acted as if there was a spider in my hair, a part of me doesn’t actually think it was a spider at all.

The only trouble is, if I dwell too much on what it really felt like, I won’t only scream and leap about. I’ll go back to the days of wondering if I am in fact going mad.

See, what it really felt like – what half of me is convinced it was, if I’m honest – was a hand. A human hand. Touching my hair.

How sad is that? So desperate for someone to want to reach out to me that I imagine it’s happening when it’s more likely to have been the curtain brushing against me than anything else.

And you know what’s even sadder? I want it to happen again.





 

 

 

 

Joe

There’s a split second where I can’t help myself. I glance at her as she rips her top off. Come on. I might be dead but I’m still a sixteen-year-old boy. Show me any teenage boy who says he wouldn’t do the same thing and I’ll show you a liar.

It only takes a second for me to feel like some kind of Peeping Tom, so I force myself to turn away. Plus her mum is here too now, and that makes it feel even more wrong to stare at a girl with no top on who has no idea I am there.
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