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    Scarlett would kill for a kiss from the boy she’s crushing on … but her life has just taken a dramatic turn for the worse and now it’s not just her romantic plans that are festering – even her friends are acting like she doesn’t exist.
      

      
      Left in limbo, bored to death and fearing her friendless state is terminal, an ominous idea pops into Scarlett’s head. Over her dead body will she be ignored … but can Scarlett really execute such a grim plan? And will it reap the reward of eternal friendship or turn out to be a fatal mistake?

      
          

   
      
      Cathy Brett has been scribbling stuff for more than twenty years; as a fashion illustrator, as a jet-setting spotter of global
       trends and as a consultant to the behemoths of the British high street.
      

      
      She now lectures in design and unashamedly plunders her students’ lives for sensational storylines and characters.
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         I am dead and there’s nothing I can do about it.
         

         
         I’m also mortified. I looked it up and ‘mortified’ is definitely the perfect word. It can mean two different things, both
            of which are me right now. Not only am I dead (which is bad enough), but I died because I made a stupid mistake. Stupid, stupid!
            And I killed my whole family. Urgh! HOW EMBARRASSING!
         

         
         OK, I’m going to admit a guilty secret – I’d sometimes thought about my own death. I even imagined what my funeral might be
            like. You know, mourners in cool, black clothing, clustering around glowing shrines, hundreds of tiny candles flickering in
            jam jars, their dancing flames reflected in mounds of cellophane-wrapped flowers... A strangely-poetic mist swirling around
            their feet as my schoolmates file past my grave, each clutching a single, blood-red rose, which they drop on to my polished,
            ebony coffin, until it disappears under a massive pile of floral tributes, the cloying perfume filling the air with the scent
            of teen tragedy... My favourite band playing a rock track (specially composed for the occasion), the music pounding through
            the sobbing crowd... Tears pouring down pale, melancholic faces. As you can see, I had decided it would be atmospheric, extremely
            poignant, a little Gothic and, of course, very, very sad.
         

         
         Huh! Yeah, right! Get real! Here’s a pic of how my funeral actually looked –
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         – very, very damp!
         

         
         Now that I really am dead, dead and buried, ‘You’re dead, Scarlett!’ isn’t a joke anymore. I wonder if all those brainless
            bullies – the ones who thought they were being SO clever – if they now feel kinda crummy?
         

         
         ‘Scarlett, are you dead?’

         
         How original! They never got it – never realised that I was inoculated against dumb phrases like that at a very young age.
            Even a four-year-old could see the potential for black humour in my name. Yeah, yeah, OK, very funny. It’s just a name. Yes,
            I’m Dedd, Scarlett Dedd.
         

         
         My dad, Wolfgang Dedd, never appreciated the suffering his name would cause to his kids. ‘It’s a strong, powerful, full-stop
            of a name,’ he said once, ‘perfect for a poet or a writer of literary fiction.’ Well, that’s fine for my dad, who is a writer
            (sort of), but not cool for me and my brother, Milton. It’s been the source of endless juvenile ridicule. Cheers, Dad!
         

         
         It doesn’t help that my family are a bit... odd. In fact, when we were alive, we were notorious for our oddness. The oddest
            thing about the Dedds – odder than our name, our house or our unusual fashion sense – was our paleness. We were extremely
            pale. No, pale is too mild a word for our lack of colour. Our skin was translucent, blue-white – a sickening pallor, like
            bloodless corpses that just got delivered to the morgue in zipped-up body bags. How ironic! Our sad, watery eyes were the
            shade of doomed, shipwrecking icebergs rimmed with bruise-like shadows. All four of us had this sort of limp, ash-coloured
            hair that had a sickly, mucus tint in summer, then dulled to the miserable hue of wet concrete in winter. Let’s be honest. We were so colourless that we looked dead even before the
            accident.
         

         
         Wait, I’ll upload a pic...
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         See?

         
         What I had never anticipated about my own death, even after long hours of dark, funereal daydreams, was all the vomit. I’d
            never imagined vomit. Not once. Who would? Death for me and my family was an extremely messy business and it was all my fault.
            I’m SO annoyed. Aaarrgh! How could I have been such a stupid fat-wit?
         

         
      

   
      
      1

      
      Scarlett the Zombie

      
      Scarlett was miserable. She was miserable to be back at school after being miserable all summer. She’d spent most of the holidays
         in her room, pouting and frowning. Her whole life was miserable... and so unfair!
      

      
      Being the eldest child of the oddest family in the street was no fun at all. Like watching a festering blackhead become an
         inevitable pimple, she’d just recently experienced the horrible realisation that nobody actually gets to choose their parents
         (or younger brother) and that none of us can mix up our own DNA recipe, selecting the best traits and dumping the weird bits.
         We just have to put up with what we get. Like pimples. Washing ten times a day and avoiding chocolate makes no difference.
         Scarlett was a Dedd. She would always have her mum’s flat hair and tone-deafness, her dad’s wide feet and cackling laugh,
         and the Dedd family sunshine phobia. Without buckets of cash for fake tan and hair dye, she’d be weird-looking forever. It
         was inevitable.
      

      
      What she didn’t have to inherit, she decided, was all the eccentric, organic-gardening, scrap-paper-hoarding, junk-recycling,
         tuneless-singing, spooky-smiling, head-in-the-clouds, loony-tunes stuff. She didn’t have to grow up to be a total freak and
         it definitely wasn’t her destiny to live a life without some luxury.
      

      
      Her family might be misfits, Scarlett thought, and they may lack the funds for an endless supply of consumer goods, but why
         did all their clothes have to be second-hand? Which, by the way, doesn’t mean gorgeous, vintage couture second-hand, but weird,
         Dedd-style second-hand, that no one else on the planet would want to wear. And why did their house (which wasn’t even their house) have to be full of rejected and recycled furniture – damaged chairs found in a skip and sofas that tilted and stabbed
         you in the bum with their springs? Even the food they ate was different. Scarlett cringed at the grotesque meals that appeared nightly on their kitchen table.
      

       

      Her dad tended a muddy plot in the garden in which he grew what he claimed were edible plants. These assorted, knobbly, olive-green, slimy objects (they were always olive green and slimy, not tasty and fresh looking, like vegetables in the supermarket) would be full of mud and oozing creatures and, once washed and de-loused, would lurk on the side of their plates pretending to be steamed Chinese cabbage or wild rocket salad.


     Scarlett’s mum would return from the weekly shop with hard, mouldy bread, like bags of floor tiles. Everything would be plastered
         in an acne rash of red sale stickers, having been selected during a rummage through the jumble of food on the ‘bargain shelf’; there were apples with brown spots, potatoes sprouting
         tails, packets of broken biscuits and curled-edge, rubber cheese slices. Humiliating! The supermarket might as well have put
         up a big sign that said, ‘FOOD FOR PATHETICALLY POOR PEOPLE’.
      

      
      Scarlett wished with all her feeble strength that her family could be a little less odd and a lot more normal. One day, she
         pleaded, her dearest wish would be granted. She’d find the coolest outfit her friends had ever seen hidden on the rails in
         a charity shop. One day, Dad would sell his great novel or Mum would create an animated kids’ TV series and they’d be able
         to buy a small car or bigger TV. One day they’d eat a meal that wasn’t accompanied by green mush or garden slime. One day
         she’d go to school and nobody would make a Scarlett Dedd joke.
      

      
      School! Oh no! It was nearly October and an event Scarlett had been dreading was looming like a giant, evil, flesh-dissolving
         poison cloud on the horizon. Her stomach flipped over at the thought of it. She’d barely endured the first days back after
         the summer holidays, when everyone had compared their tans and holiday pics. Scarlett didn’t tan and the Dedds never went
         on holiday so she had prepared herself for the usual dumb comments, like how she must have spent the summer in a cave or a
         forest, wearing factor 500 sunscreen.
      

      
      She’d got through it somehow (seeing her friend, Psycho, each day helped) but was now suffering another bout of gut-clenching,
         anticipatory trauma. There was far worse to come. In less than a week, her history class would be setting off on the Great
         War Trip – seven days in the WWI trenches of Northern France and six nights in a damp youth hostel. She couldn’t face it.
         Feeling sick on the coach, then using communal bathrooms and having to get dressed with a load of other girls in a shared
         dormitory. Her baggy, grey underwear just wasn’t up to it.
      

      
      Not even Scarlett’s friends (her slightly arty, horror-film-obsessed, video-making friends) could convince her it would be
         a fun experience, not to be missed.
      

      
      ‘Isn’t it su-perb? A whole week away from the ’rents,’ Taz had suggested, sitting beside Scarlett at their favourite canteen
         table. ‘And your idiot brother.’
      

      
      ‘Hardly see them anyway,’ Scar had replied, miserably.

      
      ‘We can make a gory war movie,’ said JP, stabbing his half-eaten burger. ‘Authentic location an’ all that.’

      
      ‘Yeah, Scarlett, you could play a nurse amputating limbs,’ said Ripley, with a sickening, manic grin. ‘We should pack that
         scary rubber arm JP made for his zombie costume.’
      

      
      ‘You could sit next to Psycho on the coach,’ Taz whispered, but not quietly enough. Psycho, who was sitting across the table,
         poking at the melted cheese on his jacket potato, had overheard and his face flushed crimson. Scarlett was just about to say
         that she always got sick on coaches, when Psycho coughed.
      

      
      ‘I’m n-not going,’ he stuttered, then explained. ‘C-county Swimming Trials coming up and a killing training schedule. Can’t
         miss a session.’
      

      
      It was yet another reason Scarlett didn’t want to go. She sighed. More misery.

      
      JP, Ripley, Taz and Psycho had become Scarlett’s closest friends the previous year, much to her delight, after she’d played
         the part of a very convincing zombie in their amateur epic, Zombie Saturday Checkout Girl. The video got a thousand hits in its first week on YouTube and they’d been surprised to find that, not only was she perfect
         casting (Scar’s look being a horror-film maker’s dream), she was actually quite cool, too. AND, they were thrilled to discover,
         what Scarlett didn’t know about classic horror movies and fake blood recipes wasn’t worth knowing.
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      Unaware that he had just reinforced Scarlett’s determination to get out of the trip, Psycho picked up his lunch tray and shuffled
         across the canteen. On his way out the door, he glanced back at Scarlett from beneath his long, black fringe. Scarlett was
         still watching and he blushed with embarrassment again. Psycho was cute – at least Scar thought he was. Not cute like boy-band
         cute or fat-baby cute or fluffy-kitten cute, but the way his forehead creased up and his oversized ears wiggled when he talked
         and how his dyed-black hair grew blond at the roots... Well, he was sort of Goth cute. Maybe, if he was on his own, Scarlett
         thought, he wouldn’t be so shy and she would actually have a chance to get to know him... accidentally bump into him at the
         horror comic store... sit next to him on the bus home and compare lists of Top Five Fave Blood-spurting Movie Moments.
      

      
      She’d already attempted to get out of the Trench Trip by suggesting they couldn’t afford it, but Dad had come up with the
         cash as soon as he heard it could be important for Scar’s history coursework. She’d have to try something else. She’d break
         her own leg or pretend to be really sick – a brain-tumour sized headache or a rasping, consumptive cough. Or maybe she could
         have a gut-scouring, intestine-twisting stomach ache. But, whatever she tried, she’d have to do some pretty impressive acting
         to convince her parents because they weren’t easily fooled. Perhaps she could become really ill, then she wouldn’t have to act. What she needed was something that would give her an authentic stomach ache.
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      What words best describe JP? curly-haired – techi-nerd

      
      What three words best describe Taz? talent – contest – wannabe
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      What three words best describe Rip? ordinary – ambitious – deluded

      

     What three four words best describe Psycho? part-Goth-part-fish
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      Toxic Risotto

      
      Scarlett discovered the small, golden-yellow mushrooms in the park, near the swings, under the old climbing tree with the
         branches that hung down. She knew that mushrooms could be a bit tricky. Some were delicious and tasty, while others were psycho-deadly.
         Scarlett picked a handful and discreetly dropped them into her bag. She’d check out which they were, tasty or deadly, by doing
         a quick online search in the school library.
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      She couldn’t get to the library until the end of the day and it was almost time for everyone to be chucked out. All the computers
         were being used by junior maggots, chatting online to their maggot friends or playing dumb fantasy games, which was really
         annoying, so Scarlett wandered into the Nature & Environment section and ran her fingers along the spines of the books. The Hedgerow Larder caught her eye because there was a drawing of a mushroom on the cover. She found a desk nearby and tipped her mushrooms out.
         They’d been slightly battered by the books in the bottom of her rucksack and tumbled on to the desk like musty, yellow punctuation
         marks; a question mark, a dash, a couple of exclamation marks: three commas and four full stops. Scarlett opened The Hedgerow Larder and found a page entitled: ‘Identifying Fungi’. There was a picture that sort of resembled her mushrooms – right colour,
         right shape – and the caption indicated they Result! Here was the perfect way to avoid six nights of grey-teen-bra-exposure hell. She slammed the book with satisfaction,
         rammed the mushrooms back into her bag and went to look for another book – a book that would explain how to make something
         with the mushrooms that wasn’t olive green, slimy or tasteless.
      


      MAY CAUSE MILD
STOMACH UPSETS
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      On Saturday morning, Scarlett found that she had the kitchen entirely to herself. She’d brought two books home with her, having
         dashed to check them out of the library before it closed, and now she opened The Hedgerow Larder again to confirm that her mushrooms did indeed resemble those pictured. What she didn’t do was bother to look at the next page. If she had, this story would have taken a completely different turn. It was
         the moment that Scarlett’s fate was sealed. Of all the times in her life to be bored or distracted, this would have the worst
         consequences. Tragically, catastrophically, her mind wandered. She day-dreamed.
      

      
         
         She began to paint a picture in her mind of bright lights and TV cameras and her older self having her hair spritzed and make-up
            dabbed, before launching into a slick, prime-time telly demonstration of the art of wild mushroom gastronomy. She sighed and
            smiled, deeply immersed in her fantasy, and failed to cast her eyes just a few centimetres over, on to the facing page entitled,
            where she might have spotted the photograph of an almost identical mushroom.
         

         
         She reached for the second library book, a cookbook, and ran her finger down the index, looking for Wild Mushroom Risotto.
            Scarlett had decided that a risotto would be easy to prepare. She couldn’t just eat the mushrooms raw (that would be disgusting,
            like eating compost, or something) and it would be fun to have a go at cooking. How hard could it be?
         

         
         
            A small onion, she read.
            

         
         A damp, wrinkled onion, with a tiny spike of green shooting out of the top, lay in the deep tray at the bottom of the fridge.

         
            A large knob of butter

            Risotto rice (Arborio or Carnavoli) – A handful of rice per person

         
         There was a huge bag of rice in the cupboard and the other ingredients shouldn’t be hard to find.

         
            A glass of white wine (optional), she read.

         
         Scarlett knew there were two bottles of wine upstairs in her dad’s study. Two very expensive bottles that he was currently
            using as bookends while he waited for a special occasion (the elusive book deal) on which to drink them. But neither of them
            was open and neither was white. They would both be missed.
         

         
            Hot stock – about one litre

         
         This ingredient was baffling. What on earth was hot stock? The recipe suggested chicken or vegetable. Was it a kind of soup?
            They didn’t have any of that. Perhaps she could mix brown sauce with some hot water. Good enough.
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      The last ingredient was the hard, Italian cheese that smelled of feet. This one was easy. Wolfgang Dedd kept his own stash
         of smelly-feet cheese in the larder. He was addicted to it. His habit was to grate it over everything, especially his favourite
         economy fish fingers, which tasted of cardboard and probably were cardboard, dunked in a fish tank for flavour. He’d buy a
         hunk of cheese, the size of half a car tyre, whenever he sold a batch of poems to a greeting-card company – appropriate, as
         they were pretty cheesy! He’d keep it wrapped in paper on a shelf in the larder, regularly hacking pieces off it, until it
         gradually disappeared. Then he would wait for another cheque to arrive so he could make the trip to the Italian deli to purchase
         the next one. It was one of Dad’s rituals.
      

      
      Scarlett could hear her dad engaged in another one of his rituals right then, as she chopped the onion. He was shuffling about
         in the room above, his study, a thumping pop song playing on his portable radio. It was his ‘getting started’ ritual. He always
         switched on a rubbish pop station when he couldn’t think what to write. He’d listen to one, maybe two tracks and jiggle about
         a bit. He called it dancing. Supreme embarrassment! Dad said it was to get his ideas flowing. Amandine, Scarlett’s mum, suggested
         that a spot of yoga or jogging or a brisk walk in the park would be more inspiring than jumping about to a boy band in his
         dusty study. But Dad liked the ritual. He said it felt like he had done a brisk walk in the park and he didn’t have to change out of his pyjamas.
      

      
      Scarlett pushed the chopped onion into a little pile on the board with the knife. She put a large, deep pan on the gas burner,
         then pushed and turned a button. There was a hiss of gas, then a click, click and a whoomp. A blue halo shimmered under the
         pan. Scarlett unwrapped the butter and looked at the recipe again.
      

      
      A large knob of butter
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      She glanced at the kitchen door knob and back at the brick of butter, which she then cut in two, dropping one half into the
         pan. It sizzled and began to melt into a thick slick. Next she scraped the onions in. They began to bubble and spit.
      

      
            
      A handful of rice per person, she read. Scarlett looked at her hands. That couldn’t be right. A handful would be hardly any
         rice at all. Perhaps the book was written by a man – a big, fat, Italian man with huge hands. Scarlett looked at the front
         cover. Juliet Windsor. A woman and probably not huge or Italian with a name like that. She picked up the bag of rice and tipped
         a pearly mountain of the white grains into the butter.
      

      
      Add one or two ladles of the hot stock...

      
      Scarlett had forgotten the stock. She’d meant to look for the squeezy bottle of brown sauce and flick the switch on the kettle
         right at the beginning, but she’d been distracted by her dad’s dancing. This cooking lark was more complicated than she thought.
      

      
      The brown sauce was in the fridge but the bottle was almost empty with a congealed black scum around the lid. Yuck! She shook
         and squeezed and shook and squeezed until a dollop dropped into the large, glass measuring jug. The kettle clicked off sooner
         than she’d expected and, when Scarlett started to pour, there was a lot of steam but only a trickle of hot water. She had
         to refill it and switch it on again. The rice mixture in the pan crackled and began to smell like a bonfire, so Scarlett took
         it off the gas. It was all going a bit wrong. She frowned and pouted. The muddy, brown sludge in the measuring jug smelled
         lovely, though. Scarlett breathed it in. Maybe it wouldn’t be a disaster. The rice might even taste better with those black
         specks in it.
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	Something hit the kitchen window with an alarming thump that made Scarlett drop the wooden spoon. Her brother, Milton, appeared briefly in the glass and ducked down. He resurfaced moments later clutching a football, grinned at her through the grubby window pane, then stuck out his tongue and made a rude hand gesture.




      

      Scarlett blew a raspberry at him as he disappeared down the long garden path and through the undergrowth.
      

      
      ‘Pttthhh! Stinking, maggoty monkey-boy!’ she shouted.

      
      The house had a very big garden which seemed to be endless, stretching back for miles and miles behind Dad’s vegetable patch.
         Or perhaps it seemed endless because it was so overgrown. There were high brick walls on three sides, but you couldn’t see
         the walls because bushes and twining climbers had long ago covered every millimetre. Actually, it was Scarlett’s uncle’s garden.
         Scarlett’s uncle’s house. Scarlett, her mum, dad and brother had moved into Uncle Oswald’s house when they they’d been unable
         to afford the rent on their own and when Oswald had suddenly disappeared. More of that story later.
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      Milton loved the garden; it was his domain. Some days it was his tropical jungle, full of poisonous snakes and deadly, man-eating
         spiders, on others, an alien spaceship, crawling with killer cyborgs and oozing, mutant space worms. He had built a den under
         a tree by dragging old doors and discarded furniture from the basement, and painted a sign that read,
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