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Echo


I try to stop myself getting on the train.


I’ve been at Victoria all day. Leaning on a wall, pacing, sometimes on a bench. Ignored or avoided by commuters, then students and waves of tourists. Now and then, just for fun, I stare and almost catch someone’s eye; they look uncomfortable before turning away. A lone teenage boy – one that looks like me? – they don’t want to engage.


Then the students and commuters come again, and finally the evening crowd. Still I watch the departures board for each train to Brighton, willing myself not to go. I was here yesterday, the day before too. Each day it is harder to stop myself.


The last train will go soon. I’ve almost made it, but even as I’m congratulating myself and heading for the exit my feet turn me around in the wrong direction, towards the train and not away from it. I’m fighting to stop, to turn, each step of the way.


I reach the ticket barrier and don’t even pause to look around and choose a likely moment: hands up on either side of the gate, I vault over to the platform. Maybe a guard will see, give chase? But there are no cries of stop, wait, no rushing footsteps.


No such luck.


Platform eighteen. The train is already here. People are running to catch it, out of breath as they go through the doors.


This is it; this is the moment. Stop agonising; either get on the freaking train, or don’t.


Who am I kidding?


I step on just as the doors start to close. The whistle sounds and now it’s too late to change my mind. I’m committed.


I follow a group of gasping, giggling students down the aisle. There are more students already in seats, some drunks. A few people with laptops and suits. Enough empty seats this late for me to avoid them all and find a row to myself, and I sit down, lean against the window.


Why am I doing this?


It’s almost a year since Mum died. There’s nothing I can do to change what happened, but I can’t leave it alone.


They thought I couldn’t hear the whispers – that it couldn’t have been an accident, not when she pointed her car at the cliff ’s edge, hit the accelerator, hurtled down and crashed into the sea. They think she did that, on purpose, with me in the car? I’ll never believe it.


And it kills me that I can’t remember. Somehow I must have opened the passenger door, jumped out. Hit my head. When I woke up, I didn’t know what had happened – it was amnesia from the trauma, or the head injury, or both. I’d hoped my memory would come back, but it never did. The last thing that I remember before the crash is getting in the car; the next is waking up on the side of the road, lost, confused and alone.


When I opened my eyes I didn’t even know that my mother was dead.


It’s all a blur from that point. The inquest, with its open verdict; the funeral. The few relatives who turned up – like my dad’s parents – who grudgingly took me home to London with them. It was all like it happened to someone else, as if I saw the funeral – my mother lying in her coffin, still and cold – through a fog.


But now the closer the anniversary of that day gets, the more stark and painfully clear everything becomes. There’s no point in fighting it because there is nothing else I can do. As much as I never, ever want to go there, where it happened, I have to do it. I have to see if being there will make me remember.


And if the memory still won’t come, there is another way – to return to the moment. To live the nightmare again.


I flinch inside to even consider it, but the closer the train gets to Brighton, the more the darkness calls.
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Liv


‘Can you jump it?’ I say.


Bowie eyes the distance between the window and ground below. One floor up, grass to land on.


‘Yeah. No problem. Where are my …’


We hold our breath as floorboards creak on the stairs.


‘… trainers,’ he whispers, finishing the sentence.


I find one and after a minute he finds the other on the floor, under his jacket. He pulls them on and bends to tie the laces.


One step, two … past my door. Pipes grumble and water splashes in the bath two doors down.


Thank God.


‘I know this doesn’t look good, but is she really that scary?’


I shrug, preferring not to answer. Mum’s reaction if she finds Bowie in my bedroom at – I glance at the clock – almost 1 a.m. doesn’t bear thinking about.


He straightens up, pulls on his jacket. Leans on the windowsill and smiles. Framed in moonlight. His blond hair is tousled, his eyes still sleepy from our unplanned nap over our English homework. They seem to be staring into mine. My mouth goes dry and my stomach flips.


‘Away you go, then,’ I say.


‘Kiss me first.’


‘What?’


‘Kiss me, or I’ll tell everyone we slept together.’


‘You wouldn’t dare!’


He laughs. ‘You can’t deny it: it’s true.’


‘Ssssh.’


‘OK, you’re right; I wouldn’t dare,’ he says, his voice lower. ‘But kiss me anyhow. Please?’ He holds out his hands and smiles again.


Moonlight and dimples. My feet seem to have plans of their own, and step forward. He catches my hand in one of his. Bends – when did he get so tall? – and slips his other hand around the side of my face, my neck. My skin comes alive, vibrates with the warm touch of his.


I shiver. ‘This is weird.’


‘Shut up.’ He leans down, and there is mint and soft lips and some earthy smell all his own and I’m melting, inside, until all that is left of me is where his hands and lips hold me still, unable to breathe, to move, to do anything but kiss him.


All too soon he pulls away.


‘Bye, Liv.’


He pushes the window open wide, sits on the ledge. Starts to swing his legs around, but then my bedroom door opens.


‘Livia Brogan Flynn! What on earth is going on in here?’


Bowie freezes.


I spin round, heat rushing up my neck, my face.


Mum. Still dressed – thank God for small miracles – and looking very amused.


She is across the room to Bowie before I can blink.


‘Hi, I’m Liv’s mum.’


‘Ah …’


‘Don’t worry. I won’t bite.’


‘Hi, Mrs Flynn. I’m Bowie.’


‘It’s Ms, but call me Lexi.’


He has one leg hanging out the window and one in, looking from me to her, holding on to the window ledge with his hands like he’ll fall off if he lets go. Sort of how you feel I guess when you are expecting the parent of a not-quite-sixteen-year-old girl to react in a hysterical fashion, and instead you get a Lexi.


Mum laughs. ‘You can jump if you want to, but now that I’ve caught you sneaking out of my daughter’s room you might as well use the front door.’


He swings his other leg back in the room.


‘Stay for tea? Or a beer,’ Mum says.


‘Ah, sure?’ He’s hesitant, a bit shocked. I’m guessing his parents don’t offer beer to the underaged.


‘Mum, the bath?’ I say.


‘Oh!’ And she dashes out of the room to turn off the water.


‘Run,’ I hiss at Bowie.


‘What?’


‘I mean it. Go!’


But he is too slow, only half across the room when she reappears in the door.


‘Come on, you two miscreants. Downstairs.’


‘He’s cute,’ she stage whispers as she follows behind. Then she adds, ‘It’s about time.’


I wish very hard I could melt like the wicked witch of the west into a puddle and disappear.


No such luck.


She puts the kettle on for us and hands Bowie a beer, and I make myself small on a chair. Bowie’s eyes follow her. I told her that dress was too tight before she left on her date.


‘Don’t you need to get home, Bowie?’ I say. ‘Won’t your parents be worried?’


‘Nah. They’re not bothered on a Saturday night.’


I look daggers. He’s too busy looking at Mum’s cleavage as she bends to pour the tea to notice.


She puts the cups on a tray. ‘Follow me,’ she says, and crosses the hall. I groan. The sitting room. I hate anyone going in there.


‘So, where have you been hiding your young man?’ she says to me. ‘Apart from in your bedroom after midnight.’


I cringe. ‘He’s not my young man, whatever that is supposed to mean. We were just doing our English homework.’ Something that would never have happened here if Mum hadn’t been out.


‘This late?’ She raises an eyebrow.


‘Honest,’ Bowie says. ‘Shakespeare’s Richard III. And we fell asleep.’


‘Hardly surprising,’ Mum says, and switches on lights, gestures towards the sofa.


Maybe a proper miracle will happen now; after all this I’m due one, I’m sure of it. Maybe he won’t notice the photographs.


‘That’s you?’ Bowie says, and goes straight up to the last on the wall. It’s me and Mum almost a year ago, on my fifteenth birthday.


Don’t, my eyes are saying to Mum, pleading, but she either doesn’t notice or ignores me.


‘You need to start at the beginning,’ Mum says, and takes his arm and draws him to the other end of the room.


Starting at the beginning is a framed ultrasound – from before I was born. No privacy even in the womb.


‘Now, this is a very special photograph,’ Mum says. ‘See, here, this is Liv.’ She traces me as a foetus. ‘And there, the smaller shadow next to her? That is Molly, her sister.’


‘Twins?’ Bowie turns to me. ‘There aren’t two of you?’


‘It would explain her moods, wouldn’t it?’ Mum laughs. ‘Sweet Liv, evil Liv.’


I glare.


‘No. Sadly Molly died.’


Thankfully she spares him the details and he doesn’t ask. But he will eventually. Won’t he? He’ll want to know, and then what? It’s not like I can tell him anything like the truth about Molly.


Mum goes on to the photo of me seconds after birth: a great look.


Then follows one of Mum and me on each of my birthdays. For the first four years Dad was in them too, but when they split she had the photos enlarged and reframed with him neatly excised off the side. I see Dad so seldom now, leaving the photos as they were might have been useful for recognition purposes.


By the time Mum has Bowie back across the room to look again at the photo from my fifteenth, he comes up with the compliment she’s been hoping for. She’d gone to lengths on that photo session, now that I was older. We’re nearly the same height, though I’m a bit like a weed standing next to Marilyn Monroe. Eyes similar dark brown, both with long dark hair – hers straightened to look more like mine for the shoot – jeans and white T-shirts that show off the tan we’d got on a beach in Spain at the end of the summer.


‘No way do you look like her mum. You look like her sister,’ he says. ‘You could be twins: Lexi and Liv.’


He’s made her night.


He finally leaves after many promises extracted to visit whenever he likes, with no necessity to use the window. Not sure, but I think Bowie just got granted a parental pass to my bedroom at any hour of the day or night.


Huh.


It starts as soon as the door shuts behind him.


‘Liv, he’s adorable.’


‘Why don’t you go out with him, then?’


‘Liv!’


‘What?’


She sighs. ‘I’m just trying to help. He’s a sweetie but he’ll get away if blah blah blah blah …’


I tune out of Mum’s guide to pleasing men. She should know, I guess. I eventually escape back upstairs.


My phone beeps as I shut my door. A text from Bowie: your mum is amazing, what were u worried about? xxx


Three kisses: he hasn’t signed off a text like that before. My stomach lurches as I remember Bowie in moonlight: he held out his hands by the window. He kissed me. Did it really happen? It’s confusing, he’s my friend, I don’t think of him like that – but then, all at once in that moment, I did.


But now Amazing Mum is all over it.


I put my phone on silent and chuck it on my desk. I throw the window open wide, lean out into the night. The cool breeze is tangy from the sea; Brighton beach is close enough to hear the comforting murmur of the waves in the background, but far enough away that in daylight I have to stand on tiptoe in exactly the right place to see a stretch of blue.


Whatever I do, wherever I go, my friends … everything. If it’s not her, then it’s Mum. Wanting to be there. Crawling into my skin, living my life.


All I want – all I have ever wanted – is space. To be able to breathe.


Goosebumps creep up my arms, my back, like an army of little spiders. Mid October, a clear night; it’s not that cold. I don’t turn.


Mum’s right: he’s adorable.


‘Go away.’ I shut the window and get into bed. I should have known Molly had been lurking when Bowie was here, even though she promised not to. Not even that moment is mine, alone. Nothing ever could be, could it?


Sorry. I tried to stay away; I couldn’t help it. That kiss was … yummy.


I touch my lips with my tongue; they tingle with the memory. I shake my head. ‘He’s not coming back. I’ll see to it.’


Liv, come on. I hardly get to see anyone.


‘I thought you didn’t like it when I had friends over.’


Sometimes I don’t. But Bowie is different.


‘Bowie is my friend. Not yours.’


That’s not fair!


‘Life’s not fair.’


Death isn’t, either.


I don’t reply. What is there to say to the ghost of your sister when you’re the one who killed her?


Nothing.


Molly stretches alongside me, cradles her arms around me until the cold seeps into my bones.


It wasn’t your fault. I don’t blame you.
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Echo


When the late train finally pulls into Brighton I hang back, last off the train. I watch the other passengers shuffle, stumble or power walk as they make their way to the gates, put their tickets in to exit. One girl has to empty out her whole bag to find hers. I stand in shadows by the wall, waiting for the last one to be gone, the guards to turn away. Now that I’m here I might as well not get caught.


I cross to the ticket barriers and, hands on the sides, vault up and over. Prepared to run if any of them notice, but they’re tired this late, not really paying attention. Easy.


Now what?


For a moment I consider going to Mum’s friend, Kashina. She wasn’t just a friend; she was kind of like my adopted granny, as unlikely as that’d seem to most. She’d take me in, wouldn’t she? If she’s not too far into a bottle to hear the door. I dismiss it; maybe tomorrow. It’s too late tonight to bother anyone, even Kashina.


I walk away from the station, aimless. Watchful. Avoiding people out on the party trail, other solitary figures like me who lean in the shadows.


I should find somewhere to get some sleep, but I don’t sleep well, not any more. Not since it happened last year. Anyway, nowhere feels safe on my own: what might happen to me if I close my eyes on a bench?


There is a deep ache inside me for so many things that are missing. A longing – for warmth, light, someone who knows me that I can talk to – takes over so much that my feet are almost too heavy to go on.


Get a grip, Echo. I shake it off, keep walking.


There are fewer people out now; it’s getting later. Without meaning to go there my feet take me to our house.


Gran and Grandad sold it and pocketed the money, I guess – at least I never saw any of it. I wonder who lives here now?


The lights are out. I know the way into the back garden from the lane behind – there are loose boards in the fence, assuming they haven’t been fixed. Drawn there, I find the place. They’re still loose.


I slip through the fence to the back garden.


It’s an overgrown mess: whoever bought the house hasn’t got green fingers like Mum did. She’d hate to see it like this.


But her summerhouse is still here.


I try the door; it isn’t locked. Slip inside.


Instead of gardening supplies and a bench, there’s a dusty reclining chair. A bunch of cushions are stacked up in a mess in the corner, the sort that go on outdoor furniture. I lower myself on to the chair, pull the cushions in around me.


I feel safer here.


After a while I close my eyes. I wish for sleep – for the blank, nothingness it can bring – but the night goes slowly by.
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Liv


‘Bad night, sweetie?’


Mum hands me a cup of tea when I finally make it downstairs.


I shrug.


‘Staying up late dreaming of Bowie, I bet.’


‘No!’


I turn to go back up the stairs.


‘Liv, wait. Eat something.’


I pause. ‘I’m not hungry.’


‘You’re disappearing. Can’t I make you something?’


‘I’ll do it myself. All right?’


‘Fine.’ She sighs and I turn back, clatter about the kitchen. Baked beans: breakfast of champions. I heat them on the stove while the bread toasts. It pops up and I tear a piece in half, dip it in the pot of beans.


‘You could use a plate, Little Miss Sunshine.’


I glare and she glares back. I relent.


‘All right, fine.’ I stop dipping toast into the pot and take the plate she holds out. Put the toast on it and dump the beans on top. ‘See, look what you’ve done: now I need cutlery, too.’ She hands me a knife and fork and I sit at the table.


‘Used to be you wouldn’t eat toast unless I cut the crusts off.’


‘Used to be I wore nappies, but isn’t it good to move on?’


‘Good point. But perhaps now you’d like to tell me what you are so angry about, this time?’


‘I just wish you wouldn’t show people that photo of the ultrasound, of me and Molly. Can’t you put it away in a drawer?’


Mum sits next to me, slips an arm across my shoulders. Pushes a stray bit of hair off my face.


‘It might be hard to understand why I still miss her so much, when I never even got to know her. But Molly will always be a part of me. That is the only photo I have of the two of you together; it belongs on that wall, with all the others.’


I don’t answer. Molly has always been a part of me, too. She’s been with me, in my shadow, every day of my life.


Imaginary friend, they began to say, when I was old enough to talk and got caught having conversations with someone who wasn’t there. When I finally told Mum, years ago, that my ‘imaginary’ friend was really Molly, she cried, and I ended up with the first in a string of psychologists. Now I just keep Molly to myself. It’s easier that way.


Easier for who? Molly sits on the counter, swinging her feet. She reaches out and puts her hand on Mum’s cheek. Tell her I miss her, too.


Mum shivers, pulls her arms around herself. I say nothing and Molly glares, then disappears into the mirror hanging over the table.


With any luck she’ll sulk for a few days and give me some peace.


‘Do you have any plans for today?’ Mum asks.


I shrug.


‘I’m going to deliver a car to London this afternoon, get the train back. Want to come? We could squeeze in some shopping.’


I waver. Mum sells high-end sports cars; now and then she delivers them to buyers too busy or important to collect. But all that time trapped with Mum in traffic and then back on the train: more third degree about Bowie, or – worse – her telling me about her date last night.


‘No. Homework calls.’


‘Homework, or Bowie?’ she teases.


‘Homework!’


‘I’m so pleased to see you’ve made a new friend.’


‘By friend you mean boyfriend.’


‘Whatever. You spend too much time alone.’


Of course she doesn’t know I am almost never alone, or how I crave solitude. No one watching, reading my thoughts.


‘Well, just in case you two get back to Shakespeare … you don’t have to worry about me interrupting until late. I’ve got a date tonight.’


‘How unusual. Which one is it?’


‘Sarcasm, Liv? Tsk tsk. Same one as last night, and last weekend, and the weekend before that.’


‘The fireman? Is it Todd or Clod or …’


She smiles. ‘He’s the policeman, actually. The fireman was Jamie. This one is Rod, cheeky thing. And he is hot. You should see his …’


I stuff hands over my ears. ‘Not listening. La la la …’


She pulls one hand away.


‘… you should see his dog, Merry. Cocker spaniel. She had puppies six weeks ago and they are so sweet.’


‘Oh. Can we have one?’


‘Maybe.’


‘Really?’ I’m staring back at her, looking for confirmation that she actually means it this time. I’ve wanted a dog as long as I can remember.


‘You’d have to actually meet him, to get a puppy.’


‘Bribery. Have you admitted to my existence yet?’


‘Of course!’


‘Must be serious, then. Does he think I’m three, or fifteen?’


‘We haven’t discussed your exact age.’


‘Ha. How about your age?’


‘That hasn’t come up.’


Mum is a pretty good thirty-four. She doesn’t look it; she often passes for younger. Admitting to a teenage daughter is tricky for her sometimes.


‘How old is he?’


She shrugs. ‘Aren’t I the one who is supposed to be asking you the questions? How old is Bowie?’


‘Sixteen – so what? How old is Rod?’


She mumbles something, walking out of the kitchen. I follow her.


‘Wait. Did you say twenty-five?’


‘Maybe.’


‘Huh. I could go out with him. It’s about ten years, either way.’


‘No, you could not! Stick to sixteen a bit longer. But there is something …’


‘What?’


‘He knows you live here with me, but he sort of assumed you are my sister, and I didn’t set him straight.’


I groan. ‘Are you serious?’


She doesn’t answer and that says it all.


Molly won’t like it. I glance uneasily at the mirror on the wall as I climb the stairs to my room. She often hides in mirrors. The surface stays flat, my face stares back. That doesn’t mean anything, though. Sometimes I think I’m looking at myself and combing my hair or whatever, and it’s Molly: copying my actions back at me, then suddenly jumping out and scaring the life out of me.


Bit by bit.


The calls to my mobile start soon after Mum leaves. I switch it off. Even on silent the vibrating was annoying, with Bowie’s name on the screen, insisting I respond and me not knowing what to do, at all.


Now the land line is ringing.


I walk into the kitchen and stare at the phone; is it him? With all the reasons not to answer, my hand still itches to pick up.


RRRing! RRRing!


Why don’t you answer? Molly says.


RRRing! RRRing!


I ignore it, and Molly. The machine clicks on.


‘Hello, Liv? It’s Bowie. Call me. Bye.’ It clicks off.


Molly scowls. Why didn’t you pick up?


‘Why do you care?’


She doesn’t say anything, just sits on the counter looking at her shoes.


I know that look. It’s a lot like the one Mum wore when she didn’t want to admit how old Hot Rod was, or that he thought I was her sister.


‘What have you done, Molly?’


Nothing.


‘Tell me!’


She doesn’t answer and I think back to last night. Bowie is my friend, that’s all as far as I’ve ever been concerned. I met him four years ago – first year of secondary – when the seating plan in science had us being lab partners. I didn’t talk to people much then – I still don’t – and got labelled Loony Liv soon enough in the new school, much like the old one. But Bowie was friendly, persistent and hard to ignore. And then he worked out I was a maths whiz but useless at English; we started swapping homework help for the two subjects. Over time we started talking more and more, especially this last summer – and meeting up now and then for fish and chips on the beach. And then he started bugging me to meet up at his house, or mine, until finally I’d said yes, for him to come here – picking my time so Mum was out and Molly owed me a favour. She’d said it was OK and that she’d leave us alone.


And then last night he sat on the window and wanted a kiss, and for some reason, I went along with it. He’s my friend, someone I can talk to – and I don’t want to mess that up. The kiss was nice but that isn’t the point. It wasn’t like me to do that.


It wasn’t ME. I gasp as it hits me; my hands curl into fists.


‘You kissed him, didn’t you!’


Don’t look so angry.


‘You promised. You promised you wouldn’t come in any more without asking first.’


I thought you knew. Usually you can tell when I take over, and you didn’t tell me to go.


I’m too angry to talk, too angry to do anything. I dash down the hall, pull my trainers on.


Don’t leave like this, don’t. Liv, wait. Talk to me. I’m sorry!


But the door is open, slammed behind and then I’m running. The houses blur past, the end of our road and then Brighton Lanes. Dodging shoppers, racks of clothes and café tables on the pavement, and still I run, not stopping, all the way to the promenade and the beach.


She’s right. I can usually tell if she slips inside, comes along for the ride. There is a chill, a disorientation, almost nausea. I didn’t pick up on it last night and that must have been Bowie. The whole kiss thing was so distracting, I didn’t even notice it was really Molly’s idea to go along with it.


Bowie is calling me, but he really wants the girl who kissed him. My sister. Slightly complicated by the fact that she is dead. That would freak him right out, wouldn’t it? It freaks me out, and I’m the one who has to live with it.


My indecision is gone. This isn’t just a question of Bowie staying a friend or maybe becoming something more – he can’t be anything to me now. I’m losing my friend – my only real friend, if I’m honest with myself – and it’s Molly’s fault. There’s no way he can come over again. God knows what she’d have me doing with him next.


I run the length of the promenade to Brighton Marina, and back again. Several times. If I go fast, very fast, Molly can’t follow and I’m free.


I don’t stop. Shadows start to lengthen. Sweat soaks through my trackies and T-shirt, my legs are giving out, my head pounding in time with my feet. My stomach heaves all at once and I vomit in a rubbish bin.


I’m bent double, clutching my stomach and trying to slow my breathing when there are footsteps behind. I turn at the sound of laughter: two girls from school.


‘Aw, Liv dear,’ one of them says, mock concern on her face. ‘You really should try to keep your eating disorder out of the public eye.’


It is well and truly dark by the time I pull myself together enough to walk home. Mum’s car is back in the drive and another parked out front, but she said they were going out?


I open the door quietly and start up the stairs, but obviously I wasn’t quiet enough: Mum appears from the kitchen.


‘Where’ve you been?’


‘Running.’


‘I can see that. Take your phone the next time. And you could turn out the lights before you go, maybe even lock the door.’


‘Didn’t think I’d be gone for so long.’


‘Well next time, think. I’ve been worried.’


‘Sorry,’ I say, and I am, but also annoyed. Two years ago the older sister of one of my classmates disappeared. Maybe she ran away, maybe she didn’t – no one knows. But ever since, Mum gets nervous if she doesn’t know where I am. And even though I understand that, what does she want me to do: hide away behind locked doors for the rest of my life?


She wrinkles her nose. ‘You need a shower. Rod is here so make it a quick one, then come down so I can introduce you. We’re making pizza.’


Fine. Wonderful. Perfect end to the day.


The heat of the shower works some magic on my sore muscles, and my empty stomach tells me that maybe some dinner would be a good thing. But Rod, here? I groan. And did she say they were making pizza? Maybe she ordered one, put it in the oven to stay warm and then hid the box.


Steam fogs up the shower door. Suddenly eyes look back at mine and, startled, I jump back, almost slip over.


Rod is gorgeous.


‘Molly! Could you say hello or something before you join me in the shower?’


Sorry. He is gorgeous, though: seriously tall, dark and handsome. Sort of a more muscly Timothée Chalamet.


‘First Bowie, now Rod. Are you having some sort of hormonal thing? I’m supposed to be the teenager.’


I am too! But at least you’re speaking to me again.


‘Huh. Like I have a choice.’


Molly bites her lip. I could leave you alone, but think how much you’d miss me.
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Echo


‘What, you again?’ Kashina says – the same thing she always said when I’d visit her wanting biscuits when I was six. She’s standing in the doorway. Her hair – what I can see of it with the colourful scarf wrapped around it – is whiter, lines are etched deeper in dark skin around unfathomable eyes, one alert, the other cloudy and scarred.


‘Love you too,’ I say.


She sighs, stands aside so I can go through the door.


‘Is it OK if I stay for a few days?’


‘Would it matter if I said no?’ She shakes her head. ‘Sorry, boy. Sofa is yours without asking, you know that.’


I bend to hug her, follow her in to the kitchen.


‘You hungry? Want some toast?’ she says.


I shake my head.


She makes hers and picks up a mug of tea already on the worktop. ‘Come on.’


We go back to the front room. She fishes a bottle of whisky out from behind some books and adds a good glug to her tea.


‘Early, isn’t it?’


‘Don’t be cheeky, boy. My job keeps me more sober than I care to be.’


‘Too many visitors lately?’ Visitors are what Kashina and my mum used to call spirits – ghosts, the dead. They worked together; both were mediums and psychics, and meant to be good at it, too, though Mum told me most of the predicting the future kind of stuff was made up.


Kashina shrugs. ‘Now and then. So why are you here, Echo?’


‘I couldn’t stay away. Not when,’ I swallow, ‘you know. It’s coming up – the anniversary. I was hoping my memory might come back.’


‘I know, boy. But you can’t change what happened, so what use is being here?’ Her voice is gentle. ‘Accept what happened and move on.’


‘I can’t.’


Her face is sad. ‘I know.’ Her hand grips mine.


‘I thought time going by would make it easier. But it hasn’t. If anything, it’s worse. Will you help me?’


‘Depends what kind of help you mean.’


‘If I can’t remember what happened the night she died, the only person who really knows is Mum. I need to ask her.’


‘Even if I thought that contacting her beyond was a good idea for you, which I don’t, you know I can’t. I’m too close to her. It’s dangerous: she could cross over and be trapped between worlds for ever.’


‘What’s the point of having an in with a medium if they can’t give you a free séance now and then?’


‘Don’t be cheeky,’ she says again. ‘It’s just not possible.’ I’ve known Kashina since before I could talk; I know there is no point in arguing with her when she’s made up her mind about something.


‘There is something else you should do,’ she says. ‘It might help.’


‘What’s that?’


‘Go to the cemetery – to your mother’s grave. Pay your respects.’


I shake my head, a sick feeling inside. ‘I hate going there.’


‘I know. But maybe that is exactly why you should go: face what has happened, so you can let it go.’


‘I know Mum is dead. Going there won’t make any difference.’


‘Do it. For me, if for no other reason.’ She doesn’t say anything else. For now. But I know she won’t leave it alone, that sooner or later I’ll have to go.


I have no choice.
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Liv


Soon after my run and shower I am dried, dressed, and staring at the kitchen door.


Go on. What are you waiting for?


I stick my tongue out at Molly and push it open.


Mum is sitting at the breakfast bar, glass of red wine in hand, while Mr Tall Dark and Handsome spins pizza dough in the air. Of course: now it makes sense. They aren’t making pizza, he is. He can cook?


Mum smiles, cheeks flushed. ‘There you are at last. Rod, this is my daughter, Livia.’ Slight emphasis on daughter; she has obviously told him the truth. Relief unknots my stomach. I’m not up to playing the sister act tonight.


He turns, smiles: dark hair, warm brown eyes. OK, so Molly wasn’t exaggerating about the Timothée Chalamet thing. He is pretty all right.


‘It’s Liv, actually,’ I say.


‘Pleased to meet you, Liv.’ He holds up his hands. ‘I won’t shake your hand just now – I’m covered in dough.’


Mum gestures and I sit next to her while Rod makes sauce and chops peppers and mushrooms, knife flying across the chopping board in true chef-like fashion. They talk and I pretend to listen, trying not to laugh as Molly starts dancing circles around Rod while he works in our own version of Happy Families.


Mum gives me half a glass of wine before the pizza is ready. After just a few sips in my empty stomach, warmth starts sliding through my veins, and I can feel from the heat of my cheeks that I’m going pink. Even Rod seems less objectionable than the last one she brought home, and when the pizza is done, it’s scrummy. I wonder: what else can he cook? Will he be around long enough for me to find out? Then the doorbell rings.


‘Who could that be?’ Mum puts down her wine glass, a small frown between her eyes. Probably worried it is one of her previous.


‘I’ll go,’ I say and jump up, already full enough of pizza to not eat for a week. I dash to the front door and yank it open.


Bowie?


‘Hi,’ he says, and smiles. His eyes do that boy thing I’ve never noticed him doing to me before – travelling up and down all of me – and I flush even more. ‘You look awesome.’


‘Uh, thanks.’ Still thinking when dressing that I would be playing the role of sister not daughter, I’d dressed older: Molly had told me what to wear and I’d gone along with the short dress she’d picked. One Mum bought that I wouldn’t normally choose. I even put on make-up, eyeliner and all – not a way Bowie has ever seen me at school or on the beach.


Mum appears at my shoulder and tugs my arm so I’m not blocking the door. ‘Hello, Bowie. Hasn’t Liv invited you in? Come on.’


She turns back towards the kitchen.


Bowie hesitates. ‘Is it OK?’ he says, close, in my ear. His warm breath tickles down my neck and I shiver.


‘Of course.’ Caught off guard like this, what else can I say? And we start to follow her down the hall.


‘It’s just …’


‘What?’


‘I’ve been trying to call you,’ he says, lowering his voice.


My mind races, trying to work out what to say. ‘Oh. Sorry. I …’


Mum is holding the door for us.


‘This little idiot,’ she says, and kisses me on the cheek, ‘went out today without her phone. I was trying to call her for hours too. What if there was an emergency?’


‘Sorry,’ I say to both of them. Again.


Mum introduces him to Rod, and soon Bowie is devouring the rest of the pizza. So much for my plan of having it for breakfast. Mum and Rod start talking about going out next weekend, and I zone out.


Molly sits cross-legged on the table leaning into Rod and eyeing Bowie at the same time. This night just gets better and better, she says. I cross my eyes at her and she sticks out her tongue, then snuggles closer to Rod.


‘What do you think?’ Mum says. I look up. All faces are turned towards mine. ‘Well, Liv?’ she says, one eyebrow up.


‘Uh …’


Say you think it is a great idea, Molly prompts, impish look on her face. It is always difficult to know when to listen to Molly and when not to.


‘Sounds good?’ I say tentatively, wondering what I am agreeing to this time.


‘Then it is settled,’ Mum says, and everyone smiles.


Soon Mum manoeuvres Bowie into taking me for a walk so she can be alone with Rod.


‘What did I agree to?’ I say once we clear the house.


Bowie laughs. ‘You really have no idea, do you? Liv in the clouds, again.’


‘None whatsoever,’ I agree. Liv in the clouds: our English teacher called me that once from a poem we were reading, and it seemed to stick. I’ve learned to disconnect; to not react to what is around me. Molly jumping for attention all the time has made that a necessity.


‘You just agreed to go out for a birthday dinner next weekend with your mum and Rod.’


‘Oh. I guess that’s not so bad.’


‘And me,’ he adds, and I feel myself smile. Even though I’m not going to see him, certainly not in a boy-girl kind of way; I decided that for definite. Didn’t I? And maybe even not at all – isn’t that what I thought earlier? But is it really necessary to cut him off completely? Maybe just not here, not alone. Anyhow, this is just one thing; one dinner, with Mum and Rod there too. Molly can’t get up to much with both of them there.


‘Though my birthday is actually tomorrow,’ I say.


‘I’ll take you out for cake after school. Deal?’


Bowie’s eyes are warm; looking into them makes my stomach do strange acrobatics.


‘It’s not such a big decision, is it?’ he says, and suddenly, it isn’t. Bowie is still my friend, isn’t he?


‘Can it be chocolate cake?’


‘Sure.’


‘Deal. But I need to stop somewhere first.’


His eyes look a question but I don’t answer it for now. There is one visit I make every year on my birthday, no matter that we stopped doing it as a family thing when the latest in the string of counsellors the school insisted I have suggested to Mum that it wasn’t healthy for me to always associate my birthday with the cemetery. With death. Now Molly tells me Mum always visits her grave on the morning of our birthday; I always do it after school, and neither of us mentions it to the other.


We walk through the Lanes down to the promenade. The wind is picking up, the tide nearly in, with growing white horses as the waves climb the beach.


I shiver. ‘Cold?’ Bowie asks and before I can answer slips his jacket over my shoulders.


It is warm and I pull it close around my body. It smells like him. Today that means vaguely of pizza.


‘Let’s sit,’ he says and takes my hand, pulling me to a bench.


The moon is out again tonight, a few days off full. Clouds pulling in around us start swallowing the stars one by one.


He pulls at the hem of my skirt, just above my knee.


‘This dress is, like, wow.’


Great vocab, but nice sentiment, Molly says, and sits on Bowie’s lap, curling her arm around his neck. The moonlight, Bowie, and Molly.


I sigh. ‘What am I doing here?’


Bowie raises an eyebrow. ‘I’ve got a few ideas.’


I jump. Long habit of too much time alone with Molly: saying things out loud that should be kept quiet.


I pull at my skirt, too; trying to make it longer. ‘Sorry. I should get home.’


‘What’s wrong, Liv? Tell me.’


I turn to face him.


Molly, still on his knee, frowns. Don’t you dare scare him away.


I think at her: ‘And who is the ghost here?’


Molly smiles. But I’m not as scary as you are, just the same.


‘Come on, Liv. Tell me what’s up.’ Open, trusting Bowie. He doesn’t deserve this.


‘Nothing. I just want to get back before it starts to rain.’


‘All right,’ he says, but I can tell he knows there is something I’m not telling him. He takes my hand and we start to walk back uphill.


When we get to the house, Rod’s car is still there and the light is on in Mum’s bedroom.


Oh goody: Company tonight! Molly claps her hands. I hope Bowie won’t put it together, and that Molly will go off to investigate. She does. Bowie and I are alone. I turn when we reach the door.


‘Well, goodnight then. See you at school tomorrow,’ I say.


‘Bye.’


I open the door and start to step through it, quickly.


‘Liv?’ he says.


I stop, turn back to face him. Molly isn’t here now, is she? I feel for her, inside. No Molly: we’re alone. I look up, meet his eyes.


‘Yes?’


‘My jacket.’


‘Oh. Of course.’ I slip it off my shoulders, hand it to him. Close the door and go to the window, watch him disappear up the street just as light rain starts to fall. As if he can feel my eyes, he turns at the corner, gives a friendly wave, then is gone.


Perhaps Bowie has worked out that I want us to go back to being just friends. But if that is how I want things, why do I feel so disappointed right now?


Molly appears at the bottom of the stairs. I should think that is obvious. You clearly really like him and need my help.


‘No, I do not. And I don’t need your help. I don’t want your help. Do you understand?’


Molly laughs and skips up the stairs.


I follow more slowly behind, not sure whether to go to my room even though it is late. Mum’s bedroom is only two doors down from mine, her study between us.
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