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prologue


The boy next door.


It’s a terrible cliché, isn’t it? The one you eventually realize is The One after having your heart pulverized by an assortment of bad boys. We’ve all been there. Things were a little different for her though. She realized he was The One before she’d even met any bad boys, let alone had her heart pulverized by one. And in her case The One happened to be very much gay. That pretty much blows the cliché out of the water, don’t you think?


From the day his family moved into the house next door that was slightly nicer and slightly bigger than hers, he was the centre of all that she did. They were seven years old.


She was the one to make the first move – surprisingly forward for such a shy little creature. She’d been watching him for half an hour through a hole in the bottom of the fence, studying him to make sure he wasn’t the type of boy who pulled the wings off flies or anything like that. He wasn’t. He was the type of boy who would lie flat on his back in the middle of the lawn to make sure the sky above was still the same sky he’d left behind in Manchester. She didn’t know what he was doing at first, of course. In fact, she thought he might be dead. Just my luck, she thought. Emily’s moved to the other side of the world and a stupid boy moves into her house and goes and dies.


She briefly considered throwing a stone at his head to check his aliveness, but decided it was probably more sensible just to ask.


‘Excuse me?’ She was a very polite little girl because she’d been brought up by two very polite parents.


There was no response from the possibly dead boy, so she raised her voice. ‘EXCUSE ME! Are you dead?’


The boy slowly turned his head so he was looking straight at her face peering through the hole in the fence. His eyes were the same colour as the sky and his hair was golden like . . . gold.


The boy narrowed his eyes. ‘No, I’m Kai. Are you dead?’


The girl laughed. ‘Of course not!’


‘Good. We can be friends then.’


The girl liked the sound of that.


It was a good start. And the middle was good too. But the ending? Well, the ending left a lot to be desired. She would have written it differently, if she’d had a say in the matter. Every good story deserves a happy ending – it’s a basic rule of storytelling.


The boy next door certainly shouldn’t die.





part one






chapter one


I miss Kai more than I can say. It’s not something that can be put into words; it’s too big. There is a gaping black hole in my life and it’s all that I can do not to get sucked into it and disappear forever. He meant everything to me. It sounds like an exaggeration, but it’s really not. We took ‘inseparable’ to a whole new level. It wasn’t even a week before Kai’s dad took a couple of slats out of the fence so that we could wander between the gardens as we pleased.


Mum thought it was sweet at first – two peas in a pod, that’s what she called us. For the first few years we were actually three peas: Kai, me and his little sister, Louise. She was a gap-toothed, blonde-bunched little ray of sunshine – following us around everywhere whether we liked it or not.


There’s a really cute picture that must have been taken when Kai and I were about eight or nine. It was Halloween and Kai was supposed to have been dressing up as a wizard but he wanted to look the same as me. He made a better witch than I did. He had green face paint, warts made out of Rice Krispies and a robe that wasn’t made from a black bin liner. His dad had even made him a real, proper broomstick. Louise was dressed as the pinkest, sparkliest fairy you could ever imagine, brandishing a wand at Kai like she was trying to ward off his witchy evilness. That photo used to occupy the red frame on my bedside table, before I replaced it with one of just the two of us – Kai and me – a few years ago.


I wasn’t jealous that Kai managed to outshine me every single Halloween. I wasn’t jealous that people were drawn to him in a way they were never, ever drawn to me (or to Louise for that matter). I didn’t even know how to be jealous of Kai. I think I was a little bit in awe of everything he did.


Kai was clever and funny and kind. I was ten years old when I realized I wanted to marry him. My idea of married life might not have been entirely realistic, since it involved us living in adjacent houses. I didn’t get as far as picturing us having children, because where would they have lived?


I was devastated when Kai and his family moved house the day after my tenth birthday, even though the new house was only a four-minute walk away (four minutes and twenty-three seconds at normal walking pace, Kai proudly informed me the day after the move).


It wasn’t till I was eleven or so that Mum started to worry about me spending every second of every minute of every day with him. It was around then that she stopped us sleeping in the same bed (eliciting total outrage from me and mild indignation from Kai. He never really got outraged about anything). She wouldn’t tell me why it wasn’t OK for us to share a bed any more, and I was so cross I didn’t speak to her for three and a half hours (until she coaxed me downstairs with the promise of Nutella on toast).


‘Aren’t there any girls at school you’d like to invite round for a sleepover?’ Mum asked one day in the car on the way to the supermarket. She glanced at me quickly before returning her attention to the traffic.


‘Nope.’


‘What about that Jasmine girl you used to talk about?’


‘What about her? She’s so boring. All she talks about is horses and hair, and it’s not like her hair’s even that nice. It’s so long it makes me feel a bit sick.’


Mum reached over and tugged at a stray lock of my hair. It was way too short – not a good look for me, but I didn’t care back then. It was practical. ‘There’s nothing wrong with long hair. Louise’s hair is lovely, don’t you think? You know . . . I think you’d look really pretty if you let yours grow out a bit.’


I stuck out my bottom lip and crossed my arms over my chest. ‘You mean I don’t look pretty now?’


Mum managed to raise an eyebrow at me without taking her eyes off the road. ‘You, my dear, are the prettiest girl in the world. You just don’t know it yet.’


A week before my thirteenth birthday (four days before his thirteenth birthday), I asked Kai if he thought I was pretty. I’d wanted to ask him for the longest time, but I’d always chickened out at the last minute. I was worried he’d make fun of me.


We were lying on his bed watching a DVD. He sat up and made me do the same. Then he held his hands up as if to frame my face. He told me to look straight at him and not smile, so obviously I couldn’t help but laugh.


‘Stop that! This is a serious question and it needs a serious answer!’ He narrowed his eyes and nodded slowly.


‘Just answer the question, you idiot!’ I pulled a face that was anything but pretty and I waited . . . and waited.


‘OK, I have deduced the following . . . you have impressively symmetrical features. Your skin is clear and looks healthy even though you hardly ever go outside. Your eyes are pretty. Your nose is a very fine example of the genre. Your hair is . . . well, the less said about that the better. Your lips are a perfect medium and your teeth are reasonably straight. In conclusion I’d say that, yes, you are pretty. Congratulations.’


I grabbed a pillow and walloped Kai across the face with it. ‘Thanks for that, Einstein! I wasn’t expecting you to be so . . . scientific about it!’


Kai laughed and said, ‘I thought you’d appreciate a bit of objectivity.’ (Kai was always using long words.)


I wouldn’t meet his eye and I was suddenly burning up with embarrassment. ‘Jem? What’s up? I said you’re pretty! You should be pleased . . . Is it the hair thing? Look, I’m sorry I said anything. Your hair’s fine. Really. Honestly. Have I ever lied to you?’


‘I don’t know . . . have you?’


‘No! Never!’


I should have stopped there to spare us both any further embarrassment. But I didn’t.


‘OK then, tell me truthfully – do you think I’m pretty?’ I still couldn’t bear to look at him.


‘I said so, didn’t I?’ His voice was soft.


‘Not exactly.’


‘I think you’re beautiful, Jemima Halliday.’


I had to look to check he wasn’t making fun of me. His face was serious and I took this as a positive sign. ‘Would you like to kiss me?’ I must have been feeling particularly brave that day.


I’m not sure what kind of reaction I was expecting, but it wasn’t hysterical laughter. He stopped laughing when he saw the look on my face. ‘What’s so funny?’


‘Sorry. It’s just . . . I thought you knew.’ He was sort of wincing now.


‘Knew what?’ I had no idea what he was talking about.


‘That I’m gay.’


I’d had no clue whatsoever. The thought had never ever crossed my mind. Very-nearly-thirteen-year-old boys were not gay. There were gay men on the telly and stuff, but they were grown-up men. The only gay man I knew in real life was a random cousin of Dad’s, and I’d only met him once. He danced with me at a family wedding, twirling me around the dance floor until I nearly puked. Then he danced with his ridiculously good-looking boyfriend, which was the first time I’d ever seen two men dance together.


I tried to act cool with Kai, like people telling me they’re gay was an everyday occurrence. I shrugged and said, ‘Oh yeah, I totally knew. I was just messing around.’ I could tell Kai wasn’t buying it, but he let me off because that’s the kind of person he was.


So my crazy dream of marrying Kai went straight out the window. But I never lost the certainty that he was the perfect boy. The perfect boy for me anyway. I just tried not to think about it, because it made me ache inside.


Only four people knew about Kai being gay. His parents knew and were totally cool with it. I knew and was totally mixed up about it. Then Louise found out and was very definitely totally not cool with it.


I was never quite sure how Louise found out; Kai refused to tell me. But things changed between the three of us almost instantly. She didn’t follow us around like a little lost puppy any more. And although I’d always acted like her constant attention annoyed me, I actually missed it. I could tell Kai did too, but he didn’t like to talk about it.


I only realized Louise wasn’t OK with the whole gay thing when she caught me and Kai ogling some shirtless guy on the Internet one day (Kai was doing most of the ogling, I was merely agreeing with everything he said). She rolled her eyes and made a sound in her throat that could only be interpreted as one thing: disgust.


Kai quickly closed the browser window, blushing like he’d been caught doing something seedy and shameful. I was baffled. ‘What?’ I asked her.


She flicked her hair (an annoying habit she’d acquired since starting secondary school) and said a sullen ‘nothing’.


‘It didn’t sound like nothing.’ Kai put his hand on my wrist and told me to leave it. I shook him off. ‘Louise? Is there something you’d like to share with the group?’ This was my new favourite catchphrase; I’d picked it up from my English teacher.


Louise sighed and twirled some hair between her fingers, acting as if checking for split ends was more interesting than talking to me and Kai. ‘It’s, like, gross.’ This was something else Louise had picked up in the last few months – a completely new way of speaking that drove her parents crazy.


I asked her what was gross, because I genuinely had no idea what she was on about.


She sighed again, even louder this time. ‘Boys liking boys. Becky’s dad says it’s sinful.’


I’d never heard Louise mention Becky before, let alone Becky’s dad. I laughed. ‘Are you for real?’ The looks between Kai and Louise answered my question. This ground had clearly been covered before. ‘What does Becky’s dad know about anything anyway?’


Louise narrowed her eyes at me. ‘He’s, like, a really important businessman. He drives a BMW.’


‘Good for him.’


The sarcasm was lost on her. ‘I know, right? Anyway, he said it’s probably just a phase.’ Louise looked shifty all of a sudden.


I felt Kai’s grip tighten around my wrist but he still said nothing. So it was left to me. ‘What’s probably just a phase?’


‘Kai being . . . you know . . . bent.’


My temper flared. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. ‘You take that back. Right now.’


Louise stuck out her bottom lip. ‘Will not, and you can’t make me.’


I pushed my chair back fast and Louise backed away, but Kai’s hand was still clamped to my wrist. ‘Jem, leave it. Please. She doesn’t understand. It’s OK. Really.’


She was smirking, knowing full well that her brother would protect her even though she was the one who was attacking him. The gap-toothed, cute-as-a-button, only-slightly-annoying little sister had turned into someone else – almost overnight, it seemed. And I wasn’t sure I liked this someone else. At all.


Kai said it didn’t bother him. He said she was young and would come around to the idea eventually. My argument that she was only a year younger than we were and that she shouldn’t give a toss if he was gay because HE WAS HER BROTHER fell on deaf ears.


She did come around to the idea eventually. She stopped saying stupid things in front of me, at least. But that might have had something to do with the fact that Louise and I started studiously ignoring each other – as if by some unspoken arrangement. I couldn’t forgive her for being horrible to Kai, and she . . . well, I was never quite sure why she began ignoring me. Maybe because I started dying my hair and wearing black and listening to decent music and she turned into a plastic, popular person. It was as if some kind of mystical divergence had occurred, leaving Kai in the middle, loving us both, wishing everybody could just get along. He never did get his wish. He never got a lot of his wishes.


And now he won’t ever get his driving licence. Or buy alcohol in a pub. Or vote. Or fall in love.


Kai will do none of these things. All because of what they did to him.





chapter two


The idea of life without Kai was unthinkable. My brain couldn’t accept it. The thought of going to school every day. Alone. Evenings and weekends. Alone. My whole life stretching out in front of me – without him. It was unacceptable.


For the first couple of weeks I couldn’t even get out of bed. Mum was frantic, begging me to talk about it. Pleading with me to get up and get on with my life. I couldn’t even hear her. I became a master at tuning everything and everyone out of my mind. Everyone except him. Kai was all I wanted to think about. Thinking about anything else felt like a betrayal and I felt like he’d know.


Mum and Dad were on suicide watch. They’d spoken to a counsellor about it and apparently there was a ‘significant risk’ that I would top myself.


I can’t really blame them for thinking like that.


After all, I was spending a considerable amount of time working out the best way to do it.


After much deliberation, I settled on pills. I was going to polish off Mum’s Valium. There were thirty-one pills left in the bottle. I figured that was more than enough. A quiet, peaceful way to die. Not too traumatic for my parents either. I mean, obviously I knew it would still be traumatic, but it would be way worse if I hung myself in the garage or slit my wrists in the bath. Or jumped off Boreham Bridge.


I’d talked about suicide since I was fourteen or so. Some people were sporty or musical or collected model animals . . . I was into death. It was kind of my thing. People didn’t necessarily know that about me, but the black hair and the black clothes identified me as emo or goth or whatever other bullshit label they wanted to pin on me. I hated them for it. No one knew me. No one except Kai. He was the only one who bothered to look beyond the facade. Kai was the one who would listen to me moan about the world and how unfair everything was and how I was never going to be happy and how I hated my parents and how no one understood. He never acted bored or tried to change the subject. He listened. I didn’t know how lucky I was to have someone who really listened. Someone who understood me on every level. Who seemed to love me despite me being a whining, miserable bitch. I mean, I wasn’t like that all the time or anything. We had fun together too. We made each other laugh. Best friends for life, that’s what he said. (He lied.) And despite the fact that I liked to talk about death and suicide, I think we both believed we’d end up growing old together (if not together together). But Kai will never grow old.


I was sure I wanted to die. There didn’t seem to be any other option.


Every day I woke up thinking that today would be the day, and every day I found some excuse not to do it. Every day Mum nagged me about going back to school, and every day I told her to leave me alone. Since I refused point blank to leave the house she even got the doctor to make a house call and she somehow persuaded him to sign me off school for longer than he wanted to. The school was fine with it as long as I kept up with my work, because (as everyone and their dog kept reminding me) it was GCSE year. Like I cared.


A month to the day after Kai’s death, I was finally ready. There was something poetic about the timing, I thought. I tried not to think about Mum or Dad or Noah, telling myself they’d get over it, in time. They’d understand. It’s amazing, the lies you can tell yourself. Even more amazing, the lies you can believe when you’re desperate enough.


I wrote a pretty standard sort of note: I said I was sorry, how much I loved them, told them they shouldn’t feel bad. It was painfully inadequate, but it was the best I could do. And it was better than nothing. Marginally.


For the past few weeks they’d been taking turns staying home, using up their holiday days in a vain attempt to make sure I didn’t kill myself. But their bosses were losing patience, so they’d eventually resigned themselves to leaving me on my own for a few hours a day.


Mum and Dad were at work and Noah was at school and I was going to be dead by the time they got home. I would get a glass of water, or maybe a bottle, because there were a lot of pills to be swallowed. I didn’t want to be ten pills down and suddenly realize I couldn’t swallow them because I was out of water. It would be disastrous if I passed out without finishing the job. That would mean being rushed to the hospital, having my stomach pumped, having to face my parents, having to face Noah.


Thinking about Noah hurt the most. He wouldn’t understand. He was only ten, and for some reason he still thought his big sister was awesome. He had yet to discover what the rest of the world thought of her. Emo. Loser. Goth. Freak.


Noah would be better off without me though. Mum and Dad would pay him loads of attention to compensate for the trauma of having a dead sister. He’d get spoiled rotten. He might even be allowed that mountain bike he’s been after forever. Those were the kind of lies I told myself.


After a long hot shower, I raided the fridge to make a sandwich. My last meal. I would have preferred something like Mum’s lasagne or a Chinese takeaway, but Mum hadn’t made lasagne since Kai died and it seemed crazy weird (even for me) to order up a Chinese banquet before I topped myself.


The sandwich was dry and tasted terrible, even though it had all my favourite things and plenty of mayonnaise. I didn’t even manage to eat half of it, probably because I couldn’t shake the image of what it would look like in my stomach – all chewed up and partially digested. There was a good chance that I would choke on my own vomit. That’s how you die, sometimes. The drugs knock you out, your stomach revolts against what’s in it, you spew, but you’re still knocked out, so you choke and drown in your own sick. Pretty disgusting, really.


I was regretting not considering this sooner, and carefully washing the chopping board, knife and plate, when the doorbell went. It was probably the postman; our stupidly small letter box means that only the slimmest of envelopes make it through.


The doorbell rang again and again. Go away! Go the fuck away! I covered my ears with my hands to try to block out the sound. Why won’t they leave me alone? Why won’t everybody just leave me alone? I felt like stabbing myself with the knife then and there.


Then whoever it was started banging on the front door with their fist. The banging interspersed with the ringing made me reconsider stabbing myself and think about stabbing the mystery caller instead. Then there was a voice. A voice I recognized, shouting, ‘Jem! I know you’re in there so just answer the fucking door, OK? I’ve got better things to do than hang around here all day. Jem!’


I froze. It was Louise. Shit.


I couldn’t ignore her. No matter how I felt about her, she was still his sister. Kai wouldn’t want me to ignore her. Kai would probably want us to reforge a friendship based on our mutual grief.


I trudged towards the front door to find her peering through the letter box like some kind of crazy stalker. As I was opening the door I heard her mutter, ‘About bloody time.’


I was slightly lost for words at the sight of her. It was like looking in a mirror. A strange sort of mirror. Of course we looked worlds apart – she hadn’t gone and dyed her hair black or anything. It was still way blonder than the natural, beautiful golden colour she’d shared with Kai. But she wasn’t wearing a scrap of make-up, which was pretty much unthinkable to the popular, slutty girls she was friends with. But there was something in her face that I recognized – something I’d seen whenever I’d looked in the mirror since Kai’s death. There was something hopeless about us both. Like we’d disappeared into a place that no one else could reach. I almost wanted to hug her (and wanted her to hug me). But that would probably have freaked her out. I’d steered well clear of her at the funeral to avoid a potential hugging scenario. And because I’d started having some kind of weird panic attack, which meant Mum had to escort me out of the church halfway through the service.


‘Aren’t you going to invite me in?’ This was more like the Louise I knew.


‘Sorry, of course, yes.’ I stepped aside to let her pass. She was carrying a big brown envelope.


She rushed into the living room and sat down on the sofa. I couldn’t get over how different she looked with no make-up on.


‘Um . . . do you want a cup of tea or something?’ I hovered in the doorway to the kitchen.


Louise shook her head and didn’t even bother to say, No, thanks.


I perched on Dad’s chair in the corner. As far away from Louise as it was possible to get without actually leaving the room. Trying not to show how antsy I was about her eating into my valuable suicide time. ‘So . . . how are you doing?’ It was a stupid question, but that’s what people do – ask each other stupid things they don’t even want to know the answer to.


She gave me a scathing look. The same look I gave Mum or Dad whenever they asked me that very question. ‘I can’t stay long. There’s something I have to give you.’ She waved the envelope. ‘I don’t want you freaking out about it or anything, OK?’


I nodded. Anything to get rid of her so I could get on with the business of getting dead.


Louise hauled herself up from the sofa, which seemed to take considerable effort. She came over and handed the envelope to me. I turned it over to see the front. Oh God.


She saw the look on my face and said, ‘You promised not to freak out, remember?’ A vague nod is hardly the same as promising, but I said nothing. I had lost the ability to speak. ‘It’s from him.’


I knew that, of course. The handwriting was almost as familiar to me as my own (and a hell of a lot neater).


Louise’s words spilled out, answering all the questions swimming around my head. ‘He left me a note with strict instructions to give this to you today – exactly a month after . . . He said if I didn’t do it he’d come back and haunt me . . . I think that was supposed to be funny. Anyway, I don’t know what’s in it, so don’t even ask. And he didn’t want me to tell Mum and Dad about it. Or the police. So you probably shouldn’t either. Um . . . so . . . I’ve done what he wanted and that’s it.’ Her face crumpled like a scrunched-up piece of paper. ‘I have to . . .’ She practically ran from the room. I heard the front door slam.


I should maybe have followed her to check she was OK, but all I could think about was the envelope, which I was holding like it was the most precious, fragile thing in the world.


JEM (in big purple letters, underlined three times. Purple was his favourite colour).


In much smaller letters underneath was: If Lol hasn’t delivered this on 23rd November, you have my permission to tell everyone at school that she genuinely believes that one day her and Mr Franklin will get married and have babies. And that she’s started working on a top-secret scrapbook of wedding ideas for the occasion. (Mr Franklin’s one of the youngest teachers at Allander Park. He wears his shirtsleeves rolled up and his tie’s always loose. That’s how you know he’s supposed to be cool. I could easily believe that Louise might fancy him or something, but the wedding stuff was clearly bollocks. Kai was always making up silly stories to make me smile.)


Then: If there’s any sign that Lol’s opened this envelope and read the contents you have my permission to tell everyone at school that she once let Barney Jennings kiss her for five seconds as payment for copying his maths homework. (Barney Jennings has horrible teeth, a greasy plate-face and a definite problem with personal hygiene. There was no way Louise would let him anywhere near her.) And then: Laters, Kiddo. xxx


I traced the three kisses with my finger. My throat tightened.


Laters, Kiddo.





chapter three


I sat cross-legged on my bed with the envelope in front of me. I fought against the instinct to ignore it and get on with taking the pills.


I had to see what was inside. I opened it up and tipped the contents onto the bed. There were lots of smaller white envelopes. Twelve in all. Each was marked with a month – the same fat purple pen he’d used on the bigger envelope. The one marked ‘November’ also said: ‘Open this one first . . . obviously!’


I checked inside the big envelope in case there was anything else, and sure enough there was something lodged in the crease at the bottom. A perfect origami bird made from lined notepaper. Written on it in tiny capital letters was: ‘I AM THE TINY ORIGAMI BIRD OF JOY. I AM NOT, I REPEAT NOT, A TOY! I’M HERE TO MAKE YOU SMILE WHEN YOU ARE BLUE. SO CHEER THE FUCK UP, YOU SILLY MOO’. I couldn’t help but laugh. It was so typically Kai.


I brought the bird up to my nose and sniffed it. A silly thing to do, but I was hoping for a tiny reminder of Kai. He always wore this stupidly expensive citrussy aftershave that I adored, and I was suddenly desperate to smell it again. The thought that it had faded from my memory forever made me panic. Unsurprisingly, the origami bird smelled of paper.


I lay the bird on my pillow and picked up the November envelope. There was more writing on the back: ‘Sealed with a big fat slobbery snog – with tongues and EVERYTHING.’ I winced when I broke the envelope’s seal – ripping his words apart.


Inside were two sheets of creamy paper filled with Kai’s impossibly neat handwriting.


I closed my eyes to steady myself and then started to read.




My dearest Jemima,
Hey! Don’t look at me like that! It’s your real name and it’s about time you got used to it, missy. First things first: you’d better be reading this... because if you’re not. ther’s a chance you might have done something stupid. If that’s the case, I’ll be so cross with you. I mean, really bloody cross. I’m pretty sure you WON’T have done that, but you never know, do you? And it’s not like you never talked about it before, Little Miss Morbid. Anyway... I’m here (well, not here exactly) to tell you that you CAN and WILL be perfectly fine without me. So you’d better not be dead, OK? I’ll feel pretty stupid for wasting my time with this little endeavour, and you wouldn’t want me to feel stupid AND cross, would you?


Second things second: I’m sorry. I’m so sorry I can’t begin to explain it. People say sorry all the time for the silliest little things. But you have to know this: I’m sorry in the biggest, hugest way it’s possible to be sorry. I hope you can find a way to forgive me one day. I know you’ll be angry and I can’t blame you for that. If things were the other way around, I would be so furious with you for leaving me behind. So I guess what I’m saying is, I think I understand how you feel right now, but I don’t think you’ll always feel this way. You’re just going to have to trust me on that. And if my words aren’t enough to convince you, might I suggest conjuring up an image of my rakishly charming simle? I think that might help. Or just look at that photo on your phone. You know the one – don’t pretend you don’t. ‘Devilishly handsome’ were your exact words, I believe. (If this was a text message and I was not so vehemently opposed to such nonsense, I would probably be going for a winky-face emoticon right now...)


Don’t worry, this isn’t a suicide note. I’m not going to be all ‘Woe is me!’ or anything. You know why I’m doing this. There’s nothing to be gained from going on about it. What’s done is done. At least, it will be by the time you’re reading this. Unless I chickened out and couldn’t go through with it. In which case, you won’t be reading this, because I’ll probably have put it through the shredder in Dad’s office. But I really don’t think I’m going to chicken out. I’m sorry. I’ll stop apologizing in a minute, but God, Jem, I’m going to miss you so much.


You are my favourite person in the world. You KNOW that, don’t you? I love you more than I love the History Channel. I love you more than I love my sunglasses (and you know how much I love those aviators). I love you more than I love Tim Riggins. I love you more than all of these things combined. That’s a whole lot of love. Infinite in fact. Please forgive me for being a tad sentimental, but I think the circumstances warrant it, don’t you?


Jem (That’s a serious Jem-listen-to-me-very-carefully sort of Jem, in case you were wondering.) You have to get over this. Move forward with your life and go Kick the world in the balls, just like we always planned.


Right, let’s cut to the chase. I hadn’ intended to be quite so long-winded, but you know me - I’m not exactly known for succinctness. You’ll notice that there are eleven more envelopes - one a month.


Today’s the 23rd, so I think it makes sense if you open the next one on 23rd December (just in time for Christmas!) and the following one on 23rd Jan, etc. etc. You get the picture. Please, please, PLEASE don’t open them early. That’s cheating, and nobody likes a cheat. (Confession time: I cheated at Monopoly every single time we played. You really shouldn’t have let me be the banker ... all that power went to my head. So you only have yourself to blame, really.)


That’s about all I’ve got for November... except for a couple of favours. Please could you look out for Lol for me. I know she’s not exactly your favourite person, but she’s my sister. She needs someone to keep an eye on her. That should be my job, but I’ve failed. I’ve well and truly failed at being a brother, Jem, and it breaks my heart. I’m not quite sure what I’m asking you to do exactly. I suppose maybe you could just BE there. Just in case.


The other thing I need you to do is not obsess about what happened. It’s done. It was unfortunate and I wish to God it hadn’t happened, but it did. You need to forget about it, ok? I don’t want you playing girl detective or anything. It doesn’t matter now. None of it matters. The only thing that matters now is you. You need to look after You. You’re going to do good things in this world, I just know it. Speak to you next month, my little pickle.


Kai
xxx


p.s. I think you’d look ravishing with blonde hair. Always have. Why don’t you give it a go ... for me? I believe the technical term for this is ‘emotional blackmail’, but that doesn’t sound very nice. Maybe a dare would be better? I DARE you to dye your hair blonde - just for a little while. (Yes, I’m fully aware that this is an incredibly immature thing to do. Oh well.)








chapter four


Every word was a needle pricking at my heart. I read the letter five times, crying harder and harder so that it got really difficult to see the words.


Then I lay curled up in a little ball, my thoughts tumbling round my head. Monopoly. Kai’s face in that photo. Kai didn’t know (obviously), but I used to look at it every night before I went to sleep. There was something about it that made me think that even though life seemed bleak, maybe it could all turn out OK. With Kai in the world, it was a brighter, friendlier place. I hadn’t looked at the photo since he died.


I couldn’t believe Kai had gone to all this trouble, but at the same time it was such a Kai thing to do. Even at his lowest, his life in tatters, he was thinking of me. He didn’t have a selfish gene in his body. I know people think suicide is selfish, and maybe sometimes it really is. But what happened to Kai was beyond what anyone should have to cope with. I didn’t blame him, not really. It just broke my heart that I wasn’t enough to keep him here. That he couldn’t hold on a couple more years until we could get out of this godforsaken place and go seek our fortunes in London. That was the plan. That had always been the plan.


Kai was right. I had been angry with him, but not right away. The first week or so was pure grief – raw and ugly and dark. But then that morphed into something else. The sadness was still there and still huge, but suddenly I felt abandoned. I kept on having this ridiculous thought that Kai was the only person who could possibly comfort me. I needed him to hug me and hold me and tell me that everything was going to be OK without him; how dare he not be here for me? He’d always been that person for me. That one person I could go to and know that he would make me feel better. And now I needed him more than ever and he was gone. For good. I wanted to punch him and shake him and shout, ‘HOW COULD YOU DO THIS TO ME?’


I was angry, and confused about the fact that I was angry with someone who was dead. But that stage didn’t last long either. That was when I knew I was going to kill myself, and I felt better as soon as I’d made up my mind. It gave me something to focus on and, weirdly, something to look forward to. But the letters changed everything.


I took my note – my suicide note – out of the bedside drawer. What had seemed so reasonable an hour before now looked pathetic. I tore it into tiny, unreadable pieces just in case Mum decided to go rummaging through my bin.


I couldn’t bloody well do it now, could I? I wanted to. So badly. The thought of going to sleep forever was delicious. I was so very tired.


But I couldn’t do it to him. Not now. I couldn’t ignore what Kai had done for me. I wouldn’t let him down like that; I let him down more than enough when he was alive.


I couldn’t get over the timing of it all. As if he knew me so well – every single thing, to the very core of me – that he’d somehow known that today was supposed to be the day. He’d known, even though I’d had no idea. Of course, the rational part of my brain knew that this was stupid, just one of those crazy coincidences that life is filled with. This one just happened to be a lot spookier than most.


I was going to have to wait. Somehow I would have to find a way to get through each day without him. I would be patient and read his letters when he wanted me to, even though the waiting would be complete torture. Maybe the letters would help (and maybe they wouldn’t).


Twelve months. One year. I could survive one measly year, for him. But once that year was up . . . The Valium might be gone, but there would always be another way.


First things first: I had to get my hands on some hair dye.


I blinked against the overly bright sunshine. I was like a hedgehog coming out of hibernation. It was a bit of a shock to see that everything looked the same as it had before. The world had been going about its business while I’d been cooped up in my bedroom. I was on my way to the chemist’s to get the blonde version of my usual black dye when a girl stopped me on the street. She was about my age and rather orange.


‘Excuse me? Can I just ask, do you dye your hair?’


I’d been stopped by them before – the trainee hairdressers prowling the streets for new clients. I’d always ignored them – why spend thirty quid when you don’t have to? But this girl’s hair was gorgeous. It looked natural but you could tell it wasn’t, if that makes sense. I’d thought only people in California had hair like that.


She pointed me in the direction of the salon. They were doing half-price cut and highlights for students, and when I checked my wallet I had just enough cash. It seemed like fate. It seemed like Kai had arranged for this girl (Kayleigh . . . her name even began with a K, for Christ’s sake!) to cross my path.


The hairdresser barely suppressed a grimace when he looked at the state of my hair. ‘Don’t you worry, we’ll have you looking spick and span in no time, little one. Fernando will work his magic, I can promise you that.’ I wanted to run screaming from the salon. People who talk about themselves in the third person are at the very top of my shit list, but I gritted my teeth and thought of Kai (and tried to ignore Fernando’s terrifyingly over-tweaked eyebrows). I looked through a book of sample colours, but in the end I said I wanted something like Kayleigh’s. He smiled knowingly. ‘Ooh, our Kayleigh’s the best advertising we’ve got!’ He looked over his shoulder furtively and then leaned in close to me. ‘Shame about the “tan” though, yes?’


I laughed along with him and thought maybe this wouldn’t be complete torture after all. It felt strange to laugh again after so long, but the muscles in my face seemed to remember how to do it. And it felt good. I’d only asked for a half-head of highlights, since that was all I could afford, but Fernando winked at me and said, ‘Don’t you worry, my love, I’ll do whatever it takes to get rid of this, how you say, funeral black, and then –’ he paused to ruffle my lank locks – ‘then I will work my magic!’ I kept on smiling despite the funeral reference. It was out of the question for me to cry in a place called Kool Kutz.


Two hours later I slumped down in front of the mirror, exhausted from Fernando’s incessant chatter. My hair was still wet, but that didn’t lessen the shock. I had been dying it black (much to Mum’s horror) since I was thirteen. My natural hair colour is a nothingy sort of shade – like baked mud. There was nothing remotely mud-like about this – I was properly blonde.


My eyes looked blue. They’ve always been blueish, I suppose, but now they were BLUE. Seriously, piercingly blue. My whole face looked different somehow – less pale, less like someone who’d only left the house once in the last four weeks.


The shock was even greater by the time Fernando had finished snipping away and done his stuff with the hairdryer and the straighteners. He stepped back to admire his handiwork, a look of supreme smugness on his face. ‘Madre de Dios, I am goooooood.’


He wasn’t wrong; he had worked a small miracle. I didn’t look anything like me. To be perfectly honest, it scared me a little. You get so used to seeing the same thing in the mirror every day you stop thinking about what you look like – or at least I did anyway. To suddenly see someone else – someone blonde, for Christ’s sake – is disconcerting to say the least.


‘Ah, Fernando thinks the boys will be knocking at your door before you know it,’ he said as he brushed the hairs from my neck.


‘What makes you think they weren’t already?’


‘Ha! You’re funny. I like you. You can come back anytime!’


How rude.


Everyone was back by the time I got home. Mum was unpacking the shopping, Dad was chopping onions and Noah was stretched out on the sofa. The scene was so perfectly normal that it stopped me in my tracks. I’d been so wrapped up in my own world that I hadn’t given them a second thought. Even when I’d been thinking about them – imagining them finding my body, reading the note – I hadn’t really been thinking about them. I’d been thinking about me.


Noah didn’t even look up when I passed right in front of him; he was in full-on slack-jawed-zombie TV mode. Dad had his back to me. His shirt was looking especially rumpled that day. Mum froze in the middle of whatever she was saying. She had a pack of bacon in one hand and a head of broccoli in the other.


‘Oh!’ Her eyes were wide and the corners or her mouth twitched, as if they couldn’t quite make up their mind what to do next.


Dad whirled round with a huge knife in his hand. ‘Oh my!’


I said nothing. Just tugged nervously at the ends of my hair.


Mum put down the shopping, rushed over and cupped my face in her hands. ‘Oh, Jem! We were so worried when you weren’t here when we got home. Didn’t you get my messages?’ She didn’t pause to let me answer. ‘But now I see why! My beautiful, beautiful girl. What brought this on, eh? Feeling a bit brighter, are you?’ She smoothed my hair down (not that it needed any smoothing . . . Fernando really was some kind of magical hair-transforming wizard).


The truth is, Mum’s comments deserved some kind of snarky response, but I couldn’t even think of one. And I didn’t want to. I settled for blushing instead.


Dad nudged Mum and said, ‘Eh, Cath, doesn’t she look like you when you were that age?!’ Which was just massively creepy.


Mum giggled and bumped him with her hip. ‘I wish I’d looked half as good! No, she gets that bone structure from you.’


I wanted to escape before they started snogging (or worse). ‘I’m going to . . . yeah . . . tidy my room or something.’


Mum tried to hide her delight at this little announcement. ‘Would you like a hand, sweetie?’


I shook my head. ‘No. Thank you. And . . . er . . . I might go back to school tomorrow.’ I hadn’t planned to say those words. I hadn’t even thought about going back to school until the words tumbled out.


Mum and Dad shared a look, then Mum squeezed my arm. There were tears in her eyes, but we both pretended not to notice. ‘Good girl.’ I nodded and left the kitchen before I started bawling too.


Noah did look up on the return journey. His reaction? ‘YEEEEEEEEEUUURGH! What have you done?! You look all fake and . . . weird.’ That made me smile. I wouldn’t have expected anything less from the little smart-arse.


The sight of my bedroom was almost as big a shock as my new hair, but not in a good way. It was disgusting. I couldn’t remember the last time the sheets had been changed. There were clothes all over the carpet, four mugs, three plates and seven crisp packets. And the smell was something else.


Every time Mum had come in to try and sort it out I’d shouted at her to leave me alone. And every time, instead of telling me what a snotty little bitch I was, she nodded and left without a word. Thinking about it made me cringe with shame. Things were going to change. I had a year left. I could be a better daughter for that long, at least.


I’d take one day at a time. There were thirty days to get through before Kai’s next letter.





chapter five


My life had started to come undone at the start of the school year, and I didn’t even know it. There was no big flashing neon sign, saying: THIS IS THE YEAR THAT WILL CHANGE EVERYTHING. Nothing seemed different after the summer; the popular kids were still popular (and somehow more tanned and healthy-looking than the rest of us), the unpopular kids were still unpopular. The Ignored were still well and truly ignored. This was my category. I wasn’t geeky enough to be a target. Sure, I got the occasional ‘goth’ or ‘emo loser’, but it was nothing I couldn’t handle.


There was only one new boy. Max. Whenever anyone new arrives you check them out and you try to figure out where they’re going to fit in. Are they someone you might want to talk to? Do you fancy them? Are they one of Them? I had Max pegged from the start. Artfully messy black hair, lazy smile, tall and lean. Good-looking in a generic sort of way. He was one of Them, for sure. As predicted, Max was sucked into the popular crowd with Dyson-like speed.


Team Popular was the name I’d (unimaginatively) given to our year’s so-called in-crowd. There were six of them, seven including Max. I was always watching them, talking about them, analysing them. Kai joined in for the most part, but he drew the line at me talking about Louise; hard as it was to believe, she was well and truly part of the in-crowd.


At the end of Year 10 I’d come up with a new theory: Allander Park was a zoo and everyone in it corresponded to a member of the animal kingdom. I’d taken great care in categorizing each member of Team Popular. (Kai said I had way too much time on my hands, but he still chipped in with his own opinions on the matter.)


Lucas Mahoney was the easiest to categorize. He was obviously a lion. He even had the mane to prove it – possibly with slightly more hair product than the average lion would go for. Blond and chiselled, strutting about the place like the king of the fucking jungle. It was a well-known fact that every girl had to have a crush on Lucas at one time or another. Except me. And any secret lesbians among the student body.


Kai reckoned that Sasha Evans had to be a lioness – she was Lucas’s girlfriend, after all. But it was my game, so I had the deciding vote. To me, she was more like a leopard – all slinky and sexy. Chestnut-coloured hair, perfect body. I hated her.


Stu Hicks was Allander Park’s officially designated joker. He liked to play with his food. Yes, he was that boy – the one who put chips up his nose to make the girls laugh. And they did laugh like they found him genuinely hilarious. He was shorter than the other boys, but wiry and strong with it – majorly into martial arts apparently. I went for a chimpanzee in the end – harmless enough on the outside, but just wait till he bares his teeth. I’ve never quite trusted chimpanzees . . . there’s something sinister about them.


Bugs was the odd man out in Team Popular. Huge and ginger, he was a big slab of meat with orange mould on top. Apparently he was some kind of big deal on the rugby team, but that wasn’t usually enough to make you popular. Perhaps he was the exception that proved the rule? You’d often see the girls cuddling up to him, and the other lads never seemed to mind. They knew he was no competition – not really. I had Bugs pegged as some kind of bear. A pretty useless bear who was long overdue for extinction.


Amber Sheldon – dyed red hair, massive boobs and an idiotic high-pitched laugh that made me think violent thoughts. A brightly plumed, noisy parrot. One that would start pulling out its own feathers if it didn’t get enough attention.


I’d secretly decided that Louise was a snake, but I didn’t say anything to Kai. I had no good reason for my choice, other than the fact that I really, really don’t like snakes. And it would at least go some way to explain how she’d managed to slither her way into the Year 11 in-crowd despite being in the year below.


So that was Team Popular. As far as I was concerned, they were an alien race intent on taking over the world with their shiny hair and in-jokes.


Within a couple of weeks Max and Louise were going out. This was something new; Louise had never had a proper boyfriend before, unless you counted that brief dalliance with Stu last year. Why bother having a boyfriend when you could have someone new every day of the week? Why choose one flavour of ice cream when you can alternate between vanilla, coffee and chocolate (or even go for a couple of different flavours in the same bowl . . . Gross, I know, but if the rumours about Louise were true then she’d been there, done that). Kai hated the fact that everyone thought his sister was a slag, but there was nothing he could do about it because it happened to be true.


Max and Louise specialized in public displays of affection that even put Lucas and Sasha to shame. It was vomit-inducing. I accidentally saw them in an empty classroom one day, and all I’m going to say about that little scene is it would definitely not have made it into a PG movie. And I probably watched for a few seconds longer than was strictly necessary. Not because I’m a perv or anything. It’s like when you’re driving down the motorway and there’s been an accident and there’s police and ambulances everywhere. You know you shouldn’t look at the person on the stretcher. Nothing good is going to come of it, but you’re curious. What kind of person wouldn’t be curious?


Anyway, I didn’t tell Kai about the little performance I’d witnessed. There are some things a brother doesn’t need to know about his baby sister, and this was definitely one of them. Besides, he heard that kind of talk from everyone else. According to Kai, Louise was really falling for Max. She talked about him non-stop at home. Kai seemed happy about it; he thought Max was good for Louise. I translated this as: ‘Thank God she’s not shagging everything that moves any more.’


So that was how things stood. The ranks of the chosen ones had swollen by one, Kai’s sister was no longer the school bike, and the rest of us were just going about our boring little lives as normal. And yes, I’m well aware that it sounds like I was more than a little bit obsessed with the lives of people I never even talked to. I was kind of obsessed. But what else was there to do? School was boring; Kai was my only friend. It was like my hobby or something. A very weird, very sad sort of hobby that was made so much easier by the new addition of a Year 11 common room to Allander Park. The common room’s a crucial part of the head’s strategy to try to make us act like grownups. I mean, he didn’t use those exact words at the grand opening ceremony at the start of the year, but that was pretty much the gist of it.
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