



  [image: cover]






  


 


 


 


 


 


  SOUL


  STORM


   


   


  Kate Harrison
  

   


   


   


   


   


   
  

  [image: ]




  



   




   




   




   




    Also by Kate Harrison






   




  Soul Beach




  Soul Fire




  





   




   




   




   




   




  To Amber, for believing in the Beach and helping to make it even stormier . . .
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    Loneliness is worse than death.


  




  It rots you from the inside out, making you disappear. I avoid mirrors, because I am afraid I will see a space where I should be. And when I accidentally catch a glimpse

  of my reflection in a window, I am surprised at how solid I look. How ‘normal’.




  All that keeps me going is the knowledge that, one day soon, the loneliness will end. When I confide in the right person, I know I will finally be

  understood.




  Now, I think of what happened to Meggie as a dress rehearsal. I didn’t remember my lines, or the right time to exit. It was a failure on my part that meant Meggie

  and I both suffered more than necessary.




  Yet the lessons I learned from Meggie will benefit her sister – how bittersweet is that?




  This time, I will get it right. I can only hope that Alice is intelligent enough to understand her role. To realise it is in her interests to be

  understanding.
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  I think she’s following me. Again.




  I check the mirror. Nothing. Signal. Move into the kerb, then pull the handbrake, hard.




  Check the mirror once more. Where is she hiding?




  My instructor is smiling. ‘The test should be a doddle, Alice. You’ve good motor control, and your hazard awareness is excellent for someone of your age. When I taught your sister,

  she seemed oblivious to the rest of the world . . .’




  He stops, blushing all the way across the dome of his bald head.




  ‘It’s OK,’ I say. ‘I don’t mind it when people talk about her. We don’t have to pretend she never existed.’




  He takes a deep breath. ‘Of course. I just meant – well, you have the makings of a very safe driver, Alice. Confident, but observant, too.’




  I won’t tell him that I love driving because it gives me eyes in the back of my head, and a hard shell of metal to protect me. And because the car lets me cover more ground than I could

  ever hope to on foot.




  ‘Thanks, Mr Gregory. So – next Monday, eleven thirty. My date with fate.’




  He nods. ‘You’ve got some practice drives set up this weekend?’




  ‘With friends, yes.’




  ‘Don’t pick up any bad habits between now and then. Hopefully you should be on the road on your own by Monday afternoon.’




  ‘Thanks.’ I’m about to climb out of the car when I see something in the rear-view mirror. It’s hot, even for July, and the street is busy with sunburned shoppers, but

  I’m certain that was her.




  Well, as certain as I can be.




  ‘Alice? Time to let go of the reins now.’ He taps the steering wheel and I release the seatbelt, bracing myself to leave the one place I feel in control. ‘You can’t wait

  to be in the driving seat full-time, can you?’




  I fake a smile. When I step out, the pavement feels spongy under my feet, and goosebumps ripple across my skin, even though the sun is scorching hot.




  Out here, I am completely exposed.




  I look for her wiry body, straw-coloured hair, pale face. If she was following me, she’s found a way to disappear. Town shouldn’t be this busy on a Thursday afternoon, but

  the pavements are full of people shopping for their holidays.




  Crowds are perfect cover.




  ‘Watch it.’




  A skateboarder misses me by millimetres after I step right in front of him.




  ‘Sorry . . .’




  He’s already gone, the death-head design on his t-shirt getting smaller and smaller.




  I try to slow my breathing, think straight. Why would she follow me? I’ll be seeing her on Sunday; she’s always got another visit planned, whether I want to see her or not. So

  there’s no logical reason for her to snoop on me.




  But logic can’t explain that feeling of darkness. The same one I felt in my sister’s old uni room, and on the smoky streets of Barcelona, and at Tim’s inquest.




  It’s stronger than a feeling. It’s instinct.




  ‘. . . bridge o-ver tr-ou-u-bled water . . .’




  Two girls I half recognise from school are busking on the street corner. They smile at me, and I smile back. As I pass, they exchange glances with each other. I know what people think of me.

  Yeah, Meggie’s death was a tragedy, but the word on the school corridor is that I should have got over it by now.




  If only they knew how hard I’ve tried to move on. But the visit on Sunday isn’t a choice. It’s not like I want to hang out with someone I suspect of killing

  two people, and almost murdering a third.




  Of course what I’m doing could be dangerous. Stupid. No one sane would willingly get close to a potential psychopath. But how else can I get justice for the people I’ve lost? First,

  my sister, murdered in a way that the entire world agreed was motivated by possessiveness or jealousy. Then her boyfriend, Tim, killed in a staged suicide attempt that had everyone fooled except me

  and his closest friend, Zoe. And where is Zoe now? She’s in a coma, after an ‘accident’ in Barcelona that no one witnessed.




  The world has accepted that everything was wrapped up by Tim’s ‘suicide’. That he was responsible for my sister’s murder. So why can’t I let it lie?




  Because my gut tells me my stalker’s guilty, just as it convinces me she’s tracking me like prey right now, when she should be studying twenty miles away.




  It wouldn’t be the first time she’s done it. Last week, as I ate my lunch alone on the far side of the playing field, that same icy sensation spread through me, the feeling of being

  watched. But I dismissed it as paranoia: till I walked straight into her outside the school gates, three hours later. She blushed, insisting she was ‘just passing’.




  Since then, I’ve realised I must listen to my instincts. And my instincts say that only one person knows the truth about my sister’s death.




  Sahara.
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  Warm rain starts the second the final bell goes, but that doesn’t stop Cara racing out into the playground, throwing off her jumper and dancing like a banshee.




  ‘Seven weeks of FREEDOM! Seven weeks of boys, beaches and . . .’ she tries to think of a third ‘b’ and then a huge grin transforms her face, ‘BOOZE!’




  I laugh. ‘Yeah. I reckon you’ll come back from the Caribbean looking like a piña colada.’




  ‘I hope I’ll be browner than that. More like a rum punch.’ Cara’s mum has arranged a bonding holiday for the two of them at a health spa in Bermuda. I give it twelve

  hours before they’re screaming at each other. ‘You could still come, you know.’




  ‘Mum and Dad aren’t exactly keen on me leaving the country. Not after Barcelona.’




  Cara stops dancing. Her blouse has gone transparent in the rain, and the lads from the boys’ school opposite are pointing. ‘But they’re happy to let you hang out with Sahara

  and Ade, the gruesome twosome?’




  ‘Er, four weeks ago you thought he was a sex god.’




  ‘No, I didn’t.’




  ‘You should see a doctor about your memory, Cara.’ Before we went to Spain, she drooled over his pale Scandinavian looks and planned to steal him from Sahara, even though he’d

  been dating her for years.




  Cara smiles. ‘OK. Maybe I did think he was averagely hot. But that was before I realised that he and Sahara deserve each other.’




  Like everyone else, she believes what happened to Zoe in Barcelona was accidental. But now she associates Ade and Sahara with our ordeal at the hospital, and the police interrogation, and our

  awful encounter with Zoe’s devastated parents.




  Thank goodness. Avoiding Sahara and Ade will keep her safe. I couldn’t forgive myself if something happened to Cara too.




  ‘I’ll give them your love when I see them on Sunday then, shall I?’




  Cara groans. ‘Jeez, Alice, why are you still hanging out with them?’




  ‘I need the driving practice. And they’ve got a car.’




  ‘I’ve got a car.’




  ‘Yeah, and three points for speeding even though you’ve been driving less than a month. I don’t think I should be taking lessons from you.’




  She laughs, but only for a second. ‘Promise me – once you pass your test, you’ll stop seeing them?’




  There’s nothing I’d rather do than ignore their endless calls and texts, and consign the two of them to the past.




  But I’m getting closer. Once I’ve made sure the world knows what Sahara did, it’ll be over, for good.




  It’s what I want more than anything . . . though it will come at a price. Because if . . . no, when I’ve finally got justice for Meggie – and Tim and Zoe –

  I’m scared I’ll lose the most precious thing in my life. Time on Soul Beach with my sister, and the boy I love.




  ‘Alice?’




  ‘It’s nearly over,’ I say. I long to confide in her, but the few times I’ve hinted at my suspicions, she’s always got that worried look.




  Even now, she is watching me closely, her brow furrowed. ‘It’s over already, hon. Tim’s inquest made it absolutely clear. He killed himself because he couldn’t live with

  the guilt after killing your sister. But you’ve got your whole life ahead of you and you need to make the most of it. Especially after what happened to Zoe . . .’




  I nod. ‘I’ll be ready to let go soon, honestly.’




  She tuts, not believing me. I think she’s about to say something else, but then she shakes her head and begins to run, heading for the river.




  I run, too. Once we get as far as the bench that overlooks the lock, she reaches into her bag and pulls out two party bottles of champagne, shakes them and gives one to me.




  ‘Three, two, one . . .’ we chant, slightly out of breath. ‘GO!’




  When we pop the corks, most of the sticky fizz spills out onto the riverbank. She groans, but I’m relieved; I need to keep a clear head at the moment.




  Cara knocks her bottle against mine, then swigs. ‘Cheers, honey. Hey, when’s Lewis back from San Francisco?’




  ‘Tomorrow, I think.’




  ‘Can’t he give you driving lessons?’




  ‘Not on the road. Can you imagine what he’d do if I scratched his car?’




  She raises her eyebrows. ‘Lewis would forgive you if you smashed it into a brick wall and wrote it off. He lurves you.’




  I shake my head. ‘Rubbish. He’s the big brother I never had. He feels responsible for me.’




  Cara sighs. ‘If you say so. Though at least I know he’ll be looking out for you while I’m away. If I thought you only had the ghouls for company, I’d cancel my bloody

  holiday.’




  ‘And miss out on boys, beaches and booze?’




  ‘OK. Maybe that would be a step too far.’ She throws her arm round me. ‘You know me too well, Alice. I’m just hoping that by the time I get back, you’ll be the

  Alice I knew before. Fully licensed to drive and ready for a summer of fun and games.’
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  On Soul Beach, it’s fun and games all year round.




  Well, if you’re a Guest, like Meggie and Danny, it is. If you’re a Visitor, like me, things are more complicated.




  When I log on, it’s the middle of the day. Brunch time. I see azure skies. Green birds with orange wings. Calm turquoise water.




  But it’s the dead people who catch my eye, as they always do. Half a dozen beautiful kids jamming on the steps of the beach bar. Blissed-out couples leaning on rough-barked palms,

  smooching, staring into each other’s eyes, knowing they have all the time in the world. Ice clinking against crystal as Guests carry jugs full of ruby and mint-green cocktails to their

  friends, to while away yet another perfect afternoon in a barely-there haze.




  A flash of something fire-bright from a metal barrel, the smell of smoke, a silver bullet shining in bright sunlight as it speeds towards me—




  Then darkness.




  ‘Oops, sorry.’




  I open my eyes to see the girl who’s just brushed past me. She has an open face, a string of heavy-scented lilies around her neck and dark eyes.




  Gunmetal grey.




  She drifts off towards her boyfriend, leaving me with the chilling memory of her last moments. So she died in a shootout. Each Guest has his or her own tragedy, most of them bloody, all of them

  horribly unjust.




  That’s why the Beach is so beautiful: to help them forget.




  But these days I’m never allowed to forget. As a Visitor I’m part-confessor, part-detective. The Guests tell me their secrets and beg me for help in making things right in my world.

  They want me to seek justice or warn the loved ones they left behind. And when I succeed – as I have, twice – I am granted new powers: first, the sense of touch and now . . .




  Since I helped my friend Javier, I’ve been able to experience what a Guest went through in their last moments of consciousness. If I touch them, it’s almost as though I

  become them, see what they saw and feel what they felt before they died.




  Maybe this brand new power is designed to make me seek justice for even more Guests. But this latest ‘gift’ is more like a curse.




  ‘Florrie!’ My sister is striding across the sand, calling out the silly nickname she has for me, the one no one else is allowed to use. Her long fair hair trails behind her in the

  sea breeze like a silk scarf. She’s wearing a bronze bikini which emphasises how pale her skin is compared to the other Guests’: white-gold, instead of deep tan.




  I flinch before she throws her arms around me, bracing myself for her last vision. At least it’s weaker every time, as though the effect is wearing off. Maybe even the Management

  realise an endless replay of death would be enough to drive a Visitor crazy.




  Assuming I’m not crazy already and this whole virtual reality is not a figment of my grieving imagination.




  I take a step back, buying time. ‘Meggie! You smell of pineapples.’




  ‘It’s the cocktail of the day. Vodka, fresh fruit, honey. The Soul Beach Sweetie.’




  She hugs me.




  Gloved hands bear down on me, and a pillow covers my eyes, turning light to dark.




  This is Meggie’s memory, yet it feels as though it happened to me. It makes no sense, but nothing here does – like the fact that I can talk to my big sister.




  Or the way I’ve fallen in love with a boy who died almost two years ago.




  That boy is running across the bar towards me, smiling with relief, as though he never thought he’d see me again. Neither of us can ever be quite sure.




  ‘Alice, you’re early today,’ Danny calls out.




  ‘Because school’s out!’ I laugh.




  His moss-green eyes shine. Every time I see him, I wonder what he sees in me. He’s incredibly handsome, but in a crumpled way that doesn’t hint at the privileged life he

  lived before the Beach.




  As we touch, I feel the jolt as an image forms in my mind. However hard I try to focus on the warmth of his lips, the chill of his last moments passes through me. Burnt orange earth speeds

  towards me at a thousand miles an hour. Every time I hope it might be different, that the plane will recover its stability before it smashes into the desert.




  But it never does.




  Tim hovers in the background, with Meggie. We should make the perfect foursome: me and Danny, plus my sister and her first love. But even though the Beach has smoothed Tim’s frown

  lines, made his hair more strawberry-blond than copper, he still keeps his distance. Maybe there’s something about his final moments he doesn’t want me to see.




  No. Tim was innocent, whatever the police said. Otherwise, my sister would surely sense it, keep away.




  Danny kisses me again, and the red earth is fuzzier, less menacing this time.




  ‘What news, Alice?’ Danny asks me.




  ‘Summer’s here. Cara’s going to the Caribbean. I’m staying at home.’




  Here, I stick to the meaningless trivia that makes up my boring routine. Guests love to hear about school, and music, and especially the seasons: the smoky smell of autumn, the chill of winter,

  the first flowers of spring.




  So as I read Danny’s face, I’m surprised at how bored he looks by the idea of summer.




  Then I realise: why would he be interested when every day is summer on the Beach?




  ‘Why aren’t you going on vacation?’ He’s trying to hide his relief, but he’s hopeless at lying to me.




  I shrug. ‘Dad’s busy with work. They’re talking about a big holiday at Christmas. Australia, New Zealand.’




  ‘Wow. I always wanted to go there.’ He’d have made the perfect Bondi surfer dude, with his soft blond curls and hard, muscular legs.




  ‘I’ll make sure I tell you every detail.’ Except Christmas is almost half a year away. Who knows what’ll happen between now and then?




  ‘What will you do with your spare time? Aside from spend it with me?’




  ‘If I pass my driving test next week, I’ll have . . .’ I’m about to say ‘freedom’, but it seems too cruel, ‘. . . wheels. Mum’s, of course. Not my

  own. Plus I might get a holiday job.’




  ‘Oh, get a room, you two!’ my sister says, then beckons us towards the sea. Tim has grabbed a bucket of cold beers and a few bowls of ice cream from the beach bar, so I pull away

  from Danny and the four of us head for the water’s edge.




  As I sit down, the sand under my body is slightly damp. It cools me. I try not to analyse the sensations too much, because it’s hard not to doubt my own sanity . . .




  Too late. The doubts accelerate; my real surroundings close in on me again, in lurid focus. The duvet cover with its retro tulips pattern. The pile of schoolbooks in the corner that I

  don’t intend to look at again till September. The driving test paperwork.




  The Beach is a website. Nothing I feel can be real.




  ‘Florrie, don’t zone out on us, babe.’




  My sister touches me on the arm. The image of the killer’s black leather gloves lasts less than a fraction of a second this time, but it’s enough to remind me of my responsibilities

  to her.




  I focus on Meggie’s swimming-pool-blue eyes, on the kinked white streak in her blonde hair that I’ve never noticed before. After she was killed, the murderer combed her hair, fanned

  it out against the pillow so that Zoe – who found her – said she looked like an angel.




  ‘Florrie!’




  ‘Sorry. I was thinking of something else.’




  ‘Right.’ Her eyes have darkened. She looks at Tim, who nods, slowly. ‘Maybe this is a good time to talk.’




  ‘About what?’




  She sighs. ‘About this. Here. It’s wrong, me expecting you to be with me the whole time.’




  I shake my head. ‘No. It’s cool. I want to be here too. We’re sisters.’




  But Meggie’s still frowning. ‘Just because we want to be together, doesn’t mean we should be. This isn’t a good place. Tim thinks—’




  ‘What are you talking about?’ I break in.




  ‘The sun and the sea are just disguising the reality. This is a dark place.’




  A breaker crashes, spraying me with foam. I turn to Tim. ‘What have you been saying? I don’t need you babying me. We got along just fine before you showed up.’




  He steps back, as though he’s been slapped.




  ‘Don’t blame him, Alice,’ Meggie says, softly. ‘He’s got your best interests at heart. I’ve been too selfish to see that the time you spend here . . .

  it’s like being in a cemetery, or a ward full of the dying. It’s not what a sixteen-year-old should be doing.’




  ‘Seventeen,’ I correct her.




  Meggie blushes. ‘Sorry. I lose track here, which is the whole point I guess. But that’s part of the problem. You can’t move on.’ She takes a deep breath. ‘Neither

  of us can.’




  At first I don’t understand what she means. Then it hits me. ‘This isn’t for my benefit at all, is it? You just want more time alone with him.’ I point at

  Tim.




  ‘Alice. NO!’ The shock on her face makes me realise I’ve got it wrong. ‘I’d love you to be here all the time, but we’re bad for you.’




  ‘In case you’ve forgotten, I’m your only hope of getting justice, Meggie. Or doesn’t that matter to you any more?’




  Her eyes are locked onto mine. ‘It matters, oh, God, it matters. This place is a prison and there is nothing I want more than to leave the Beach behind. To find peace. To know the right

  person has been punished, whoever that person is. But there is one thing that matters more: your future.’




  The waves – the first thing I heard on the Beach – are getting louder, and the heat of the sun makes my head throb. I’m losing any sense of what she really wants. I reach out

  for Danny, ignore the brief vertigo as I ‘fall’ yet again. ‘Are you in on all this?’




  He squirms. ‘It’s a horrible situation. I don’t want to lose you. I love you more than anything. But I don’t have anything to offer you except this,’ he waves at

  the Beach, ‘and this is not enough. I won’t ask you to sacrifice yourself for an afterlife of limbo.’




  Why does he look guilty? Then I realise. ‘Have you talked about this behind my back? Decided it’s time for little Alice to get on with her little life in the normal world, leaving

  you to live your special lives without me?’




  Meggie steps towards me. ‘You’ve got it wrong. You’re the one with the power here, the power to get away, live your life.’




  ‘But you have talked about me?’




  Meggie’s eyes are cloudy again. ‘Of course. Endlessly. And I’ve lain awake, night after night, wondering what to do. God knows I didn’t care about being selfish when I

  was alive, but this is too serious to get wrong.’




  I want to tell her she’s not selfish, that I’m sorry for shouting. But there’s something I need to ask first. ‘What do you want more, Meggie? For me to leave . . . or to

  escape yourself?’




  The longer she stays silent, the more afraid I become.




  Everything I’ve done since I first visited the Beach – trying to work out its secret rules, helping Javier and Triti get away, staying close to Sahara even though she makes my skin

  crawl – I’ve done for Meggie.




  I can’t bear it if all I’ve managed to do is make her even more unhappy.




  ‘I want everything to be the same as it was, Florrie. To be alive. For all this to be a bad dream we’re going to wake up from any moment now. But it can’t happen.’




  ‘Come here, Meggie.’ I hold out my arms, bracing myself for the familiar vision of the pillow and the gloves. But it’s so faint now that it’s no more than a cloud across

  the sun as she falls into my arms. ‘I can’t turn back time, but I can put things right. Help you get away.’




  I don’t spell it out – once, I was banned from the Beach for saying too much. But she knows that justice is the key to her escape from ‘paradise’.




  ‘I’m afraid of that too, little sis.’




  No one knows what comes next: somewhere even more beautiful, or nothingness? By the end Triti and Javier both craved oblivion, a final resting place.




  ‘It might be wonderful,’ I tell her.




  My sister’s face changes. ‘No, I’m not afraid of that. What terrifies me is that it might go wrong.’




  ‘How could things be any worse for you, Meggie?’




  ‘You really don’t know?’ She laughs bitterly. ‘The killer could get you too, Florrie. Then we’d both be stuck here forever. And it would be my

  fault.’




  I shake my head. It’s not that I think I’m immortal, or protected. How could I? Two people I know have died in twelve months. Another is technically alive, but beyond help. Life is

  cheap.




  ‘I understand the risks, Meggie, but I can’t stop now.’




  She shakes her head. ‘Believe me, it’s nothing like you think. The bleakness is the worst. And it’s not just you. It’s our parents, too.’




  I step backwards, stumbling on the sand. We never talk about them. What could I say? Tell the truth: how her murder blew our family to pieces like a grenade? How Mum’s still going to

  counselling with that creep Olav? How Dad has whole weeks where the only place he can sleep is slumped over his desk at work?




  ‘Meggie, let’s not go there.’




  ‘I will if it’s the only way to make you realise what you’re risking.’




  Tim and Danny are keeping their distance; this is about family.




  ‘Are you saying you don’t want me to come? Or that you want me to stop going after . . .’ I just stop myself mentioning Sahara’s name, ‘the person who killed

  you?’




  Meggie reaches for my hand again, and I let her take it. ‘I’m not talking about you leaving right now. I couldn’t bear it. But this can’t go on

  forever.’




  ‘I think I’m getting closer, Meggie,’ I whisper.




  ‘To what?’




  ‘To knowing for certain. To finding the proof we need.’




  She gulps. ‘I do still want to know who murdered me. And I want the world to know, too. But that has to come second to your safety. When I was alive, I thought the world revolved

  around me but now I know better. I’m the past. A reality TV star-to-be that never was.’




  ‘You still are a star. So many people remember your music. And you deserve justice.’




  She says nothing for a moment. ‘Sometimes I forget how much you’ve grown up, how strong you are. But that doesn’t mean you’re indestructible. Promise me you’ll

  never put yourself at risk.’




  I hesitate. ‘I promise I won’t do anything crazy.’




  ‘I suppose I’ll have to settle for that.’ And she does the strangest thing: lifts my hand to her lips and kisses it, like I’m royalty. Tim whispers something in her ear,

  and she smiles and turns, walking away from me slowly but purposefully, towards the jetty. ‘Time to leave you two lovebirds in peace.’




  Danny’s behind me: puts his arms around my waist and turns me round.




  Red earth speeding towards me. Weightlessness.




  ‘You were wrong, Danny,’ I say, when the image fades. ‘What you said before. I’m not sacrificing anything to be with you.’




  But he’s still frowning. ‘You might not always feel that way. I’m scared you’ll throw away your future on us. On me.’




  ‘It’s my future to throw away.’




  ‘Sure, I know. I know. Don’t hate me for wanting what’s best for you.’




  ‘I don’t hate you, Danny. But I wish everyone round here would stop treating me like a kid.’ I try to break away but he holds on to my hand.




  ‘Don’t go. Let’s forget all that. Hang out. Watch the surfers. Listen to the birds. After all, it’s vacation time!’




  ‘I’d rather kiss than watch the surfers,’ I say.




  So we do.
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  ‘I’m not sure the world is ready for you behind the wheel, Ali.’




  Maybe Lewis is joking. Then again, my reverse parking isn’t up to its usual standards. For some reason, I keep getting flustered, even though we’re the only people in the car park of

  a derelict warehouse. I can’t get insurance to drive his fancy silver convertible on the road, plus I doubt he’d trust me with the super-shiny paintwork in traffic.




  I’m not sure I’d trust me either.




  ‘I’m normally better. You’re making me nervous,’ I say.




  He runs his hand through his thick hair so it stands on end: always a sign he’s under stress. ‘You and me both. Can we take a break?’




  I press a button to switch the engine off. That’s how swanky his car is. He doesn’t even have a normal ignition key.




  ‘You’ve got me worried now. My driving instructor said I was ready, but—’




  ‘I’m only teasing. You’re great. Enviable control of your steering. Reversing is slow but sure. And that funny thing you do with your tongue – poking it out when

  you’re changing gear – is a bloody winner!’




  I punch him on the arm. ‘Oi, you’re meant to be encouraging me.’




  ‘Seriously. It’s cute. So long as your examiner is a bloke, you’ll be laughing.’




  I tut. ‘Just because you passed first time.’




  ‘Yeah, well, I had a female examiner. Worked the old geeky charm on her. Not only did I change gear as smoothly as a racing driver, I kept up a running commentary on the workings

  of the engine, too. She gave me an A star. And then asked for my number.’




  ‘Wow!’ I say. ‘I didn’t realise they let people become driving instructors when they had eyesight that bad.’




  But I’ve been noticing lately that women do seem to fancy Lewis. A particular kind of girl seems to like that long, lean body and the mad scientist hair and the designer glasses

  (which I know for a fact have clear glass in them, even though he insists they were prescribed to counteract the glare of all the computer stuff he does).




  Luckily I have Danny, otherwise I might get a crush on Lewis myself. And that would really mess things up.




  ‘So what’s the first journey you’ll take when you’ve passed, Ali?’




  I shrug. ‘Not sure.’




  He gives me a sideways look. ‘Really? Only I had it all planned out. I went to London, in the middle of the night, just because I could. Drove round the sights. Past Westminster. Along

  Buckingham Palace Road. The Embankment. Felt like James Bond.’




  ‘Lucky you didn’t get arrested as a potential terrorist.’




  ‘I did get stopped by the police, actually. Even when I had my old car, they couldn’t believe a kid like me could afford a decent set of wheels.’




  ‘Show-off.’




  Lewis blushes through his San Fran tan. He’s not really a show-off. I honestly believe he bought this car because he appreciates its engineering, not to impress other people.




  ‘Can’t believe you haven’t got a maiden voyage planned in your mum’s Polo.’




  I’m pretty good at lying these days but Lewis is the only one who can see through me. The truth is, I know exactly where I’ll go if I pass. I also know he wouldn’t

  approve. ‘The seaside, maybe.’




  ‘Ri-ight.’ He’s not buying that.




  Neither of us says anything for a while.




  ‘How—’




  ‘What—’




  We both talk at once.




  ‘Ladies first,’ he says.




  ‘I was going to say, what about I take you out for the day when I pass? A magical mystery tour,’ I say, ‘as a thank-you for being so impatient with me.’




  ‘That sounds very nice. But don’t you mean patient?’




  ‘No, no. I respond much better to threats. The idea that I’m about to be thrown out of the car and will have to walk home works very well for me.’




  Lewis pulls a face. ‘Yeah. You’re right, I guess. My intolerance comes of spending so much time working for myself. I can be pretty impatient.’




  ‘I wouldn’t say that. The way you . . .’ I stop.




  He raises his eyebrows at me. ‘The way I?’




  ‘All of Zoe’s photos. You were patient going through those. But I know we’re trying not to mention that.’




  ‘The elephant in the room. Or the car,’ he says, running his hand through his hair again. ‘I suppose it was too much to expect that we could get through an entire afternoon

  without death rearing its ugly head.’




  ‘Perhaps.’ I try not to sound hurt but I’m not sure I manage it.




  ‘Sorry, Ali. That came out harsher than I intended. It’s just sometimes I hope that maybe you might want more than . . .’ he stops.




  ‘I might want what?’




  ‘Ah, nothing. You know I’m happy to talk about it anytime.’




  Except, when I’m with Lewis, I think about ‘it’ less than when I’m around other people. Plus, I don’t feel that constant anxiety about being watched. This

  afternoon, I’ve looked in my rear-view mirror the normal number of times, i.e. not every millisecond. Sure, Sahara would be easy to spot in this deserted car park, but it’s

  more than that.




  Lewis makes me feel safe.




  He knows more about me, and my fears, than anyone else. OK, I haven’t told him about the Beach, because he’s a scientist and he might think I’m mad. But he knows more about my

  campaign for justice than Cara or my parents.




  ‘I still can’t believe the photos revealed nothing new.’




  ‘I might find something else. There are a few left.’




  We both know he’s just trying to make me feel better. We’ve pored over every pixel of the photos Zoe had on her computer. Freakish pictures we’re certain must have been taken

  by the killer. Tim found them and left them in a safe place for Zoe to collect if anything happened to him.




  Pictures of my sister alive. Pictures of my sister’s hand, after she died. Her lips on a glass.




  And one more photo – that single close-up of my eyes. The surest sign that I could be next.




  But there’s nothing we could take to the police to make them reopen the investigation. Sahara is as devious as she is deadly. I Googled ‘psychopath’ after we got home from

  Spain. The search results summed it up:




  Grandiose sense of self-importance




  Like believing the whole world is out to get her.




  Pathological lying




  Like insisting she was my sister’s best friend, even though I know they fell out before she died.




  Cunning/manipulative




  Like fooling the world into thinking someone else killed Meggie.




  ‘So. Shall we call it a day and try again tomorrow, Ali?’ Lewis breaks into my thoughts.




  ‘I’d love to, but I need real, on-road practice and I can’t ask you to let me do that in your super-car. Ade and Sahara have offered.’




  His upper lip curls. ‘How nice of them to come all the way from Greenwich to help you.’ Lewis isn’t as obvious as Cara, but he thinks the same: that spending time with them is

  doing me no good at all. Even though he understands why I do it.




  ‘It is nice, isn’t it?’ I say.




  I choose to ignore the worry in his eyes. He knows I think my sister’s killer is still out there and that it must have been someone close to her. He’s begged me dozens of times to

  leave it be.




  But he also knows me well enough to understand that there’s nothing he can say to stop me pursuing it to the bitter end.
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  ‘Alice! Watch out! There’s a bollard. You’re going to hit it! Brake. Brake! God, that was close!’




  ‘Sorry, Sahara. I did see it, it’s just . . .’ It’s just that my driving gets so much worse when I’m in the car with the woman I suspect of killing my

  sister.




  I try not to giggle. I know it isn’t even a joke. Just a hyper feeling I get when she’s around. I’m on red alert in case she says anything that might reveal the truth.




  ‘Oh, don’t worry, Alice,’ Sahara trills, calmer now. ‘Last-minute nerves, eh?’




  I look in the mirror. Ade’s in the back, nodding. ‘Alice, relax. You’re an excellent driver. We wouldn’t take you out in our car otherwise.’




  Our car. They bought it last month, traded in their motorbike for a heavy black Scandinavian estate. They were planning to take it round Europe over the summer. It’s big enough to

  take surfboards on the roof, and a mattress with the back seats down, but they’ve travelled no further than Richmond-on-Thames.




  ‘They only got it so they could give you lessons,’ Cara said, when I told her. ‘They have no intention of letting you escape their clutches.’




  They’re getting more serious about each other: there’s the car, plus next week they’re moving in together. Or, rather, Sahara’s moving into the flat that Ade used to

  share with Tim.




  The flat where Tim was found dead with a plastic bag over his face.




  ‘Maybe that’s enough driving for today,’ Sahara says. ‘Shall we get a drink and you can tell us what else you’ve been up to?’




  ‘There’s good coffee back at my house.’ I feel safer on home territory.




  ‘Great. Drive on then, Alice!’ She hits the steering wheel, like a rider would kick a horse to make it gallop. ‘You should know the way!’




  Dad’s out and Mum’s sunbathing in the garden, so I leave my freaky driving instructors in the living room while I put the kettle on.




  From the kitchen, I can see them whispering but I can’t hear what they’re saying. They’re leaning in close, which emphasises how strange they look together. Ade’s pale,

  with delicate features and fine blond hair. He’s not my type but he’s attractive: Cara would never have fancied him if he wasn’t.




  Sahara is all masculine edges, with serious arm muscles and a horsey face. Relationships aren’t just about looks, I know that, but I can’t imagine her intense personality is

  attractive either. I used to feel guilty about judging her so harshly. Not any more. But I wish I could understand why Ade puts up with her.




  As I walk into the room with the drinks, they freeze. The expression on Ade’s face is hard to read, but it could be fear. Maybe he’s scared to leave her.




  ‘Cheer up, it might never happen,’ I say and they both gawp at me. It’s not the kind of thing I say.




  ‘No biscuits?’ Ade says, and when I put the tray down and turn to go back into the kitchen, he follows me. ‘Go easy on her, please, Alice.’




  I turn round from where I’m rummaging through the cupboards. ‘What do you mean?’




  ‘Just that she’s more vulnerable than you might think.’




  But before I can ask him anything else, he’s taken a packet of cookies from my hand and gone back to his girlfriend.




  ‘Yummy,’ says Sahara. Her smile looks forced.




  Over coffee, conversation is stilted. They talk about moving in together – apparently Ade is a clean freak, while Sahara snores louder than a pig. Nice. Then Sahara gets uppity

  about the fact that Ade can’t help her pack because he’s going home to his parents for a few days, and she drops hints about me driving over to help, once I’ve passed my test.

  Hints which I ignore . . .




  Finally she gets the message, and switches to interrogating me about my uni applications and my social life – though she doesn’t mention Cara – but then she runs out of steam.

  It’s not surprising. We don’t have anything in common except my sister.




  I want to scream at the top of my voice: ‘Did you kill her?’ But with Ade here, it’s pointless. He never leaves her alone for a second.




  ‘I need to go and freshen up,’ she says eventually.




  Now’s my chance to ask Ade what he meant by her being vulnerable.




  But he’s already smiling. ‘You know, you’re a great driver, Alice. Much better than I was as a learner. If you don’t pass, then there’s no justice in the

  world.’




  I stare at him. I know it’s only a phrase, but it gives me a way in. ‘Yeah, well, I’m not a big believer in justice, Ade.’




  He looks down at his coffee cup. ‘I can understand why.’




  I take my chance. ‘Do you . . . I mean, have you ever wondered about what happened in Spain?’




  His face doesn’t change. ‘What about it?’




  ‘Zoe’s accident. Plus everything before.’ I shake my head. ‘Sorry, I’m not putting this very well. Do you think what happened to Zoe and Tim and

  my sister . . . that there could be a connection?’




  Ade’s eyes are fixed on mine. I’ve never noticed their colour before: a kind of violet. ‘I see why you might think that, Alice. Really. It’s no wonder. I’ve spent

  endless sleepless nights wondering what we’ve done to deserve coming so close to death three times.’




  ‘I can tell there’s a but coming.’




  ‘No. I mean, who knows? Perhaps there was more to it,’ he says.




  ‘Really?’ I lean forward. Apart from Lewis, Ade is the first person not to scoff when I suggest a link between the two deaths, and Zoe.




  ‘The thing is, Alice, whatever was going on, we’ll never know, will we? Any link died along with your sister, and with Tim, and with Zoe.’




  ‘Zoe’s not dead.’




  He looks away. ‘I haven’t told you because I didn’t want to upset you, but I wrote to them. Her parents. Hoping they’d have good news. But the tests they’ve done

  show very little brain activity. The doctors think that Zoe suffered oxygen deprivation in the accident.’




  ‘Oxygen?’




  ‘Perhaps in the crush.’




  ‘So she . . . suffocated?’ Like my sister, and Tim.




  ‘Technically. But Alice, that doesn’t mean there’s a connection.’




  ‘No?’




  ‘Be careful. I’ve seen what becoming obsessed with death has done to poor Sahara. Wanting to contact you all the time. Turning up out of the blue, like she did after school the other

  week.’




  So he knows about that too? ‘Do you think there’s something . . . the matter with her?’




  He scowls. ‘I wouldn’t go that far. But I worry about her when you go off to uni – how she’ll fill the gap in her life.’




  I shiver. Will she leave me alone then, or . . . ‘I’m not the same as Sahara.’




  He smiles sadly. ‘I never said you were. It’s hard for all of us, in different ways. Remember, I was the one who found Tim’s body. There was a time when everything was dark for

  me, too. You know how I pulled myself out? By knowing it’s not what he would have wanted – what any of them would have wanted. You’re wasting your life.’




  I’m about to snap back that they would have wanted justice, but I see the impatience in his eyes and I realise there’s no point. I thought Ade was different, but he’s just

  pretending to care.




  ‘Try to focus on the future, Alice. You should get your licence tomorrow. Then a place at uni. There’s a big old world out there to be discovered.’




  ‘And what does Sahara think—’




  ‘What do I think about what?’




  We spin around. I don’t know what to say.




  But Ade smiles. ‘About Alice’s chances tomorrow, of course.’ He lies to her effortlessly. Perhaps it’s a skill he’s had to develop to keep her calm.




  Sahara laughs. ‘Not that again. You’re going to walk it, Alice. Now, Adrian, I think it’s time we get going. We need to buy some flowers for Meggie’s grave. And

  then the traffic across to Greenwich on a Sunday is murd— I mean, bad.’




  ‘I’ll just use the bathroom, first,’ Ade says.




  He’s leaving the two of us alone? I begin to form a question in my head: what is the most important thing I could ask Sahara?




  ‘Must go and say bye to your mum before we head off, Alice,’ Sahara’s saying, and before I can stop her, she’s heading for the garden. But not before I’ve caught a

  glimpse of her face.




  The fake smile had faded completely. She looked anxious. Does she know I suspect her?




  And does that make me her next target?
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  It’s raining, hard.




  The windscreen wipers stay on through my whole test. I remember to indicate earlier, to brake sooner, to give pedestrians extra time to cross the road.




  The rear window keeps steaming up so I can’t see through it, but I know I’m being watched, and not just by the examiner. Though, however many times I check my mirror, I

  never catch a single glimpse of Sahara.




  ‘Would you pull over, please?’




  It takes me a second or two to realise that I’ve arrived back at the test centre. The examiner – a woman, perhaps the one who ‘fancied’ Lewis – is smiling. I can

  tell before she speaks that it’s going to be good news.




  My instructor drives me home – ‘I’ve had more than a few of my candidates crash immediately after passing; it puts you in a funny state of mind.’




  Mum opens the front door as soon as she spots the driving-school car turning into the close. When she notices I’m in the passenger seat, her face falls, but by the time I get out,

  she’s wearing a sympathetic smile. ‘Never mind, Alice, all the best drivers pass second time.’




  I can’t keep up the pretence. A grin is spreading across my face.




  ‘Must make me a terrible driver, then, Mum, because I PASSED!’




  ‘Oh, Alice, you’re a star! Come here!’




  She hugs me and I hug her harder, and Mr Gregory gives me a brief pat on the back.




  ‘Come back to me for your free motorway-driving class, Alice. And happy driving. Safety first, safety always, right?’




  I’ve rung Dad at work, and am about to text Cara and Lewis, when the doorbell goes.




  Mum calls up from the hallway. ‘Alice, I think this is for you.’




  I feel dread, like ice down my spine. Visitors freak me out. Probably because most of our unscheduled visitors in the past year have been police officers bearing bad news.




  Halfway down the flight of stairs, I realise who it is, or at least, what they’re here for. I can’t see the person, because of the big bouquet of flowers in the way.




  It is seriously huge. Someone’s entire back garden must have been chopped down to make it, and Mum’s already sniffing from the pollen.




  No one’s ever bought me flowers before. These are worth the wait. Red roses, white lilies, lush tropical leaves in deep green.




  The florist has to lower the bouquet to see over it. ‘Alice Forster?’




  It weighs so much I almost drop it. Meggie would have done this more elegantly; she was always being sent flowers.




  ‘Well done on passing your test,’ the florist says, and then turns to go. ‘Oh, the card’s buried in there somewhere.’




  Mum closes the door, and takes the bouquet from me, heading into the kitchen. She sneezes. ‘Wow. A five-hanky job, at least. Someone thinks a lot of you.’




  I laugh. ‘Someone, eh? Thanks, Mum. They’re beautiful.’




  She puts them down on the counter: there’s a bag of water tied underneath which keeps them upright. ‘No, they’re not from us.’




  ‘You sure Dad hasn’t . . .’




  Mum pulls a face. ‘Come on, Alice. Your dad’s a prince among men in many ways, but he’s never seen the point of flowers, except for the supermarket variety, and these must have

  cost at least as much as my entire monthly supermarket shop.’




  I stare at them. ‘But . . .’




  The smell of the lilies is more powerful now. Almost cloying.




  ‘Look at the card, silly,’ Mum says, grinning. ‘Though I can think of one person who might think you’re worth it.’




  ‘No one else knows yet,’ I whisper, more to myself than to Mum.




  I push my hand into the bouquet. The stems are bound together tightly and I can’t find the card.




  ‘Ouch.’




  I pull my hand out of the foliage. There’s a spot of blood on my finger, growing as I watch.




  ‘That’s the trouble with roses,’ Mum says, still smiling. She passes me some kitchen roll. The blood spreads through the white tissue, like an ink stain. ‘Here, let me

  try to fish out the card.’




  She rummages around. ‘Bingo.’




  The little envelope has Alice on the front, in curly handwriting. As I rush to tear it open, I leave smudged red fingerprints on the white paper. Mum leans in

  to look.




  The card shows a tiny retro car driving along a country lane. The driver is throwing a torn L-plate up in the air. It’s sweet.




  Inside, the message is written in the same italics:




  Congratulations, Alice! Stay safe!




  But no name.




  ‘Come on,’ I say. ‘Stop joking around, Mum. Only you two would send this. Could have sent this.’




  Her smile is a little more strained. ‘No. My money’s still on Lewis. If only because . . . well, they’re not the kind of flowers you’d buy for your daughter. I’d

  have chosen gerberas or freesias, something bright and young. These are . . .’




  She stops herself.




  I stare at the flowers. The scent is making me feel sick, and my finger hasn’t stopped bleeding. For a tiny cut, it stings like hell. ‘What were you going to say, Mum?’




  She laughs. ‘Oh, nothing, really. Just that when we were growing up, your grandma was superstitious about the meanings of flowers. You know, tulips mean love and carnations mean . . . I

  don’t remember exactly. But she was very odd about red and white together.’




  ‘Because?’




  ‘I think it was from when she was a nurse. They didn’t like that combination because,’ she giggles, ‘well, they called red and white flowers together “blood and

  bandages”.’




  It’s supposed to be a joke. I know that. But my head throbs in time to the pulse of blood in my finger.




  Only Mum and Dad know I’ve passed. Oh, and my instructor and my examiner, I suppose, but neither of those would send me flowers.




  Unless I was being followed by the only person who might think anonymous flowers would be a good surprise, instead of something creepy. The only person who might ignore a

  florist’s advice not to send blood and bandages. Sahara.
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