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  Chapter 1




   





  The Night it Happened




   





  Leo Spencer was fourteen years, two months and a few days old when it happened.




  It happened during the night, at 4.15 am precisely. But Leo was fast asleep at the time, dreaming he was a Black-footed Albatross heading towards the Bering Sea after the breeding season, so he didn’t realise things had changed until he woke up. In fact, he didn’t realise it himself. It was his mother who told him. It may otherwise have taken him a long time — days, maybe weeks — before he’d realise his life had changed forever.




  To make things worse, it also happened on his mum’s birthday.




  It had rained all afternoon the day before, and the temperature had dropped. The wind was howling through the trees under a roof of heavy clouds. Leo and Peter were on their way to surf after school. Both boys shared a passion for surfing, and every day after class they went to the beach to spend an hour fighting the waves of Lemon Bay. Peter lived with his parents on the other side of the bay, less than ten minutes walking distance from Leo’s place. Both houses were isolated from the town, which had been built away from the ocean in an area protected from the strong winter gusts. Leo’s house stood on top of a small hill and overlooked the bay. The vegetation around it was low and scrubby, and a meandering path led to the beach. You could see the top of Leo’s house from Peter’s, but only if you knew that it was there; otherwise, it looked like shapeless rocks among the scrub.




  ‘I got her the book yesterday,’ Leo said, clutching his surfboard with two hands to keep it steady.




  Peter removed streaks of wet hair from his eyes. ‘The fat one?’




  ‘Yep. I didn’t think I would have enough, but Dad’s given me the rest.’




  ‘I thought she wasn’t big on birds. She didn’t even read the last one.’




  ‘She’s getting there, okay? She told me yesterday she never thought birds could be that interesting.’




  ‘Me neither.’




  ‘Don’t start! This one’s amazing. You should see the photos of kingfishers diving in the water. They must have used an underwater camera, but I’m not sure how they managed to do it though.’




  Peter pulled up the legs of his wetsuit with his right hand to maintain his stride.




  ‘Careful,’ Leo warned, ‘you nearly hit me with your board.’




  ‘Sorry. My wetsuit’s a pain.’




  ‘There’s also a chapter on Megapodes.’




  ‘Mega-what?’




  Leo sighed. ‘Me-ga-podes. They incubate their eggs in debris and monitor the temperature to make sure it stays right.’




  ‘No kidding!’




  Leo glanced at the ominous clouds. ‘Hurry up, it’s going to get dark in less than an hour.’




  ‘Looks pretty dark to me already. Maybe we should give it a miss …’




  ‘No way, we’re nearly there.’




  ‘You’re sure you can do it?’




  ‘What?’




  ‘Your breathing’s been heavy all day. Maybe it’s not such a good idea after all.’




  ‘Yes, Mum.’




  ‘Come on …’




  ‘You want me to sit and watch you have all the fun?’




  Peter sighed, ‘Your choice.’




  They could hear the waves before reaching the beach, deserted at that time of the day. Leo took his cap off and brushed his hair nervously. He always insisted on having it cut extremely short, because he hated the curls that appeared when his hair grew long. He wore a cap most of the time.




  They put their bags out of water’s reach and looked at what was left of the sun — a glimpse of orange mist in an ocean of darkness, giving the beach an eerie feeling. Leo shivered.




  They zipped their wetsuits up and plodded towards the water with their boards under their arms. Peter stopped without warning and Leo bumped into him.




  ‘Ouch!’




  ‘There’s a dog over there,’ Peter said, pointing at the right end of the beach where the rocky part started.




  Leo squinted. ‘It’s a puppy. Let’s go check it out.’




  They made their way towards the tiny thing, which still had puppy fat and didn’t look older than a few weeks. It stopped to take a good look at the intruders, with big eyes and ears on the move. When Leo took a step closer, it tried to climb the rocks to safety, but fell back and ran away in the opposite direction. Its wet, brown eyes kept checking the two of them all the time.




  ‘It won’t let us go near it,’ Leo said with a sigh.




  ‘And it’s full of fleas,’ Peter added when he saw it scratch its left ear furiously.




  But Leo was determined to help the puppy, which probably belonged to someone desperately looking for it. The dog ran away from him again, slipping dangerously close to the waves thundering below. The dog jumped, slipped again, and fell head first into the water with a pathetic yelp.




  ‘It’s going to drown!’ Leo cried.




  ‘Too late. The waves are already taking it away.’




  ‘It’s never too late.’




  Peter, horrified, watched his friend jump in the water, with a huge splash.




  Leo shivered when the cold water filled his wetsuit from the neck down. He looked around. The powerful rip had already taken the dog far away into the open sea. Rips in the area were known to be treacherous, and the boys always made sure to surf in the middle of the bay.




  Leo spotted the head of the puppy trying to fight the current. Following the flow of the rip with energetic strokes, he swam until he reached the area where he last saw it.




  It was gone.




  Frantically, Leo splashed in the cold waves, searching for the animal. After a few seconds, he felt something spongy with his right hand and was relieved to find the puppy still alive. It had lost a lot of strength and would probably have drowned if Leo hadn’t come to its rescue.




  The rip was strong and kept pushing them farther into the open sea. Leo waved at Peter, who stood on the sand scrutinising the water and was now the size of a Barbie doll. Leo saw him run towards their boards in the middle of the beach.




  Both boys knew how to fight a strong current. Rips took anyone or anything to sea, but their power decreased after a while; the secret was to stay calm, let the current carry you until it lost strength, and swim to the shore at an angle. This still meant an arduous swim, especially amidst threatening waves and with a struggling puppy in the hand. Leo tried to float on his back to keep the dog out of the water. He prayed he would be strong enough to carry them both to the beach. It actually crossed his mind that they may never reach it, but he pushed the thought away with a strong kick.




  They were being carried away farther and farther from the shore, and the waves grew bigger. After minutes Leo could have sworn were hours, he felt the current slow down and decided it was time to swim towards the beach. The water was so cold he had lost feeling in his hands and feet, and he could hardly breathe. He grabbed the puppy with his left hand, keeping its head out of the water, and swam painfully with his right arm. It was a laborious swim, and the beach didn’t seem to get any closer. Leo swallowed icy water many times. At one point, a strong wave took him by surprise and hit the back of his head, making him lose his breath and swallow more water. For a split second, his sight became blurred and he felt himself being dragged under, but his survival instinct was stronger than the waves and forced him to surface again. He was thrilled to spot Peter paddling madly towards them with their two boards.




  It took the boys ten long minutes to reach each other. Leo grabbed his board with relief and sat the puppy on top of it like a candle on a birthday cake. Then Peter helped his friend climb onto the board. After recovering his breath, Leo paddled gently until the waves became more manageable and they could surf. He held the puppy against his chest and surfed the waves to the beach as steadily as he could. If someone had once told him he would save a dog while surfing, he would have said they had lost their mind.




  Leo couldn’t remember feeling so happy to hit the sand. The puppy didn’t try to run away from them anymore; it was slouched on the sand, dripping and whimpering softly.




  ‘He doesn’t have a collar,’ Leo said after starting to feel his hands and feet again.




  ‘You could have drowned, you know,’ Peter said.




  ‘I was fine.’




  ‘You weren’t. I saw it in your eyes.’




  ‘I had them shut most of the time.’




  ‘Your breathing’s shocking.’




  ‘You sound like my mum again.’




  ‘Well done, anyway.’




  ‘He’s so cute,’ Leo said, scratching the puppy’s head.




  ‘Cute, but smelly.’




  ‘What do you expect? Dog fur and sea water, great combination!’




  ‘What are we going to do with him?’




  Leo looked up. ‘Can you keep him?’




  ‘Who? Me?’




  ‘No, the cat’s grandmother, you idiot.’




  ‘No need to be rude, freckle-face,’ Peter replied with a smile. He shook his head. ‘You know my dad’s allergic to dogs.’




  ‘I’d forgotten,’ Leo’s face lit up. ‘It’ll be Mum’s birthday present.’




  ‘What?’




  ‘I’ve always wanted a dog.’




  ‘It’s her birthday.’




  ‘We share presents, remember?’




  ‘What about the book?’




  ‘I’ll keep it for next year.’




  ‘She’s going to freak out.’




  ‘She’ll be fine.’




  Leo smiled. He had found the best birthday present for his mother, and at the same time he was going to have the dog he’d always wanted.




  He went home and sneaked the puppy into his bedroom through the open window. He fed him milk, dried him, and sprayed him generously with one of his mum’s perfumes. The puppy’s white fur took a shiny appearance, and the nasty smell vanished. He turned out to be a ball of energy that licked everything that came within his reach. Leo waited for an hour after everybody had gone to bed and laid the sleeping dog in a shoebox in which he made small holes with a pair of scissors. He placed the box in front of his parents’ bedroom door with a note that said, ‘Happy Birthday, Mum. My name is Fluffy.’




  Leo was trying hard not to cough. The water had been cold, and as a consequence, his lungs were burning as if they had been rubbed with raw chilli. He went back to bed, breathing with difficulty.




  When he woke up, he was fine.




  Thinking about it, he couldn’t remember feeling so good in a long time.




  The day promised to be exciting. His younger sister Joanna had promised to bake a chocolate roll filled with cream and topped with cherries for their mum’s birthday. It was spring holiday and she was relaxed — normally, she’d be more focused on her homework. Joanna’s chocolate rolls were Leo’s all time favourite.




  Fluffy was more exciting material than chocolate rolls though, and Leo couldn’t wait to see his mum’s face when she found him. She probably expected the latest bestseller from the town’s only bookstore, a hand-painted vase, or a cheap necklace from the opportunity shop next to the public pool. Leo decided to stay in bed until she found the shoebox. He knew that as soon as she’d discover Fluffy, she’d rush to see him, and he wanted to make the most of that special moment.




  When his mum was happy, he was happy.




  Leo’s eyes were fully open as he lay in his bed. The curtains were half closed, letting the soft morning light into his bedroom. Leo’s bedroom window faced the ocean, which, when you lived near the bay, was the best aspect. Leo liked to leave his curtains half closed to wake up in the morning with the sun rising over the horizon. He could always hear the cries of seagulls and terns, and this made his heart leap. Birds had been his passion since his Grade Two teacher organised a viewing of “Birds and Their Migration” for the class. The movie followed the birds across the world on their journey from colder to warmer climates, and through plains and deserts. It showed them at rest, flying, and singing to each other all the way. The movie had lit a spark that turned into a raging fire inside Leo, and he decided he’d spend the rest of his life filming birds. He’d travel around the world, cross deserts and oases, tropical forests and mountains, and spend hours hidden in a shed covered with leaves and branches, waiting for birds to appear. He’d capture them on film and would show them to the world. Along the way, he’d discover unknown species and would become famous.




  This was Leo’s plan.




  A life full of adventures.




  His dad kept saying that filming birds wasn’t a proper job, but Leo knew he had his mum’s full support — even if she didn’t always seem thrilled to be getting bird books for her birthday.




  What was she doing?




  Leo glanced at the Mickey Mouse alarm clock on his bedside table: 8.05 am. It was time to get up, but he didn’t want to spoil the surprise. He noticed the strange glow of the light, more intense than usual. The waves sounded different too, slightly muffled, as if he were wearing earplugs.




  Then he heard the footsteps rushing up the stairs.




  The door flung open and his mother flew in, triumphantly holding Fluffy in her hands. Her dark hair was partially hiding her face, but Leo could see she was smiling.




  ‘Where did you get him from?’




  She laid Fluffy on the bed and sat next to him.




  Leo could tell by the sound of her voice that the present was a total surprise. It was going to be her best birthday ever. He smiled at her and she smiled back. She put her right hand on his left shoulder and shook him gently.




  ‘Leo,’ she murmured, ‘Wake up.’




  ‘I’m awake, Mum!’




  He pushed the sheets away and sat up, surprised she hadn’t noticed that he had his eyes open.




  She shook him again, ‘Come on, Leo, it’s time to get up.’




  ‘It’s okay, Mum,’ he said, getting up. ‘What do you think of Fluffy?’




  She didn’t move.




  ‘Do you think he’s cute? Peter and I found him near the beach.’




  Leo stood up at the foot of the bed, all the time staring at his mum, who looked as if she had turned into stone.




  Something was horribly wrong.




  Leo’s mum started sobbing.




  Leo gave her a big hug and put his cheek against hers. She was always so emotional. After a minute or two she was still sobbing, and Leo looked her in the eyes. ‘Come on, Mum, don’t be like that, it’s your birthday …’




  ‘Leo! Oh, Leo!’




  ‘What is it, Mum?’




  She ignored him and fell with all her weight on the bed, crying. Leo didn’t know what to do. He had never seen her behave so strangely, and this was scaring him. Maybe he had been wrong all the time and she didn’t like her present.




  Fluffy jumped from the bed to hide underneath.




  Leo’s mum’s cries must have alerted the others, because his dad barged into the bedroom, closely followed by Joanna.




  ‘What’s happening?’ He stood immobile for a second or two, looking at his wife. Then he rushed to the bed and pulled the sheets open.




  Leo’s blood froze in his veins.




  Someone was lying in his bed.




  Who the hell was he and how did he get in? And why hadn’t he noticed him before? Leo stepped closer, and what he saw made him cringe.




  Lying in his bed, asleep, he could see himself.




  Only then did Leo’s mum say something; she said it so softly that Leo had to move really close to hear her; and it was something that would change his life forever.




  ‘Leo is dead …’




   





  




  Chapter 2




   





  Somewhere in Between




   





  Leo’s head was spinning.




  His mum wasn’t making sense. Of course he wasn’t dead. Wouldn’t he be the first one to know if that was the case? Maybe she was sick or something?




  But then, there was this body in his bed.




  Leo looked at it again. The boy he could see was clearly him; there was no doubt about that. But how could he be lying in his bed if he stood at the same time? His whole body started to shake.




  Leo’s dad felt his son’s pulse, touched his eyelids, and kissed him softly on the cheek. Then he sat at his wife’s side without uttering a word. Joanna stood frozen next to the bed, staring at her brother’s body, silent tears running down her cheeks. Leo’s mum finally made a move and got up to hug her daughter. The two of them were soon joined by Leo’s dad, and they all stood there, unable to move, in tears.




  Leo stared at them in disbelief. He wanted to speak but his throat was dry. Could he really be dead? He felt very real, hearing and seeing everything they said. There had to be a way out of this. He couldn’t stay there and watch them cry without doing something. Anything. But what?




  The silence in the room was thick, and it took Joanna much effort to break it. ‘He promised me …’




  Her dad pressed her against his chest. ‘Darling …’




  ‘He knew I was going to make a chocolate roll for him today.’




  Leo’s mum kissed her on the cheek. ‘My little girl …’




  ‘It’s your birthday, Mum.’




  Her mother collapsed, drowning in tears.




  ‘It’s okay, Mum,’ Leo said, rushing to her help. ‘Stop crying, I’m here.’




  She ignored him completely and Leo’s dad pulled her back on her feet, before leaving the room with a dark face.




  Leo took another good look at the body in the bed. It was him, for sure — he could see the military cut and the ears that were too small for his liking. He looked white and his freckles had disappeared, but it was him for sure. He glanced at his sister. Her jacaranda-blue eyes were wide open. The colour of her eyes was the only physical attribute she had in common with Leo — an unusual blue the colour of jacarandas in full bloom. Leo was unhappy when he first realised she had the same eye colour as he did, but it created a link between them, something nobody else shared, and they both enjoyed the attention they got from it.




  Leo yelled, ‘Mum, Joanna! I’m here! Look at me!’




  They seemed totally oblivious to his presence. Maybe they were too distressed? He tried to move the red lamp on the wonky bedside table and the comic books on the shelves. Nothing. He gave the white and black soccer ball in the corner a huge kick. Nothing. Whatever he did, had no impact on things. It was as if his body had turned into thin air. Was he a ghost? He looked at his arms and legs. His body looked totally normal, with limbs, hands, and feet. He wasn’t wearing any white sheets or dragging any chains, unlike the ghosts he had seen in movies. He pressed his forearm. It felt real. He put his right index finger on his left wrist and felt a pulse. His chest, too, was moving as usual, which proved his lungs were still working. So what was he, if he wasn’t a ghost?




  Maybe he had somehow left his body and would re-enter it soon? That was it! He had only left it momentarily! The answer had been there all the time. How stupid he’d been! He had to get back into his body before it was too late.




  Leo tried to approach his body, but the air felt thick. A weird kind of resistance had developed and was stopping him from reaching it. He tried to approach it from another direction, but the same thing happened again. After several attempts, it was clear he couldn’t get to his body anymore. It simply wouldn’t let him. How could he enter it again, if he couldn’t even get close to it?




  His thoughts were interrupted by his dad, who re-entered the room with Doctor Gilbert. Doctor Gilbert had looked after all of them as far back as Leo could remember. Excellent timing, Leo thought, he’ll be able to help me find the entry door back into my body. A doctor should have no problem with that. Doctor Gilbert sat on the side of the bed and focused on Leo’s wrist for a few seconds, while Joanna and Leo’s mum stood by the side, watching. Doctor Gilbert took his stethoscope out, lifted Leo’s shirt gently, and applied the metal circle to his chest. After a few seconds, he looked up and shook his head without a word. Leo’s dad burst into tears.




  Leo positioned himself in front of the doctor. ‘Doctor Gilbert, I’m here!’




  ‘There’s nothing I can do,’ the doctor said with a sigh.




  ‘I’m not dead! I’m here. Can’t you see me?’ Leo jumped up and down and grimaced at the doctor.




  ‘I’ll organise an ambulance.’




  ‘Can you help me enter my body again? I can’t find the entry point.’




  ‘They should be here shortly.’




  Doctor Gilbert put his instruments back into his black leather bag.




  Leo stamped his feet on the wooden floor. ‘You can’t do that! This body is mine. I don’t want to be taken anywhere.’




  What was the point of still being around if nobody could see him? Why couldn’t he find a way to communicate with them all?




  Leo’s mum pulled the sheets back over Leo’s chest and gave him a long, soft kiss on the forehead, after which they all left the room. Leo followed them. Leo’s mum went to fetch David, Leo’s baby brother, and they all sat in the living room after Doctor Gilbert had made the call. No one said anything. The only noise in the room was David’s babbling.




  Half an hour later, the doorbell rang and Leo’s father opened the door. Two tall men in white uniforms stood in the doorframe, heads bent down. Leo’s mum gasped when she saw them and ran to the kitchen. Leo could hear her crying again.




  ‘Where’s the body?’ the men asked in unison.




  ‘I’ll show you.’




  Leo’s dad led them to the bedroom.




  Leo watched, mouth open, how they lifted his body, laid it on a stretcher, covered it completely, and took it into the ambulance. Should he follow them or stay with his parents? He decided he could always find his body later and chose to stay.




  Leo went back to his bedroom and suddenly realised he was still wearing his pyjamas. He couldn’t stay in his pyjamas all day! He walked towards the cupboard next to the bed and stopped. He had forgotten he couldn’t move things any more! How was he going to open the drawers? How could he reach the jeans and the New York City t-shirt he had planned to wear? As he sat on his bed to think, he was shocked to see that the pants of his pyjamas had been replaced by a pair of jeans. And he was wearing his New York City t-shirt! He jumped up and wished for a red shirt with blue stripes, and it appeared on him at once. At least there were some positives in having left his body. Getting dressed promised to be much more fun from now on — and faster, too.




  Leo spent the rest of the day roaming in the house, moving from room to room and following his parents and sister. Fluffy followed the others too, trying to draw their attention without success. He finally went back to his shoebox and fell asleep. Leo had been able to hold on until now, but at last he burst into tears. He was going nowhere.




  At night, his father picked up the phone.




  ‘Hello,’ Grandma Muriel’s croaky voice echoed in the receiver.




  ‘It’s me, Ma.’




  ‘Philip! How are you, dear?’




  ‘I’ve got some bad news.’




  ‘Leo?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘When?’




  ‘Last night, sometime during the night … The doctor said around 3.30 to 4.00 am.’




  ‘I’m sorry,’ Grandma Muriel said, ‘But we all knew it would happen, and sooner than later. The doctors were adamant.’




  Leo jumped. ‘Rubbish! The doctors said I’d be fine.’




  Leo’s dad continued, ‘Doctor Gilbert said he didn’t suffer. He died in his sleep.’




  ‘When’s the funeral?’




  ‘I don’t know. They need to do an autopsy first.’




  ‘Why? Surely …’




  ‘They have to, Ma.’




  ‘You know we’d love to be there. The trip … your father …’




  Leo shook his head. As if anyone expected his grandparents to come to his funeral. They had never cared about anyone in the family. In fact, he couldn’t remember the last time he saw them. All they meant to him was a photo in the living room and Grandma Muriel’s croaky voice in the receiver two or three times a year.




  ‘It’s okay, Ma,’ Leo’s dad said, ‘I know you’ll be thinking of him.’




  Leo shook his head again. His dad would never understand. Leo’s dad hung up and collapsed on the sofa. Joanna had already gone to bed. She hadn’t uttered a word all day. At two o’clock, she had made the chocolate roll. ‘For you, Leo,’ he had heard her say to herself. When she finished baking it, she covered it with cream and cherries and stood looking at it for a few minutes, before grabbing it and throwing it into the bin.




  ‘What are you doing?’ Leo had cried.




  ‘Oh, darling,’ her mother said when she saw the cake in the bin, and she hugged her.




  Leo had to sit through several other phone calls. His dad sounded like a robot. Auntie Maude, Uncle Roger, Auntie Rene … The same words over and over again, ‘Last night … didn’t suffer … later this week … thank you …. we know …’ Leo wished he could tell his dad he was standing next to him, hugging him, touching him, and loving him with all his heart. But nobody knew he was around and Leo stopped listening to his dad’s calls.




  Later in the evening, Leo decided to go and visit David. Before he had time to realise what was happening, he found himself standing in front of his baby brother’s bed, in his parent’s bedroom. Strange — he couldn’t remember moving at all. Had he gone through walls at the speed of light? Could he really go through walls? Now, this was exciting news. He had to give it a try. He moved towards the wall separating his parents’ bedroom from Joanna’s and slowly, very slowly, pushed his right hand into the wall. It went in as if the wall were made of butter left out of the fridge for too long. Feeling more confident, he pushed his head forward and found himself looking at the dolls in his sister’s bedroom. What an amazing feeling!




  He heard David chirp and pulled his head back. His brother had woken up and was playing with his favourite animal, a fur rabbit Auntie Maude had given him when he was born. The rabbit had lost its ears and nose through extensive chewing, and its colour had gone from white to dirty beige. It had also lost its eyes in the process, but this didn’t change David’s feelings for it. David must have felt something, because he looked up. A surprising thing then happened: he laughed.




  Leo’s heart accelerated. ‘David, can you see me?’




  David kept laughing.




  ‘Hello, David!’




  Leo tried to grab his brother by the shoulder, but his hand went through his body as if it didn’t exist at all. David stopped laughing, looking nonplussed. Leo needed to make sure it was really happening. He moved to one side, slowly. David’s eyes followed him.




  ‘Yippee!’




  Leo danced around, half laughing, half crying. ‘You can see me. I’m not dead.’




  His brother followed the dance with his eyes, sucking the rabbit’s tail.




  There was no reason the others couldn’t see him either. Maybe they were too distressed to notice him and this was going to change with time.




  He went back to see them, but however hard he tried, nobody was taking any notice of him. As he sat on the sofa next to his mum, an incongruous thought popped up in his exhausted mind.




  Could anyone possibly attend their own funeral?




   





  




  Chapter 3




   





  A Hell of a Choice




   





  Leo spent the first night following his death in his bedroom.




  Everyone had gone to bed, and he quickly got bored sitting in the living room by himself, so he decided to go to bed as well. At first, he felt uncomfortable lying where he had seen his body rest a few hours before but, after a while, the familiar sound of the waves crashing on the beach and the moonlight glaring through the curtains made him feel as if nothing had changed. He could even smell the soft fragrances carried by the breeze from the ocean.




  However, something was different.




  He wasn’t tired. In fact, he couldn’t sleep at all. Two hours passed and he was still fully awake, so he decided to get up and sit by the window, looking at the moonlight reflecting in the water. But this also proved boring after a while, so he went back to bed and lay motionless until the sun rose and he heard noises in the house. His parents still had their bodies, but judging by the way they looked, he could tell they hadn’t slept either.




  The next two days were identical: long, boring and sad. Leo shared his time between the different members of his family. His preference was for David, because he felt that with him he was still a presence. At night, he lay in his bed thinking of all the things he already missed. The house that used to be full of cries and laughter had become silent, by day and by night. It was as if his entire family had become ghosts.




  The following Saturday was the day of his funeral. His mum got up and cried longer than usual; his dad didn’t say a word all morning; Joanna remained lying on her bed staring at the ceiling; David was the only one who still looked alive. Even Fluffy seemed to be feeling the sadness in the atmosphere and kept unusually quiet. By eleven o’clock, everyone had dressed in black. Leo hesitated for a while. Should he really wear black for his funeral? He wished for a dark suit and black shoes and a white shirt but didn’t like the look it gave him, so he opted for something more casual: blue jeans and sport shoes with a mustard-yellow jumper over a plain t-shirt; and of course, the green cap he loved so much and that went everywhere with him. His mother wouldn’t have approved, but it was his funeral, after all.




  Leo’s parents sat in silence in the family’s red Ford Magna with Joanna and David, and headed for the church. Leo sat in his usual spot behind his dad; David was wedged in the baby seat between his sister and his brother. It felt weird to be sitting there with them, as if nothing had happened, as if they were going on a long awaited holiday. Leo lowered his cap to avoid seeing everyone’s wet eyes and rested his head against the window.




  The church was not very big. It was totally white except for the spire tips, painted in gold. It stood at the top of a cliff, overlooking the ocean. Leo knew it well. The whole family often went there on Sunday walks. Many Lemon Bay inhabitants walked along the cliff on the weekend, starting at one end of the bay and following the top of the cliff, where a small path had been created by hundreds of thousands of feet over centuries. At times it was close to the edge, and Leo loved standing there, half scared, half excited, pretending he was a bird ready to take off, spuming waves roaring fifty metres below. Sometimes it was so windy that he had to step back to avoid being thrown down the cliff. The church stood a hundred metres from the edge, and the view you got from it always amazed the few tourists that ventured to Lemon Bay. Leo loved the place and couldn’t think of a better one for a funeral. For his funeral. Many people had already made their way to the church when they arrived, and a crowd of friends and family members swarmed over his parents.




  ‘Come here, darling.’ Auntie Maude hugged Leo’s mum, who looked like she hadn’t slept in months.




  ‘I’m okay,’ Leo’s mum said, trying to free herself from her sister’s arms. Auntie Maude was a large woman, and every time she hugged Leo, he felt as if he were being kissed by a giant octopus.




  Mr and Mrs Howard, two colleagues of Leo’s dad, shook his hand vigorously. ‘We’re so sorry. He was a good boy.’




  ‘Thanks,’ Leo’s dad’s head sunk into his chest.




  ‘If we can help in any way, you know where to find us.’




  ‘Thanks,’ Leo’s dad clearly wanted to be left alone.




  Uncle Garry was here, too. ‘Poor Joanna, she must miss her brother so much.’




  He turned to face her. ‘How are you feeling, darling?’




  ‘Crap,’ she snapped back. She pulled a long face and avoided everyone. Her jacaranda-coloured eyes had turned dark purple, and Leo thought it made her look prettier than usual.
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