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PRAISE FOR


TALKING TO ALASKA


“Talking to Alaska’s strong characters and intriguing plot are powerful hooks into this heartfelt story.”


Florentyna Martin, Waterstones Children’s Book Buyer


“Parker and Sven can’t stand each other but I loved them both from the very first page. Feisty and believable, both vulnerable in different ways, they are linked together by Alaska, Parker’s beloved dog who, she discovers, now belongs to Sven. Themes of friendship, loneliness, damage and privacy are woven into a tense story with characters that jump off the page…”


Jill Coleman, Director of Children’s Books, BookTrust


“Original in both the prose and the characterisation, this friendship drama and mystery story is a cut above.” Nicolette Jones, author and critic


“Big issues are dealt with in a sensitive accessible way and the story moves at a terrific pace. Highly recommended.”


Simon Key, The Big Green Bookshop


“This is a riveting story with an intricate plot, wonderfully told… Adolescent surges of feelings such as loyalty, anger and love are skilfully integrated into the plot. The translator, Laura Watkinson, deserves special thanks for bringing her considerable skill to making this story accessible to an English audience.”


Clare Morpurgo, The School Librarian
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SVEN


So this is the plan for today: to pull off such a brilliant stunt within the first five hours that the whole school instantly finds out who I am. They need to know me – before they hear about me.


I have no idea how I’m going to do it. I don’t want to get thrown out of school on Day One, of course. But it’s got to be big.


If I don’t act soon, then within a week I’ll be that loser from 1B. The kid who gets brought to school every day by his dad and picked up by his mum. Who’s never allowed to be alone. The guy with the watch that beeps every couple of hours because it’s time for some more pills.


I am not going to let that happen.




PARKER


My bike whizzes along the streets, because all the traffic lights are green today. It’s as if the world wants to say to me: Hey, look! I’m not really that bad.


I’m in 1B this year, with twenty-seven other kids, and I’ve already met almost everyone. One boy was sick on the getting-to-know-you afternoon in June. Weird – he doesn’t know a single other person in the class yet. I’m glad I can’t remember what being born was like. Lying there, completely naked, in a world full of strangers. Faces you don’t know, hands you don’t know, nostril hairs you don’t know. Maybe that’s why babies scream so much.


Down one more long street, and then I’ll be there. My breath’s racing too, and my black dress is flapping in the wind. As I cycle past a man with a dog, I close my eyes for a moment. Less than a second, but it’s long enough to picture Alaska.


I’ve been missing her for four months now, so during the daytime it feels almost normal for her not to be there. I’m used to the dog-shaped hole at home. I know I don’t need to be careful with the door any more, and all the blankets covered in white hairs went into the washing machine ages ago.


But at night I dream about her. Sometimes she’s been hurt, and I run along dark streets to a brightly lit animal hospital that’s eighty-seven storeys high. And sometimes – and this is way worse – she’s just there. She’s lying beside me on the sofa and I’m stroking the soft bristles on her nose. Calmly, quietly, because I know we’ll sit there together a thousand more times.


And then I wake up and feel empty.


I’m not going to pay any attention to the Tips for First Years on the internet. I’m planning to skip puberty. Why would I want to “pimp” my rucksack with glittery flowers? And who exactly gets to decide that lunchboxes are dumb, and sandwich bags are cool? Those websites give you all these long lists full of tips, and then right at the end they always go and say: But whatever you do, always be yourself.


Well, it’s not like I was going to pretend to be a leopard, is it? Or a hot-air balloon? Nope, of course not. But, be yourself? Is that what they tell the bullies and the liars and the people who are cruel to animals too? And all the people who are in prison and everyone who hasn’t been caught yet?


Hey, bad guys! Don’t forget the most important thing of all: just be yourself!


If I ever have to give anyone some tips, I’ll say: You know, maybe you just happen to be a massive idiot. Or a coward. And in that case, you’re better off being someone else.




SVEN


My dad dropped me off at the gates. I wanted him to stop one street sooner, but he refused.


It’s hot for September. I’m not wearing a coat, so everyone can see the blue strap around my wrist. It’s supposed to look like some kind of cool wristband, but I still feel like an animal. A lost pet wandering around with its owner’s telephone number.


As I walk towards the school, I deliberately don’t think about my friends who are still on holiday. On the other side of the country they don’t go back to school until next week. They’ll be in the second year. But I’m starting all over again, back in the first year.


I head inside, pretending to be normal.


The floors are black and white. The lockers are green and yellow. Nine hundred students all together – that’s a herd. A screaming mob with bags that bang into everything, fists that shove, spots about to pop, mobiles that vibrate as soon as they pick up the school Wi-Fi.


I’m not scared.


I’m never scared.


But when I see the stairs, three storeys of rock-hard concrete steps, I stand still for a moment.


When my mum started going on about the stairs to the headmaster, I could have killed her. And last week, when I got that email with all the rules for my special key for the lift, I spent the rest of the day slamming doors.


But here’s the worst thing. Now that I’m standing here – surrounded by all that bare concrete and all those floors – I’m glad.


I’m thirteen, not eighty. But I’m glad that I’ve got a special key for the lift.


A deafening bell rings throughout the building. It sounds as if the universe is on fire.


Now you can really tell who’s new. The First Years all jump and start trotting. The rest don’t speed up one bit.


So I’ve got the lift key. But where’s the lift?




PARKER


We’re sitting in complete silence, looking at the French teacher, but I know everyone else is fizzing and popping inside too, just like me. Maybe that girl at the front, the one with the black curls, will be my best friend. Maybe I’ll like that boy with the freckles.


Everyone in my old class has gone to other schools. No one here knows me, and no one knows what happened this summer. This is a new beginning, I tell myself. Maybe it’s not just the traffic lights this morning that are turning green for me. Maybe the world really isn’t that bad after all.


“Bienvenue!” shouts Mr Gomes. He’s wearing a checked shirt with short sleeves. A dragon tattoo coils around his forearm. “J’espère que vous avez tous passé de bonnes vacances.”


I don’t dare to move. Am I the only one who can’t understand a word he’s saying? Did we have homework for today? Already?


And then the classroom door swings open.


Standing in the doorway is a boy with messy blond hair and faded jeans. I know who it is right away: it’s him. The twenty-eighth member of 1B – the one who was ill on the getting-to-know-you day. As quickly as possible, I try to take everything in: blue eyes, medium build, grey T-shirt, plaster on his chin, a bit taller than me, dirty trainers.


“Alors!” shouts Mr Gomes. “Vous êtes en retard. Que s’est-il passé?”


“Um,” says the boy in the doorway. He gives the teacher a puzzled look. “Une baguette, s’il vous-plaît?”


It feels like we’re Coke bottles that have been shaken about for hours. And now the blond boy has unscrewed all twenty-seven of our plastic tops at once. All of us burst out laughing at the very same moment. In my ancient holiday scrapbook, I wrote in a seven-year-old’s scrawl: you say OON BAGET SEEVOOPLAY. They were the very first French words I ever learned. I was amazed when the fat French baker actually went and fetched a stick of bread for me.


We go on laughing and laughing – and suddenly we aren’t a bunch of assorted kids any more. We’re a class.


“Sorry...” The boy in the doorway shrugs. “I got a D for French last year. I’m Sven.”


Mr Gomes picks up a piece of paper from his desk. His eyes fly over the words. “Sven Beekman?”


The boy nods.


“Aha,” says Gomes. “Right...” There’s a cautious sound to his voice. “OK, Sven, go and sit down.”


And then he looks at us and his talking-to-eggshells voice has gone. “Listen up, 1B! How can you learn French when you’ve just been dropped into a class full of new people? That’s right: you can’t. So we’re going to get to know one another first.”


We all have to write down three funny things about ourselves. Two things that are true. And one lie.


“Par exemple...” says Gomes. “That means ‘for example’. I’ll tell you some things about me. One: I love eating fried grasshoppers. Two: I live in a tree house. And three: I played football for Ajax juniors.”


The boys in the back row start yelling out which story must be the lie, but he shakes his head.


“I’m the only one who doesn’t have to tell you today which one’s made up. You’ve got a whole school year to find out. And now – get to work. Make your own lists.”


As, all around me, pens click and notebooks open for the very first time, I stare at the gigantic black-and-white photograph on the wall: the Eiffel Tower in the rain. I search my brain for funny things to say, but instead I just see films that I most definitely do not want to watch. They’re for viewers over the age of sixteen – at least! – but they’ve been playing inside my head for weeks now.


That’s how it works. They put scary labels on made-up things like films and games: Warning! Violence! Swear words! Sex! May cause fear and anxiety!


But when something actually happens, in real life, there’s no sign of any warning labels. Criminals do not respect parental guidelines.


Five minutes later, there are big black lines scribbled all over the first page of my book, but there are also three sentences.


When it’s your turn, you have to say your name first. Some of the others have come up with stuff that just makes me think: Wow. If that’s the weirdest thing you can imagine, you must have a very nice life.


My favourite colour is blue.


I play hockey.


I went to Spain this summer.


And then it’s my turn. I take a deep breath. “I’m Parker.”


It’s the first thing I’ve said since breakfast with my brothers.


“I’m called Parker because I was born in a park. Two years ago, we secretly scattered my grandma’s ashes at Efteling. And I can bark ‘Jingle Bells’.”


It’s a few seconds before anyone makes a sound. And then the Coke bottles explode again. Everyone starts yelling all at once. Saying that scattering ashes at amusement parks isn’t allowed. And that Parker isn’t a girl’s name. And asking if we emptied the urn in the Fairytale Forest or on one of the rides.


“You can bark ‘Jingle Bells’?” Sven yells above everyone else. He’s looking at me. His eyes are as blue as a Siberian husky’s.


I nod.


“Go on, then!” he shouts.


He hasn’t had his turn yet, so I don’t know anything about him. No things that are true. No things that are lies.


I look at my book and think about Alaska.


Last Christmas, when she was still a puppy, the two of us must have watched the YouTube video of the dogs singing “Jingle Bells” a hundred times. The first time, she just sat on my lap, perfectly still. Her claws digging into my thigh, her puppy nose cocked at an angle, her eyes as round as marbles. Amazed to discover that such a thing existed: fellow dogs who could sing. By the sixteenth time, we were barking along with the dog choir. And after fifty times, Alaska was standing up on her pudgy little puppy legs and yapping away at the silent computer, because she thought it was time for another concert.


“You’re too chicken!” shouts Sven.


I look back at him without blinking. There are a thousand things I’m too chicken to do. But this isn’t one of them.


I lift my chin, because that’s what Alaska and I always did. And then I begin.




SVEN


Seriously. The people in this town are even crazier than I thought. In the very first lesson, this girl actually starts barking.


Her name is Parker Montijn. She’s thin and pale, like she’s just back from a trip to the North Pole. She’s the only girl in the class who wears black and the only girl who doesn’t smile.


She puts her pointed nose in the air and barks away so realistically that you want to make an emergency call to the animal-protection people. It’s like she’s just swallowed a dog. A live one.


But halfway through the song she stops.


She looks around and I see her cheeks go bright red. Whoa, I thought she was doing it on purpose. That this was her brilliant stunt. But she’s only just realized how dumb she looks. And that the rest of the class can’t stop laughing.


“Do ‘Frosty the Snowman’!” shouts Ben.


“Or ‘Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer’,” yells Sol. “I bet a dog can do that one!”


That’s it. She’s had it.


From today until the day she dies, Parker Montijn will be the girl who stirred a dog into her cornflakes for breakfast and started barking in the first lesson.


At lunchtime, Sol and Ben ask me to play football with them, but I just shake my head.


I tell them I’m a competitive swimmer. That I don’t go running around in a herd, chasing after a ball. But secretly I’m completely exhausted, even though it’s only midday.


Stupid pills.


Slowly, I walk down the hallway, chewing a spelt-bread sandwich with avocado.


Since we moved here, my mum hasn’t had a job. Now she just does two things: worries about me and bakes bread. Sourdough with linseed. Date bread with goji berries and chia seeds.


But no matter what superfoods she uses, I’m still me.


Parker the dog girl is standing in the middle of the entrance hall. All alone.


Black dress, white legs. She matches the checked tiles. With a serious look on her face, she’s studying every window and every door and counting something on her fingers.


As I walk past her, I quietly hum “Jingle Bells”. But I stop when I see her face.


“Think it’s funny, do you?” she asks fiercely.


She’s looking right at me. Her eyes are pale grey with a dark line around the iris. “It was your fault I started singing!”


“Is that what you call it here?” I ask. “Frogs croak, sheep bleat – and dogs sing?”


“You challenged me!”


I put my hands in my pockets.


“When I was nine,” I say, “I jumped into the canal in the middle of winter. My mum asked me later why I’d done it, and I told her someone had challenged me. She said it was a really stupid reason for nearly drowning.”


“She was right,” says Parker.


She looks all around the black-and-white-checked entrance hall.


“I’ve got stuff to do,” she says.


Without glancing back at me, she walks away.


A little later, when I’m alone in a corridor, I clench my fists. This is my chance.


Everyone else is sitting outside in the sunshine, and I’m in here. It’s time for my brilliant stunt, for the whole school to find out who I am.


What should I do? Set off the fire alarm? Call the police about a suspicious package? Climb on to the roof?


But then I pause.


I thought each and every one of my brain cells was working to come up with a stunt. But suddenly I notice how quiet it is here. How empty the corridors are. And that I’m all alone.


Can I remember the last time I was without one single other person? Without a camera, without an alarm button, without a dog?


No.


I should be over the moon – free at last! I’ve finally managed to escape from all that insanely annoying worrying and fussing. All the rules that make it impossible to live.


But I’m not happy at all.


I can feel cold sparks at the back of my neck, and God knows what’s happening inside my head right now. Suddenly I couldn’t care less about pulling off any brilliant stunts – I just want one thing.


To get back to the mob. To stop being alone.




PARKER


The sixth lesson of the day is with our form tutor.


All the windows in the classroom are open. A wasp is flying high above our heads, and out in the school playground we can hear shouting voices that are already free.


Sven Beekman is the last to arrive again. I have no idea why he has to come late to every lesson. Ben’s kept a seat for him, and Ziva, the girl with the black curls, smiles at him.


I act like he doesn’t exist.


While everyone else is fiddling around with their notebooks and pens, I quickly check my mobile. I’ve already sent my mum four messages and she answered within five minutes every time, just like we agreed. I secretly give the start screen a little stroke with my finger. It still has a photo of Alaska on it.


Our form tutor is called Mr Blockmans and, even if you count the skeleton in the biology room, he must be the oldest person in the entire school. A hundred years ago, he was a student here himself, and one of the first things he tells us is that the basement beneath the multimedia centre is haunted. Some of the other kids giggle and shiver dramatically, but I just stare at the map on the wall.


“And now,” says Blockmans, “I need to go through the school rules with you. About the use of so-called smartphones in particular. There’s some…”


He stops.


In the otherwise silent classroom, someone is laughing.


Not in a normal way, but all weird and deep. It sounds kind of menacing. Like a ghost that’s stuck in a loop.


“HA-HA-HA-HA-HA...”


I feel goosebumps on my arms as I turn to look. Along with the rest of the class.


The noise is coming from Sven’s mouth. From his body – but he doesn’t look like himself any more. His eyes have rolled back into his head, and he’s making these weird smacking noises with his lips now.


“What’s wrong with him?” says Ziva.


“Hey, Sven...” Ben shakes Sven’s arm, but there’s no reaction.


Sven’s mouth opens and closes. His eyes are staring. And that spooky noise is coming from his throat.


Sol takes out his phone. “I’m calling an ambulance!”


“There’s no need,” says Blockmans calmly. “Sol, put your phone away. Sven will be able to hear us again in a few seconds.”


The girls have all clasped their hands over their mouths, and Sol is still clutching his phone. The screen’s lit up – he’s already keyed in the emergency number.


I don’t do anything. Those films I don’t want to see keep flashing through my head. They always start playing when things get scary.


And then the weird laughter suddenly stops. Sven blinks, picks up his pen and looks down at his book, as if there’s nothing wrong. As if he has no idea he was just possessed by a ghost. Holding our breath, we all stare at him. His pen hovers over the paper, ready to get to work. But Blockmans hasn’t given us anything to do yet.
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