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  To my beautiful, beautiful family –




  Mum, Dad, Jade, Georgia and Ben




  Your strength and courage throughout this awful nightmare has amazed me.




  Even though we have been torn apart,




  Let’s hold on for the day when we are put back together.




  I love you all more than you will ever know.
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  Chapter 1




  I walk in and find you asleep.




  This isn’t unusual – you’re always getting into trouble for being asleep when you should be doing much more important things. There’s a running joke we have that you

  could fall asleep any time, any place. It’s hard to wake you to tell you off, though, as you make sleeping look like an art – spread diagonally across any space, arms and legs

  everywhere, usually with one pet or another draped across you and the most beautiful, peaceful smile on your face. I wouldn’t want to wake you then.




  But this is very different.




  I walk in to find you asleep but you’re not in your own bed. And instead of being sprawled out, reaching for as much space as your skinny body can cover, you are lying completely stiff

  and still. And instead of having one of your beloved pets to keep you company, there are wires and machines and bandages. And instead of looking beautiful and peaceful, you look like you’re

  having a terrible nightmare. I really want to wake you up now.




  We all crowd round you and we cry and we sob, and we beg to be able to turn back time. We beg to change places. We beg them to try one more thing, press one more button, do anything to bring

  you back again. But there is nothing more they can do – they can’t take that look off your face, they can’t stop the cold and the yellow that is seeping into your body and they

  can’t wake you up either.




  They tell us to take as much time as we need.




  We soak up every bit of you. We try to memorize you and even though we don’t want to remember you like this, you are still ours – we can still touch you and kiss you and smell you

  – underneath the cold, underneath the yellow, underneath the smell of this awful, awful place we try to find you.




  So that is what we do – we rotate around you, touching every part of you, kissing every bit of you, covering every inch of you with our tears. And every time we try to leave, we

  remember another place we didn’t kiss and we have to come running back.




  We don’t want to leave you but you have already left us – not through choice, you were taken, stolen, snatched away, but we will deal with that later. Right now, all I want is to

  pick you up and run away from here – put you in your own bed, wrap you in your duvet, bring you home where you belong. I think about how cold you are, and where they will put your little body

  next and my heart breaks all over again.




  I can’t believe this has happened to us, has happened to you. I become obsessed with time – five minutes ago you were still here, ten minutes ago you were still alive. I look at

  our broken family and I realize that time has stopped for us forever now. There is no more screaming and sobbing, just silent despair that is really the sound of light and life fading away. They

  didn’t just take you, they took us all.




  I look at that beautiful face, stuck in that nightmare, and I see something that in all the sixteen years of knowing you I never saw before. I see hundreds and hundreds of freckles. The

  paleness of your face added to the harsh, bright lights has highlighted them and they are the one bit of colour I can find on you. I fixate on them and as I try to count them all, I start to pray.

  Maybe if I count every single one, God will let you come home. Like a sick game, I play it again and again, but my mind is muddled and I have forgotten what order numbers go in and so, in the end,

  I give up and I try to kiss every one instead.




  This will be what I remember for the rest of my life. This is what I will take from this horrible place, this horrific day – not the cold, not the yellow, not the wires, but your

  freckles. Every single one. This will be our code so that when you decide to come back to me, I will know it’s really you.




  Freckle, Freckle, Kiss, Kiss.




  My brother Ben was murdered on 29 June 2008. I have used a lot of words in connection with my brother over the years – annoying, lazy, ‘go shop please’

  – but never, ever did I think I would speak his name next to a terrible word like that. Sixteen-year-olds shouldn’t be linked with the word ‘murder’ because they should have

  all the time left in the world.




  He died on the day that I was supposed to be moving out. I was the one who was meant to be leaving. I had spent twenty-five years wrapped up in the soft, comfy cotton wool of family in a house

  that was filled with noise and laughter, love and affection. It’s not a cliché, I promise. It’s not to get more sympathy – to pretend that everything was so perfect that

  his death hurt us that much more – it’s just the truth. We were just lucky.




  I didn’t want to leave home. In my house, there was always somebody there, whether you needed to laugh or cry, or shout or scream. I didn’t want to leave my mum’s cooking or my

  dad’s moaning or my sisters who stole my make-up but who had twice as much to steal back. I didn’t want to leave my brother, because then who would sneak into my room at midnight to

  watch Friends or scary films that would have us both wide awake until morning, telling each other jokes to chase the horrors away?




  Friends told me it would be exciting – no rules, my own space, house parties. My mum told me it was worth a try and I could come back whenever I wanted, and my dad told me it might finally

  teach me how to cook and wash up. I told myself I was twenty-five and it was time to grow up, but I was dreading it. I couldn’t bear the thought of not seeing every member of my family at

  least once a day, every day – how bittersweet and ironic that seems now.




  I went to my new flat that Saturday morning, prepared to clean and dust and make it my own. Unfortunately (or fortunately as I would decide later) I was locked out and unable to get in. At a

  loss, I decided to go shopping and buy myself some moving-in presents, as surely that was the best thing about getting your own flat? I bought mannequins and cushions, chandeliers and candles. I

  tried to compensate for the lack of people in my new flat by filling it with as much glamour and glitz as possible.




  My spending spree led me outside the shop where Ben worked. Sixteen years old and he was already a grafter – not that my parents were the child-labour type. My brother had been working

  since he was nine years old of his own free will: first making a quick pound doing chores for us all, then upping the game to a fiver each time when he grew wiser, before moving on to market

  stalls, sausage factories and, finally, his dream job as an IT assistant in an Internet café. Ben knew what he wanted and he did his best to get it. Knocking on the door of the café

  every day after his first interview, asking if they’d found anybody yet, assuring them he would work really, really hard – I think they gave him the job just to shut him up, but they

  knew they were on to a good thing.




  He only had one mishap while he was there – in his first month, he called my mum in a panic because he’d stupidly locked up the shop and left the keys inside with all the windows

  wide open. He’d tried to borrow a ladder from the local Sainsbury’s to break back in but when that didn’t work, he called the one person who could always resolve a crisis –

  our mum. He was almost in tears and was so worried he would lose the job he’d worked so hard for. Mum, feeling sorry for him, called up his boss and apologized profusely on his behalf before

  driving him round to pick up some spare keys. As well as saving his skin, she was also conned out of a tenner by him playing the sympathy card, but he learned his lesson from that experience and

  worked as hard as he’d promised, which led to him being promoted to Graphics Designer in his first month. Sixteen and he had already fulfilled one of his dreams – I thank God for that

  every day now.




  Standing outside his shop holding all my new belongings, I debated whether to go in and visit him. Although he’d been there a couple of months, I didn’t usually disturb him at work,

  but thought it would be funny to watch him being all grown-up. My bags were heavy, though, and I had work pretty soon and didn’t know whether I could spare the time. I now look on the

  decision to go in and see him as the best one I have ever made and probably ever will make in my entire life. Ten minutes to spare going in to see my brother meant ten more minutes that I would

  have never had had with him – it was also the last ten minutes I ever spent with him.




  I bought him some food from McDonald’s as I knew he’d be starving and went in to show him my new stuff – he laughed and said it was stupid and girly. He showed me photos on his

  phone of a cute baby he knew – I laughed and said he was gay and girly. He ate the McDonald’s in two bites and gave me such a grateful look you’d have thought I’d given him

  a diamond Xbox. Our time together was interrupted by customer after customer but I was so proud when I saw how mature and helpful he was with them all.




  I decided to leave him in peace and gave him a kiss, which he quickly wiped off and followed up with a dirty look for embarrassing him in his place of business. He said he’d see me later

  and I said bye and walked away.




  I said bye and walked away.




  It was my brother’s last day on this earth; it was the last time I would ever see him alive, be able to talk to him or see him smile at me and, after ten minutes, I said bye and walked

  away.




  That decision is the worst I ever made and probably ever will make in my entire life.




  The rest of that day is a blur – whether because everything was erased by what happened later or because the only important part of that day was the time spent with my brother, I’m

  not sure – but here’s what I do remember.




  I went to work – I was doing a play in Hackney at the time and it was our second night of performances. I was petrified and nervous but it was a good show and I was happy. I walked off

  stage smiling and proud. I turned down offers of celebratory drinks, which was highly unusual for me, because I was simply shattered after the adrenalin rush of the show. In hindsight, another good

  decision.




  I got home to find the house empty, bar my stepbrother, Christopher. My mum, dad and youngest sister, Georgia, had gone away for the weekend, my other sister Jade was out partying and Ben had

  come home from work and gone straight out to meet his friends. I asked Christopher which friends he’d gone out with but he didn’t know. This wasn’t strange as he didn’t live

  with us and so wouldn’t know which friends of Ben’s were with him, but what was strange was that he said nobody had come to collect Ben – he’d gone out on his own.




  This wasn’t like my brother – wherever he went he had one of his best friends tagging along, to the point where it often felt like I had four or five younger brothers. They went

  everywhere together and for Ben to have left the house on a Saturday night without having one of his mates there to check that his hair looked good was very odd. I thought about calling him to

  check he was OK but decided he’d probably only gone round to a friend’s house and it was best not to disturb him. In hindsight, another bad decision.




  I remember making some spaghetti bolognese for him to eat when he came in and then getting annoyed because I knew he didn’t eat mince and now he wouldn’t have any dinner. Since Ben

  was little, he had ‘hated’ red meat. He would turn his nose up at a steak or the lovely piece of beef my mum would do for a Sunday roast but would scoff down a hamburger or two in

  seconds. This fake vegetarianism made me laugh but drove my mum crazy. I decided that the McDonald’s I’d bought him a few hours before made up for my lack of culinary skills and,

  because I was so tired, said goodnight to Christopher and went to bed early.




  OK, I lied before. The worst decision I ever made wasn’t walking away from my brother hours earlier, or not calling to check on him when I got home – it was turning my phone to

  silent when I went to bed that night.




  My stomach rolls over even writing those words and the guilt I feel at what I did will never, ever leave me. I have never told anybody, not even my parents, but there it is – my shameful

  secret and the reason I partly blame myself for my brother’s death. That night, I was so tired and so reluctant to be disturbed by drunken texts and calls from friends that I figured it would

  be OK to put my phone on silent.




  And that’s when the nightmare started.




  What had been a normal day should have ended with a normal night’s sleep and me waking to have breakfast with my family. Instead it ended with my family being one down and me never waking

  up properly again.




  The house phone rang at half-two on the morning of Sunday, 29 June. Anybody who hears their phone ring at that time knows it’s not good and I was no exception. I stumbled over to pick it

  up, half asleep and half in fear.




  ‘Brooke,’ said my sister Jade. ‘Something’s happened to Ben.’




  ‘What?’ I whispered.




  The sound of sobbing. ‘He’s been stabbed.’




  Three words that can change your life. Three men that use a knife. It doesn’t seem fair – there shouldn’t be enough power behind simple words or simple men to take away a

  force, a personality like Ben, but apparently there is. I remember screaming for Christopher to call a taxi, I tried to get dressed but couldn’t remember how to and then I was outside my

  house, kneeling in the middle of the road, crying and praying – for the taxi to hurry up, for it to all be a big mistake, for my brother to be OK if it wasn’t.




  When you’re the oldest sibling, you have a certain amount of responsibility – in fact, apart from your parents, you have all the responsibility. That’s the rules. I loved being

  the oldest sister – I loved bossing everybody around, always getting the front seat in the car, never having to wear hand-me-downs and playing the ‘I’m the oldest so I’m in

  charge’ card. They are an older sibling’s rights and it’s what anyone who is one does.




  But should an older sibling have to make a phone call to her parents that she knows will destroy them forever? Should she have to make that choice between calling them for help or hoping that

  she can deal with it on her own (and that by the time they find out he will be home and smiling and saying it’s just a scratch)? Should she have to listen to her mum screaming after

  she’s been snatched from sleep and told something bad has happened to her only son? It wasn’t fair. I didn’t want to be the oldest any more.




  Christopher and I got to the hospital at three o’clock after waiting an eternity for the taxi, who then still charged me the full fare. I remember counting out my pennies, wasting precious

  seconds – furious that he was charging me when he knew what had happened to my brother and amazed that my scrambled brain had remembered to bring money out at all. We ran into the hospital

  that for some reason was deathly quiet and Jade fell on me, sobbing. I begged her for news or information but she knew nothing. A friend who’d been at the scene had called her and told her

  Ben had been stabbed and she’d rushed straight to him, detouring to a wrong hospital on the way, losing her precious time. Nobody had told her anything yet.




  After a few minutes when we all just looked at each other in shock, a nurse came in and asked who was in charge. My mouth wouldn’t open. I didn’t want to say me because with that

  answer came responsibilities and decisions, but my parents were rushing along a motorway, desperately trying to get to Ben, and there was no one else to step up.




  After learning that I was the eldest, she looked at me with a kindness and sympathy that didn’t disguise the seriousness in her eyes and told me that Ben had been brought in a while ago

  with a stab wound to his stomach, two to his lungs and one in his chest that had given him a hole in his heart. He had lost a great deal of blood, he was in surgery and he was critical.




  Funnily enough, that word didn’t scare me, because when I watched those doctor programmes and they said someone was critical, it was never as bad as it seemed and they always made it

  through. I figured she just didn’t want to give us false hope and, as she assured us they were doing all they could and rushed back to help them save my brother, I really believed he was

  going to be OK.




  Nobody likes waiting in hospital – the smell, the chaos, the feeling that something bad is happening somewhere in a room above you. Waiting in hospital to find out if a loved one is going

  to live is what I would imagine hell to be like. We couldn’t speak, we couldn’t move, time dragged by with seconds feeling like hours and all we could do was listen for the footsteps

  that we hoped would bring us good news.




  My parents got to the hospital at half-four. By then, my boyfriend Ray had arrived and was holding my hand tightly in shock, accompanying me to the bathroom every time I needed to vomit and

  handing out cups of tea that we sipped at like a lifeline. I will never, ever, forget my parents’ faces when they first walked into that hospital. They looked as if they had aged a hundred

  years in an hour. My fourteen-year-old sister Georgia, Ben’s best friend and mortal enemy rolled into one, looked heartbroken and I knew at that moment that even if Ben made it through this,

  we would never be the same again. One of us had been hurt and we would never forget the pain that had been caused.




  Again, it is blurry. Policemen came in and asked questions. The nurse came back in and updated my parents. She told us that they had sewed up the hole in Ben’s heart and pumped him full of

  new blood and that after they had wrapped up surgery, they would be transferring him to intensive care, where we could all go and be with him and encourage him to pull through.




  At that point, the head surgeon, the hands that had worked on my baby brother, came into the room to talk to us. He didn’t look like a surgeon – he was wearing a smart suit and had

  greying hair – in fact, he looked more like a headmaster. I checked him everywhere for signs of Ben’s blood but could see none – I suppose they are very careful not to upset

  anybody. He shook my mum and dad’s hands and it struck me that those hands and this man had touched Ben in places my parents never had – at least physically – and that felt wrong.

  I didn’t want the last touch on Ben to be that of a stranger.




  The surgeon reiterated what the nurse had said. Ben was critical but still here. Surgery was finished – they had done all they could. Now it was our turn to cheer him on and convince him

  not to leave us. They told us he had lost thirty pints of blood. The average young boy’s body holds seven. He lost all his blood four times over. The surgeon asked us about Ben – what

  he was like, what his hobbies were, what he wanted to be when he grew up. Speaking about his future made me believe he was definitely coming home. All that personality and potential couldn’t

  just be erased. The surgeon shook our hands and we thanked him with all our hearts and as he left somebody asked him what the chances of Ben surviving were.




  ‘Fifty–fifty,’ he replied.




  Those odds were scary but reassuring. He had as much chance of coming home as not. I could believe in those odds; I would definitely bet on them. Ben would be OK, we all told each other. He had

  to pull through – he still owed me twenty pounds.




  While we waited for the nurse to take my parents to his bedside, I debated whether to go to the hospital chapel and beg God for mercy. We weren’t a particularly religious family – I

  only spoke to God when I wanted something and I know that’s terrible but I figured in those circumstances we had to try everything. I was scared to leave, though. I worried that the second I

  walked away something would happen and I didn’t want to miss it, good or bad.




  In the end, Ray took me to pray and I knelt in a tiny little hospital room that wasn’t a church at all apart from in name, and I spoke to God. I felt Him, I cried to Him, I offered my

  eternal services if He would just let my brother come home. I told Him that Ben was too good, too special to die, but then seeing as He had created him, He should have known that anyway. I left

  feeling slightly better, convinced that God had heard me and would help.




  I got back just as my parents were going in to see Ben. I was so scared for them – what would he look like? How could they face seeing their little boy so hurt? No matter what, though, I

  knew the second Ben saw them he would be fine – whether they bribed him with presents or threatened him with being grounded, they would make him pull through.




  Literally five minutes after they left, they were back. Apparently Ben’s kidneys had begun to worsen and the medical staff had to do some things to stabilize him. This didn’t sound

  good but we didn’t panic. The doctors didn’t look too worried. He was in the best hands. He hadn’t seen my mum and dad yet, so of course he couldn’t start to get strong.




  Ten minutes later they were back with the words that will haunt us forever:




  ‘We’re really sorry but we think he is going to die. You’d better come.’




  I remember every one of us in that room screamed. I remember half of us sinking to the floor, our legs unable to hold the weight and grief any more and half of us lashing out at whatever was

  near, kicking walls and tables in anger and fury. My mum and dad were rushed to Ben and the rest of us descended into complete silence. Like a demented moron, I began to babble: ‘Everyone,

  let’s pray! If we just pray he’ll be fine, I promise you . . . Hold hands, all together . . . Please God, make him OK, please God, make him OK . . .’ Nobody joined in – they

  weren’t as stupid as me.




  What seemed an eternity later – but was actually only ten minutes – the nurse walked in and by the look on her face we all knew. But nobody asked the question because if we asked we

  would get a definite answer and at this point there was still hope. At this point, I could still have a brother.




  But somebody had to ask. Someone had to take responsibility and, as my parents weren’t in the room, again it came down to me.




  ‘Is he gone?’




  ‘Yes, I’m sorry.’




  Again there was screaming and kicking and cursing and complete disbelief. How could Ben, a sixteen-year-old clown, a boy with a smile that could melt you and a laugh that was completely

  contagious, be gone? How could Ben’s heart, a heart that was so big even the largest hole would be unable to hurt it, have stopped beating? How could he have been 50 per cent coming home half

  an hour ago and now 100 per cent not?




  It felt like I had died myself. I couldn’t breathe, I couldn’t move, I couldn’t understand. How could my brother have simply gone out and not come back again? What had happened

  today? What had happened to God?




  When we had calmed down enough, which took a long time, especially for my sister Jade, who couldn’t control her anger and horror, they told us we could go and see him. For me, this was too

  late, as I was sure that if they had let us see him hours before then there was no way he would have left us. If they had just let one of us give him a kiss, he would have known that he was not

  alone and that we were all out there fighting for him, and he would have made it. Already the thoughts and obsessions and what-ifs were driving me crazy.




  The nurse told us that our parents were ‘sorting things out’, and so she led us, Ben’s brother and sisters, big and little, to a cubicle that was curtained off. It looked like

  any normal cubicle, a place I had seen various friends and relatives in, a place I had been in myself. It certainly didn’t look like a place you could die in.




  But when we stepped through the curtain there was no mistake and it finally, finally hit me. Up until now, I was kidding myself. We hadn’t seen Ben, so how could they be sure it was my

  brother? How did we know they hadn’t confused him with some other boy whose family would have to go through all this heartbreak while we rejoiced in the error? What if there were two boys who

  had been stabbed that night and this other one had died and Ben was still upstairs recovering, waiting for us to go and collect him?




  But there was only one boy, and it was definitely my brother and he was definitely dead. Nothing could have prepared me for the change death brings to a person, even within five minutes. No

  words can describe the horror of looking at someone you love so much and not recognizing them, but I will do my best.




  Ben was obviously gone and in his place was a cold, hard, yellow shell with an expression on his face that showed many things. Anger, upset, pain – emotions that we were lucky enough not

  to have seen much on his face in his poor, short life.




  Once our eyes got over the shocking colour of his skin and the coldness of his body, we began to recognize him, which I think made things even worse. While he was a stranger it was easier not to

  hurt, but once we saw parts of Ben in this damaged and broken body, the pain became unbearable. The one thing I thank God for now is that all the parts that made Ben what he was were not harmed.

  Miraculously, there wasn’t a scratch on his beautiful face, for if there had been, I think my heart would have stopped right then and there. The parts that obviously were hurt were covered up

  and this made it seem strange and unreal, as if we had just stumbled in on him sleeping. You could convince yourself of this if it were not for the pain in his face. It killed me that this would be

  the way he was immortalized. For a boy who laughed and winked so much, he would not have wanted to be stuck this way.




  They tell you to take as long as you need but there is not enough time in the world. When you know it is the last time you are going to see somebody, how can you walk away? At that point, we

  didn’t know about funeral homes and morgues, we had never had to deal with anything like this. For us, this was the last time we would ever see Ben and we couldn’t possibly leave

  him.




  My mum and dad came in and we all stood crowded round, touching him where we could. My mum rubbed his feet and hands to warm them up, I blew on his freckly nose to help and everybody else just

  stroked and kissed him, trying to absorb as much Ben as they could. You would think that the thought of touching a dead body would be repulsive, but not when it’s one of your own. If I could,

  I would have taken his body home and hugged it every second I could – rather that than nothing at all.




  Finally, we could do no more. Nothing was going to change. A miracle wasn’t going to happen with Ben suddenly opening his eyes and saying, ‘Ha ha, fooled you!’ It was time to

  leave him.




  We walked out of that hospital broken. Each of us destroyed and shattered, both mentally and physically. All we wanted was to lie down and sleep forever, to join Ben, but there was too much to

  do. Phone calls to be made – every one of them heartbreaking as we told the story over and over again, each time as unbelievable as the last. Forms to be filled in, plans to be made,

  questions to be asked. And there were many. Up until now, we had had no time to wonder about the events that had led us here, had led to my brother being stolen from us, had led to our family being

  ripped apart. But now, with life without Ben stretching into eternity, there was plenty of time to wonder what the hell had happened that night. And with questions came answers, and with answers

  came anger and consequences.




  

     

  




  Chapter 2




  I wander around the house looking for you. There are reminders of you everywhere, in every room and every passage, but these aren’t good enough. I want you. It’s

  like when we were all younger and would play hide and seek, splitting up into two teams. You were always the last to be found, preferring to hide for hours in a cramped space just to jump out and

  scare one of us, long after we had forgotten we were playing. I think you must be playing a game with me and just need to be found.




  I start in the kitchen, as this is where I am most likely to find you – raiding the cupboard for every last biscuit or sweet, or cooking amazing meals made up in your head then leaving

  every burned pot and pan for someone else to clean. I look but you aren’t there. I even look in the cupboards and the fridge, just in case, and laugh at my silliness, but I never know when it

  comes to you.




  Next, I try the living room, where only the night before you died we watched Big Brother, both of us curled up on the couch as we cried with laughter. I check both couches in case

  you’re fast asleep after a hard day at school, tie loosened, forehead uncreased, smiling peacefully. But the living room is silent and empty with only a Ben-shaped dent in the cushions to

  remind me.




  I continue up the stairs and check the bathroom – you’re always in there hogging the shower while I bang on the door and demand to be let in. But the shower is silent and I

  don’t hear your voice shouting back, ‘Five more minutes!’




  I go up to your room. You were so excited to finally get your own room last year. You spent weeks and weeks making it your own – painting beautiful art and graffiti on every space you

  could, getting into so much trouble along the way. Posters of Lucy Pinder, your ideal girl, are stuck on the door. Photos of you and your friends and family are pinned up on every wall. It’s

  like a twisted funhouse at the fair – I see you looking back at me from every angle yet I can’t see the real you. Your Guitar Hero is lying on the floor – only a few days ago you

  taught me how to play it and had to admit that I was ‘not bad for a girl’.




  Your schoolbooks are in a pile in the corner. A cruel reminder that you had only just finished school and were so excited to be starting the next chapter of your life. If you could talk to

  me, I know you’d be trying to make a joke, laughing that it might have at least happened a week before so you could’ve got out of your exams. I still don’t understand why you

  can’t talk to me. I call your mobile and get your voicemail – ‘This is Ben, the buff one, Kinsella. Please leave a message.’ I do. I tell you to come home. You will get this

  and be worried you are late or in trouble and rush through the door any minute now. I go down to meet you. I check the other rooms on my way just in case. They are empty too.




  I finish up in my room, as you’re always in here, giving your sisters advice on men, curled up on the end of my bed watching TV, driving us mad to borrow a pound. All these lovely

  memories are here but so is another – I remember a phone call, Jade saying you were hurt, a voice saying you had died. But this is silly. Of course this didn’t happen because I’ve

  just seen proof everywhere that you live. You’ll walk in the door any minute, shouting that you’re starving, smiling at me as you pass, letting me know this is all just a bad dream. Or

  you’ll jump out from where you’re hiding, laughing loudly, and the game will be over. To keep you happy, I go down to the beginning of the house and start my search again, trying harder

  this time. I know you are here, I just have to find you.




  You know that feeling when you wake from a nightmare? That blessed, sweet feeling of knowing that it’s not as scary as you thought, nothing bad has actually happened and

  everything is just as you left it when you closed your eyes? I used to love that feeling when I was younger – I’d wake up, safe in my own bed, relieved there were no monsters and

  baddies out there and happily get on with my day.




  The first time I woke up after my brother died, that was the best feeling I’d ever known in my life. I started breathing again, I started laughing at the silliness of myself, I got up to

  shake off the horrors and reassure myself that I still had a little brother – and then I turned and saw Ray lying next to me, and from the devastated look in his eyes I knew the nightmare had

  only just begun. My bed would never feel safe again – it was the place where I’d received the phone call that Ben had been hurt, where I’d realized that monsters and baddies did

  exist – they had taken my brother from me and I would never, ever have a happy day again.




  When we arrived back from the hospital on that fateful Sunday, my sisters and I went straight to Ben’s room to soak up whatever he had left there before he went out the previous night. As

  always, it looked like a bomb had hit it. Clothes, pants and socks were everywhere – he had obviously tried on every outfit he owned, wanting to look his best, no doubt having certain ladies

  to impress. The smell of his teenage aftershave and hair gel was heavy in the air and beneath that, only if you were his family and knew where to look, was the essence of Ben. That wonderful smell

  that only one of us could have picked out from a crowd of hundreds – the smell that was already beginning to fade and soon would only be in our memories . . . and maybe not for long even

  there.




  We each picked an item to cling on to. Jade put on his clothes – something he would have definitely moaned about had he still had a voice, for nobody touched his precious designer jumpers

  that he worked so hard for. Georgia buried her head in his pillow and cried herself to sleep – fourteen years old and exhausted, unable to understand why her big brother and protector was

  gone. And I chose a sock. A stinky, sticky sock that was the strongest Ben-smelling thing I could find.




  I wore it like a glove puppet, constantly rubbing it like a charm, wishing it would bring him back. If I woke in the night and couldn’t find it, I cried until it was back safely on my

  hand. I probably cried more for that stupid sock in those first few days than I did for its owner.




  My mum and dad became the great parents they are. Trying to make us eat, stop us falling apart, worrying about the kids they had left. The house was too quiet without Ben in it. Everything was

  different; it was like we were in a stranger’s house. His things were everywhere and we tiptoed around them silently, scared to move them in case he came back looking for them.




  The news broke fast. We didn’t even have to tell anyone apart from close family because with me being in the public eye as an actress, the media had picked up on Ben’s death

  immediately. How, I don’t know – it all happened so quickly, one minute he was here, then he was gone and suddenly he was headline news.
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  Because of the horrific amount of stabbings that had been happening recently, and because my brother had happened to have a semi-famous sister, everybody wanted a piece of him.

  Every news channel ran his story and it was so strange to see his beautiful face on TV – we always knew the world would know his name but we never imagined it would be like this. Then the

  tidal wave began. Phones ringing, doorbells chiming, people asking the same two horrific questions. The first was ‘Is it true?’ and every time we had to say yes, it broke our hearts

  again because we so wanted to give a different answer. The second question was much harder: ‘What happened?’ We didn’t know. Nobody had told us.




  The police came to the house the day that he died to update us on the enquiry. It was surreal as none of us had had to deal with the police before and suddenly they were there in our kitchen,

  scary and official, while we sat stiffly, petrified they were going to blame us in some way. They told us what little they knew. Ben had gone to a local pub called Shillibeers that night.

  Ironically, it was a pub where only a few years before I had thrown my twenty-first birthday party, a quiet little place where I spent my special day with friends and family, and even managed to

  get my then-twelve-year-old brother to allow me a dance, something that had grown impossible over the past couple of years. I couldn’t believe that a place which held such great memories for

  me was now the scene of my brother’s death. He went to the pub that night with some friends that none of us really knew. It wasn’t his usual crowd or anybody that he’d ever really

  spoken of before. The pub wasn’t a normal haunt of his – he hadn’t been back there since my birthday. He had gone there for a number of reasons, we heard – to celebrate the

  end of his GCSE exams, because a popular DJ that he loved was playing at the venue, because a girl he liked was going to be there . . . they all made sense but they weren’t good enough

  reasons to die.




  There had been a big fight inside the pub at some point. Ben was in no way involved. This much the police were sure of and so were we. Ben was not that type of boy. He didn’t get into

  fights – he didn’t know how to after growing up with three sisters. The fight was between two different groups of boys and it spilled out on to the street. Most people in the pub had

  run out to see what was going on and if any of their friends were involved. The police believed my brother could have been one of these people.




  Later I heard that, as it was near the end of the night, and the bouncers didn’t want the fight to escalate, they closed the gates on everyone outside. I don’t want to blame anybody

  for my brother’s death apart from those who held the knife but this horrified me. Fair enough if you’re dealing with a crowd of angry grown men, but a group of teenage boys? What are

  bouncers for if not to deal with situations like this?




  After being locked out, my brother began to make his way home, walking up the road with a few other boys – apparently he was last in the group, stuck at the back. Whether these boys were

  involved in the original fight was unclear but one of them looked back and realized they were being chased. They all began to run, up a long road and around a corner. At some point, my brother had

  given up running – maybe because he was out of breath, maybe because his feet were hurting and he couldn’t run any more, but probably because he thought he didn’t have to run. He

  hadn’t done anything wrong that night so why should he run away? For some unknown reason, he crossed over to the other side of the road – we now believe he was just getting out of the

  way. If all the trouble was heading in one direction, wasn’t it best to head in another? This makes sense, but it was this sense that got him killed. Whoever was chasing the boys saw my

  brother as the easier target. They followed him instead, caught him behind a van and stabbed him over and over again. Then they left him on the pavement to die.




  Amazingly, but what breaks my shattered heart all over again, my brother then found the strength to stand up from this horrific attack and walk around the corner, where people had begun to come

  back, having realized something was not right.




  What followed was the usual procedure – people began to scream and panic and ambulances and the police were called. A friend of Ben’s was one of the first to reach him and held him

  as he lay on the pavement, trying his hardest to stop the blood seeping from him. Two other boys who were simply visiting London also stopped and began to give him first aid but despite trying

  their hardest, they couldn’t do much.




  The first thing I asked of these people who were with Ben at this time was whether he was conscious or not. I wanted to know if he knew what had happened to him, if he was suffering, if he was

  scared? I was told that he was awake and was whispering things nobody could understand, but that he didn’t look in pain and kept trying to drift off to sleep. The only coherent words he said

  were ‘I’ve been stabbed’, which answered my first and most important question. I was hoping with all my heart that he had been so shocked that he wouldn’t have known the

  evil that had befallen him. I’d read that when you’re stabbed it just feels like a punch and I clung on to the hope that my brother would have fallen asleep before he knew the truth,

  but, unfortunately, he knew from the second they did it.




  From there, Ben went into the ambulance and on to hospital. We later found out that his heart had actually stopped there on that cold pavement, but that he had fought and come back, only for it

  to stop again on the way and then one last final time. Three times was the charm for my brother. Again, we begged for any words anyone had heard him speak – any kind of message that we could

  cling on to. The only words he uttered were ‘I’m cold’ and ‘I can’t breathe’.




  This was the story we were given, the reason behind his murder, the reason he would never come home. It was early days and the police were still trying to piece everything together but there

  were so many gaps and questions unanswered that we couldn’t make sense of it. We knew nothing would ever make sense of it, but it just seemed so surreal and unbelievable. For a start, where

  were all the other people who’d been kicked out of the pub? Had there been no one on that street at all, no one to help him, or had people just been too scared? Why him? The police said he

  hadn’t been involved in any fight – they knew that for certain – so why did they pick on him? Was it mistaken identity or just a case of ‘we’ll take whoever we

  can’?




  The police left us with all these questions, but promised they would work their hardest to answer them. They needed all the help they could get and were asking people to come forward as

  witnesses but, at this time, there was nothing more to say.




  For us there was plenty to say. We wanted and needed to know more – why had he chosen to walk that way when, in fact, he lived in the opposite direction? Why had he left with that

  particular group of boys who weren’t even good friends of his and, most importantly, why had he stopped running? Unfortunately, these were questions that could probably only be answered by

  Ben himself and he wasn’t here to tell us. We needed to know if he had suffered, and how had he suffered? Did he know we were there with him at the end?




  I also wanted to know more morbid things. I wanted to know exactly how many wounds he had and where they were, because only when I knew this could I stop making up the worst things in my head. I

  wanted to know if they had just stabbed him or did they beat him up or kick him and hurt him even more? I wanted to know if he had seen the knife and how big it was and had he been frozen with fear

  or had he been brave and shouted at them and tried to fight back? Not that he had a chance when there were many of them and only one of him, but knowing my brother, he would have tried his best. I

  needed to know these things, horrific as it sounds. I needed to know how badly they had hurt my baby brother so I knew what I was dealing with.
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