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To Rich, my Barcelona beach buddy
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Another death is coming, I can feel it.

Maybe I gained a sixth sense when I decided I would be the last person to hold Meggie Forster. The last person to touch her skin. The last to brush her hair.

It wasn’t murder. I was protecting her from the others, the ones who wanted to exploit her face, her name, her soul.

Yet the news headlines talked of slaughter. No! She left the world so gently, under that feather pillow. I made sure of that.

Those unjust stories make me burn with rage, though I try to stay calm. Alice calms me. She is every bit as radiant as her elder sister, but unlike Meggie, Alice doesn’t see how special she is. Which, of course, makes her even more precious.

But her obsession with truth endangers us both. An innocent like Alice doesn’t realise that in this ugly world, there are a billion versions of the truth. If she cannot accept my version, then another death is inevitable.
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Happiness is simple. All you need are the people you love.

After Meggie died, I thought I’d never be happy again. Yet here I am on the Beach, where life is absolute heaven. I can hear my sister humming softly as she draws patterns in the sand. I feel the warmth of the sun on my skin, and the touch of Danny’s body against mine, and the sway of the hammock as the sea breeze rocks us.

How many people get a second chance like this?

‘Are you daydreaming again, Alice?’

I hesitate before I open my eyes, because there’s always the fear that one day this could all disappear.

But Danny’s still there, his face so close to mine that I can’t decide whether to touch him or just admire him: eyes as green as a tropical lagoon, blond hair that’s curly after swimming (he hates that, I love it), lips that fit mine so well it’d be a crime not to kiss them again . . .

‘Why would I need to daydream?’ I whisper. ‘Everything I want is within reach.’ And to prove it, I reach out to take his hand.

‘Right answer.’ He leans in to kiss me.

‘Come on! Guys! Can you not leave each other alone for a minute? I will have to throw a bucket of water over you, like they do with dogs!’

Javier is the grit in the pearl of paradise: sarcastic, occasionally cruel. But I can’t imagine Soul Beach without him. Every group needs a comedian. Some of his jokes are on the dark side, but he is dead. That could give anyone a strange sense of humour.

Danny and I smile at each other. Maybe we should make an effort to be more sociable.

We whisper, ‘Three, two, one . . .’ then tumble out of the hammock onto the soft bed of pillows below. However hard we try to do it gracefully, it never works. Maybe it’s because we can’t resist hanging onto each other till the last possible moment.

‘Such elegance!’ Javier scoffs, and my sister giggles. Beach life seems to suit her more and more. Her hair is blonder, her million-dollar smile now worth at least a billion. When she was alive, the TV production people kept telling her to lose weight – ‘the camera adds five kilos and the audience only votes for thin girls’ – but now she’s happy in herself and has the perfect figure again.

Danny and I checkout Meggie’s drawing. It’s a bird-of-paradise flower, with spiky petals sprouting like wings. ‘You’ve got hidden talents, big sis.’

She laughs. ‘I’m inspired by how beautiful the Beach is now, thanks to a certain Very Important Person.’

I blush. When I first arrived here, it was beautiful but barren. There were no exotic flowers springing up from the sand, no jewelled birds swooping across the blue sky, or diving towards the ocean where metallic fish ripple through the warm water.

Then I helped a desperate girl called Triti to escape, and the Beach became more bewitching for those left behind – almost like I’d unlocked a new level of experiences by doing the right thing.

And since then . . . I can’t get used to the hushed tones the Guests on Soul Beach use when they talk about me. Especially not the way Meggie talks about me. When she was alive, she was the star: the prettier, smarter, more talented sister.

But now I’m the one who stands out. Everyone wants a Visitor, but I’m the only one anyone can remember. In my real life, I’m just sixteen. I can’t even drive.

Here, I can change lives – and afterlives, too. Sure, the Beach seems like paradise, but there’s no way out. Unless I can solve the mystery of a Guest’s death, as I did with Triti. Then they can find peace. Or at least, disappear. No one knows where they go.

It’s my sister’s death that brought me here, of course. Her killer’s still out there, and finding who murdered Meggie is my top priority. Even though if I do that, I’m terrified I might lose her for good, and the Beach too.

‘You’re the best, Alice Florence Forster. You know that?’ Meggie says. ‘Don’t you dare leave me, right? Not ever?’

I smile at her, but I don’t say anything, because I can’t promise her that, and she knows I can’t. Anything could happen.

Out in the bay, some Guests are wading out to neck height, catching fish. There’s talk of barbecuing the catch later, when the sun’s gone down. I’ll probably leave, then, because the one thing I can’t do here is taste. Sometimes I forget, and reach out for a slice of mango, or an ice-cold beer, and as I raise it to my lips, it tastes of ashes . . .

Or worse, of nothing. And that breaks the spell of the Beach, and brings me back to earth in my dingy bedroom, where I’m hunched over my laptop. And that starts the doubts off again: is soulbeach.org a hoax, or even some kind of mirage I’ve invented because I can’t bear the thought of Meggie being dead?

But her hugs and Danny’s kisses and even Javier’s insults seem so much more real than homework, chores and bitter April gales.

‘You daydreaming again?’

I blink. ‘I told you, I’m not day—’

But then I realise I must have been, because something’s changed. Meggie and Javier have disappeared, and the Guests are rushing towards the water’s edge and in the far distance there’s a single figure, the head only just above the waves.

The swimmer seems to be struggling, even though it’s impossible to drown off Soul Beach. You can’t die twice.

‘It’s someone new,’ Danny says.

I turn towards him. ‘A new Guest?’

He tries to smile. ‘Must be. Poor bastard. This is how we all arrive, as a castaway. I still remember washing up here, coughing, blinking. None of it made sense. Where was I? Was I alive? Who were all these people?’ He shivers, then stands up. ‘Come on. You want to understand the Beach? Then you’d better see how it all begins.’
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The walk towards the water’s edge takes effort, our feet sinking into the hot, dry sand. Ahead of us, more Guests than I’ve ever seen appear from nowhere. A hundred, maybe more. The chatter gets louder, shriller.

‘It’s a guy.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘I can’t see him. Is he cute?’

‘Is that all you girls ever think about?’ Javier’s voice rises above the hubbub. ‘The guy’s just died. He’s about to discover the so-called gift of eternal life. Show some humanity, please.’ It is a man, tripping and staggering as the waves sweep him ashore. He struggles to stay upright, arms held up, reaching out for something or someone to steady him.

My lungs won’t work. I gasp for air but nothing comes. I feel his terror. His breathlessness. The sensation of Danny’s hand gripping mine becomes more distant, and I’m floating above everyone and everything.

Is this what dying feels like?

‘Alice. What’s up?’

Danny’s voice is so far away, soft above the uglier sound of Guests gossiping.

‘Where do you think he’s from? He has auburn hair. Quite Celtic looking.’

‘Ugh, but he’s too short. When are they going to send someone taller? Plus, he’s a mess.’

‘Be fair on the guy. I bet you didn’t look so hot when you’d just died, did you?’

I lean against Danny. My vision is blurred, my breath short. ‘I’m . . . OK. But this feels so intrusive.’

No one else seems to care. I’m shivering. What’s that phrase? It’s like someone walking over my grave. Even though I’m the only one on the Beach who doesn’t have a grave.

Danny nods towards the bar, which is deserted. ‘Now could be a good time for a drink.’

I’m about to agree when something makes me stop.

‘Where’s my sister? We should find her first.’

I scan the faces, looking for Meggie. I hate the idea that she’s alone in the crowd. In spite of the fierce sunshine and the azure sky, the Beach feels a dark, raw place right now.

Then I see her. She’s almost at the water’s edge, her long hair blowing in the breeze. I’m about to call out to her, beg her to stay away because it’s bound to remind her of her own first hours on the Beach . . .

But then I see him and I can’t call out. Can’t even breathe.

My eyes lock onto the shipwrecked man.

No.

Impossible.

It can’t be.

But even as my mind fights it, my heart knows it is him. Red-gold curls, freckles, that bewildered expression. It’s a face I haven’t seen for eleven months, yet I could draw it from memory.

It’s Tim.

The first – the only – boy my sister’s ever fallen in love with.

And the chief suspect in her murder.
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Random thoughts fire as fast as bullets from a machine gun.

Tim is on the Beach.

Everyone on the Beach is dead.

Except Visitors.

But everyone says I’m the only Visitor to show up in a very long time . . .

Tim’s eyes are wide with panic.

If Tim’s not a visitor, he must be dead.

A tightness spreads from my chest up to my throat, as though I’m being choked. Danny is frowning at me.

‘You look terrible. What’s up?’

I want to tell him everything: how Tim was the love of Meggie’s life. And the police’s number one suspect. How in my last phone conversation with him, Tim promised me he didn’t kill her. Told me his own life meant nothing with her gone.

But I daren’t say any of it. As a Visitor I must watch every word. Nothing can upset a Guest, or remind them of how they came to be on the Beach. Break that rule, and I’ll be banned forever from the site.

I made that mistake once, when I’d just found this place: I dared to ask my sister who she thought might have murdered her. The Beach disappeared before she could answer, and with it, all my hopes. I was only allowed back because I was new, and unfamiliar with the rules. Second time round, there’d be no mercy.

I’d lose the Beach, lose everything.

‘Later, Danny,’ I say. My voice sounds like a stranger’s, hoarse with dread.

The Guests are moving forward, packed together so tightly that we’re being pulled along with them.

Tim is dead. But how did he die? Was he murdered too?

I watch him scrambling ashore, as though he’s climbing the summit of a mountain, rather than simply stepping out of the water onto the sand. He’s come a long way, so he must be exhausted. My instinct is to run to him, hold him, help him ashore. Tell him everything will be all right.

But that would be a lie.

He’s blinking constantly, as though if he does it often enough, he’ll see something different.

Already the Beach has changed him. In real life, he barely noticed what he wore, sticking to jeans and t-shirt whatever the weather or the occasion. I remember him at Meggie’s first outdoor gig, his face turning ice blue because he’d not realised everyone else was wrapped up for a winter’s night. He hadn’t even remembered his coat. His mind was always on higher things.

Now he’s in ‘Beach uniform’ – surfer shorts, linen shirt in flame red – and even though it’s dripping wet, it makes him look like every other Guest here. He never had those muscles in his arms before, and I don’t think I ever saw him clean-shaven, as he is now.

He’s a Guest. No doubt. A too beautiful version of his living self: transformed by death into a phoenix Tim, bearing no sign of how he died.

Danny takes my hand. ‘You’re frozen.’

‘It’s the shock of seeing Tim.’ Then I realise what I’ve said. Perhaps even speaking his name is a breach of the rules.

But Danny doesn’t disappear. He stares at me. ‘Tim? Meggie’s boyfriend?’

I nod. It must be safer than speaking.

‘Jeez, Alice.’ Danny shakes his head. ‘Does that mean . . . the person who killed Meggie might have killed Tim? Why is he here, else?’ Danny doesn’t have to be careful what he says, because he won’t be banished from the Beach, even if he wanted to be. Paradise is forever.

Even as I nod, I realise there’s another, darker possible reason for Tim being here. Maybe he did smother my sister. And he’s here now because he couldn’t live with the guilt . . .

‘Danny, we need to find Meggie before—’

But then I see her myself, three rows of Guests away from me. I shout out, but my voice is lost in the chatter as Tim finally makes it onto the shore.

Too late.

‘Tim?’ Her voice trembles as she pushes towards him. I try to reach her but too many Guests are in the way. They’re not moving. They’re too gripped by the drama.

‘Tim,’ Meggie whispers. It’s not a question anymore. He’s gawping back at her.

Meggie stops a couple of steps away from him. She’s shaking her head, but there’s something in the way she’s gazing at him that tells me nothing has changed for her, that she still loves him.

The Beach holds its breath.

And then I hear knocking. It’s coming from such a long way away.

‘Alice?’ My father’s voice, his breaking-bad-news voice, the one I’ve heard too many times in the last few months.

Shit. Not now.

Meggie takes another step towards Tim.

‘Alice, if you’re online again, I promise I won’t tell your mother. But I do need you to open the door now.’

I shut the laptop lid as gently as possible. ‘Dad? I’m not online. I’m asleep. It’s one in the morning.’

‘I’m sorry, sweetheart. I wouldn’t wake you if it wasn’t urgent. It’s just . . . we have a visitor. And he wants to talk to all of us together.’
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The policeman is sitting at our dining-room table, his backside too big for the chair. Usually they send the family liaison woman. She knows us so well now that she always puts the right number of sugars in Dad’s tea and offers Mum a tissue before she even begins to cry.

Either Mrs Family Liaison has got the night off, or the fat guy is here because the news is too serious for her to break.

I think about Tim, on the Beach. Of course it’s serious.

We sit round the table as though we’re about to have Sunday lunch, even though the sky is midnight blue, and we’re all in our dressing gowns except for the policeman. He puts his chubby fists together, and I half expect him to say grace.

Instead he says, ‘I’m afraid I have some shocking news.’ His breath condenses like smoke in the cold air.

Mum reaches for my hand and my dad’s. Perhaps she thinks that we’re safe, so long as we’re all together. She’s wrong.

‘Timothy Ashley was found dead tonight. Well, last night. A little over four hours ago.’

Mum’s hand flies to her mouth. Dad closes his eyes. And even though I knew already, the words are still shocking.

‘Suicide!’ my mother cries out. ‘I’m right, aren’t I?’ Her eyes have a crazy glint, the one they always get when she’s thinking about Tim.

The policeman’s face doesn’t change. ‘At this stage we are awaiting the results of the post mortem examination.’

Dad shakes his head. ‘Come on. Surely you can give us more than that? We are . . . involved, after all.’

The policeman sighs. ‘The circumstances are that Mr Ashley’s flatmate,’ he checks his notes, ‘. . . Adrian Black, returned home last night just after nine o’clock, and discovered the deceased’s body in the kitchen.’

Ade found him.

‘How did he die?’ I ask.

The policeman looks at me for the first time. ‘He appears to have died from asphyxiation.’

That means suffocation. Meggie was suffocated. Someone held a pillow over her face until all her breath was gone.

‘Someone smothered Tim?’ Dad whispers.

The policeman shakes his head. ‘No. A plastic bag . . . It’s a method suicides sometimes use. He was slumped over the kitchen table. Alcohol was found alongside his body, too.’

Acid fills my throat as I picture him drinking alone, then deciding he couldn’t face the world anymore. She lit up my world . . . and now the world feels so dark without her.

It’s one of the last things he said to me.

‘And a note?’ Dad asks.

Dad’s question helps me focus. I need to know more before I go back to the Beach, before I talk to him. If it was Tim who killed Meggie and then himself, I am certain he’d have left a note to explain what he did, and why. He’d know that he owed us that.

‘As I understand it, nothing in the nature of a note has been found.’

The Tim I know wouldn’t have left this unfinished. So any doubts I had about his guilt disappear, in an instant. I feel I can breathe again.

Until I remember: if he didn’t kill himself, someone must have killed him.

‘However, the circumstances do point strongly towards Mr Ashley having taken his own life,’ the officer says.

‘But you’re keeping an open mind? While you investigate?’ The policeman looks cross with me, almost. ‘The details have been passed to the coroner. It’s not our remit anymore.’

‘You’ve already decided it’s not suspicious! Even though it’s possible he could have been killed by the same person that killed Meggie. Did you think of that?’

Mum stands up and puts her hands on my shoulders.

‘Alice, love, it’s over. I know you thought Tim was innocent, but you must see this changes things.’

Dad’s still thinking it through. ‘You understand why emotions are running high, officer. I know you can’t talk on the record, but does this effectively mean the inquiry into Meggie’s murder will be closed?’

The policeman examines his neatly clipped fingernails. ‘Uh, I’d say that’s a fair assumption. We reached certain conclusions about Mr Ashley many months ago. This pretty much confirms them. I’m sorry. This must all be very distressing.’

A flash of anger passes across Mum’s face and I think she’s about to launch into a rant: that she’s not sorry, that Tim deserves all he got. But then Dad squeezes her hand and tears cascade down her face.

‘It’s over,’ she whispers, then she stares over my shoulder, as though she’s seen someone behind me. ‘Meggie. My darling. It’s over, at long last. You can sleep soundly now, darling, wherever you are.’

My blood turns to ice. I’m ninety-nine per cent sure that Meggie’s killer is still on the loose.

But the one per cent doubt is enough to terrify me. If it’s really over, then my sister will be leaving the Beach, forever. Before sunrise.

Please, no. I’m not ready to lose her for a second time.
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