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            To Caitlin, for making me like Nina.

            To the neurotypicals who respect my work, even if they don’t always understand it.

            And to you, if you’re still here. Thank you!
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         Halloween falls on a Friday this year and that means anything can happen. No school in the morning, no curfew and even the parents turn into teenagers.

         Juniper, our village, takes Halloween very seriously. I’m at Farmer Muir’s pumpkin patch with my twin, Keedie. We’ve come straight from school because it’s already getting dark, and we have a list of things that we need to get done before we take our baby sister out for her first year of trick-or-treating. I cycle through the list again in my head:

         Buy the best pumpkin.

         Carve the pumpkin.

         Put it out by the front door.

         Put all of the sweets out.

         Drop Addie off with her group for trick-or-treating.

         Then Keedie and I will go to the village hall to enter 2the Juniper Halloween Costume Contest.

         “We shouldn’t call it trick-or-treating,” Keedie says as we approach the large field of pumpkins. “That’s so American. It’s ‘guising’ in Scots.”

         “It’s the same thing. Kids dress up and knock on doors. One ends up eating too much and gets ill. One has to go home because they’re scared. Someone picks up the wrong nine-year-old dressed as a mummy. It’s standard.” I sigh at Keedie’s back as she strides ahead of me.

         “Yeah, but we invented it. Scotland, I mean. It should be called what we call it.”

         I ignore her. I’m disturbed by the sight in front of us. There are so many people already here, inspecting the pumpkins. The large emerald field is littered with orange globes of all sizes, and the other villagers are inspecting them all. The good ones might be gone already.

         “Nina,” Farmer Muir smiles warmly at me, then nervously greets Keedie. Everyone knows: she’s the fiery one, I’m the quiet one. “Some good ones hidden up at the back.”

         “Thanks,” I mutter, not convinced. Mr Laird and Mrs Ross are already fighting over a particularly big 3pumpkin. Possibly the handsomest one of the bunch.

         “That’s a good one,” Keedie says, and the disappointment I’m feeling is mirrored in her voice. We exchange baleful glances. “Come on. We’ll try the back.”

         We pick our way through the patch, occasionally stopping to inspect a small, weak-looking pumpkin. We examine and discuss without ever saying a word. It’s an occasional twin thing. Everyone likes to believe that we can read each other’s minds, which of course we can’t. Keedie is autistic and I’m not; our brains could not be more different. But that doesn’t mean we don’t have our own wordless way of communicating sometimes.

         Our younger sister, Addie, is eight and autistic, too. She’s only just started going to appointments for it. She and Keedie are closer than ever and this is the first time all three of us will be celebrating Halloween together. Addie has never been trick or treating until today. She wasn’t interested until she watched a pile of Halloween films with Keedie. That got her all excited for it.

         I’m trying not to think about their closeness too much. They don’t seem to need me at all, they’re in 4their own world most of the time. It’s a place they’ve carved out for the two of them, because the world can be so unfair to them. I don’t have a key to that door.

         I wish that I did.

         “Look!” Keedie suddenly cries, pointing to something right at the edge of the patch. I see it in seconds. Large and bulging and proud. I don’t know how others have missed it. Maybe because it’s on the margins, right at the back where no one would think to look. We dive for it and lift it together.

         “It’s the size of a car!” Keedie exclaims. She’s exaggerating but it really is big. We’ve outdone ourselves.

         We move to carry it back to Farmer Muir. Mum and Dad gave me the money to pay for it. When—

         “Drop the pumpkin!”

         We turn at the sound of the order. It’s the Fox Boys. Callum, the eldest, is our age: sixteen. He’s with his two feral younger brothers, whose names I can’t remember. I keep my face impassive but Keedie scowls at them, her face filling with outrage.

         “You’re not getting this magnificent beast,” she snaps at them, always ready for a tussle. “We found it first!”

         “Did not,” Callum says, spitting over his shoulder 5in a way that makes Keedie and me grimace. “Saw it yesterday, called shotgun on it.”

         “Well, your name isn’t on it,” Keedie says, before pretending to spit just as he did. She makes it look cartoonish and stupid and I see the insult spike through him. She’s so good at that. She’s so good at making the silly things people do seem pathetic. She doesn’t know how good she is. I’ve been on the receiving end of it many times and it’s brutal. Callum’s face is as red as a pepper.

         “There are loads of other good ones near the back,” I say, desperate to keep the peace. I’m always nervous of confrontation. I don’t like the idea of being disliked. “Big ones, maybe better ones.”

         His eyes flash to me and he backs down a little. Or at least, I think he’s about to, when Keedie speaks again.

         “You’re not having ours.”

         Callum’s face fills with something vengeful and he sneers at us. “We’ll see.”

         
            *

         

         “Why does everything have to be a fight with you?” I demand of Keedie as we bring the pumpkin home, 6both of us carrying it a little unsteadily.

         “He’s not having our beautiful boy,” Keedie replies, stroking the pumpkin in a loving manner. “They have the biggest house on our street, their mum spends all her money on those tacky outdoor decorations. We only get the pumpkin. We deserve a good one.”

         The light is gone now. The streetlamps gleam in Juniper as night, the last night of October, covers the small village. The stars are bright and the air is clear. No threat of rain or wind. It’s the perfect night for Halloween.

         “Have you decided on a costume?” I ask Keedie, my mind drifting to the contest that will be held in the village hall. I entertained the idea of winning but they usually go for something a little spooky. Honestly, looking good is more important to me than a trophy. Being complimented is the real prize.

         “I have,” Keedie says proudly. “And I found exactly what Addie wanted. Still happy to help you with yours.”

         I’m going as a generic witch. Black lace, fingerless gloves and a broom. I’ll do a cat eye and red lip. It’s all sorted. “No, thank you.”

         Keedie can work a sewing machine and she often makes her own clothes. It’s one of her many enviable 7talents. She’s stylish in a way that scares me. I don’t know how she’s able to put the outfits together spontaneously, the way that she does. I scroll endlessly on my phone and look for trends. I’m good with beauty products, but I need to watch at least ten other girls put the same ensemble together before I feel brave enough to wear something similar.

         Then Keedie will make something out of old curtains and it looks like something from a high-end magazine.

         We arrive at the house and Keedie moves around the side. She always enters through the kitchen window, it’s become a tradition that Addie expects. It’s one of their little routines. If I tried to do it, it would look strange. Like I’m trying too hard.

         And I can’t think of anything worse than people seeing me try.

         
            *

         

         “Right!” Keedie says, as she puts a bag onto the kitchen table. Dad is cooking a stir-fry, preparing to serve up three different versions of it – one for each of us, as we all have very different tastes. Addie is sitting at the table with the little thesaurus Keedie gave her, about to start 8carving the pumpkin we brought home. She eyes the bag with curiosity.

         “I’ve got your Halloween costume, Addie,” Keedie says, barely able to contain her own excitement.

         Addie, who never gives too much away, lights up. “Yeah?”

         “Yeah. It used to belong to a friend who worked at Deep Sea World. I asked if they could give it to me when they were done after the summer and I’ve taken in the measurements a bit.”

         “Who do you know at Deep Sea World?” I ask, bemused.

         I regret the words as soon as they’re out, because I instantly remember. Angel. Her mother runs the flower shop in Juniper and she and Keedie have been… close for a couple of years now. Something happened when their other friend, Bonnie, moved to England a short while back. They fell out, probably because Keedie wasn’t coping well with Bonnie gone. Keedie would never tell us what happened, but we’ve learned to not say Angel’s name.

         Addie, reaching for the bag, doesn’t notice the tension in the room. Keedie and I watch as she opens it up to pull out something soft and plush. It’s pale 9blue and white. I can tell that it’s some kind of onesie. Addie stands up and holds it against her front. It fully unravels and I can feel my heart quicken as I realise what it is.

         “No, Keedie!” I say firmly.

         “Yes, Keedie!” Addie cries as she realises what it is.

         It’s a shark onesie. Angel must have had to wear it in her role as a mascot for Deep Sea World, an aquarium on the other side of the Forth River. Addie’s obsession with sharks is bone-deep and the onesie has caused her to stim in delight.

         “It’s too goofy,” I protest.

         Addie is already trying it on, ignoring my objections.

         “It’s perfect,” she breathes, running to the small mirror in the hallway so she can see herself. “Keedie, you’re amazing!”

         Keedie preens in delight, but I feel a stab of rejection. This is how it always goes now. Keedie gets everything right when it comes to Addie. My little sister thinks my twin is a goddess who can do no wrong, and I’m just… here. Nothing I do comes close. They’re never mean about it, but they are so wrapped up in each other.

         I know I should be happy about it. It’s great that they have this bond and that they can talk about being 10neurodivergent together.
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