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            For Juliet, for everything

         

      

   


   
      
         

         
            “My sister and I, you will recollect, were twins, and you know how subtle are the links which bind two souls which are so closely allied.”

            
                

            

            Arthur Conan Doyle, The Adventure of the Speckled Band

         

      

   


   
      
         

            Prologue

         

         Imagine two rooms, side by side in a house. Built to be identical in every way, they have the same windows, looking out on to the same view, the same cupboards, the same doors – even down to the hinges.

         But there are differences between them. In one, the bed is against the wall; in the other, it’s beside the window. There are different pictures on walls that have been painted different colours. Different cushions, different chairs, different rugs on the floors.

         Each room is individual and completely self-contained … except for the door that connects them.

         Once it stood wide open, turning two rooms into one. Once it was always kept unlocked and could swing open and closed as it pleased. But that was a long time ago and things change. Rooms change. People change. Now the only evidence the door still exists is an outline beneath the wallpaper. But even when it’s papered over and forgotten, a door is still a door.

         And doors are meant to be opened.

      

   


   
      
         

            1

            Bex

         

         She couldn’t hear the shouting any more. There was a brief, angry silence – and then feet on the stairs.

         Three. Two. One…

         Naomi’s bedroom door slammed so hard that everything in Bex’s room rattled and one of the postcards propped on her shelf fell over and slipped behind the radiator.

         “Great. Thanks, Noom.”

         Bex dropped her revision cards back on her desk, glancing at the clock. Four thirty. Which meant Naomi had lasted through a whole five minutes of conversation with their parents. Sensing the storm that was coming, Bex had excused herself from the kitchen when her twin came home and gone upstairs to try and cram in a few more precious minutes’ worth of study.

         “Naomi!”

         Her dad’s voice, from the bottom of the stairs.

         Naomi’s bedroom door didn’t answer. It never did. Naomi was the one who slammed doors and burned bridges.

         “Here we go again,” Bex said to her room as she picked her way across the floor, hopping over the revision notes spread over the carpet and stepping out on to the landing. Their father was at the bottom of the stairs, looking up.

         His face brightened when he saw her. “Bex – your sister…”

         “I’m already going,” she said. She raised a hand to knock on Naomi’s door, then stopped, her knuckles hovering just above the surface. It was very quiet in there. Normally when Naomi was in one of her moods there would be music blasting out…

         “Naomi?” She knocked lightly.

         Bex looked back over her shoulder at her dad, who gave her a thumbs-up, then retreated to the kitchen.

         “Noom, it’s only me. Come on…”

         “I don’t want to talk about it.”

         “I heard everything – I didn’t mean to, but…” Still nothing. “Please? It’s me…”

         “Jesus, what?” The door was flung open and Bex found herself staring at her mirror image – only her mirror image was wearing thick black eyeliner. “Haven’t you got revision to do?”

         “Haven’t you?” Bex shot back automatically, forgetting for a second that she was meant to be calming things down. It was hard sometimes not to let Naomi push her buttons, but she took a deep breath and let it go. There was no sign anywhere of notes or textbooks, despite the fact they both had the same exam the next morning. However, Naomi’s laptop was open and she was clearly in the middle of something.

         Naomi stormed back to her desk and slammed the laptop shut. “It’s one final exam. Who cares? Besides, you’re obviously not fussed, seeing as you’re going to Kay’s tonight.”

         “That’s revision and you know it.” Bex knew this wasn’t going to help, so she shrugged and said, “Are you OK?”

         “Am I OK?” Naomi repeated the question, but her tone was flat, mocking.

         “You can talk to me. I’m on your side, remember?” Bex said gently.

         “It’s none of your business.”

         “Fine.” Bex wasn’t going to let Naomi see how much it stung. And then she spotted the plastic charm bracelet sitting beside Naomi’s laptop and any sympathy she felt instantly evaporated.

         “Why’ve you got my lucky bracelet?” Bex snatched it up from the desk. It was stupid, really – a cheap charm bracelet she’d won in the arcade on the pier at Weston-super-Mare. The metal chain left a horrible green line around her wrist, and most of the paint had chipped off the dangling charms, but she’d worn it for every one of her GCSE exams and it had become a talisman.

         Naomi didn’t answer. She fidgeted with a loose thread on the hem of her T-shirt. It was a new one: yet another electro band that Bex had never heard of. Then finally she said, “Are you still here?”

         “Still waiting for an answer.”

         “Don’t wait too long. Wouldn’t want to keep precious Kay waiting, would you? Kay and … what’s-his-face.”

         “Ralph. You know his name’s Ralph, so stop being such a dick about him.”

         “Whatever. He’s … beige. They both are. Bex and her amazingly beige mates.”

         “They could have been your friends, too,” Bex said quietly.

         “Yeah, well. Some of us aren’t eleven any more.”

         Bex pulled the door shut behind her and went downstairs, grabbing her overnight bag from just inside her bedroom door on the way. She could hear their parents talking in the kitchen – her foot hit the creaky step halfway down and the voices stopped abruptly. Then her dad’s head appeared around the open kitchen door.

         “Oh, it’s just you,” he said.

         “Thanks for making me feel like a vital part of this family, Dad. Love you, too.” Bex dropped her overnight bag on the hall floor and went into the kitchen.

         “Hello, darling,” her mum said. “Are you off to Kay’s now?”

         “In a minute,” Bex said. Her mother was already wearing her nurse’s uniform. “What times does your shift start?”

         “Seven.” Her mum swallowed a sip of tea.

         Her dad carried on talking as if Bex wasn’t there. “Naomi’s just … acting out. It’s very common – especially in twins… She’s had enough warnings. Grounding her is our only option.”

         “You can’t ground her! Tomorrow’s our last exam – she’ll miss the party!”

         Her parents exchanged glances. “The last thing your sister needs is another party,” her dad said. “It’s not up for discussion, Bex. Now, good luck for the morning. I’m sure you’ll do fine.” And with that, he left the room.

         She tried one last time. “Mum – about Naomi…”

         “No, Bex. I know you think our grounding her is unfair, but we’ve just got to get you both through this last exam and then in a few days we’ll all be on holiday together. That’ll be nice.”

         Bex pondered her mother’s definition of ‘nice’. Five hours stuck in the back of the car with Naomi pouting, Dad banging on about his latest marathon training plan and Mum trying to get everyone to ‘join in’ with the crossword from the front seat…

         Her mother’s voice pulled Bex back from her thoughts. “…she’ll be fine. But if she thinks we’re going to let her get away with that kind of behaviour…”

         “But Mum…”

         “Look, it isn’t forever. Now, promise you won’t stay up too late tonight?”

         “We won’t.” Based on how she’d been feeling the last few days, it was all she’d be able to do to stay awake past dinner. As soon as the exams were over and the party was done, her plan was to get into her pyjamas and watch Netflix until she was forced to get in the car for the trek to Norfolk.

         For Bex, the exams were one more step along the path to the Glasgow School of Art’s sculpture course. Pass her exams, do her A levels, go to art school, get her own studio. She had it all planned out. Naomi would probably do what she always did: disappear off to do whatever she happened to be into at that moment. Last summer, it had been wild swimming, the year before, cheerleading. Most recently, it was a creative writing group and hanging out with the guy she’d met there – Simeon. Only one thing about Naomi didn’t seem to change. Wherever she went now, whatever she did, Naomi thought it was nobody else’s business.

      

   


   
      
         
            2

            Bex

         

         3 months earlier

         The brakes of the bus hiss as it pulls away into the traffic, leaving Bex and Naomi on the pavement. Naomi is still tapping away on her phone – she has been the whole way in. Bex dodges a swooping seagull and looks up at the concrete-grey sky.

         “So…” she starts, waiting for Naomi to finish her message. Nothing. Her twin doesn’t even look up. “I was thinking… St Nick’s?”

         Naomi rolls her eyes.

         “What? You were the one who wanted to come into town.” Bex ignores her sister’s mumbled answer and tries to summon more enthusiasm than she feels. Their little expedition isn’t exactly off to the best start. “Anyway, the Nails market’s on – I thought we could go and look through the vintage. They were supposed to be getting more boots in.”

         “I’d rather catch a skin parasite,” Naomi says, dropping her phone into the pocket of her jacket. “Oh no – wait. If I buy a load of manky old clothes, I probably will.”

         “You can’t catch anything from them. Come on, Noom.”

         “I really, really don’t want to spend my Saturday rummaging through – no, watching you rummage through racks of grandma clothes, OK?”

         “So what did you want to come in for?”

         “Not that.”

         “You’re missing the point, you know.”

         “Of vintage? Enlighten me.”

         “It’s unique.”

         Naomi twists her mouth. “And this has absolutely nothing to do with the fact Kay’s dad took her to that big vintage fair last weekend? So much for being unique.”

         “Fine. You don’t want to come to St Nick’s. Where do you want to go?”

         Naomi shrugs. “Wherever.”

         “Wherever? Seriously?”

         “Why do you care?”

         “Why do I…?” Without realizing it, Bex’s voice has been getting louder and louder. She takes a deep breath. “OK. So. How about I go to St Nick’s, and you go … wherever and we meet up later?”

         “Fine.”

         “Half twelve at the benches in Cabot Circus?”

         “The ones you always insist we meet at? Oh my God, Rebecca Harper couldn’t possibly do something original, could she?”

         Bex frowns. “I’ll see you later.”

         Naomi stomps off – and then, on the other side of the street, Bex spots a familiar face.

         “Kay! KAY! Hey! Wait up…”
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         Kay tries on everything. From boots to hats to belts, scarves, a waistcoat with glittery red stripes that neither of them would be seen dead in, to a skirt that looks like something Kay’s great-aunt would wear. Finally Kay buys a floppy hat and Bex picks out a tiny beaded bag.

         “Ooooh. For prom?” Kay asks, peering over her shoulder as she pays.

         “Dunno.” Bex takes her change and the paper carrier bag. “I haven’t even thought about prom yet. It’s months off, and there’s the exams and the class party and…”

         “What a lie!” Kay snorts. “You’ve so thought about it. You’re wondering whether Orson’ll actually ask you, aren’t you?”

         “No!” Bex feels her cheeks burning. “I’m not, actually.”

         “Mmmmhmmm?”

         “Can we just drop… Oh no.” Bex stops dead in her tracks, staring at a clock on a nearby stall.

         “What? What’s the matter?”

         “Naomi! I was supposed to meet her!” She scrambles for her phone.

         “When?”

         “Nearly an hour ago.”

         “Oh, whoops!” Kay says. “Just tell her you got held up.”

         “I’ve got no reception! Can I use yours?”

         Kay sighs and pulls out her phone. “No signal, either. Where were you going to meet her?”

         Bex groans and taps out a message to Naomi, hitting send in hope.

         “Cabot Circus,” she sighs.

         
            
[image: ]
            

         

         Bex leaves Kay at the door to Topshop, dodging through the crowds of Saturday shoppers to the benches where she agreed to meet Naomi, a guilty ache in the pit of her stomach.

         The benches are busy: a group of girls from the year below at school, a couple of families with toddlers and an old man with a stained parka…

         But no Naomi.

         Bex sits on the edge of the nearest bench: the only spot is next to Old Man Parka and she quickly realizes why. She pulls her phone out – full reception. And not a single message, even though hers to Naomi has gone: it must have sent as soon as she picked up a signal.

         She tries Naomi’s phone. It rings and rings and finally goes to voicemail. Sighing, she hangs up and dials another number. There’s no point leaving a message – she knows Naomi never checks them.

         “Kay? Yeah. No, she’s probably gone home. You still in Topshop? No – wait there. I’ll come to you.”
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            Naomi

         

         Naomi stormed out of the kitchen, her dad’s words still burning in her ears, banging her bag into the banister as she went. She hadn’t meant to be out so late last night – and, to be fair, she really had forgotten there was an exam that morning. She’d thought it was a revision day and who cared about them, anyway? Besides, how was she to know that her dad would wait up for her until 4 a.m.? The less said about how she’d felt by that point, the better, even if she’d thought she covered it pretty well… And hadn’t she gone in and sat the exam anyway?

         Bex was already home by the time Naomi got in from school, pouring herself a glass of juice from the fridge. She spotted her sister’s gaze flick to their parents, who were talking quietly on the other side of the room. Her dad’s face tensed, and Bex downed her drink and slipped away.

         Then the lecture began. They were concerned she wasn’t happy, concerned she wasn’t being honest with them, concerned about her choices…

         And what was their solution? To ground her.

         “And that’s it? You’re just going to send me to my room like some … kid?”

         “If you’re going to behave like a child, Naomi, then we have no choice but to treat you like one.”

         “You never treat me like anything else!” she snapped. “Not like Bex. Bex gets to…”

         “Your sister has shown us she’s responsible. She has earned our trust.”

         “I said I was sorry! I made a mistake, fine. All I’m asking for is a chance – one chance. But no. Fine. Whatever. Thanks a lot.” Naomi stormed out and ran up the stairs. When she reached her room, she slammed the door so hard she felt the whole house rattle.

         Whenever there was a problem, she could always sense the question in the air: why can’t you be more like your sister?

         “Because I’m not her,” Naomi said to her empty room, throwing her bag into the corner and pulling out her laptop.

         She dropped into her desk chair and let out a deep sigh.

         “Not your finest moment, Naomi,” she mumbled to the screen. But the way the mood had shifted when she walked into the kitchen … it had made her feel like an outsider in her own family.

         No, you’re overthinking it, she told herself, checking her messages. It’s just been a bad day.

         On the other side of the door, Naomi could feel her sister. Waiting.

         “Naomi?”

         There was a quiet knock.

         Naomi stopped her chair spinning and stared at the door.

         “Naomi?”

         Naomi rubbed her eyes, then wiped at the edges of the lids with the cuff of her sleeve, scrubbing away a smudge of eyeliner. She wasn’t going to let her sister see her cry.

         Naomi tiptoed across her bedroom to the door but she didn’t open it. I don’t want to do this. I don’t want you to come and check up on me.

         “Noom, it’s only me. Come on…”

         “I don’t want to talk about it.”

         “Please. It’s me…”

         Naomi pulled open the door and there on the landing, looking straight back at her, was Bex.
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            Bex

         

         “Here we go. It’s on. Day of.” Kay was sounding way too perky.

         “Day of what, exactly?” Bex asked.

         “Day of the last exam. Day of judgement, day of days!”

         “You are far too excited about this exam. Why are you so excited, anyway?” Bex smothered a yawn.

         “The real question is why you aren’t? This is the last one. And besides, it’s what comes after that matters.”

         “The party?”

         “The party.”

         “You know it’s just a party, right? And it’s only at Dominic’s house – he’s going to be as much of a prat as he always is. Like last year, when…”

         “But – but, but, but – I heard that Dominic’s parents have said he can use the swimming pool this time.” Kay waved Bex’s comments aside.

         “You hate swimming.”

         “I hate swimming at the leisure centre. This is Dominic’s pool. His actual pool in his actual garden. And … Dominic’s older brother is home from boarding school.” Kay let the sentence hang in the air.

         “Mike?”

         “He prefers Michael now. And he’s baaaa-aack!” Kay sang the last word, her eyes sparkling.

         “Ralph will kill you. He’s had a thing for Mike…”

         “Michael.”

         “Whatever – for the last three years. You can’t go after the object of his adoration.”

         “Too bad for Ralph.”

         “Who, might I remind you, is one of your best friends.”

         “Yeah? So are you, and I’d push you out of a plane if you were standing in between me and Michael Anderson. Anyway, are you wearing your shitty bracelet?”

         Bex held up her wrist and rattled the charms.

         “Right then. What’s there to worry about?” Kay beamed.

         Bex gave up.
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         Kay stopped to check her hair in the window of the antique mirror shop in the middle of town. Bex usually tried to avoid looking – it was creepy seeing her reflection multiplied over and over and over. She always half expected one of her images to move, because how could there be that many and none of them be Naomi?

         If Kay’s phone hadn’t beeped, she could easily have spent another fifteen minutes fiddling with her hair. She squinted at the screen in the bright morning light. “Ralph’s already at school. He says he’ll see us outside the exam room.”

         “Of course he’s already there.” Bex laughed. “He’s probably been there since the end of the last exam.” She slid her arm through her best friend’s. “Come on. Your hair’s not getting any better,” she said with a grin.

         “Hey!”

         “I mean … how could it? You know, it being perfect already.”

         “More like it. In a couple of hours, we’ll be finished and Michael will be irresistibly drawn to my…”

         “A couple of hours?” Bex looked at her watch. “Wow. You must work fast – we’ll barely even have got out of school by then.”

         “This is my happy place, Bex. Stop trying to harsh it.” Kay clasped her hands together like she was praying. “And please, please, please, no resits. No. Resits.”

         “Like you’ve ever needed to resit anything.” Still arm in arm, they stepped off the pavement and on to the road. A memory of her and Naomi after their Year Six exams popped into Bex’s head.

         “How do you think you did?”

         “Same as you.”

         “I didn’t tell you how I did.”

         “I know. But I did the same. You’ll see.”

         “Watch out…!” Bex was hauled back from her thoughts as Kay yanked her across the road out of the way of a black Transit van. The driver must only have seen them at the last second, because there was a squeal of brakes as both girls tumbled on to the pavement. Kay was on her feet again in a second, swearing furiously and making obscene gestures at the van as it disappeared down the road. When she’d finished yelling, she turned back to Bex, her eyes widening. “Your elbow! You’re bleeding!”

         “Do you think it’s enough to be excused?” Bex examined her arm. “If we tell them we almost died, maybe they’ll let us off the exam?”

         “So, you’re OK?” Kay frowned. “Hey, there’s Vikram!” She waved, nearly smacking Bex in the face. “Oops. Sorry.”

         Bex smiled at her friend, but there was a chilly sensation in the pit of her stomach, somewhere between excitement and fear. Maybe it was the shock of the near-miss. Maybe it was adrenaline, or even plain old pre-exam nerves. It would all be over in a few hours anyway.
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         The stairs up to the exam room were still almost empty and their footsteps echoed on the bare concrete. Other than Kay’s footsteps, all Bex could really hear was Mrs Blewitt’s voice from the cloakroom droning on about not leaving phones switched on in their bags. “At least we won’t have to listen to that twice a day any more,” she muttered under her breath.

         Ralph was sitting on the top step, right in front of the closed door.

         “Early enough for you?” she said to Ralph with a smile.

         “You can never be too early,” Ralph said, shaking his head. He obviously wasn’t in the mood for jokes – he didn’t even really look up when she said it.

         If she was honest, Bex wasn’t really in the mood for joking, either – something felt wrong, as though there was sand under her skin and no amount of scratching could get it out. A queue of students was beginning to form down the stairway, but Naomi wasn’t among them. Bex peered over the handrail, through the square spiral of the stairs to the ground floor, hoping to catch a glimpse of her sister, but there was no sign.

         Bex drummed her fingers on the stair rail.

         “Hey. You OK?” Kay’s voice seemed to come from a very long way off.

         “What? Oh. Oh, yeah. Just looking for Naomi. I can’t see her.” Bex turned back to her friends.

         “You’re her sister, not her mother. Stop acting like you’re responsible for her.”

         “I’m sure she’s around,” Ralph said. “There’s probably just a big queue for the toilets. Which is what happens if you don’t get here early…” He poked Kay and she stuck her tongue out at him.

         Bex tuned them both out and looked at her watch again. “Do you think…?” she started – but she didn’t get to finish, because there was the sound of footsteps, then a handle turning, and the door behind Ralph swung open.

         Their exam desks were assigned alphabetically by surname, so technically Bex and Naomi were seated one after the other but the layout meant Bex’s desk was at the front, while Naomi’s was at the very back in the next row. As she shuffled to her seat, something at the back of Bex’s mind kept niggling at her; something between a memory and a thought, and which slipped up from a crack between the two.

         Their first day at school, walking in hand in hand. Two teachers waiting for them in the office and the horror of understanding that they weren’t going to be allowed to stay together.

         “Follow me,” said one, speaking only to Bex, not to Naomi. It was unthinkable. But she followed and she heard her twin’s voice calling her name all the way along the corridor and round the corner … and she could still hear it in her head even after the teacher had led her to her new form room.

         Bex had never forgotten it. But why was she thinking of it now? The memory felt like a scar. She tried to put Naomi out of her mind and focus, running the tip of her finger over the long gouge in the wood that someone had made, probably waiting for another exam to start. She laid out her things and checked her watch for the fiftieth time. She was ready.

         “Turn your papers over … now.”

         Bex was halfway through writing her student number on the front of her answer booklet when she realized what was wrong with that memory of their first day.

         She hadn’t been led away first.

         It wasn’t her memory.

         It was Naomi’s.
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         “Pens down, please. Your time is up. Yes, Matthew, that means you, too.”

         There was a collective sigh as everyone stretched, shuffled papers or put their heads down on their desks in relief. That was it.

         “Congratulations, Year Eleven. You’ve finished. Please remain in your seats until your answer booklets have been collected.”

         Bex gulped down the last mouthful of water from her bottle as the teachers bustled about the room collecting papers. The deputy head strode past her desk with a waft of aftershave and bounded up on to the podium at the front of the room. He whispered something to the lead invigilator, who shook her head. Bex felt her face turning a hot red as both members of staff swivelled to look right at her.

         Had she done something wrong?

         Bex thought back over the exam, over the queue on the stairs, back to stashing her bag in the cloakroom…

         Nope. It was the same as always.

         So why were they still staring at her?

         Bex sat glued to her seat with her exam paper in front of her, waiting.

         After what felt like a week, a voice came from just behind her shoulder. “Answer book, please.”

         Everything was fine, she told herself. In a minute she’d be collecting her bag and heading out into the sunshine with Ralph and Kay, and she’d find Naomi and everything would be OK.

         And then…

         “Rebecca? Your parents have rung the office and left a message.”

         “A message?” Bex heard her voice as though it belonged to someone else.

         “Can you head home straight away, please? They said it’s important.”

         “What about Naomi? Does she…” Bex turned in her seat, looking towards the back of the room. The desks around her had emptied, but they were still collecting papers further back. At the far end of her row, she saw Dexter hand his in and slide out of his desk, heading for the door – and behind him, Sarah, in tears.

         When Sarah stood, Bex could see that Naomi’s seat was empty, the exam paper untouched in the middle of her desk.

         Naomi hadn’t turned up to the exam. At all.

         Maybe she’d got ill or fallen down the stairs and broken her leg. But why was it so urgent that Bex went back?

         Because she isn’t at home.
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