
		
			
			[image: BOL_cover]

			

		

	
		
			
				

				[image: BOLies_TTP.pdf]

				

			

		

	
		
			
				

				A lie which is half a truth is ever the blackest of lies.

				Alfred Lord Tennyson

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Prologue

				They are trapped; frozen. Waiting. Straining against the wood that holds them. The unwary catch a glimpse now and then – feel their desperate hunger, see a glint of red eyes – and scurry out of the shadows of the trees, back to the light.

				She’s coming; it will be soon.

				They will run free on the moors again. The Wild Hunt will return.

				And the ground will run with blood.
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				There are things you know you shouldn’t do. Like standing on the tracks when the train is getting close, or holding your hand over an open flame. You can wave it across fast and be fine, but something inside makes me hold it there a second longer, then another, and another. Train tracks and mothers are much the same as flames: too close, too long, risks pain.

				If I sat and made a list of all the things I shouldn’t do and put them in order, starting with the worst, being here today would be near the top. But I’m drawn to things I shouldn’t do. Is it just to see what happens, who it will hurt? Maybe.

				So, no matter how much that inner voice of caution, of reason, says stay away; no matter how I try to convince myself or lose my bus ticket or deliberately don’t wear anything even vaguely acceptable, I was never going to be anywhere else, was I?

				How close, how long, is another matter. For now, I’m shivering under leafless trees on a hill above the crematorium, a splash of red in a colourless dark day. Considering my options.

				It starts to rain, and I’m glad. She hated the rain. Not just how most people grumble if they’re caught in a shower, or their garden party is ruined – she properly hated it. Almost like she was made of something that would wash away, not sinew, muscle, and bone, all in hard angles.

				Maybe she was afraid rain would wash away her mask – the one she wears in the newspapers, smiling, with a man I’ve never seen before. Smiling? I wonder if she smiles in her coffin, if they arranged her features into a pleasant lie for the afterlife. If they hoped it’d persuade whoever’s in charge to open the pearly gates, instead of giving that final push for the long slide down. Or maybe there wasn’t enough left of her face.

				Cars start winding up the road. The first is long and black, a coffin in the back. When it pulls in front of the crematorium, it seems right that the rain goes from steady to more. It thunders down in sheets, and lightning splits the sky.

				Even as I hang back and think about the things I should and shouldn’t do, about how close to get to the flame, it is almost like the storm has made the decision for me. It says, Quinn, you must step forward. You must seek shelter.

				But that’s just the excuse. The truth is that I’m here to make sure she’s really dead.
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				The wind howls, rips the umbrella inside out as soon as I step out of the car. Cold raindrops pelt into my face, my hands. In seconds, the wind whips my carefully arranged hair to a wild mess. Hard and furious drops sting my skin, and I focus on that pain, to avoid all the others.

				Another umbrella is rushed over both of us as Dad emerges, but all I can think is how the rain must pound on her coffin lid. Will it echo inside? Will she bang in protest; yell, Oi, make it stop? She who lived for sunny days shouldn’t have her last outing like this.

				The pallbearers take short, measured steps despite the freezing onslaught, and I want to yell, to shriek at them, to hurry, to get her out of the rain. Dad’s cold hand seeks mine, and I grip it a little too tight. Dad and I follow it – follow her, follow Mum – inside.

				One of Dad’s aunts clucks and smoothes my hair, and I’m pulled towards the row at the front, but like the rest of this it doesn’t really register.

				I try the words on again inside my head. My mother is dead. My world is different; everything is different. I know it, but I don’t know it in my guts. The coffin has been placed to one side at the front – dry now. Did somebody dry it? She’s inside it, but it’s not really her: just what is left.

				Knowing all these things didn’t prepare me for any of this.

				Something is shaking, deep inside; panic is building. I want to scream: Stop this, it isn’t real! Stop pretending that it is.

				It can’t be.

				Focus on breathing: in, out; in out.

				They all think it’s real. It’s in their eyes – those that meet mine; those that shy away.

				Breathe, Piper: in, out; in out. I can’t lose it. Not here, not now.

				Focus on something else.

				I turn, and my eyes search the faces behind us, skipping over most of them. Dad’s family, his work colleagues, his and Mum’s mutual friends. Not many. No one from Mum’s family. No one from her past, from before I was born, seventeen years ago.

				There is a good-sized contingent of friends from my school. Apart from but near to them is Zak – separate not just in distance. His steady gaze echoes his words last night: I’m here for you. Anything I can do, anything, just ask, and I’ll do it. No matter what. And the touch of his eyes soothes me now, as it did then. The panic eases, just a little. But it’s enough.

				The service is about to begin when the doors at the back open, and the rent-a-vicar pauses to wait. A latecomer? I hear a disapproving tch under the breath from one of Dad’s aunts behind us. I hazard a glance backwards. A slight figure; a girl in a red coat and muddy boots. She’s moving towards the empty row at the back. A rainbow scarf covers her head, pulled low over her face.

				Who could it be?

				Could it…

				No. No way. Not here, not now.

				My pulse quickens.
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				Rivulets of water run down my coat, my boots, and drip on the floor. The scarf wrapped over my hair is soaked, and I’m shivering.

				I catch a movement as I sit down, a head turning away, from a girl in the front row. Her hair is long, half pinned up and half escaping after the wind and rain, but that isn’t what makes me stare: it’s the colour. A deep, fiery red.

				Deep, fiery red hair – like mine.

				Everything goes still inside; everything stops. Dizziness starts to overtake me, and I have to remind myself to breathe, to take air into my lungs in a gasp.

				I didn’t think of that. I should have, shouldn’t I? But never once did it occur to me that someone who was sort of the anti-mother, the embodiment of what a mother shouldn’t be, who left me at the mercy of her own anti-mother and just came by occasionally to poke through my bars with a stick, could possibly have done it again.

				The man the girl is sitting next to could be the one from the newspaper. I reach into my pocket. The newsprint is wet, the words running a little, but they’re well memorised:

				Woman Dies in Tragic Dog Attack

				Isobel Hughes, 36, of Winchester, was walking the family dog late Friday evening when she was attacked by a pack of dogs. She died later in hospital. The pack of four was identified as guard dogs that had escaped from nearby training kennels. The dogs have been seized, and investigations are continuing.

				Without the photo, I wouldn’t have known it was her. Her first name, Isobel, is the same, but she’s always been a Blackwood like me; like my grandmother.

				It was a horrible enough end to be picked up by national press and to kick off a whole debate about guard dogs and dangerous dog control, or I wouldn’t even have known my own mother had died. She didn’t visit often enough to have any sense of regularity or time about it. I’d have assumed she couldn’t be bothered, and I wouldn’t have been bothered about it. The man is identified under the photograph as her husband. The image is blurred by water, but I study it, compare to the man in front. He finally turns his head a little: it’s definitely him. Her husband? He looks at least twenty years older than Isobel. But there was nothing in this article about her, this girl sitting next to him with hair like mine.

				Finally the unheard words of the service are over. I will her to turn around so I can see her, but there are quickly too many taller heads in the way for me to catch any more than a glimpse of red hair.

				I keep my own scarf, saturated as it is, in place. This is mad. I’m getting out of here, and as far away as fast as I can get.

				But she and the man with her – I’m guessing he’s her father; at least she has one – have gone to stand by the door. They’re facing away from where I’m sitting. There is a procession going by them – everyone stopping to shake his hand, to hug her. So many kind looks and words. So many people that care for them. The first ones look to be family or family friends, then there is a long line of teenagers about my age, boys and girls both. There are so many of them, and they must all be the girl’s friends – each with a word to say, a gesture, a touch. Then there is an older, dark-haired boy, tall, who’d hung back, waited for the others to go first. His arms go round her. He kisses her quickly, and takes her dad’s hand, leans forward to say something. Her dad is wiping his eyes. Someone gives him a handkerchief.

				 In wondering what would happen and who it would hurt if I came here today, I never thought this: that it could hurt me. Inside I’m clenched tight, twisting into knots of pain, pain tangled with wanting – what, exactly? Labels for things I’ve never had are out of my reach.

				I can’t do this; I can’t shake their hands and look in their eyes, knowing what I know. I slide down in my seat, and will myself invisible in the shadows.

				Voices fade. There is the click of a door closing. Could they really be leaving me here, unchallenged?

				Then there is the click-click, click-click of footsteps coming towards me. They stop.

				‘Hello? Have we met?’ A girl’s voice. It is a musical note to a dark day, warm and eager.

				I turn towards her, somehow knowing who it will be.

				The light from high windows catches the fire in her hair where she stands. Her eyes are wide, curious – a clear blue-grey, the sort of eyes that change colour with the light, with her mood, with what she’s wearing. And I know this because they are my eyes. Her skin is pale, light freckles dust across high cheekbones. My freckles; my cheekbones. It’s like looking in a mirror.

				Cryptic comments and overheard words – not understood then, but finding meaning now – are tumbling through my brain, crashing into each other. My head feels light, and I’m gasping, struggling to breathe.

				‘Are you all right?’ she says. ‘Do you need a doctor or something?’

				I stand up, shake the scarf off my hair, and step into the light.
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				It’s like looking in a mirror. Even the way her hair is tucked behind her left ear and falls across her face on the other side, damp and wavy from the rain, is the same as mine would normally be. The shock in her eyes is absolute. She didn’t know?

				‘We’re twins,’ I whisper, and can hear the wonder in my voice.

				She swallows, licks her lips. ‘I don’t…I mean…how…’

				I hold out my hand. ‘I’m Piper.’ She stares at my hand. ‘And you are?’

				She jumps a little. ‘Quinn. My name is Quinn.’ She gives me her hand; it is cold, ice cold, and quickly withdrawn.

				I look back at the door. ‘Dad’ll be looking for me in a sec. We can’t spring this on him here, not now.’

				‘Not ever. Don’t worry, I’m getting out of here,’ Quinn says, and she’s half poised on the balls of her feet. She looks frightened, freaked out, but I can’t let her bolt – not after everything that’s happened. Not now.

				Not ever.

				‘No! No, you can’t do that. Please. Promise me you’ll wait a minute. I’ll get Zak to take you, and—’

				‘No. I don’t belong here.’ She’s backing away.

				My eyes fill with tears. I want to reach out and touch her, hold her, but I’m afraid she’ll pull away. ‘You can’t. Please. I don’t want to lose you, too. Not again.’

				Quinn hesitates. ‘You don’t know me. I don’t know you. All we share is a face.’

				A tear trickles down my cheek. ‘And a mother. One we’ve just lost. Please don’t go.’

				‘A mother I barely knew.’ Her eyes flick to the coffin. ‘Is it…is she really…’

				And it’s like the disbelief in her eyes is what makes me finally able to admit it out loud. ‘Is our mum really dead? Yes. Do you want to see her?’

				‘What?’

				‘I’ll arrange it if you want me to. Promise me you’ll wait, right here. Don’t move.’ My eyes are pleading.

				There is a struggle behind hers. They dart to the door, and then she sighs. She finally nods. ‘All right.’

				Relief swells through me.
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				The door shuts behind her.

				Do you want to see her? Did she really just say that? I force myself to turn, to stare at the coffin on display at the front. Now that everyone is gone, now that I’m alone in the empty room, it seems bigger, dominating the space in a way it didn’t before. My eyes are fixed on the gleaming wood, and the more I stare the more it seems to pull me in, to grow, to take over my senses, almost like it is moving closer. Then I realise that my feet have started hesitant steps up the aisle towards it.

				Towards her.

				Do I want to see her?

				It would be the ultimate way to make sure she’s really dead. My mouth is dry; I try to swallow.

				Any moment now, she might come back – this Piper. We’re twins? Piper said the word, but despite seeing her and knowing how alike we are, I still can’t believe it. How can I have a twin and not have known about her? We’re identical, on the outside at least. Could even Isobel tell us apart?

				Maybe that’s why we were separated. I feel as though I’ve woken up and seen truth for the first time – a truth so unbelievable, so unexpected, and so all-encompassing that it will change me, forever. But I’m afraid to focus on it too closely, on what it might mean.

				Or why it is so.

				I should leave, now. Anyone could open the door, rush in, and find me here. They’d probably call the police if they found me touching the coffin. Or worse: they’d look at me, realise whose face I share, and sell the story to one of those tabloid newspapers guests sometimes leave behind in the hotel where I work: Twins Meet for First Time at Mother’s Funeral! Well, it’s not the very first time, obviously. We must have had at least a first gasp of air moments apart when we were born. Before that we must have shared a womb for nine months, cuddled close together.

				Her womb.

				And what about Piper’s dad? If we’re twins, we must have the same father. Is he my father, too?

				The door behind me opens, and I spin around, thinking too late that I should have covered myself again with the scarf. But it’s Piper.

				She walks towards me, stops close. Her eyes skip over me like mine do over her, unable to stop myself from checking every detail, every curve, every feature, hunting for difference but finding none. She’s a little taller, but then I glance down – her heels are higher than my boots.

				‘It’s OK,’ she says, her voice quiet. ‘No one will interrupt us. I’ve told them I want some time alone with Mum. And anyhow, Zak is watching the door. He won’t let anyone come in.’

				‘Zak?’

				‘My boyfriend. Come on.’ She steps towards the coffin. Her shoulders are straighter, like she’s preparing herself for something, and I realise: whatever that woman was to me, she was Mum to her.

				‘You don’t have to do this. It’s all right.’

				She pauses, turns, and raises her left eyebrow: identical to a gesture I use, one that challenges. ‘Neither do you, if you’d rather not.’

				I straighten my shoulders like hers without thinking about it, then deliberately relax them. I take a step forward, and another, until we’re both standing by the coffin.

				She died from a dog attack. What is she going to look like?

				As if Piper reads my mind, she shakes her head. ‘There were viewings earlier. The mortician sorted her out pretty well.’

				There are two handles on the coffin lid. She grips the one at the foot of the coffin, and glances at the other, near where her head must be. ‘You may have to help.’

				I slip my hand around the handle. It’s cold, smooth metal.

				‘Ready?’ she whispers.

				My stomach is twisting, and I want to say, No, not now, not ever, but instead I nod. She nods back. We both pull.

				The lid is solid and heavy, but easy enough for both of us to raise. It swings up smoothly, and we lower it down. The coffin is open.

				Piper’s eyes are unreadable, fixed on what lies inside of it.

				‘I’ll give you a moment,’ she says, and turns her head by turning her whole body, almost like she can’t stop looking where I’m not sure I want to. She walks away.

				I stare at the floor, at the wall, at my hands – anywhere but in there. I’ve seen dead things before, like on the side of the road, or when Cat brings in mice or birds. Or the time a fox got in to the chickens, years ago – that was carnage. I’d had nightmares for months after I cleaned it up. Will she be like a chicken caught by a fox?

				I steel myself to do this, and start to draw in a deep breath, but then choke it back. Will she smell? How many days has it been since she died? But no. Piper said a mortician sorted her out. Whatever it is that they do, they’d make sure she lasted for her funeral.

				I force myself to turn, to look. It somehow seems safer to start at her feet. She’s wearing a long, heavy dress. Blue – was that her favourite colour? I think back. She often wore blue on her infrequent visits, but I know so little of her, not even that much. Is the dress to hide what the dogs did to her?

				My eyes travel upwards. Her hands are sort of crossed; one looks normal, the other is hidden in the sleeve. I swallow; force my eyes to trail up and up. The dress has a very high neck. Did a dog rip out her throat? If dogs are like foxes, they’d go for the throat.

				And now – it’s time.

				Her face.

				She looks relaxed, peaceful. If you didn’t get too close, you might think she was asleep. High-set cheekbones, long lashes dusting her cheeks. Auburn hair – not as red or as bright as Piper’s and mine – arranged about her shoulders. She was beautiful; I can see that, now that her face isn’t frowning, suspicious and twisted like it usually was when she looked at me.

				Even with her eyes closed, there’s no doubt. It’s her. She really is dead.

				Her face is heavily made up. She is – was – naturally pale, like I am, and the rouge on her cheeks is too much. It’s almost clowny. The foundation is thick, and there are barely-visible variations, as if it’s been filled in in places. I shiver. Slathering dogs, four of them, isn’t that what it said? They must have knocked her to the ground, and attacked. They shouldn’t have without a command, that’s what their trainer said before he was charged. He couldn’t understand how it happened, how they even got out. But somehow they did, and they killed her.

				This is something I used to dream about when I was angry, which was a lot of the time – her dying. But now that I’m staring at her body, I feel sick with it, with the reality of the absolute, final end to her story.

				She’s really dead.

				Outside, I’m shaking. Inside, something is choking – something has stopped.

				There are footsteps behind me; they come closer. A hand touches my shoulder. ‘Come on. We’d better go.’ Soft words.

				We swing the lid over and shut. I watch our mother’s face as it disappears from view, the last time I’ll ever see it. I stand there, my hand still caught in the handle, unable to move.

				Piper’s hands are warm, gentle. She pulls my fingers away from the coffin lid, tucks my hair into my coat, then carefully wraps my scarf back around my head, knotted in front and pulled low over my face to hide who I am. She doesn’t say anything about the traitor tears glistening in my eyes.

				Tears I can’t understand.

				Why should I care? That woman never cared what happened to me. She was never there when I was scared and alone. She wasn’t there when I fell and broke my arm when I was six. She wasn’t there years later when I was ill and screamed in terror at fevered hallucinations, sure creatures of the night would rip me apart if the fire didn’t kill me first.

				She never loved me.

				But even worse: now, she never will.
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				She is quiet and pliable now, and when I tell her to wait a moment, she doesn’t argue. Does seeing your mother like that make you a child again, even one you barely knew?

				Despite my resolution not to, I couldn’t stop myself from looking at Mum again. I’d wanted to study her, drink her in, climb inside the coffin and lay my warm body over her cold one. As if warmth could be all she needed to make her come back to me.

				I open the door. Zak is there, like I knew he would be. Others are visible through the next set of doors.

				He smiles, holds out a hand, and I take it. ‘Your dad’s waiting for you,’ he says. ‘Are you all right?’

				‘Yes. But can you do something else for me?’

				‘Of course. What is it?’

				I open the door further so he can see Quinn, standing there in the shadows where I left her. ‘Could you take…’ I start to say, then hesitate, not wanting to spring this on him with witnesses so close, not trusting him to hide his reaction. ‘Could you take my friend to your place to wait for me until after the wake?’

				He’s startled to see her. ‘I thought you were alone in there.’

				‘I’ll explain later. Will you do it?’

				‘Of course.’ Zak leans forward, slips his arms around me. I lean into him a moment, and wish I could go with them, and not have to deal with all the rest. All I want is to be with Quinn: someone else I want to drink in, to study. As if being with her – focusing on her face – could make everything else go away.

				I sigh, and look up at Zak. ‘Just wait until we’re gone before you leave. All right?’

				Unasked questions lurk in his eyes, but he nods. ‘OK. Sure, if that’s what you want me to do,’ he says. ‘I’ll take her to mine, and then meet you at yours afterwards.’

				I frown. ‘No. You’d better stay with her. Make sure she waits for me.’ Despite how she is now, I don’t trust her not to bolt once the shock wears off.

				‘What? No way; I’m coming. I have to be there for you, like you were for me.’

				I shake my head. ‘Listen to me, Zak. The best way you can help me right now is do what I ask. Take Quinn, and stay with her.’ I gesture towards her, still standing there silently, her head lowered and turned away. ‘I’ll come as soon as I can. Please?’

				His eyes search mine. ‘I don’t understand, but OK, if that’s how you want it.’

				‘It is. Exactly how I want it.’

				‘Your family will wonder why I’m not there.’ He rolls his eyes, and I know he doesn’t care what they think, so long as they’re not causing me problems.

				‘I’ll tell them you’re ill or something. Don’t worry about it.’

				Another hug. I look through the doors; Dad is watching, impatient to get going. ‘I have to go now. I’ll get them outside so you two can slip away.’
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				Their words reach my ears but float around, not understood, in my mind. I try to make myself listen. This is Piper’s boyfriend, Zak: the one I saw kiss her earlier at the door. Is she asking him to take me somewhere?

				Piper, my twin. Even said silently, the word is unreal.

				How could I not know this? What does it mean?

				Piper slips away, through the next doors. As they open there are murmured voices beyond that mute again when they shut. Zak turns towards me, and steps into the doorway.

				‘Ah, hi,’ he says. ‘I’m Zak.’

				I feel frozen, unable to move, or look up.

				‘Hello?’ he says again. ‘Are you Quinn?’

				I force out an answer. ‘Yes. That’s me,’ I say, and I know the words are mine, but they sound distant, as if they belong to somebody else. I struggle to turn my eyes, to focus on him, to grab hold of something real.

				Tall. He’s tall. Dark, almost black hair; skin like milky chocolate, or coffee with cream. Nineteen or twenty. Wide, brown eyes with more dark lashes than a boy really has need of. Broad shoulders, but slim. He stands easily, like an athlete. If I wasn’t in some sort of coma, I’d think he was gorgeous. He’s looking back at me with a mix of curiosity and concern. He probably thinks he’s got a crazy relative dumped on him – one with a strange scarf-based fashion sense.

				A crazy relative? A smile pulls at my lips, and I stifle the hysterical giggle that wants to work its way up. What could be more true?

				‘Wait a sec,’ he says. ‘I’ll check if they’re gone.’ He walks over to the other double doors, peers through the glass, then turns back. ‘They’re just leaving. Let’s give them a minute.’

				When he judges enough time has passed, he gestures and I follow him outside. It’s still raining; steady, but not the manic downpour it was before. Once I feel the cold, fresh air, the raindrops on my face, and take another step and another, further and further away from that place of death, I start to feel more myself.

				Not that I’m quite sure who I am now. One half of a set of twins?

				He pulls out a key and presses it; a beep-beep sounds, and he holds open the passenger door to a battered blue car for me to get in.

				He starts the car, drives slowly out of the car park and down the winding drive, even though no other vehicles are in front of us. As soon as he turns onto the road he accelerates so hard that I double check my seatbelt is fastened.

				He glances at me sideways, and I turn my head away. ‘So. Why are you being snuck out of there like some sort of spy?’

				I shrug. ‘That was Piper. Not my idea.’

				He shakes his head. ‘That girl comes up with some crazy stuff sometimes, true enough, but even she wouldn’t do this without a good reason.’

				I don’t answer. I consider taking my scarf off in the car so he can see me properly, but he’s driving fast enough that the shock might be dangerous. Do our voices sound alike – will that be enough to make him wonder? I resolve to say as little as possible, and keep my face turned away. At least, as far away as I can and still watch Zak.

				‘If you don’t tell me, I’ll just have to make it up. And I’ve got a great imagination.’

				‘Have you?’

				‘Oh, yes. Let’s see.’ He tilts his head to one side, then nods. ‘You are a famous actress, deeply in love with Piper’s dad. You can’t bear to be apart, but came to his wife’s funeral in disguise to stop the scandal until a reasonable mourning period has passed.’

				‘Interesting.’

				‘Or maybe you work for the life insurance company handling her claim, and were just checking she’s really dead.’

				I don’t say anything to that one. Cut the insurance company out of it, and isn’t that exactly what I was doing?

				‘Sorry, was that insensitive? How did you know Piper’s mum?’

				‘Stop asking questions – you’ll find out soon enough.’

				‘Or perhaps you’ve escaped from prison, and fancied a funeral on your day of freedom?’

				A smile tugs at my lips. A prison is close enough to where I came from, and it was an escape of sorts.

				‘Give up,’ I say. ‘There is a reason Piper had me snuck out of the funeral, and it’s beyond anything you could invent. But can it wait until we get where we’re going?’

				‘I may die from curiosity. But if you don’t mind having that on your conscience…’ He shrugs.

				‘I can live with it.’

				‘Ouch. We’re nearly there now, so I may just survive.’ He pulls in front of a block of terraced houses, expertly reverses into a tiny spot. ‘Here we are.’

				He dashes round to open my door. The rain has miraculously stopped, and the sun is even shining. He stares at my face as I get out of the car, and this time I don’t look down or turn away. His eyes widen.

				He unlocks the front door to the house and holds it open. As I step through, Zak following behind me, I take the scarf off my head. I pull my wet hair out from under my coat, and turn back to face him.

				He shakes his head, confused. ‘Piper?’

				‘No. Not Piper. You saw her leave, didn’t you?’

				‘I thought I did. But you…and she…I don’t understand.’

				‘Nor do I. I came to my mother’s funeral, and there Piper was.’

				‘Your mother’s funeral? Are you twins?’ he says, eyes wide. ‘I can’t get my head around this.’ He glances at a door across the room, and as he does I focus on the sound coming from behind it, a sound that started when we came in the front door. I was distracted enough to begin with that it didn’t really register. But now it is louder: a high-pitched whining sort of sound. Then there is a thump-thump of something against the door. Is it…could it be…

				‘Arf!’ It is. A dog. My skin crawls.

				‘Give me a sec,’ Zak says, and moves to the door, a few short feet away. Before I can unstick my tongue enough from my dry mouth to stop him, he opens it.

				Out bounds a blur of black and white fur that starts to leap at Zak, then realises someone else is in the room, and stops in its tracks. It turns its head towards me, and tilts it to one side.

				‘It’ll be interesting to see what she makes of—’ Zak stops in mid-sentence when he turns and sees my face, and the fact that I’ve now moved so there is a table between me and the dog. ‘What’s wrong?’

				The dog starts towards me, but Zak grabs its collar, and picks it up in his arms. ‘Are you by any chance afraid of dogs?’

				Now that Zak is holding it – her – and the dog isn’t leaping at me, she’s smaller than I thought, and I’m embarrassed. But even as I try to hide the panic, my heart still beats fast. ‘I don’t really care for them,’ I say, making a massive understatement.

				‘Well, you needn’t be scared of this one: she’s a puppy, not a full-grown dog. Let me introduce you. This is Ness.’ He picks up one of her paws, waves it at me, then puts his head behind hers. ‘Pleased to meet you!’ he says. And Ness barks once as if to agree. He looks around her again. ‘Can we come a little closer?’

				I shake my head.

				‘Ness is just a playful puppy. She’s a Border collie, very intelligent and friendly, and not the least bit aggressive. She’s only about four months old. She wouldn’t hurt a fly; the only thing she might do is lick your face. Maybe you could walk towards us?’

				The puppy and I study each other. Is Ness confused by me looking like Piper, or does that kind of thing not register with a dog? She’s got black patches of fur over her ears and around her eyes, a white stripe down her forehead and nose, and big, brown eyes that seem to be regarding me with eager curiosity. And my brain is saying, Actually, not so scary, really quite cute and friendly looking, but my feet won’t budge, and her eyes go sad.

				‘I’m sorry. I’d rather not.’

				‘All right. Ness, want to play in the garden for a while?’ Her tail wags furiously at the word ‘garden’; he takes her out the same door she came in through, which I now see leads to a kitchen, and then through another door to a garden on the other side. He goes out with her for a moment, clips her to a long, fixed lead, and she runs around in ecstatic circles. When Zak goes back inside and leaves her behind, she flops down on the ground, head on her paws, and watches us sadly through the window.

				‘I’ll have to keep an eye on her. Sometimes she gets tangled, but the fence has gaps under it. If she’s not on a lead, she’s an escape artist,’ he says, and sits on the side of the kitchen table facing the garden, gesturing to the other side for me to sit down. But even with a closed door, and a puppy, not a dog, I’m not sure I want to turn my back on her. I sit instead on the side next to Zak, where I can see both Zak and the garden.

				‘I’m really sorry. I just can’t handle being around dogs.’

				‘And I thought identical twins were supposed to be the same? Piper loves all animals, but especially dogs. Ness is actually her puppy.’

				‘Oh? Why’s she here, then?’

				He hesitates. ‘I’m looking after her for a while,’ he says, then faces me. ‘I’m sorry about your mother.’ His eyes are full of warm sympathy, and it makes me uncomfortable. To accept it feels like lying.

				I shake my head. ‘Don’t be. I mean, we weren’t close. I barely knew her.’

				Ness whines outside, and something clicks. ‘The news report said that Isobel was walking the family dog when she died. Was Ness with Isobel when she was attacked?’

				‘Yes. Somehow Ness legged it and got away. She went home, trailing her lead. Piper found her barking in the front garden in quite a state. She didn’t think anything of it, just thought Ness had got away, that her mum would be home soon. But she never came. Later the police went looking for her, and, well… I’m guessing from your question that you know the rest. They found her. She was still alive, just. Paramedics got her to hospital, but she died soon after. And that’s why I’ve got Ness: they didn’t want her in the house just now.’

				The whole time he is talking he is staring at me, his eyes running over my face, hair, every bit of me in an intense way that makes me squirm and then look away, a flush climbing in my cheeks.

				‘Sorry. Was I staring? You’re just so like Piper. How come I didn’t know about you?’

				‘I didn’t know Piper even existed until today.’

				‘But where have you been? Why weren’t you together?’

				‘No idea. I was raised by my grandmother. Isobel only visited now and then. No hint was ever given by her that I had a sister somewhere else.’

				‘I can’t believe Piper had a twin she didn’t know about.’ He looks shaken, much how I feel.

				But then I realise something that should have struck me before. Piper did know, didn’t she? She wasn’t shocked that I exist, even though she couldn’t stop looking at me any more than I could stop looking at her. She must have known. Did our mother tell her she had another daughter stashed away somewhere? She never told me, but she told Piper. Piper: the one she kept.

				All the missing clues and connections I’ve been trying not to think about since I first saw Piper’s face tumble into place: the way Isobel was with me. Things she said – that I needed to be kept away, the darkness contained, so I couldn’t hurt anyone. And it didn’t sound like Isobel was doing all this as a service to humanity; it was more personal than that. She never filled in the blank about who I might hurt, but it was my twin she kept me away from, wasn’t it?

				Isobel was making sure I was kept away from Piper. That’s why I didn’t know about her, and that’s why Piper did know about me.

				No wonder Isobel never needed me. She had Piper. A carbon copy, but one who smiles more. One who is nice, who people like; who her parents and someone interesting like Zak maybe even love.

				Something that the day had stirred and softened inside me shifts back, and hardens. I was always right about my mother, wasn’t I? Who cares if she’s dead? Not me. I’m glad.

				And no matter how Isobel wanted things, she’s failed. I’m in Winchester, with her precious Piper, and there’s not a thing she can do about it. In fact, she’s the one who brought us together. Her death did this.

				I cross my arms, holding myself in. ‘You haven’t got that quite right. Piper knew. I didn’t.’

				Zak doesn’t answer, but I can tell he doesn’t believe me. He doesn’t think Piper could keep such a big secret from him.

				He doesn’t know that I never lie. Except to myself, and I’m finished with that.
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				My phone vibrates with a text; I pull it out of my pocket. It’s Zak, with a single word, in caps: WOW. I’m guessing Quinn took off her scarf.

				I slip my phone back in my pocket, and Dad raises an eyebrow, caught between my head teacher and his law partner. He extricates himself, and comes over. ‘Was that Zak?’

				‘Yes.’

				‘I can’t believe he’s not here, after everything you went through together last year. He seemed all right earlier. But maybe the funeral was too much for him?’

				I sigh, struggling to focus on now, on hiding the wonder that moves through my veins: My twin is close by. ‘It’s not that. He’s ill, and you wouldn’t want him throwing up all over the place, would you? Must be something he ate. He’d be here if he could.’ Dad squeezes my shoulder, and I droop against him. ‘Is it all right if I go check on Zak later?’

				He starts to give me a dad look.

				‘You know he hasn’t got anybody else. What if he’s really ill? Besides, I need to get out of here.’ The bodies all around are too warm; hands pressed into mine too insistent. The sense of unreality is back, even stronger than before. Mum should be standing there, next to Dad, but instead my mind is full of my last images of her – stiff and silent in her coffin.

				He kisses my forehead, the empty space stark next to him. ‘I haven’t got anybody besides you now, either, petal. But I understand. Go if you need to.’

				‘I’ll wait a while and pretend to go to bed. Since, you know.’

				He nods. The terrible duo are in residence tonight. His two aunts have a definite sense of what one should and shouldn’t do at all times.

				Dad goes to the door to greet a latecomer; I go to my friends.

				They’re bunched together in a corner, a bit quiet and uncertain. Erin sees me coming and nudges Jasmine, who turns and slips an arm in mine.	

				‘How are you? I mean, how are you holding up, Pip?’ Jasmine says. ‘Is there anything I can do?’

				I lean my head against her shoulder, and her arms close around me. ‘Just being here is enough.’

				Tim comes closer and smiles. ‘Pip and J in a clinch: it’s like one of my dreams.’

				‘Tim, honestly!’ Jasmine says, and shakes her head, but he’s broken the uneasy mask on everyone’s faces. They start talking more naturally, and I pull Jasmine away with me while the others continue to tell Tim off.

				‘There is something you can do for me,’ I say to her, voice low.

				‘Of course. Anything.’

				‘I’m all in. Can you hint to get everyone to head out soon? I’m sure they’ll be happy to go, anyhow.’

				‘That’s not true. They’re just – we’re just – a little unsure what to do, what to say. But if you want them gone, I will make it so.’

				‘Thanks, J.’

				The clock ticks slowly down. One by one my friends and the rest of the crowd trickle out our front door, until it finally happens: the whiskey comes out of the cupboard. Dad is pouring, sitting between his brother and cousin, while both aunts look on disapprovingly.

				‘Should I start clearing up?’ I ask aunt no. 1, rubbing my eyes, and stifling a yawn.

				‘No, no; of course not, duck. Get yourself to bed. It’s been a long and hard day for you.’

				‘Are you sure?’

				‘We’re sure,’ says aunt no. 2. ‘We’ll take care of it.’ They both give me a hug and a kiss on the cheek, and I head up the stairs.

				In my room I swap my dark dress and heels for jeans and trainers – funeral look for family reunion. I focus on Quinn, holding her face in my mind to stop seeing Mum made up and laid out in her coffin.

				I head down the other stairs at the back of the house, and step out into the night.
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				I sip cautiously: my first taste of red wine. ‘It’s nice!’

				‘Go slow if you’re not used to it,’ Zak says, but I have another sip, and then another. Warmth starts to slide through me, to replace the shivering that even a hot bath and dry clothes borrowed from Zak hadn’t dispelled. I’m curled up on a chair in his miles too big tracksuit bottoms, T-shirt and fleece, while he clatters about in the kitchen. Something smells good, and reminds me that I haven’t eaten today. Suddenly I’m ravenous. When he hands me a bowl of rice and vegetables with a lovely spicy sauce, I don’t look up again until it’s gone.

				‘Either you were very hungry, or I’m one hell of a cook.’ He grins, still finishing his on the sofa.

				‘Both. That was good. What is it?’

				‘Vegetarian curry – my mother’s recipe.’ He looks at me oddly. ‘Haven’t you had curry before?’

				I shake my head. ‘It wasn’t on my gran’s list of approved dinners.’

				‘Strange woman.’

				I nod seriously. Very true. And what she will or won’t eat isn’t the half of it.

				He pours more wine into his glass, lifts the bottle with a question on his face. I hold out my glass, and he half fills it. ‘Last orders for you,’ he says.

				‘That doesn’t seem fair.’ I raise an eyebrow at his full glass.

				‘I’m old enough, and as I’m guessing that you and Piper must share the same birthday to have the same face, you’ve got almost a year to go until your eighteenth. Your glass and a half tonight were purely medicinal.’

				‘And how about yours?’

				‘Well-earned. Not an easy day. Not an easy few weeks.’

				‘Sorry to disrupt things for you tonight.’

				‘Don’t apologise. It’s fine. And while I should be there for Piper, I was kind of relieved to miss the wake.’

				‘Why?’ I’m surprised I ask. But with the warmth of a full belly and the soft buzz of wine running through my veins, I’m relaxed, more than I usually ever am.

				He hesitates. ‘I don’t like big parties. Especially those associated with funerals.’

				‘I can’t imagine most people enjoy them. That was my first funeral, and I wouldn’t exactly call it a good time.’ Is Zak a loner? I look around the room. Few personal things are in evidence, and what is – a cricket magazine on the table, a pair of trainers and a bike under the stairs – are probably Zak’s. Books on shelves are neat, tidy. There’s no hint of anyone else. ‘Do you live here on your own?’

				‘Yes.’

				‘How old are you?’

				‘Nineteen. Do you always ask this many questions?’

				‘No. Where are your parents?’

				A shadow crosses his face. ‘My parents split when I was little, and I lost contact with my dad years ago. My mum died last year.’

				‘Oh. Sorry. Is that why—’

				‘I don’t like funerals? Yes. Pretty much.’

				‘How did she die?’ I say, then wish I could bite it back. ‘I’m sorry. Don’t answer if you’d rather not talk about it.’

				‘Stop apologising. And I don’t, generally. But it’s OK. We’ve got losing our mothers in common, haven’t we?’

				The warmth of the wine and food is fading. I pull my knees up and wrap my arms around me close. Can I lose something I never really had? ‘Losing sounds like we misplaced them, and if we look hard enough, we can find them again.’

				‘One day, maybe we can. But for now, I know my mum is around me still. Watching over me.’ He says the words calmly, with quiet conviction. But for me, any thought that Isobel might be here now, watching, is not soothing. Goosebumps rise on my arms.

				‘And to answer your question from before, it was a riding accident. Mum fell from her horse. Severe spinal and internal injuries. I rushed home from university just in time to hold her hand as she died.’

				‘I’m sorry,’ I say, then start to say sorry for apologising again, realise what I’m doing, and stop.

				He leans back on the sofa, eyes half closed. ‘I felt like I shouldn’t have gone away, shouldn’t have left her alone. Not that me being here would have changed anything, but I haven’t been able to make myself go back to uni.’ He shakes his head, looks at me. ‘Not sure why I’m telling you all this. I don’t usually talk about it much. Maybe it’s because when I look at you, I see Piper.’

				‘What university did you go to?’

				‘Cambridge. I was reading Human, Social and Political Sciences. They’re losing patience on extending my leave. I’ll have to go back soon, or give up my place.’

				‘What would your mother want you to do?’

				‘She’d want me to go back, of course.’

				‘So go.’

				‘It’s not that simple.’

				‘Sure it is. Why not?’

				‘What about Piper? I can’t leave her alone. Not now.’

				As if mentioning her name again conjures her, the front door rattles, then opens. ‘Hello?’ Piper calls out, in a voice that is eerily my voice.

				Zak gets up, goes to the entrance hall. There are murmured voices, then silence. They come into the front room, their arms linked. When Zak looks at Piper his face has a warmth it didn’t have before. But Piper looks tired, drawn. He starts to lead her towards the sofa with him, but she lets go of his hand and turns towards me.

				‘I’m so glad you’re here, Quinn,’ she says, and bends awkwardly, trying to hug me in my chair. She sits on the sofa with Zak, then looks around. ‘Where’s Ness?’

				‘Asleep in the kitchen,’ Zak says, but as if either Piper’s voice or the sound of her name summoned Ness from puppy dreams, there is instant barking on the other side of the door. Piper jumps up and heads towards it.

				‘Wait,’ Zac says. ‘Don’t let Ness out of the kitchen. Quinn doesn’t like dogs.’

				‘What?’ Her face is incredulous.

				But I’m feeling braver now. Is it the wine? ‘Let her in if you promise to keep her from jumping at me.’

				‘OK, fine. I promise.’ Piper pulls the door open, and I tuck my feet further up under me on the chair, but I needn’t have worried. Ness is so full of joy at the sight of Piper, it’s like I’m invisible. She runs around her in circles, and then when Piper gets on the sofa next to Zak, jumps up between them. She sits with her head on Piper’s lap, gazing at her adoringly, and the feeling looks to be mutual. The more Ness wags her tail, the more the strain on Piper’s face melts away.

				‘How’d you get away?’ Zak asks Piper.

				‘No bother. Dad said it was OK to check on poor ill you. You’ve been throwing up by the way, if anybody asks.’

				‘What about your aunts?’

				‘I pretended to be sleepy, went up to bed and snuck out the back way.’

				Zak shakes his head, in a what-are-you-like kind of way, but I’m shocked. ‘You lied to your father? And your aunts?’

				She shrugs. ‘It avoided a lot of fuss. Besides, why worry them more when they’re already stressed out? I was sparing them. And Dad knows where I am.’

				I stare back at her, not quite able to take this in. Lying was not allowed around Gran – not any sort; not even little ones designed to spare feelings. Exaggeration was enough to miss dinner. Anything resembling an actual untruth got me locked in a cold room in the dark for the night – or longer. And she always knew – she had a special lie-detecting sense. It’s been years since I even tried; I have a built-in aversion to it now.

				Piper raises an eyebrow. ‘Don’t you ever lie?’

				‘No.’

				Zak tweaks her nose. ‘Maybe your sister will be a good influence on you.’

				She scowls, and I laugh. ‘Now that’s something I’ve never been accused of before.’

				Piper sits forward, head in hands. Her eyes stare at mine, mirrors of my own. ‘I’m intrigued. Have you got a dark side, Quinn?’

				Uneasy, I shrug, and don’t answer her question. Isobel thought I did – why else keep me hidden away? And Gran did, too. She was constantly at me to guard against it; forever using charms to keep it at bay.

				Now it is Piper’s turn to laugh. ‘Just one of many questions I have for you. To start with, where do you live? Who with? Did you used to see Mum? How did you know she died? How did you get here?’ And the more questions she asks, the less I want to answer them.

				‘I have a question, first,’ I say, facing Piper. ‘Why did you know about me when I didn’t know about you?’

				Piper looks me straight in the eye. ‘I didn’t.’

				I stare back at her. Do I have the same lie-detecting sense as my gran? ‘Yet when you saw me sitting there with your face at your mother’s funeral, you didn’t seem shocked or surprised at all. You seemed happy. Straight away you arranged things so I could see Isobel, and got Zak to bring me here. Then you told lies to your family to rush here and ask me questions. And you didn’t know I existed before today? I don’t think so.’

				Her face starts to crumple. ‘I didn’t know! I just…’ She shakes her head, and Zak wraps his arms around her, making soothing noises. She pulls free moments later, tears shining in her eyes. ‘You don’t understand. I was in this horrible, dark place. I felt so alone. And when I saw you, it was like some of it lifted. It took me away from where I was, what was happening. I might have lost my mother, but unexpectedly, there you were: a beautiful sister I didn’t even know I had.’

				She holds out a hand to me, and I want to believe her. My hand reaches across to hers, without plan or thought. She grips it hard.

				‘I’m sorry I upset you,’ I say. ‘It’s just all so strange, and you didn’t seem to react to the strangeness. But I’m not some sort of replacement part for your family. I don’t belong here.’

				‘Then where do you belong?’ Piper asks. ‘Where did you come from?’

				Nowhere I want to be. But I’m not saying that, not out loud. I cross my arms.

				Zak looks between us, at Piper’s increasingly frustrated face, my closed one. ‘Look, it’s late. How about we stick to the really big question: what happens next?’

				That is the one I’ve most been trying to avoid, but it has crept into my thoughts again and again without permission. I left without packing any clothes, with not much more money than I needed to get here, without anywhere else to go. My only destination was Isobel’s funeral. I hadn’t thought past that. I don’t want to go back; I can’t stay here.

				I look at Piper, with her curiosity and endless questions, and suddenly just want to get away from her. ‘I should go.’

				‘What about your dad?’ Zak asks. ‘Don’t you want to meet him? He’s not a bad old guy.’

				‘My…dad?’

				‘That’s how the twins thing usually works,’ Piper says. ‘He’s my dad, so he must be yours, too.’

				‘I…I don’t know,’ I say. There is part of me that wants to meet him, but Gran’s reaction whenever I asked about my father makes me scared. She seemed to think he was a cross between a lowlife criminal and the devil. Yet Zak knows him; not a bad old guy, he said. But my father is still a stranger. ‘How would you feel if your dad suddenly appeared after all these years?’ I ask Zak.

				Piper raises an eyebrow, looks between Zak and me. Is she surprised that I know about his father?

				He shrugs. ‘I’d probably thump him one for running out on us. But it’s not the same story.’

				‘Isn’t it? How do you know my father doesn’t know about me? Maybe he was in on separating us. Maybe it was his idea.’

				Piper shakes her head. ‘There’s no way he knows about you; I can’t believe it for a second,’ she says, her words so full of conviction that I somehow believe her.

				‘But how could he not know about me?’
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