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Narrator:

Well gosh, hello there, lovely reader, don’t you look wonderful! I’m—

‘Aren’t you going to open it?’

Ahem, sorry for the interruption, I just wanted to explain that this is a novel told in three parts and—

‘Seriously!’ the woman with a voice a whole octave higher than it should be shouts, her eyes bulging out of reddened sockets.

She’s not talking to me, of course. She’s on a flight, where she would usually spend the whole journey clinging to the seatbelt, visualizing a burning, fiery death, surrounded by screaming families, while hanging oxygen masks violently knock into one another. But today! Ohhh, today she’s been too intrigued by the haunted young woman beside her – whose name is Jemma, if you’re interested. Jemma has been fingering an unopened envelope for hours. It’s provided her seat partner with a tantalizing distraction from that dream she had last night – the one about the plane crashing into a mountain, where she had to eat her fellow passengers.

The woman leans in closer, all the way over Jemma’s arm rest, giving up all pretence of watching the Sandra Bullock film on her tiny screen. She’s very much in Jemma’s personal space but Jemma’s too polite to mention it.

‘I’m sorry, I know I’m being nosy and your generation is all about’ – she pauses, preparing to roll those red eyes as she does air quotes – ‘ “boundaries”.’ She’s practically in Jemma’s lap now, puffing stale breath in every direction. ‘But oh my god, I can’t take it anymore. What IS it? And why aren’t you opening it?’ Her voice rasps, dry from excitement and recycled plane air, as she jabs a finger towards the envelope.

A subtle pinkness spreads across Jemma’s cheeks.

Jemma usually resists any form of attention seeking. That’s her sister Clara’s area of expertise. In fact, Jemma’s spent a whole lifetime trying to hide. She prides herself on being able to blend into any number of backgrounds. Physically, Jemma would describe herself as not being much of anything. In the dim light of this aeroplane cabin, her hair looks blonde, but she would pull a face and wave a dismissive hand if you told her so. It’s mousey! she would insist. The kind of middling hair colour that hairdressers desperately want to highlight one way or the other. She’d also say her shape is average – too up and down to be described as curvy and too chubby to be called slim; a distinctly average height and weight that nobody would mention in the grand scheme of body positivity debate. She would, wittily, refer to herself as a beige buffet in human form.

But I would disagree. I think Jemma is shiny and brilliant.

Either way, right now – sitting in the centre aisle of this mid-flight aeroplane, fiddling with the edges of that still unopened envelope – there’s no denying she’s vibrating intrigue. Jemma Poyntz is the most interesting person around for miles.

Granted, she IS 10,000 feet in the air, so the pool is limited.

‘Um,’ Jemma hedges, clearly unsure how to answer the woman and probably wondering if her own eyes are also that red. She turns the creamy-white envelope over in her hands again, taking in the letters of her own name on the front and admiring the sloping, scrawled handwriting. She’s thinking about how much she dislikes her name. Yes, she appreciates its sturdiness; its safe ordinariness. But that stupid J ruins everything. She’s spent her whole life correcting the spelling and still gets ‘To Gemma Poyntz’ on every email and letter from British Gas.

She takes a deep breath. ‘I’m sorry’ – she turns slightly, feeling the woman’s hot breath fully in her face now – ‘I do want to open it – I have to open it – but I’m…’ she finishes lamely, ‘… scared.’

Jemma swallows hard, staring down.

A younger woman the other side of Jemma removes her earbuds. ‘Are you talking about the envelope?’ she asks, leaning in as well. Jemma is now squished on either side and the social-panic is obvious on her face. ‘You’ve been fiddling with it since we took off, it’s driving me crazy.’

‘Me too,’ Jemma dry laughs, her pink cheeks getting redder still. ‘Believe me.’

‘Is it exam results or something?’ the older women asks, shaking her head, already knowing that won’t be it.

‘No.’

The red-eyed lady sags back into her seat and an angry passenger behind her kicks it in response.

‘Who’s it from?’ the younger woman asks as Jemma frowns.

She laughs shortly. ‘It’s from my book boyfriend.’

Either side, both women look puzzled. ‘What on earth is a book boyfriend?’

Jemma smiles. ‘Erm, well, it’s meant to be the sexy hero in a romance novel. The perfect man you obsessively fall in love with.’ She glances between them. ‘Because, y’know, it feels like a lot of real life men are terrible. Fictional men make more sense. They’re more romantic and they don’t let you down.’ She sighs. ‘Except THIS guy is real.’

The older woman frowns at Sandra Bullock’s frozen features on the chair-screen. ‘I’m still confused.’

Jemma sighs. ‘OK, so it started a few months ago…’ she pauses, staring down into her lap, ‘… when my twin sister moved in with me.’

‘Ohhh,’ the younger woman interjects joyfully, ‘that’s so cute! I’ve always wanted a twin sister!’

Jemma shoots her a dark look. ‘Everyone says that, literally everyone. But you haven’t a clue.’

Red Eyes raises her eyebrows at this while Jemma breathes deeply through flared nostrils. ‘The truth is, we’ve never got on. Clara’s a selfish nightmare and the last few months have been awful. She basically ruined my life. And this’ – she waves the letter – ‘has been another complication I didn’t want.’ She sighs again. ‘My life used to be so straightforward and predictable.’ She looks between the women, both listening intently. ‘And I LIKED it straightforward and predictable. I don’t need a rollercoaster of emotions, never knowing what’s coming one day to the next. I was content in my stable little rut.’ She narrows her eyes, glaring at the envelope. ‘Until Clara and THIS came along.’ She straightens her back and shoulders, determination lighting her eyes. ‘Right, sod it, I’m opening it.’

She inserts an angry finger into the envelope edge, ripping open the top. Her hands are shaking as the two women either side watch on, agog.

At last, she’s going to find out who he is, and – believe me, reader – it’s going to change everything…






PART ONE






Chapter One CLARA


‘I’M HERE, EVERYONE!’ I announce with a flourish to a hallway-full of surprised faces. ‘CLARA! THE ONE YOU’VE ALL BEEN WAITING FOR!’ I laugh dramatically, slamming the front door behind me as loudly as possible, and yanking on Harry’s arm. ‘C’mon,’ I hiss at him before turning back to the room. ‘And – drum roll, everyone – this is my gorgeous fiancé, Harry! Can you believe it?! We’re engaged!’

Great-Aunts I barely know gasp, gathering and clustering around me as they cluck excitedly. I take in the array of quivering handbags, all in different ancient colours and textures.

‘Oooh, isn’t he handsome?’ one squawks, as another fusses, ‘Another family wedding! I can’t wait!’ A third at the back wails, ‘Please have the big day soon, before I die!’ A tall Great-Aunt I don’t recognize at all seizes me and Harry by the wrists, her steely eyes burning into mine. ‘Show us the ring,’ she demands with something closer to fury than excitement.

I flick long hair off my shoulder, slightly regretting my grand entrance. ‘It’s being resized in Hatton Garden,’ I tell her excitably. ‘But it’s gorge. Three huge mega diamonds, right, Haz?’ I shoot him an encouraging look and he nods dumbly, eyes wide as he takes in the older relations swarming around us. He’s probably wondering if this is how I’ll look when I’m eighty-odd. But no fear, Haz, I plan to have literally all the available surgery the very second someone calls me madam.

‘Right, uh-huh,’ he swallows and I squeeze his hand reassuringly. Poor Harry. I mostly love attention, but I understand it’s a lot for him.

‘Let’s go get a drink,’ I say, pulling him through the throng of handbags to many shrieks of protest from the Great-Aunts.

The kitchen hasn’t changed a single tile, I note, as we head for an array of bottles lined up along the counter. I help myself to a too-yellow wine, sloshing it into familiar wine glasses.

Huh, I thought I’d broken all of these as a teenager, but it seems at least a couple survived.

I hand Harry a beer and he takes it silently as I regard the room. Yet more weirdos – otherwise known as my extended family – mill about, sipping drinks and picking at bowls of orange crisps.

No Jemma, though.

I suppress a frustrated sigh. I’ve been gone for five years with barely a postcard or a WhatsApp exchanged in all that time and my own twin sister doesn’t care. She’s abandoned me, hiding away in my hour of need.

I turn to Harry, who still looks overwhelmed. ‘Hey, sorry about the relatives,’ I tell him, laughing. ‘Look—’

Another Great-Aunt throws herself at me from out of nowhere, ruffling my hair like I’m five, instead of twenty-eight.

‘It’s so good to have you home, Clara,’ she says in a baby voice, bending down to speak to me, even though we are roughly the same height. She frowns disapprovingly now. ‘You know your mummy has been so worried about you, running off like you did all those years ago. You’ve barely been home for a visit, it’s very selfish.’ She tuts. ‘I’m glad you’ve at least returned to celebrate your mother’s big day.’

‘Um, yeah, that’s totally why I’m home – Mum’s engagement party.’ I feel a thump of fear in my chest as I take in the banners and balloons around us. For half a second I consider blurting out the real reason I’m back; part of me would love to really shock this judgemental woman. Instead, I turn to wave in Harry’s direction. ‘And speaking of engagements…’ I clear my throat, ‘this is my fiancé.’

In milliseconds, her disapproval transforms into delight.

‘Fiancé?’ she howls at the moon, like I have achieved top life level. ‘How wonderful! Your mother didn’t tell me! So this is a double engagement party!’ She beams. ‘You and your mum both getting married!’ She gasps. ‘You should have a joint wedding!’

‘I haven’t told her yet,’ I say quickly, waving my hand like this is unimportant, as I squeeze past. ‘Come on, Harry, let’s go find Mum and tell her the big news.’ I grab his hand again, striding past the open-mouthed Great-Aunt and through into the living room.

Still no Jemma. Ugh, where the absolute fuckery fuck is she?

Actually, I know exactly where she is. She’ll be hiding in the loo, like she always did at family parties when we were kids. She’s always hated parties. But what’s not to like? Booze, food, loads of people having fun? She’s such a killjoy sometimes. I picture her now, sitting up there in the upstairs bathroom, trousers around her ankles, reading her latest novel and pretending she can’t hear the noises of rowdy relatives hitting the sherry too hard downstairs.

I spot my mum across the living room, nestled in among the hallway aunts and arm-in-arm with her new fiancée, Angela.

I haven’t met Angela in person yet. We’ve done some awkward waving through FaceTime and she seems… OK? She’s a bit weird, but so’s my mum. They’ve only been dating a few months, so this engagement is almost as much of a surprise as mine and Harry’s.

I sigh internally, thinking Angela probably already hates me. After all, I’m the terrible black sheep daughter who ran away to the States five years ago and barely even rang home, never mind visited.

I watch Mum for a second across the room, and catch her squeezing Angela’s hand. They exchange a look that makes my heart happy. I glance at Harry and then impulsively kiss his cheek. He looks surprised as I grin up at him and say, ‘Let’s go introduce you to my mum!’

As we approach, I spy a spotty teenage girl hovering moodily behind the couple. She must be Angela’s daughter, I realize, studying her closer. She’s pouting around the room, looking furious at the world. I feel you, sister.

I feel you, step-sister.

I brighten, thinking about winning this teenager over. I’m the cool, new, big sister, fresh from New York with a bag full of makeup and a fiancé on her arm. She’s totally going to think I’m awesome. I’ll finally have a sister I have stuff in common with. A sister who likes me.

‘THERE SHE IS!’ That tall Great-Aunt from the hallway is yelling across the room at us now, gesturing excitedly for me and Harry to approach. I meet Mum’s eyes and her eyebrows shoot up. She cocks her head, giving me a perplexed look and I grin. Time for Harry to meet his brand new mother-in-law. The Great-Aunts giggle and trill about veils and venues as I make my way over.

‘Clara, sweetheart, you’re home!’ Mum murmurs tearily through the din, opening her arms to pull me close. ‘I’m so glad you’re here, I’ve missed you so much,’ she whispers into my ear. She releases me at last, regarding me with concern. ‘They’re saying you’re getting married… is this… is this true?’ She looks helplessly at Harry and then back at me.

I smile widely. ‘Yes, Mum! I wanted to surprise you!’ I laugh shortly. ‘And steal your engagement thunder. This is Harry! Harry, this is my mum, Sara Poyntz.’

She timidly offers her hand and he shakes it awkwardly. ‘Great to meet you, Mrs Poyntz,’ Harry says, and I can hear the tremor in his voice. ‘And congratulations on your happy news, uhh, too.’

She blinks at him before answering slowly. ‘Thank you… Harry, it’s lovely to meet you. You must call me Sara.’ Her tone is kindly, but she still looks worried. She cocks her head at me again. ‘You never said anything, Clara?’ The question mark is loud and full of accusations.

‘I’m telling you now!’ I laugh a little defensively, feeling bad. ‘You know what I’m like!’ I catch Angela’s eye and she smiles brightly, swallowing hard. I’m making her uncomfortable. I’m making everyone uncomfortable. This is so me.

‘But… but,’ Mum splutters, trying to maintain her composure and quiet, ‘how long have you been together and when did you… how did this happen—’

Her concerned questions are interrupted by an angry voice behind me.

‘What are you doing?’ I visualize her face in my head before I see it, turning in slow motion to find my twin sister Jemma standing there. It’s been a few years and she looks a little older, somehow, but not in any definable way. Not in the way that shows up in pictures I’ve seen on Instagram.

I probably look older, too. How awful.

‘Hey,’ I say, hating the pleading, neediness in my voice, ‘you look great, Jim-Jems, how’s it going? How was the bathroom? Anything new going on in there?’

She screws up her familiar face, looking between Harry and me. The confusion and fury is clear.

‘I said’ – she looks embarrassed, glancing anxiously at Harry – ‘what are you doing?’

‘Erm’ – I roll my eyes – ‘same as you, celebrating Mum and Angela’s engagement and trying to keep the Great-Aunts at bay.’ I realize they can hear me as Great-Aunt tuts echo around the room. A stab of guilt pierces through the bravado and I internally wince.

Jemma shakes her head. ‘I mean, Clara, what are you doing with my housemate’ – she gestures at Harry beside me – ‘and why are you telling everyone you’re engaged when you’ve literally never met him before today?’

I sigh, glancing around at the stricken faces. Great-Aunts mutter in asides, probably whispering about ‘attention seeking behaviour’ and ‘American influences’.

Typical Jemma. Always ruining my fun.






Chapter Two JEMMA


I knew I shouldn’t have come out of the loo. I was perfectly fine, immersed in my library book, reading the latest note from my pen pal, and safely hidden away from all my Great-Aunts.

I mean, look what happens when you face real life. You have to deal with the Claras of the world, and their latest bout of attention seeking.

Standing in front of me, my sister shrugs. ‘God, it’s not a big deal, Jim-Jems. I just wanted to avoid a bunch of questions about my love life.’ She says this like it’s nothing. Like dragging my flatmate into her stupid lies and grandstanding isn’t a big deal. She waves a hand now, dismissively. ‘I thought it would be funny.’

Next to her, Harry is turning beetroot. ‘I’m really sorry, Jemma’ – he babbles when he’s nervous – ‘it all happened so fast. I was outside, about to knock on the front door, when your sister appeared out of nowhere and…’ He trails off, looking between us with fear. He’s acting like his loyalties are divided. But he’s my friend, not hers. We live together! And he and Clara have never even met before. Yet here she is, hanging off his arm, telling everyone they’re a couple. She’s only been here five minutes and I’m already exhausted by her behaviour.

Mum gasps, turning to Angela beside her. ‘That’s right!’ she murmurs. ‘I thought I recognized him. He’s Jemma’s housemate – we met him in passing when I helped her move in!’

Clara sighs. ‘Yes, yes, it was all my idea. Mia cuppa!’

I squint at her. ‘Do you mean mea culpa?’

Clara giggles. ‘Or maybe I have a friend called Mia who wants a cup of tea?’

Mum frowns. ‘Who’s Mia? I don’t remember a Mia.’ She turns to Angela again. ‘Do we know a Mia?’

Angela considers this, turning to her daughter for assistance. ‘Buffy, haven’t you got a friend called Mia? Didn’t she come for a sleepover once?’

I only met Buffy for the first time earlier today, but I already know she won’t put up with this kind of nonsense. She gives her mother a withering look. ‘Don’t talk to me. I couldn’t give a shit about any of this.’

‘Mea culpa!’ I say again, my voice high. ‘Clara meant mea culpa. As in ‘my fault’. There is no Mia!’

A Great-Aunt throws herself forward. ‘My middle name is Mia!’

I glare at Clara as Great-Aunts in every direction erupt into debate about the Mias they know. One of them asks if Marias count and then announces that all the Marias she knows are dead anyway. This kicks off a loud, confusing chat among the Great-Aunts about how everyone they know is now dead.

Observing the mayhem, Clara grins slyly and throws her hands up with exaggerated innocence. ‘OK, fine! Whatever. I was having a vape outside and saw this handsome thing approach up the driveway.’ She winks at Harry and he reddens even more. ‘So I asked if he’d mind pretending to be my date for the evening.’ He turns slightly reproachfully to Clara.

‘Yes, your date,’ he says pointedly, some of his redness receding. ‘I didn’t realize you’d tell everyone I was your fiancé.’

Clara shrugs disinterestedly again.

‘Haz, you should be thrilled to be my fake fiancé,’ she smirks, then rolls her eyes at my expression. ‘God, Jim-Jems, do you want to chill out?! It was just a laugh! I did it because I’m sick of everyone interrogating me constantly about my dating life, then looking at me all sad-face-emoji and telling me it’ll be my turn next. As if I want the hassle of a bloke around, leaving pubes all over my stuff.’

This is a lot. This is Clara being her most… Clara. I glance automatically at Angela and her daughter for their reaction. The former looks frightened, the latter amused. It’s the first time I’ve seen Buffy almost smile.

Clara sneers sideways at a slightly startled Harry. ‘I mean, come on! As if I’d date this guy.’ She catches my annoyed expression. ‘Sorry! I mean, he’s obviously good-looking and stuff! But he’s not Mia cup of tea on any level, y’know? He’s not… I dunno? He hasn’t got that’ – she snaps her fingers in his face – ‘je ne sais bad boy? I need a bit of whisky in my coffee, if you catch my drift. Sorry, Haz.’

He looks perplexed. ‘Whisky in your – is that an actual expression?’

She shrugs, no trace of remorse. She’s always mean to guys and I hate it. I also hate that they usually love her for it. I can feel my cheeks getting red. Stress always makes my rosacea flare up; just another reason to resent Clara being here.

Ughhh. Why did I come downstairs?

I hug the library book I’m holding close to my side, thinking about the note tucked away inside the front cover.

A month ago, some random woman left me a short, handwritten note in there, scrawled on fancy stationery. The mysterious note writer – who I’m affectionately calling Karen for now – scolded me for bending the front cover. Utter nonsense, for the record – and I told her so in my reply. We’ve been exchanging funny, silly notes ever since, swapping favourite book recommendations, best fictional characters, and – today’s note – our top five romance tropes.

I consider making a run back upstairs to hide with Karen.

I’m suddenly aware of Mum at my elbow. ‘So,’ she says hesitantly, eyes searching my sister’s, ‘Clara, sweetheart, are you saying you’re not engaged? This isn’t your fiancé? Or even your boyfriend?’

‘No, Mum, GOD!’ Clara rolls her eyes at her, like she’s the dumbest person ever.

‘Oh,’ Mum says, looking embarrassed. ‘Well, it’s all very confusing.’

Clara meets my gaze and tries to give me a complicit look, like, Isn’t Mum silly? I narrow my eyes, glaring back, my face hot. We’re not on the same side.

‘Oh come on, Jemma!’ She throws up her hands. ‘I haven’t seen you in years and the first thing you want to do is have a go at me? Over, like, nothing?’

I sigh, trying to calm down. Maybe she’s right. Maybe I’m overreacting.

After all, the fake fiancé trope in romance novels was number one on that list I gave pen pal Karen, so surely this is… funny? I glance over at Harry, who’s watching me anxiously for a reaction. I push down any remaining anger, swallowing the hard lump in my throat. I put a cool hand to my boiling cheeks, trying to calm the redness there.

I don’t really want this to be mine and Clara’s reintroduction. Sure, I’m not exactly buzzing to see my sister again, but I should make an effort. She won’t be here very long. It’ll be a few days, maybe a week, then off she’ll flounce, back to the US where she mostly wants nothing to do with us.

When she first moved over there, she messaged quite a lot, updating Mum and me about all her comings and goings. Revealing various temp jobs, detailing people she’d met or celebrities she’d spotted outside designer stores. But as her life picked up pace over there, she forgot about us so fast. For the majority of the last five years, we’ve mostly kept track of Clara’s life via the regular Instagram posts: weekend hikes with friends; glamorous-looking nights out in fancy clubs; expensive meals I can’t comprehend or pronounce. But emails and texts mostly went unanswered. And mostly unsent, if I’m being honest.

‘Sorry,’ I say begrudgingly, and I see Harry’s shoulders relax an inch. I meet Clara’s eyes and smile brightly. ‘It’s great you’re home. How long are you staying anyway?’

Her eyes narrow and slide away from mine. I watch as she switches her weight from one leg to the other. She clears her throat.

‘Hmm?’ she says, examining her fingernails.

‘Clara?’ I prompt, trying to keep the panic out of my voice. I can feel the heat returning to my face because I recognize Clara’s confessional body language.

She looks directly at me at last. ‘Well, actually, I have good news!’ She smiles widely – her fakest smile. ‘I’m done with America. I’m moving home. Not moving, actually – moved! This is me, moved back to the UK. Aren’t you pleased? I’m back for good!’






Chapter Three CLARA


The Great-Aunts have gone at last, all agog with my oh-so-outrageous Harry lie – not to mention my announcement about moving home. I push down the twinge of embarrassment and remind myself that I don’t care what they think. In fact, I’ve probably done them a favour! They’ll be buzzing their tits off, gossiping about this for weeks. It’ll probably give them a whole new lease of life.

I collapse on the sofa in the living room, shutting my eyes and hoping Mum will notice how exhausted I am and bring me a cup of tea.

A Mia cuppa. I snigger to myself, thinking how much that riled Jemma up. She’s always been so easy to annoy. I’ve missed that.

The thing I’ve missed most of all, though, after five years in New York, was proper tea. As well as being waited on by my mum.

‘You OK, Clara?’ It’s not Mum’s voice, so I open just one eye – warily. Angela is hovering over my face, eyebrows knitted with… I dunno, fear? I wonder briefly what she must think of me – what Mum and Jemma must’ve told her – and fight an impulse to make a run for it.

‘Hiya, Angela!’ I give her my best approximation of enthusiasm. I want her to like me. I want her to be charmed by me. I want her to go out into the world boasting about the loveliness of her new step-daughter. And if Mum and Jemma have been bitching about me, I want her to think less of them after bathing in my sunshine.

‘How’s it going?’ I say, opening the other eye, sitting upright and adopting my best interested face.

Angela and Mum met at a ballroom dancing class earlier this year, if you can imagine such a thing. It beats Tinder, I guess, but I wonder if they’ll actually make it down the aisle. There was definitely something in the way they were looking at one another earlier at the party. A tenderness in the way they held hands in that sort of understated way. Like they were the only two people in the room, and not, in fact, surrounded by mean, watchful Great-Aunts looking for a spot of familial gossip.

But Mum’s been engaged a couple of times before this – including to my dad a hundred years ago – and it’s never worked out. So I don’t necessarily hold out much hope for this latest romance. Though she’s prettier than many of Mum’s previous conquests; all legs and big red hair.

Angela smiles with relief, flashing small white teeth. ‘Oh yes, yes,’ she replies confusingly. ‘Sorry to disturb you, I know you must be exhausted after your long journey. Did you sleep on the plane?’ I shake my head and she tilts hers sympathetically. ‘Did you know, in 1964, a student once went eleven days and twenty-five minutes without sleeping?’

I raise my eyebrows, like this is the most fascinating thing I’ve ever heard. ‘I didn’t know that, Angela, thank you for telling me!’ I give her my most charming laugh. ‘Sounds like me and that student were on the same GCSE revision schedule!’

She doesn’t join in with my laugh and I wonder if Mum’s already told her how badly I did in my exams. It was just after Dad buggered off, so never mind a revision schedule, I didn’t turn up for half my lessons that year. Unlike Ms Smart Arse upstairs, Jemma, who never missed a second of school.

Angela is nodding again. ‘I’ll leave you to rest up. I just wondered if you needed anything?’ Shaking my head, I smile widely, giving her the full-wattage beam.

‘No, but thank you so much for offering, Angela!’ I dial the smile down, aware I’m being too much. I shouldn’t have used her name again; I sound like a Tory politician on Good Morning Britain, trying desperately to be relatable enough to justify re-election.

Angela turns to go, picking up stray plates and cups as she heads for the kitchen.

‘Actually, Ange,’ I call after her, ‘I’d kill for a cup of tea if you wouldn’t mind? No sugar, loads of milk?’ She turns back and for a moment I think she will tell me not to call her Ange. Instead she nods happily, backing away again.

Jemma replaces her in the doorway. ‘Already got them running around after you, I see,’ she says dryly, and I turn to face her, sitting up straighter.

‘Give me a break,’ I tell her, feeling drained. ‘I asked for tea! And I didn’t even make the Mia cuppa joke! I only did it because Angela’s clearly desperate to please. She wants to do stuff for me. It’s like a bonding ritual; adults doing stuff for their kids.’

Jemma looks at me askance. ‘We’re not kids,’ she says darkly. ‘And you should be nice to Angela, she’s really lovely.’

‘Oh my god, I am being nice to her!’ I cry out, feeling hard done by. Why does Jemma always assume the worst about me? ‘You should’ve seen me, I was so nice. She will totally love me when she gets to know me.’ I nod authoritatively. ‘You’ll see, I’ll be like the daughter she’s always wanted in no time.’

Jemma snorts. ‘She does have a daughter.’

‘Oh.’ That’s right, the teenager from earlier. I’d forgotten. ‘Oh yeah. Well, what’s her deal? Where is she anyway? Has she gone home?’

Jemma’s eyes slide away and she looks shifty. ‘Um, she’s… she’s upstairs.’ We fall silent, something awkward between us. Jemma swallows before continuing quickly. ‘She’s kind of intimidating actually. She’s just seventeen but she’s basically terrifying.’ She glances at me. ‘Buffy, I mean.’

I sit up straighter as Jemma moves across the room, wiping surfaces littered with crumbs. ‘Buffy?! Jesus Christ, tell me the kid’s name isn’t really Buffy?!’ I am delighted, but she shakes her head.

‘No, I don’t think so. Not really. I think it’s a nickname. I asked her about it when we got introduced, and she gave me this aggressively withering look and said it’s her username on Snapchat because she slays.’ We regard each other with amusement and I shake my head.

‘Surely she’s too young for that reference?’ I pause. ‘Even we’re too young for that reference.’

Jemma looks tickled again. ‘I think the noughties are back. Haven’t you seen all the thin eyebrows and huge coin belts?’

‘God, don’t.’ I flop back onto the cushions again. ‘New York was full of people wearing chokers and slip dresses.’

Jemma pauses, looking sombre, before joining me on the sofa. ‘So you’re really done with New York? I thought you loved it over there. You always looked like you were having a blast.’ I stare down at my lap as she adds, ‘What’s made you decide to come back?’

I clear my throat then speak hurriedly. ‘It’s just the right time, y’know? I miss home, and I miss all of you.’ She looks sceptical at this but I keep going. ‘I was always going to come back at some point! I couldn’t spend the rest of my life hearing people saying herb and aluminium wrong. It’s time to move home and get my old life back together.’ I perk up, thinking about my bedroom upstairs, still adorned with the old posters and teddy bears. ‘Y’know, I’m actually really excited to stay with Mum for a bit.’ I pause, feeling misty-eyed. ‘I’ve lived away for so long, it’s just the thing we need to rebond. A bit of one-on-one time together, y’know? Plus, I can get to know Angela better, when she’s staying over – and even get friendly with her vampire slayer kid. It’s going to be great!’

Beside me on the sofa, there is a chilly vibe emanating from Jemma. I try to read the atmosphere, without looking directly at her. She doesn’t like people looking directly at her, it’s too confrontational.

We haven’t always got on that well – I always say or do the wrong thing around Jim-Jems – but we’re adults now. I’m hoping things could be different with me being back in England. We’ll take it slow, but maybe we could finally be… well, probably not like normal twins; the kind of twins you see on telly who do everything together and are like mirror versions of each other – but at least, I dunno, friends?

‘Look, Clara, there’s something you should know,’ Jemma begins earnestly, just as Mum walks in, holding my too-full cup of tea in one hand and a bowl of orange crisps in the other. Angela is right behind her, looking fearful again. I must remember not to overuse her name.

‘Did you eat anything, Clara?’ Mum asks anxiously. ‘I wasn’t sure in all the excitement if you got any of the sandwiches? I can make you something if not?’

I catch Jemma rolling her eyes indiscreetly next to me. Ugh, she’s such hard work. Is it my fault if Mum likes to fuss around me all the time? Whatever she thinks, it’s going to be so nice being looked after for a while. I’m looking forward to fully reverting to child status while I’m staying here. After everything that’s happened over there – everything that happened with him – don’t I deserve it?

‘I grabbed something at the airport on the way through,’ I tell her, taking the tea from her. It’s hot in my hands. ‘But I’ll totally take those crisps anyway! Cheers, Mum.’ She places them beside me on a small table that’s always sat next to this sofa. When I was a teenager, me and my friends used it for drinking games every Friday night. I grab a fistful of crisps and empty them into my mouth, enjoying the loud, satisfying crunch.

‘Where’s Harry gone?’ Mum asks anxiously, glancing around her.

‘He went back to ours,’ Jemma says absentmindedly. ‘Why?’

‘Oh, I was hoping to get to know him better.’ She looks wistful.

‘You do understand we’re not actually engaged?’ I sit up again, crisp crumbs sprinkling in all directions.

‘Well, yes, but—’

‘Mum, they’re not together at all,’ Jemma interjects sternly. ‘Like, not at all. Not even a little bit. They just met outside the house earlier. He’s my friend. My housemate. Remember? You met him at mine last year? They don’t know each other. At all.’

Wow, territorial much? Maybe she fancies him. Massive nerds were always her type. But, of course, now I feel bad. That would actually be a bit out of order if I’ve spent all afternoon clinging to a guy she’s into. No wonder she’s been so red in the face about it.

My wrist beeps, making Mum jump.

‘What’s that?’ Jemma glances around anxiously and I tut.

‘Don’t worry about it,’ I say, raising my arm straight over my head, waving it about towards the ceiling. ‘So, gang, let’s talk about me moving home!’

‘Why is your arm in the air?’ Mum looks flummoxed.

I keep waving the arm. ‘It’s just my watch,’ I say by way of explanation, but she and Jemma still look just as baffled. I sigh, continuing, ‘I’m supposed to stand up every hour for a minute or so. It’s a fitness tracker, it thinks I sit down too much.’ Jemma rolls her eyes as Mum slow-blinks at me with bafflement. I continue, ‘Who can be bothered with that? If I wave my arm in the air like this, it tricks it into thinking I’m standing up.’

Jemma scrunches up her face. ‘Why do you even wear it then?’

Of course she doesn’t get it. I shrug. ‘I dance sometimes?’ I offer. ‘Y’know, around the furniture at home and in bars on a Friday and Saturday. It likes me more when I do that.’

Jemma laughs. ‘You’re trying to please your fitness tracker?’

I nod. ‘Oh yeah! It’s very judgy. And it is not pleased with me very often. Honestly, I don’t know what’s more insulting – when it asks me if I’ve finished working out while I’m still exercising, or when it asks me are you exercising? when I’m just casually strolling between my bed and the fridge.’

‘Goodness!’ Across the room Angela looks just as baffled as Mum, then perks up. ‘Did you know a man in Toronto once stood on one leg for seventy-six hours and forty minutes?’

I squint at her. Did someone buy this woman a Guinness World Records book for Christmas or something? ‘Anyway,’ I say breezily, ‘now that I’m back, I might take up jogging or something.’ I glance at Mum excitedly. ‘Ooh, do you think a Peloton would fit in my bedroom?’ Mum gulps and stares at me, not answering. I roll my eyes at her continued confusion. ‘It’s an indoor bike? It killed Big?’ She shakes her head, clearly out of her depth, and I try not to laugh. ‘Actually, the internet would argue that technically Carrie Bradshaw killed Big, since she didn’t call an ambulance and then left him to die slowly on the floor.’

‘What is happening?’ Mum murmurs as Jemma stands up decisively.

‘Mum, you need to tell her.’

I feel a shot of fear. Tell me what? What does everyone know except me? Mum, Angela and Jemma all regard each other, communicating silently.

And, once again, I’m on the outside. ‘Fine,’ I laugh nervously. ‘We don’t have to get a Peloton. It’s not like I can keep my room tidy enough anyway. I need the floor space for my clothes. You know what I’m like! No wardrobe can contain me!’ No one reacts so I keep speaking. ‘And I can always do a bit of aerobics here in the living room if the watch bullying gets too much, can’t I, Mum?’

She stares at me, huge-eyed and silent. OK, this is freaking me out. What’s going on? I glance at Jemma, who is still glaring at Mum. ‘Tell her!’ she says again, sounding upset and gesturing at me.

Oh god, Mum’s ill. That’s what this is, isn’t it? She does look paler than I remember.

I swallow. ‘Look, let me get my suitcases upstairs, and then we can talk. Whatever’s going on, I’m here now. I’m here for you and I can totally help look after you.’ I feel myself welling up, and get to my feet. ‘I’ll be back in a minute.’

‘Wait!’ Mum says suddenly and I freeze at the urgency in her voice.

‘I’m just going to put my bags away in my bedroom, Mum.’ I try to laugh. ‘I’ll be, like, ninety seconds.’

‘You can’t,’ she says, sounding panicked.

I shake my head. ‘What? Why not?’

From across the room, Angela’s daughter Buffy appears from the kitchen. She’s smiling wickedly, eyes twinkling. She speaks and her voice is high and young. ‘Because it’s not your bedroom anymore. It’s mine.’

I feel my brow furrow as I turn to Mum. She looks at me pleadingly. ‘I’m sorry, sweetheart, Angela and Buffy moved in a week ago. You haven’t been home in years, I had no clue you were thinking of coming back, you didn’t… I didn’t… I’m so sorry, darling, there’s no bedroom for you here.’

Across the room, Buffy smirks, then frowns at me.

‘Er, why is your hand waving about in the air?’






Chapter Four JEMMA


I’m actually living inside my own nightmare.

Or I will be, once she finally gets here. Because of course Clara is late. She’s always late. She’s a late person.

Late people are the worst. The worst! They think it’s hilarious, this thing they’ve decided is a personality trait. News flash, it’s not a personality trait, it’s just plain rude and inconsiderate. You’re leaving everyone waiting for you, as if their time isn’t as valuable as yours. Just because you couldn’t get up when your alarm went off. Or you wanted to stop for a coffee. Or you got distracted by some shiny thing on the way.

Clara always gets distracted by shiny things.

‘Should we be throwing some sort of housewarming, d’you reckon?’ Salma is looking at me quizzically, as she stirs her tea. It’s my mug she’s using, but I’m fine with that. Or at least I’m almost fine with it. Salma and I are working on me not letting small stuff like that get to me.

But it’s my favourite mug!

‘God, no.’ I shudder, trying to focus on the question, instead of the mug she’s now sipping out of. Ugh, now I want a cup of tea and I would’ve liked to drink it from that mug.

Never mind, it’s not important.

‘You only throw housewarmings for people you like. Y’know, for someone who is actually welcome in your home,’ I say moodily and Salma spits a bit of tea back into my cup.

‘You’re such a fecking bitch!’ she cackles, even though she is definitely the mean one in this friendship. ‘She’s your sister – your twin sister!’

‘Fraternal twin,’ I mutter, but Salma is undeterred.

‘This is her hour of need, Jem. You have to be there for your sister – your twin sister!’

Everyone does this. Everyone acts like being a twin is something momentous and holy. Some huge sacred duty bestowed from on high by the heavens and I should be blessed and honoured to sacrifice my whole life to ensure Clara’s happiness.

The trouble is, my twin sister is a selfish dick.

‘The only reason she’s moving in with us is because Mum didn’t give me an option,’ I warn. ‘She knew we’ve been looking for a fourth housemate and insisted on Clara having the room. She said it was the perfect solution to both our problems, and Clara would be somewhere safe, where she wouldn’t have to worry about her.’ I sigh. ‘I’ve never known Mum to be so pushy about something. She never puts her foot down. But of course she did it for her darling, precious, little Clara.’

Salma raises her eyebrows at my bitter tone and slurps from the mug that means nothing to me, I’m fine with it. She grins. ‘Your generous mum has also – let’s not forget – given us three months’ rent up front to cover the room. It’s not like we could’ve said no to that anyway!’

‘Blood money,’ I mutter furiously.

After Mum finally came clean last week, admitting to Clara that her old bedroom had been turned into Buffy’s shrine to Olivia Rodrigo, there were a lot of tears. Mostly from Clara, who acted like it was the biggest betrayal to ever befall a human being. How dare our mother get on with her life, five years after her adult daughter willingly moved abroad, hardly to be seen again.

Mum told her she could stay on the sofa for a few days, but there literally wasn’t anywhere else for her. My old bedroom has long since been a home office and is now full, floor to ceiling, with Angela and Buffy’s belongings. Clara wailed for an hour and Mum promised she’d make things right – offering to cover her rent while she got back on her feet.

And then Mum looked over at me and got this happy expression on her face. Which is when I should’ve fled the room, house, country.

Of course Salma and Harry loved the idea of Clara moving in. We got left in the lurch by the last guy, who moved out practically overnight. And you wouldn’t believe the number of weirdos who’ve so far called about the spare room. One bloke specifically needed to know if we ‘walked around in bare feet’ and another asked what our policy was on in-house nudism. The other day, I got quite close to offering the room to my bookish pen pal Karen while writing my latest note – I got that desperate! So, objectively, I can understand them being excited by the idea of Clara as a housemate. Who’d turn down a known entity that comes with a lump sum of rent?

Well, I would. Obviously.

Sadly, I didn’t get a choice.

And – to be fair – Salma and Harry don’t even know about the notes yet.

I don’t know why I haven’t told them; I guess I just like having a secret.

I march over to the kettle, refilling it and flicking the switch as Salma regards me with an amused look.

‘I thought you couldn’t drink caffeine after midday,’ she comments, slurping from my mug, and adding grudgingly, ‘I would’ve made you one.’

‘Clara brings out my need for stimulants,’ I comment dryly over the hissing kettle. ‘It’s so typical of her to fall on her feet like this. Mum’s never offered to pay my rent. Or forced others to help me. But of course, there’s always someone to catch Clara when she messes everything up.’

‘You’ve never needed it, though, have you?’ Salma points out unhelpfully.

‘You’re my best friend,’ I remind her. ‘You’re not allowed to tell me when I’m being unreasonable, just tell me I’m right.’

‘You’re absolutely right, completely reasonable, and definitely not being a bitter old hag,’ she confirms in a loud voice.

‘Thank you,’ I say sombrely, choosing not to hear any sarcasm. I turn to face her, staring at her fearfully over my steaming tea. In a mug I don’t like. ‘I know I’m being irrational, Salma, but can you… can you please promise me you won’t end up liking Clara more than you like me?’

She looks shocked. ‘What?’

I swallow, feeling vulnerable. ‘I know it sounds silly, but our whole lives, everyone always fussed over adorable, fun Clara. She was the pretty twin, the one who got invited to parties, the popular one with a constant string of boyfriends.’ I swallow again. ‘Meanwhile I was just the loser nerd, obsessed with her books, hiding away in fantasy worlds, with fictional friends and imaginary boyfriends. At school I barely had my own name, I was always just Clara’s sister. That’s how people knew me – if they knew I existed at all. My name honestly felt like it was actually Clara’s sister for years. I didn’t have an identity of my own.’ I pause and she waits patiently for me to continue. ‘You don’t know what it’s like growing up, always being compared to someone.’

‘I have sisters,’ she protests and I shake my head.

‘Not twin sisters. Literally everyone you meet wants to compare you. They want to know who’s taller, who’s fatter, who’s prettier, whose nose is the straightest.’ I sigh. ‘Clara’s nose is so straight.’ Salma puts down her tea. I eye the mug moodily as she pulls me in for a cuddle.

‘You are a beautiful, brilliant, kind person, Jemma. You’re no longer in your sister’s shadow. You have a life, friends, a cool job working with the thing you love best – books – and who even wants a smelly boyfriend anyway? They only sweat and fart and leave semen stains everywhere.’ She pauses. ‘Actually, that’s only if you’re lucky. Mostly it’s food stains.’ I snort into her shoulder as she continues. ‘Just because Clara’s going to be living here for a few months doesn’t mean you’re going to end up being that lonely, rejected kid again.’ She squeezes me tighter and I try to listen; to let her words sink in.

But she didn’t know me at school. Salma and I only met a few years ago at a work party. I complimented her hair, and instead of saying the usual woman-stuff – ‘Oh it’s disgusting! I haven’t washed it in a month! Look at the split ends! I’m an ugly monsterrrrrr!’ – she replied, ‘I know, it’s amazing, isn’t it?’ Which was when I knew I had to make her my friend. Although obviously I don’t tell people that origin story; I say it’s because we both work in media. I’m a research assistant for an author and Salma’s a radio presenter. Just a local station, but still, she was instantly the coolest person I’d ever met and remains so.

But I knew even back then – just like I know now – that we wouldn’t have been mates if she’d met me as a loser teenager.

‘I love you,’ she says into my hair. ‘You’re my favourite person in the world, and if you need me to be mean to Clara I will, OK?’

I pull halfway out of the hug, a small smile on my face.

‘Thanks,’ I say quietly; sincerely. ‘But that’s OK, you don’t have to do that. I know I’m being a dick.’ I sigh. ‘There’s just something about Clara that turns me into a resentful kid again, I can’t help it.’ I sigh again, deeper this time.

‘Are you having a moment?’ Harry hovers awkwardly at the door. ‘Or can I join in for a hug, too?’

‘Get in here!’ Salma yells at him and we all laugh as we fall into each other’s arms.

‘Is Jemma drinking coffee?’ Harry squints at me. ‘At this hour?’ When he is shocked, Harry gets so much posher. He’s already the poshest person I know, but the vowels get even more exaggerated when he’s surprised by something.

‘She said she needed stimulants to cope with today,’ Salma shares solemnly. ‘She’s also just done a few lines of cocaine.’

‘Have you really?’ Harry blinks at me with concern and I laugh.

‘Harry, you’re always so gullible.’ I give him a playful shove. ‘You really should have worked out by now that Salma is a massive pathological liar.’

‘Oi!’ she protests, then adopts a thoughtful expression. ‘Actually there was a guy on my show this week who’s campaigning to get micro-dosing legalized and it sounded great. I might give it a go.’

‘Micro-dosing?’ Harry screws up his nose.

Salma snorts. She loves to shock the private school boy in him. ‘Small daily doses of psychedelic mushrooms,’ she explains, and he blinks hard.

‘I’ve never done drugs,’ I comment, a little embarrassed, and Salma looks amused.

‘I only did them a few times at uni. The last time, I thought I was Mufasa from The Lion King. I climbed up on the table and started giving wise speeches from the sky. It was fun.’

I snigger as Harry nods agreeably. He’s always very agreeable; I assume it’s a posh thing.

See? See how good my life is now? I don’t want things to change. I don’t want anything – or anyone – to disrupt my perfectly calibrated existence.

But not much can get in the way of Hurricane Clara.

The front door bangs and my sister’s familiar trill fills the house. ‘I’m here!’ she calls out breezily. ‘I know, I know! I’m late. I got an email from 23andMe who said I have new DNA relatives. Jim-Jems, did you know we have a fourth cousin called Marjorie who lives in Utah?’ She appears in the doorway, pink-cheeked, hair in a messy bun. ‘Oh! And a relative called Denton somewhere over here! Isn’t that a cool name? Imagine being called Denton. Think of all the doors that would open up for you. Everyone would just automatically assume you were awesome. You’d probably never have to apply for a job – everyone would just give you opportunities off the back of your cool name. He’s probably, like, an influencer, or a baker with his own owl café in East London.’ She takes a breath. ‘Anyway, I’ve messaged them both and asked if they want to come to a family reunion I’m organizing. I’m sure Marjorie would be delighted to make the trip from America.’

My head lolls backwards and I stare at the ceiling. She’s been here forty-five seconds and I’m already exhausted by her. And I hate being called Jim-Jems.

Salma is laughing like a traitor, waving my mug around and asking follow-up questions about Denton. Harry looks perplexed, but he hasn’t told Clara to shut up, so he’s a traitor, too.

‘Where’s your stuff?’ I blurt, and she looks surprised.

‘Oh! It’s outside. It’s just a few suitcases. I don’t have much.’ She shrugs, then glances at Harry. ‘Do you mind, Haz?’

He shakes his head, backing out of the room to obey immediately. ‘Of course not.’

‘Clara!’ I gasp. ‘He’s not your butler. You’re late – as always – and now you expect everyone to drop everything and do your bidding.’

‘Ugh.’ She rolls her eyes. ‘Chill out, Jim-Jems! I will totally go and help him.’ She bounces out of the room. ‘I need to tell him where to put everything anyway.’

I clench my teeth at Salma, who raises her eyebrows, looking amused. ‘Don’t let the small stuff get to you, Jem,’ she reminds me lightly, dumping my mug on the draining board.

I nod tightly, fighting the urge to pick it up and hurl it at the wall.
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