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My sister is a formwanderer: she is a mirror of want. Each person she meets sees what they want, when they look at her. And she changes for each pair of eyes. Though Maya’s three years younger than me, when I was really little I desperately wanted a twin. I’m the one who’s closest to her. I’ve cared for her, brushed her hair, fed and comforted her. I’ve given her games and stories and pictures to imagine. I’ve slept in the same room as her, borrowed her clothes and watched her wear mine.

Two sisters, fleeing the city of Paradon, find their way to a village by the sea, where Old Kelp’s cottage – and her recipe book – await them.

Amber feels this is where she finally belongs, baking honey cakes each night for the villagers to collect in the morning, using a set of bone spoons that allow her to add truth, lust and confusion to her pies and puddings.

Her little sister Maya is a formwanderer, engineered to reflect the wants of others. All her life she has been like a twin to Amber, but now Amber has changed her mind, and wants Maya to learn how to be herself.

Kip, a child growing up amongst the songs and stories of the village, delivers Amber’s ingredients. When an act of terrible violence stirs and sets free the secrets of a generation, only one of these three can reveal the truth …
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For the real life ‘crones’ I’ve known:

Betty, who liked birds and animals and had big lips.

Jessie, who loved to cook and made a magic fountain real.

Joan, who fancied a man a quarter of her age.

Val, who said ‘don’t be serious’ when she was old 
enough to know better.

and for Luke:

who died far too young, and made a rip in the sky.


‘O wad some Power the giftie gie us

To see oursels as ithers see us’

‘To a Louse’, Robert Burns, 1785


AMBER

My sister is a formwanderer: she is a mirror of want. Each person she meets sees what they want, when they look at her. And she changes for each pair of eyes. Though Maya’s three years younger than me, when I was really little I desperately wanted a twin. I’m the one who’s closest to her. I’ve cared for her, brushed her hair, fed and comforted her. I’ve given her games and stories and pictures to imagine. I’ve slept in the same room as her, borrowed her clothes and watched her wear mine.

But now we’re grown.

She’s grown for sixteen years.

As I’ve grown, what I want from Maya has changed. Now, part of me desperately wants her to be herself.

But she doesn’t know what that is.

This morning Maya sleeps in curtain-sieved sunshine. I perch on the edge of her twin bed and blur my eyes. Her dark hair streams over a pale yellow pillow. She dreams. I don’t. So within her somewhere, something is separate from me. I look at her face and see mine. With a want, strong as marble, I force her to show me how other people have seen her.

Different faces flicker on hers like masks. Her expression distorts with a thousand reflections. She murmurs, cries, laughs, cries again. Whispers. Shouts. Whimpers. Smiles. Her fingers grip the rosebud duvet, she scratches, touches the fabric.

She’s dreaming away echoes of what others want.

Some of these faces are beautiful. A child: a boy, a loner. A woman hunting miracles, an old man hankering for faith.

We all hope we want good things, but this isn’t true.

That face, yes, that one. I’d swear that’s a face of a killer.

It wavers away, becomes wider, sweeter, the lips mouth the whispers of someone newly in love.

If I let my sister go everywhere and anywhere and no one cared, I could learn the secret desires of everyone in this city. These faces show me that many people who Maya’s met are seeking hope.

Maya wakes as if she’s inhaling the sky.

She sees me and her face shifts into a mirror image of mine. As she sits up, her hair twists into long dark layers. She blinks her eyes into sight and says, ‘A dream of death. Something’s about to change.’

Crashing from her bed, she runs out of our room. After the sound of a flush and the smell of orchid air freshener, the shower splashes. I pick up Maya’s worn toy hyena that she dropped on the floor, hug it to my chest and sit on her crumpled duvet.

Her voice chirps, ‘I’ve steamed up the mirror!’

I call, ‘So now you’re invisible!’

She laughs like an overgrown child and kicks the bathroom door shut.

Our city has collected and sucked up all things powerful, beautiful and useful. Paradon is a city that hoards. Our hopes are fine-tuned, carefully channelled to root and grow and twist along straight lines made from pavement and marble, metal and glass. We spread our desires as apparitions: they are attached to us like invisible wings and scaffolds.

In the living room I open the curtains and the sun dazzles in.

As I watch the news with the volume low, I can hear Maya upstairs in our bedroom, thudding around.

The overexcited reporter smiles out at me as she explains, ‘The media can’t show photographs or film footage in case the public are enveloped by a formwanderer’s manipulation.’

Image wipeout. Blackout.

I say, ‘You mean we could see someone who should be cared about.’

Another image: a blue suit with a grim face at a spotlit table.

An expert, impassioned voice:

‘Our initial intention in genetically engineering these humans, using nanotechnology, was to enhance the development of their mirror neuron pathways and make them deeply empathic. The surface of empathy is indeed positive – most people who know formwanderers view them as cherished friends or treasured family members. With nanotechnology also causing their skin cells to be reflective, technically speaking they are astounding creations, able to mirror desired behaviours and appearance. But we now know there are also the psychological aspects of projection to consider. Children, for example, often see formwanderers as all kinds of creatures; adults have complex needs and wants of which we aren’t always consciously aware. Alarmingly, it’s recently come to light that our unconscious desires are being acted upon by formwanderers. 

‘In the most recent case, and we can’t name the parties involved for legal reasons, x and y lived together, seemingly happily. X’s friendship with a formwanderer was long and devoted. But the relationship between x and y broke down, because of y’s infidelity. The formwanderer listened to x, was a perfect friend. X talked, expressed her anger, took the offer of a sofa to sleep on. The next morning the formwanderer provided x with breakfast – her favourite foods, of course – pineapple, cherries and yoghurt, it’s been reliably reported. After breakfast, x returned to the marital home to find y had been brutally murdered. The formwanderer claims to have no memory of anything that night after x went to sleep on the sofa. However, the bloodstained murder weapon was found in the formwanderer’s possession.

‘So formwanderers not only act as others knowingly want them to, they may also enact underlying, darker desires. This is just one of many recent cases. Culpability is in question – does it lie with x for that moment of wishing y dead rather than unfaithful, or with the formwanderer for killing y? Or the blame could be placed on the parents, and there are many, who commissioned a formwanderer baby to complete their family. To provide the ideal son or daughter, or to present an only child with a perfect playmate, for example.’

I bite my lip. My face is reflected on the TV screen.

I say, ‘Or a perfect twin.’

The man frowns at his notes, and continues:

‘Some parties are calling for ethical investigations into the organisations which still genetically engineer these humans. It has been posited in several publications that formwanderers no longer function as they were originally intended to; they are not fit for purpose, and should be considered mutations rather than human beings. 

‘The current advice is to keep our desires as pure as we can make them. Aim for emotional self-sufficiency and avoid negative emotions, especially conscious or unconscious hedonistic or vengeful desires. Emotions must be boxed, kept for solitary moments. Watch for sudden spikes or flares, and endeavour to flatten them.’

The two-dimensional face stares out at me from the screen.

Maya’s footsteps on the stairs. I switch off the TV.

She comes in and bashes her shin against the coffee table. ‘Here you are. What are you doing?’

‘Nothing.’

She folds her arms, says, ‘Liar,’ with a smile in her eyes.

‘You don’t mind.’

The smile spreads to her mouth. ‘No, I don’t.’

Next to the TV is an aquarium. I sit on a cushion and watch the angelfish swim in and out of hollow castle windows.

Maya shuffles across the carpet and sits next to me. We’ve always loved these fish. We often stare at them for hours.

Through our childhood we lived as twins might; we shared our ambitions. When I was very young, I flunked all the tests at school, so I could be put back into Maya’s classes.

I say to Maya, ‘Do you remember we used to want to be beauticians?’

She’s staring blankly at a guppy with black and white stripes and a rippling tail. ‘We did. But they said we were too ugly.’ The guppy changes colour from black and white to ghost pale. Maya laughs.

She’s right. We were physically examined, and advised we’d never achieve the required perfection; we were too short and there was an inherent lack of prettiness, the careers adviser said, displaying a perfect set of teeth, though a lot of character. But. It’s not character they want.

The careers adviser was taken with Maya, wanted to keep her there after our session. She said to her, You don’t look at all like your sister. You just remind me so much of my aunt Sis, who brought me up. She made the best egg and mustard sandwiches. She was locked back in time. She was such a good listener. Could I talk to you? It’s just there are these thoughts which start as crumbs and turn into lumps when there’s no one to hear them. You know what I mean, I can tell you do. She stroked her neck as if smoothing out bumps and seemed on the verge of tears. Maya leaned forward, nodded at her with sympathy. But I dragged her away, and we left the careers advice behind.

We rethought our future plans and reluctantly decided to study hard. We were going to soar in our exams and get into university. Maya studied hardest for the particularly keen teachers of arts and I worked for maths, classics and some of the sciences. So we two could have achieved excellence, and might have been able to advance to the next level of learning. If we’d done so, we may have qualified for a university place.

Between us, I’m sure we could have. But not without each other.

We stayed on at school, taking the only qualifications they’d allow us to. These were enrichment courses in customer absenteeism, consumer picnicking and responsibility pie-charting. We failed all the assessments. Our parents realised that though Maya was trying and failing, I wasn’t trying at all. I wasn’t just killing time, I was slaying it, hacking it up. Often, I’d get Maya safely home, find an excuse to go out alone, and come back after three a.m. looking like a raggedy doll. They wanted Maya to stay good, amenable and innocent, and not to follow me. At the end of the year, they removed us from school. Neither of us had learned anything useful enough to obtain jobs and earn our own way.

Maya’s eyes are like glass.

I say to her, ‘We aspired too high and achieved too low, didn’t we?’

She taps her finger on the aquarium, next to a novelty rock. She’s eyeballing a hidden catfish. ‘I’ve got something to do today. A drawing for our cleaner. She likes fruit and bold colours. Black grapes and red peppers.’

The angelfish move steadily and the air-pump froths. Our aspirations are lost in the sludge at the bottom. All our hopes have blipped away and neither of us can catch another one.

Tonight we all eat together, which is a rare occurrence. Our parents’ sky-high careers keep them absent and when they’re home, they’re so exhausted that they want a sanctuary from work, from long hours, from facades and perfections.

Since school ended, I’ve taught myself to cook. We used to rely on pre-prepared meals, but now I arrange the shopping and have made this evening’s dinner. The few cookery books we have contain recipes designed to keep us healthy and slender. Tonight we’re having salad with thin strips of chicken. As I dish up dressed leaves and artichokes, Maya pours vitamin juice into our glasses. Our parents blink secrets at one another with tired eyes.

Maya is calm and silent as they help themselves to chicken and talk to each other between mouthfuls.

Our mother twirls her fork in her hand, eyeing her frosted fingernails. ‘How are your hours looking? Mine are doubled for at least a month.’

Our father licks his teeth and replies, ‘And mine for weeks. Deadlines are crashing into other deadlines.’

They go on in this vein, self-consciously glancing at me when they think I’m not listening. They’re now telling each other how much pride they gain from their careers.

I nudge Maya’s foot, under the table.

She nudges mine back.

Our parents talk us upstairs into the soft room with white sofas and sit us down. Our mother perches on the edge of a cushion, clasps her hands in her lap, and smiles us a fuchsia-lipped smile. ‘You’re going to be Lab Assistants.’

She beams up at our father, who nods back at her. Her hands outstretched, she says, ‘We’ve done it.’

Our father hugs himself and pats his own shoulders. ‘We’ve got you jobs.’

Our mother’s highest voice: ‘Such an achievement, because you really aren’t that good at anything. Sorry, but honesty is best?’ She surveys my face for hurt, finds none, and glances at Maya.

Our father’s deep blue suit creaks as he reaches into the breast pocket and hands us each a letter. He leans an arm on the mantelpiece, where lilies curve tall in a green vase. He looks like a photograph of himself as he turns only his face towards us. ‘Amber, your letter tells you where you need to be tomorrow, and at what time. So early to bed, and sleep well. Maya, you’ll start in a couple of weeks, when your predecessor has moved on.’

Our mother says, ‘I’m sure you’ll be given the dullest uniforms, but we’ve bought you each a new outfit as congratulations presents. They’re in your wardrobes. Surprise!’ She says to me, ‘You’ll feel clean and swishy all the way there and all the way home. We’ll get takeaway food tomorrow night, and we’ll both be here …’ She frowns at our father with her eyebrows, not her forehead, ‘Won’t we?’

He nods, but slides an organiser from another pocket and turns away from the mantelpiece. He taps a pointed shoe on the floorboards beside the white fur rug as he pokes and flicks his finger over the touch screen. He slips it back in his pocket and grimaces. ‘I’ll need to renegoti—’

Our mother continues over him, ‘… to celebrate Amber’s first day.’ She clasps her hands together, her eyes shining. She says to our father, ‘Oh, so grown-up. Remember our little …’ Her voice trails away and she yawns.

He turns to us, one shaped eyebrow raised, ‘You can say thank you.’

‘Thank you,’ Maya responds, smiling up at him.

Though I’ll never know exactly what our parents see when they look at Maya, I can tell she mirrors something which can melt our father’s eyes to a softness I can never invoke myself.

‘Are we to work alone or with others?’ I ask, forcing the words from my tight throat. ‘Because though each person sees what they want –’

Our father, his eyes still on Maya, says, ‘Stop it, Amber.’

‘– people think all the time of how to annoy each other, hurt someone, and Maya could just grab onto one of those desires … What if someone there hates the boss – what if they all do? Maya could—’

He looks at me and snaps, ‘I said stop.’

Our mother says to me, ‘It’s not Maya I’m worried about. She’ll fit in anywhere, just fine. It’s only a handful of formwanderers who’ve done anything criminal. You’re the daughter who causes us trouble.’

I grab Maya’s hand. ‘Maya, you’re confused, aren’t you, around lots of people – you don’t know who you are, you won’t be able to—’

Maya tears her gaze away from our father and nods at me, her eyes wide and fearful. ‘Yes, it’s confused now. Bam smash colours. He wants yes, she wants yes, yes is yellow, you want no, no is black. I’m a bit middlish jumblecon—’

Raising my voice, I say, ‘See? And don’t you think that what people want from other adults is more dangerous than what they want from children? Maya’s going to have to be a real grown-up in just a couple of weeks—’

Our mother shakes her head as if she can’t find any language. When she finally speaks, her voice cracks. ‘She’s an innocent! Not like the others.’ She looks at our father, her hands extended.

I say, ‘She’s innocent for you. Or perhaps you want to keep her ignorant, but in an adult workforce not everyone is going to want her to be innocent, are they?’

Our father says, ‘Amber, leave this alone.’ His voice drops away as he sighs. ‘Your mother and I are just off, what, twelve-hour shifts?’

Maya leans forward, her face in her hands.

Our mother says in a tight voice, ‘Thirteen. This is a good news night. Aren’t we all here? Can we all be here?’ She wipes her palms on her magenta pencil skirt. ‘I need to get out of these work clothes. I feel like I’m still – what were we talking about?’

Our father says to her gently, ‘You’re home.’

She exhales.

Maya raises her face from her hands and looks up at our father. Confusion drains from her expression. ‘Don’t worry. I won’t let you down. I’ll be perfect.’

‘Maya, stay with me?’ I coax her, but our father’s caught her attention again.

As he looks back at her, his face slips into relief and so does hers. He smiles and says to her, ‘Of course you will. You’ll be absolutely brilliant. When it’s your first day, we’ll all be cheering you on. But for now, congratulations.’

She beams him sunshine.

Our mother taps her hands on her knees, and slumps her shoulders. ‘Sorry, darlings, I’m drooping. Bed?’

Maya looks at her and yawns. Says, ‘You’re so tired. Working too, too hard for far too long. Don’t want to argue. Night night. For sleep.’

‘You’re so understanding, Maya.’

I lay my head on my knees and close my eyes. I murmur, ‘She’s the exact opposite of an emotional vampire. Perhaps you could tell everyone you know that Maya’s died. Then we’ll keep her as an eternal child, hide her in a cupboard for years. I’m sure you could even persuade her to enjoy living in the dark …’

The white door clicks shut behind our parents.

Maya’s heard me. Her eyes have darkened. ‘Do you want me to pretend-dead?’

‘No, just trying to … Don’t worry. I’ll think of something else.’

She clenches her hands together. ‘You think up amazing things. Like when we made helicopters out of tin cans and dropped them from the windows out the back, they went clangfly, clangfly …’

‘Thanks. Feeling a bit stuck. I need reminding I’m good at ideas.’

We turn to face each other.

I say, ‘Serious now. We have to talk about sensible things.’

We nod, take a deep breath and tear open our letters.

They’ve got us jobs through a friend of a friend of a friend. They must have been online for hours through the nights and been tested and retested and managed to obtain fairly decent personality profiles for us both: they’ve given us skills we don’t have. I read my letter. Have a quick look at Maya’s.

Two jobs, different labs.

My heart thumps. ‘So we’re to be separated.’

Maya smiles at her letter. ‘I’m going to be useful.’

I look closely at it. She’s meant to work in a lab, testing how glass can be made stronger against differing strengths of flame. She’ll have goggles and be trained to use a dangerous blowtorch.

She’ll be with a workforce of twenty others.

Maya tells me, ‘Around my neck I’ll wear a necklace of magnifying glasses.’

I show her my letter. ‘I’m supposed to work in the Tear Lab. The profile they gave me must have showed me as having an emotional intellect, which is a complete lie.’

‘What’s the Tear Lab?’ Maya asks, with doubt in her eyes.

‘Where sadness is measured. Somehow. It’s woolly wording. There are experiment rooms in a basement. It’s psychology and I’ll have to sign an “I don’t care about ethics” form.’

‘I’d hate that.’

‘I know.’

‘I can’t cry. Tearstop.’

‘It’s not that you can’t, it’s that you won’t. You cry in your sleep.’

She looks at me with wide eyes. ‘Do you have to cry to work there? What happens if you don’t?’

‘I’m not going to tell you what happens to people who get fired. You’ll get upset.’

Her expression seems relieved. ‘Oh. OK.’ Maya doesn’t mind not knowing about things I don’t think she’ll like. She’s reading her letter again, smiling a little as she runs her fingers over the words.

Fired employees have to work on what’s called a voluntary basis, though it’s a legal requirement. At school we were taught they do things which are designed to give them self-respect, but which are essentially useless jobs. The pastoral counsellor said, ‘They have long poles with nets on the end of them. The night volunteers reach out of the highest windows in skyscrapers to rescue moths that are heading for the moon, and the day volunteers capture escaped helium balloons.’ He was trying to make it sound gentle, as our teacher had recently been fired for straying from the curriculum yet again. This time she’d been telling us the truth about wild animals. I’d loved the vicious details: teeth and claws and skeletons and blood and survival instincts. She’d been drumming on her desk, yearning for a glint of enthusiasm from any one of us.

In a group of people, Maya’s attention is grabbed by the person who wants the most from her. She locked onto this teacher’s desire to inspire passion. Maya enacted the role of a wildcat and tore down one of the blinds before I shooed her out of the classroom and calmed her in a broom cupboard by stroking her hair in the dark. The teacher thought Maya should be an actress. When we came back into the classroom, she said, ‘I’ve always wanted to nurture a talent like yours. I could really see the brutal spirit of the animal – how do you do those teeth?’ and she clapped her hands when Maya snarled at her. Maya wasn’t seen as a gifted actress for long, as the teacher was fired soon afterwards. Apparently, at our age, she was only meant to teach us about the pollination and cross pollination of flowers.

If this was all, and there was only myself, I wouldn’t care.

Maya’s not going to be safe, because what people want isn’t always safe.

We all have instincts to fight, freeze or run. We can all hate, want revenge, fantasise that someone is maimed, but then we banish these thoughts in a second. If a formwanderer is there, they might act instinctively. Now that formwanderers are all over the press, suspicion will increase and spread fear like a virus.

Maya reads and rereads her letter, hugs it to her chest, strokes the envelope.

‘Maya, we’re going to have to leave.’

She looks at me. ‘But you’re going to bed early.’

My voice trembles a little. ‘No, I’m not.’

‘I’m going to learn to use a blowtorch – look, the personnel department said they wanted to give me more skills!’ She waves her letter at me.

‘You only want the job because our parents have made you want it.’

She shakes her head, clutches the letter with both hands and stares up at the ceiling, which is what she always does to stop herself crying. She looks like a vulnerable version of me, awestruck, her eyes full of fear as she nods in determined agreement and crumples up her letter. She crumples my letter as well, goes into the hallway and clunks them both down the recycling chute.

I feel guilty. So I beckon her back into the soft room. ‘Try to think about this really hard. What do you want?’

We sit on a sofa, holding all four of our hands.

She says, ‘To run away.’

‘That’s what I want, and that’s what we’re going to do. What else do you think you want?’

‘To be useful.’

‘That’s what our mother wants. Try again?’

‘To be liked.’

‘Yes, that’s probably yours, but it could be a whole bunch of other people’s as well. Something more certain. Again? You want to …’

 ‘To … have a beautiful baby that stays tiny-little and never cries …’

‘A very old one of our father’s, before he got wise. One more go?’

Her eyes have gone darker. ‘You’re making me tired!’ Her breathing is strained.

She doesn’t understand I’m trying to get her to express a splinter of herself rather than facets of everyone else. I persist, ‘One more thing you think you want – try really really hard – even a tiny thing and we’ll stop.’

Maya looks at me and leans her head back a little. The set of her jaw matches my determination. It’s like looking in a mirror. She takes a deep breath. Unblinking, she says, ‘We don’t have time for this. We have to pack.’

‘That’s definitely mine. Well, you’ve tried. Come on, then.’

Maya grabs her mobile and glances around our bedroom at the plug sockets for a charger.

I tell her, ‘We won’t need things like that.’

She drops the phone on her bed. When she reaches for our box of nail varnishes, she catches my gaze. She shakes her head and leaves it where it is.

She picks up my notebook and passes it to me. I hold it for a moment, consider how to spell out a meaningful goodbye to friends, and discard the notebook and farewells in a drawer.

‘Maya, don’t take mementos.’

‘Why not?’

‘Nostalgia makes people fusty.’ I don’t want to tell her that once we’ve gone, we’ll never come back.

I pack some of my clothes. They’re tight, bright, and designed for summer. Rummaging through our wardrobes for anything warmer, I realise we’ve got countless occasionally worn and never-worn items. Our hangers are crammed with combinations of lace, linen, cotton, silk and every colour from black to neon bright. If our mother has hung new outfits in here, I can’t tell which ones they are.

I stop yanking cramped hangers and turn and look around our bedroom at the pastel bedspreads and pale striped wallpaper, the pictures on the walls of thin women in ball gowns gazing at moonlit skies. Our bedside tables are cluttered with electrical cords, drawing crayons, silk flower arrangements and frosted bottles of perfume.

We’re really leaving.

For Maya’s sake. And if I’m honest, for mine as well.

Just as Maya has been engineered, so has everyone who lives here, one way or another. In Paradon, our whole lives are constructed. There are images to fit ourselves to, the right clothes to sheathe ourselves in; these are lives with pre-determined paths which speed along parallel lines. We’re all meant to want this but I don’t. I wrap my arms around my body and realise if I stayed here, my whole life would be spent believing that nothing I am and nothing I do will ever fit.

Maya’s in the bathroom searching for the toothbrushes I’ve already packed. I get my radio from a bedside drawer and plug in the headphones. The weather report tells me the sun will shine tomorrow, like it did today and yesterday, as the weather is designed for the eternal summer we always have.

The female newsreader’s voice announces: ‘Breaking news. In the last three hours, another formwanderer has been arrested on suspicion of violent crime just as the latest murder trial reached its conclusion. In that case the formwanderer was deemed culpable, and has been removed.’

They don’t explain what removed means. But I know. For the last few days I’ve left Maya at home, gone out into the streets and listened to the whispers. In a city this size, there are conversations stinging everyone’s mouths.

I’ve discovered that when formwanderers are removed, they’re incarcerated in concrete cells underground.

The whispers say:

no human contact

fed via conveyor belt, lights off, water provided in drips

a living burial

as good as a death sentence.

I’ve always listened to whispers.

Downstairs, we fill the remaining space in our bags with packets of multigrain biscuits, oranges, nutrition drinks and rice cakes. I scrawl a note for our parents, take a carving knife from the drawer and remove its safety shield.

There’s nothing that eases the thought of this unknowable journey more than the certainty of a fine blade to cut away any obstacle which has to be cleared. Whatever we find barring our way, be it an overgrown path, an overeager man or an overcrowded forest, this blade and the singing sharpness of the metal means our route will be clear, and if it isn’t, I’ll clear it.

We close the front door behind us and walk along the deserted pavement.

My heartbeat flutters in my temples as I talk to Maya about how much I love her, how she’s so like a proper twin, more than just a sister. And more than any words, I build a feeling of want. I think of our lifetimes in duplicate. Never alone, never lonely. Glancing at her, she looks exactly like me, in her face, hair, age and build. Her brightly coloured clothing is identical to mine.

The cameras on the poles at the end of our street turn and fix their Cyclops lenses on us. I grip Maya’s hand, and her grip is as tight as mine. The cameras falter, click, and look away.

Dawn comes as we pass an early morning fashion shoot. Water-print outfits flood from models who adopt weeping poses; we can see them above the flashes of crouched photographers.

The recorded female voice that speaks in every lobby or crowded area comes from some speaker or another. It says, ‘Move along. Cluster alert.’

I whisper to Maya, ‘Keep your eyes down,’ as we squeeze past.

We’re about to cross the road when a curly-haired woman in a waist-pinched suit steps in front of us, a camera between her fingertips. She’s wearing a press badge. She narrows her eyes at Maya.

The woman steps closer, her hand outstretched. ‘You look familiar.’

Putting my arm around Maya, I draw her away. ‘We’re identical, in every way. Twins. Aren’t we.’ I squeeze her shoulder.

Maya shakes my arm off. She’s looking at the woman.

The woman says to Maya, ‘Identical? Not at all. You’ve got a story to tell. Something different, I’m sure. Would you come with me for a sec?’ She leans her head to the side and smiles.

Maya frowns at the woman, steps towards her. She says in a self-assured voice, ‘Of course I have. I’ve got something amazing. It’s absolutely scandalous and it’s all yours.’

The woman slips her camera into a pocket and clasps her hands together.

I grab Maya’s arm and wrench her away. Though she struggles, I’m stronger.

Dragging her quickly from the main street, I yank her into the deserted pedestrian passageways, along one narrow street, into another. As she stops pulling against me and lets me lead her, I stop and catch my breath in a doorway which smells of bleach.

Maya leans against a wall. ‘Where?’ Her breathing slows to match mine.

‘We’ll find a map soon. But this is the right direction. Ish.’

‘A direction?’

‘The direction to leave.’

Maya puts her hands on her waist and squeezes. Kneads at her stomach with her knuckles. She grimaces and looks down at her body. ‘I’m corseted, suited. Tear me out! This is a painful thin!’ She groans. ‘I need something incredible!’

‘It’s that woman’s feelings. Let it go, Maya. It’s not yours.’

Her hands grip her waist and her knuckles are white.

I grab her hands and hold them. ‘Look at me. You’re leaving. With me. We want to leave. Both of us. Because we want the same thing. You look exactly like me, don’t you?’

She pulls her hands from mine and presses her temples, her expression confused. She shakes herself. ‘Yes. I look like me. No. You.’ She holds out her hands, palms up. As she stares at them her face clears. ‘I do, don’t I? Always, when I look in a mirror, I look like you.’

‘Yes.’ I smile at her and say, gently, ‘And that’s how you look, to me.’

‘Because you want the most from me.’ She looks down at herself. Touches her cheeks with her fingertips, says, ‘I do. I’m just like mysister.’

‘You called me that when you were really little.’ I glance along the passageway. Three invisible people are here, wearing high-visibility clothing. The street sweepers and cleaners make sure the marble is dusted, the pavements are scrubbed and the windows are polished. They don’t look at us at all. They aren’t used to being noticed; they believe they’re invisible.

Maya approaches the nearest one, who sweeps the pavements with a six-foot wire brush. She says, ‘The sound of your brush tastes of sad.’

The sweeper sweeps, chasing dust.

Wants nothing, expects nothing, sees nothing in Maya at all.

I say to Maya, ‘You’re jumbling. Come on.’ She does this when she’s confused. Sometimes it’s words, sometimes flavours and scents or colours and emotions.

She walks beside me. Says, ‘Let’s find what’s out. Outoutout.’

We walk along the river path. The wall next to us is lined with polished mosaics depicting leotard-clad dryads, a Pan in designer pyjamas and Bacchus in blue chiffon, floating in grapes. A couple, staggering, approach us. I turn Maya away from them and say, ‘Look how many colours have made this picture.’

She touches the tiled face of a nymph with pink cloud hair.

When the couple have lurched past, we continue walking alongside the blue-rippled river. Warm in the sunshine, too warm, I jump as a car beeps on the road above us.

We cut through a park as the morning sun brightens. We can see some of the highest office buildings and skyscrapers.

Maya stops for a moment and stares up at them. She beams as if greeting old friends. I follow her gaze to the mirrors on top of each of the skyscrapers. They’re enormous convex circular mirrors which rotate, flex and swerve. The mirrors are linked to satellites that capture the sun or the moon, and reflect their brilliances into the city. Each mirror throws rays into other mirrors; silver nights and golden days curve around and around the streets of Paradon. The sky is tinted with currents of synthetic white clouds. When the clouds occasionally fall, their mists smell of ammonia. For Paradon alone, the meteorological industry controls the weather.

All we’ve ever known is a mirrored summer.

Maya is still smiling up at the enormous mirrors. ‘Can they come with us?’

I don’t reply.

On a narrow bridge at the very edge of Paradon, we look down through railings at the main road leading in. The sun shines on small metallic booths, wasp-striped barriers rise and drop. Androgynous figures stride, clad in bulletproof clothing and dark glasses. Vehicles wait in queues to drive into tunnels.

We can see the high walls of a detention centre. There are the sounds of traffic and, from somewhere, barks of dogs.

Maya glances around us at the empty bridge, and I look along the road that leads out. Grass and thistles have cracked the concrete. Further along, lilies tangle through bulrushes in the verges. There’s a landscape of uneven hills and disorganised clusters of trees. In the distant sky are textured clouds, the darkest I’ve ever seen.

Maya says, ‘No one’s stopping us. Nothing looks.’

I loosen my grip on her hand and release it. ‘Paradon doesn’t care who leaves, it cares who comes in.’

Just outside the city is the sound of birdsong, eerie as flutes. My fingertips feel cold. As I breathe them warm, I realise the summer being reflected into Paradon is leaking. In the fields next to the road, dandelions and wild roses flower alongside daffodils and snowdrops. Crumbling stone walls are overgrown with passion flowers in all the colours of fireworks.

We’ll travel north like birds in a reverse migration. We’re winged creatures who’ve freed ourselves with our claws. Our fingernails are the deepest shade of purple.


KIP

My name is Kip and Mammy says I’m ten, and she’s better at birthdays than me so she’s probably right. Every day is the same for me even if it’s colder than the one before. And that’s what winter’s like, but by each day being the same I mean I do the same important job, so early no one else is awake.

Each morning, my ankle gets yanked at by a rope lead that’s tied to Dagger’s collar. He’s our dog who’s not a very good dog, as he can’t bark, and never has, not ever. And he’s no good at picking anything up in his chops without dropping it, and he pulls so hard on the lead he near enough breaks my ankle each morning but it wakes me up. It’s not his fault I’m rubbish at waking, or that he yanks so hard. He needs to get outside and piss. Every morning I hop him back up onto my bed, untie the lead and tip him off gentle, as I don’t want him to spark at me because even though he’ll not bark, he’ll bite. His good tooth is so hidden under his scraggled black fur, I can never see it coming.

I brush my teeth and put on my dress and wellies and duffel coat. My important job starts the moment I pick up the round wicker basket and get whatever our fair is from the table where Mammy’s left it. I put ours in the basket first, so it’s mine and Mammy’s and Dad’s fair that’s going to be the best till last. I strap the basket on the trolley, open the latch to the front door, wheel the basket outside and make a wave at the sea. Then I walk every narrow street, lane and alleyway in our village, and pick up the fair from all the doorsteps.

It’s called fair because we make sure it is fair. We go through the alphabet of all our first names so everyone in the village gets a turn for two seasons. Before me doing the fair, it was Kerry. This is my first ever turn and I’ve had autumn and now it’s winter so when spring comes, I’ll stop. Next it’s Lizzie, who’s after me on the list that’s kept on a notice board outside the school.

We all know the rules, and this has been the biggest rule for the longest forever; the fair has to be taken up to Old Kelp’s cottage every morning, before anyone else is awake.

When my turn started, Mammy said to me, It’s the most important job there is. It’s more important than me looking after the empty houses, and more important than the farm work and odd jobs your dad does, so you’d best learn to wake up early and go early to sleep. The first morning she got up with me, and she brushed her curly brown hair into a frizz. She had tears on her cheeks as she told me, I feel all puffed up and proud.

Today, the fair that Mammy’s left out is a pat of butter wrapped in paper, a pack of dried apricots and a lemon. I put our fair in the basket and shut Dagger indoors.

It’s still not quite dawn. I look across the shore at the hills, and can’t see the jackdaws in the fuzzy-looking trees though they’re loud and jack-chacking. Along the ledge there are tied-up fishing boats lying slanty in the mud-sludge till the tide comes to lift them straight. A seagull lands on the concrete steps that lead down to the beach. It looks right into me with its yellow eye. It decides I’m not breakfast and flaps onto a blue plastic box of rusted chains and fine nets. The seagulls are the squallishest birds of all – they’re grouchy as they have to get up even earlier than me.

I wheel the basket away from the beach, up a steep narrow lane between tall thin houses, and pick up the fair from the doorsteps. There are trays of eggs, bags of flour, and baking powders. At the top of the hill I come back down another cobbled lane. There’s a carton of milk, some vanilla essence, a few jars of jam and suet.

At the top of another street, I’m outside Lizzie’s house. She lives alone and she’s left out a jar of thick honey. At the Quiet Woman’s doorstep, I pick up the bunch of violets she always leaves for the fair. She came here last summer and stayed, but doesn’t want to know us. She’s got some quiet blessing in her hands because the violets flower for her all the year round. There’s a row of them inside her kitchen window on the sill. Something moves at the side of my eye. I shiver and look round at an empty narrow space between two houses.

Here, at the very top of the village, there are the three rows of empty houses Mammy looks after. They’ve got signs on posts outside that call the houses ‘Holiday Lets’. They stand empty most of the year till the spring and summer people come. I leave the basket at a corner, and go along the first street of Holiday Lets. There’s a wavy feeling in my stomach.

The Holiday Lets houses look like blank masks; the windows are empty eyes and the doors are mouths. I feel prickly on my neck, like I’m being watched from one of the windows. I’ve got scared breathing.

A seagull yells loud from one of the mossy rooftops. I make sure I don’t slip on the icy cobbles as I run back to the basket and wheel it away.

The spring and summer people stay in bed late, then get up and walk around.  At first they say everything is sweet and rustic and pretty. The next day they take photographs of us and the sea and the boats and nets, and our houses and cottages that aren’t Holiday Lets. Then they climb the hills all round here and hold their little phones up in the air and say no signal no signal and when it rains they go indoors.

They spend a lot of money in the corner shop. In there, Jessie sells them fudge, eggs, bread and elderberry wine. She says it’s got a good percent of proof. Drinking just a little of that wine makes them walk wonky and that’s the proof of Jessie’s proof, or that’s what Dad says, anyway.

After they’ve been in our village a few days, they often wander out of the village all the way up to the verge where their cars are parked. They turn the keys in the engines and make the cars growl to check they still work.

While the Holiday Lets are empty, Mammy goes in to dust and dry them out as they smell so damp. She says she feels like she’s haunting all the empty houses. But she likes doing the gardening and pot plants, so they look nice for the spring and summer people. The spring and summer people leave their rubbish out on all the wrong days: Jack takes it to the tip on Tuesdays. The seagulls have feasts and our cobbled streets have dirtied plastic blowing up and down the alleyways. The spring and summer people don’t know about the fair because it’s done before they wake.

I turn into a narrow alleyway and get more fair: jars and jars of honey and marmalade and a bottle of cooking wine. After the street through the middle of the village, I turn another corner and get the fair from Aunty Pippa and Uncle Finn’s doorstep. Finn is Dad’s brother. They live with my cousin Adam, who barely speaks and has ginger hair. They’ve left out a pack of raisins and two jars of sugar-pickled beetroot.

Opposite their house, there’s vinegar on George’s doorstep. I look through the window at his flying taxidermy seagull. On his workbench there’s a new white animal model. It could be for a dog, but I hope it’s a fox or a badger. The bleached skull is where the face is to go, and he’s set in the painted eyes.

At the cottages near the corner shop there’s potatoes, onions and a block of cheese. Someone always slips in sensible food. Yesterday our teacher, Mam Vann, left out half a roasted chicken. There’s never any fair outside the three craft shops.

When the spring and summer people come, Mam Vann and George take down the wooden boards and fill the three shops. My Aunty Pippa makes perfumes, and anyone who’s made stuff through the winter puts in crochet socks, patchwork bags, thick jumpers, woollen trousers and all the warm clothes the spring and summer people don’t bring with them. They’re never cold where they come from so they don’t know what real weather’s like.

The most expensive things are George’s taxidermy animals – the spring and summer people love them. Dad often says, George makes the best living out of all of us because he has an artistic eye. I think his other eye must be glum, living with a houseful of dead animals’ soggy bits. That’s what makes him a grouch.

The craft shops also sell the paintings Mam Vann makes us do at the school, of boats and hills and the sea. Just before the spring and summer people come, our pictures are stuck on cardboard and put in the craft shop windows with a sign saying: Local Artist. Mam Vann signs them, and the visitors buy near enough all of them. The money she gets is used for our school.

The school used to be a chapel. Next to the arched door, there’s a bunch of sage. It’s probably my friend Caddy who’s left it there, so there’s a little bit of fair extra, just from her. She loves the school but I don’t know what for. It’s been closed for the last week because we’ve used up all the coal we had. It won’t be closed for long, as there’s more coal coming. Unless someone steals it.

I walk out of the village up the steep hill, wheeling the heavy basket. I pass the thick spider pole that sends wires to our phones. We use our phones for each other if the weather’s bad. Sometimes when our phone at home rings, there’s a plastic voice that says we’ve had an accident and could get paid.

Further up the track, I pass the red letterbox. There’s little we want to write, apart from to people who’ve moved away. The postman comes every week or so, parks his van at the top of the hill and brings down boxes for the corner shop.

On the hill, the fir tree wood creaks. Old Kelp’s cottage is crouched in a hollow not far from the trees; her thin chimney wheezes smoke into the sky. Old Kelp has lived longer than time and older than age. We’re all afraid of her, so we take her the fair and she bakes us honey cakes. We don’t want her to curse us. She’s learned some of her worst curses from listening to the fir trees that grow far too close together. She can curse in the languages of trees. They drop so many needles that turn into dust. Nothing lives under them. Mammy says, Plants need light like we need our lungs. The trees breathe stale badness inside their cramped stretched trunks.

I creak open Old Kelp’s rusted gate. With my head bowed, I wheel the basket up the path to the front door of her cottage. Keeping quiet, I leave the ingredients on her doorstep. Barely breathing, I pack the honey cakes she’s baked and left outside into the basket, one by one.

Keeping my eyes on the ground, I creak the gate closed behind me as I wheel the trolley away. I go back down to the village, to put the cakes on the doorsteps of everyone who left out fair.

This afternoon, Dad’s out in our back yard and I’m standing in the doorway watching him plane and sand the wood on a set of shelves he’s just built. It’s spitting with rain, and his brown jumper and grey overalls have rain freckles on them.

I ask him in a whisper, ‘When did she make the worst troubles?’

He looks up at me. ‘Old Kelp? Mostly when new people moved to our village.’

‘Did she do that when Aunty Pippa came here from Paradon?’

‘That was bad trouble.’

‘Did anyone tell her to go away, because Old Kelp didn’t like her coming?’

‘Pippa fell in love with Finn, and he fell for her too, so no. No one ever told her to go.’ He grins at me, straightens up and sets the shelves upright. He looks me up and down as he stretches his back. ‘Old Kelp doesn’t like outsiders, and double doesn’t like the ones from a city that wants the gifts of the whole damn world for itself. I’m glad for Finn, though. He wasn’t built to be alone.’

‘What did Old Kelp do?’

‘She put a curse on the sea to flood over our village. That was to tell us that if others came, we’d be flooded out by them.’

 Mammy comes to the doorway and says quietly, ‘She stood outside her cottage that night, and the grey stones it’s built from were snarling.’ Then she says, ‘Brack, it’s about to chuck it down.’

Dad frowns at the thick sky. ‘I’ve got another three to do. I promised to get them to George by the end of the day. He’s been waiting, said he’ll pay then and—’

‘Then you’ll have to finish them indoors.’

He picks up the shelves and hands them to Mammy. She takes them through to the living room.

Dad shoves the sandpaper in his toolbox, picks up his plane and rubs it down with a cloth. He wipes his brow with the damp arm of his jumper.

Mammy comes back, puts her hands on my shoulders and says in my ear, ‘On the night of the flood, Old Kelp stretched her spindly arms to the sky. Her fingers had crescent moons for claws. All kinds of badnesses swam out of her mouth in shrieks and groans on the night of the first flood, and a year later, on the night of the second, and two years after, on the day of the third. Now careful, Kip. You know all the stories about her, but you mustn’t talk about doing the fair. It’s the same for all of us, and I’m not saying I saw anything or didn’t when it was my turn, but I’d never risk my eyes or tongue, and neither should—’

‘I haven’t—’

She puts her finger on my lips. ‘Well, good. Keep it that way.’

Dad shakes his head at Mammy. ‘Crescent moons for claws. You’ve got a sense of drama, I’ll give you that.’

She squeezes my shoulders and lets go. There’s a rule that whoever is doing the fair can’t talk about anything they’ve seen or heard up at Old Kelp’s cottage, not ever. I know from all the stories that she’ll curse us if we speak. Someone from our village once did, years ago. All he said was that when he opened her gate, he saw her face at the window, and her skin was as ancient and cracked as a cliff. Soon after saying this, he went blind and lost the use of his tongue.

I check Mammy’s gone into the kitchen so she’ll not hear me. At the back door, I quietly ask Dad, ‘Were more people moving to our village when those other floods happened?’

‘Never can remember dates and years.’ He puts the plane on top of his toolbox and gives them both to me. They’re so heavy I nearly drop them.

He grabs a broom from against the brick wall and brushes away the wood shavings. I can hear Mammy filling the kettle in the kitchen as I put his toolbox and plane on the doorstep next to my feet.

‘Did anyone see Old Kelp do the flood trouble?’

‘Ah,’ he says, still sweeping, ‘that’s the question, but everyone’s sure she did it. We all had to help build the tunnels to stop her floods coming in so high. And when the tunnels stopped the village flooding, Old Kelp put trouble on the land not to grow potatoes.’

I whisper, ‘Who saw her do that?’

The sky throws down heavy rain. Dad curses under his breath and says, ‘Your mammy knows weather. Enough about Old Kelp.’ Rain soaks his short black hair and the shoulders of his jumper turn dark brown with wet as he puts the broom in his outdoor tool cupboard. Water runs off his nose and stubbled chin as he bolts the cupboard closed and pushes past me to get indoors.

He stubs his foot on the toolbox and growls. ‘You could bloody help more, not just watch!’ He picks up the toolbox and plane and takes them through to the
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