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      For all my good friends from over the years, 
both old and new, here, there and everywhere, 
each and every one a piece of my puzzle.
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      As the warm morning sun broke through at daybreak, Cathy Carter, still as a terracotta soldier standing guard, was looking
         down at her daughter sleeping. It looked a peaceful sleep – no tossing and turning, no screaming out – but how could Cathy
         be sure? How was she to know if the little girl was screaming inside as mind-demons battled?
      

      
      Smiling, she lightly touched the shiny hair, fresh and clean from her shower the night before. There was no doubt about it,
         the child was exceptionally beautiful; the features of both parents jumped out of her face as Cathy stared down.
      

      
      If Cathy hadn’t known better, she would have thought that the pose was faked, it was so perfect. Sammy-Jo was lying on her
         back with her thick dark hair fanning out across the pillow and fluffy eyelashes stretched across her cheeks like plump spider-legs.
         Sammy-Jo, her beloved child, with the face of an angel, but occasionally the temperament of a practising she-devil.
      

      
      As Cathy wondered which of her parents the child would ultimately take after, she prayed silently that Sammy-Jo would be a
         combination of the best of both of them and none of the worst: her father’s single-mindedness but not his arrogance; her mother’s
         resilience but not her lack of self-worth. But Cathy knew there were no guarantees. Maybe just happiness would be enough.
      

      
      Silently a figure appeared beside her and threaded his arm round her waist.

      
      ‘Isn’t it time you came out? You’ve been here all night. Come on, I’ll make you a nice strong cup of coffee. She’ll call as
         soon as she wakes.’ Pulling her close he buried his head in her hair. ‘You have to let go; you mustn’t pass your own demons
         on to Sammy-Jo.’
      

      
      Cathy looked up at him. ‘I know that but I can’t help it. This is all my fault. I shouldn’t have taken her away.’ The dark
         almond eyes filled with tears that she impatiently brushed away. ‘I know what it’s like to have nightmares about the past,
         to remember the horrors of childhood. I never wanted that for a child of mine.’
      

      
      As she spoke Sammy-Jo’s eyes flickered open. She looked disorientated.

      
      Scanning the room quickly she cried out, ‘Where’s Tracy?’

      
      ‘It’s OK, sweetheart, Tracy will come and see you soon. She had a few things to sort out.’

      
      ‘Can I go out and play today?’

      
      Cathy’s heart sank. The last thing she wanted was for her child to be out of her sight. Just as she was about to reply she felt the arm round her waist tighten. He was telling her to be strong.
      

      
      She gritted her teeth, then smiled down at her daughter.

      
      ‘After breakfast, OK? I want to have a little chat with you first …’

   
      
      Chapter One
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      The violent shaking of her shoulders and the urgent voice in her ear brought Cathy out of a deep sleep but it took a second
         for her to register her sister leaning over the bed.
      

      
      ‘Cathy, get up! Move yourself quickly, there’s a fire …’

      
      The girl blinked, unsure if it was a dream.

      
      ‘Get up now! The house is on fire! We’ve got to get out …’

      
      The voice was now a scream and Cathy was being pulled roughly from her bed. Suddenly wide awake she could hear the wail of
         approaching fire engines. Scrambling in the darkness, she felt herself being dragged by the arm from the safety of her room
         out into the smoke-filled hall.
      

      
      Thick choking smoke filled the girls’ noses and throats as, holding hands, they made their way through the dark towards the
         front door. Just as they reached the door it burst open and the porch was filled with the shadowy outline of bulky firefighters,
         who quickly bustled them to the safety of the garden.
      

      
      ‘Is there anyone else inside?’
      

      
      ‘Yes, my parents are upstairs. I couldn’t reach them … I don’t know where Jane is.’

      
      ‘Who’s Jane?’ the fireman asked sharply as he tried to assess the situation.

      
      ‘My twin sister.’

      
      At that moment one of the firefighters came out with an arm round a young woman who was shaking from head to toe.

      
      ‘That’s Jane, that’s her …’ Alison ran across the front lawn and the twin sisters fell crying into each other’s arms.

      
      A paramedic wrapped a blanket around Cathy’s shoulders and gently led her to a waiting ambulance.

      
      Sitting upright on a trolley in the back of the open-doored ambulance, unhurt but shocked and coughing, Cathy tried to think
         through what had happened. Just a few hours ago the family had gone to bed as normal, her parents up to their second-floor
         bedroom, the twins to their room on the first floor and Cathy to hers on the ground floor. Now she couldn’t figure out how
         their beautiful home could be billowing smoke and flames.
      

      
      Jane and Alison were herded into the ambulance.

      
      ‘What about Mum and Dad? Where are they?’ Cathy asked.

      
      The twins looked at each other before speaking. ‘They’re trying to get them out now but they must be trapped at the top.’

      
      ‘What happened?’ Cathy started to sob as the full horror of the situation hit her. ‘How can the house have just caught fire?’

      
      The twins both leaned forward and hugged the young girl.
      

      
      ‘We don’t know … we just don’t know. We woke up and there were flames.’

      
      ‘That’s right – flames and smoke. Jane went to wake Mum and Dad and dial 999, and I ran to get you. That’s all we know.’

      
      ‘That’s right, that’s all we know … flames and smoke. I went to wake Mum and Dad but I couldn’t get up there so I ran
         down again. I couldn’t see through the smoke … I was choking …’
      

      
      The paramedic looked curiously at the trio in his ambulance. The older identical twins, both thick-set and plain with long
         curly mousy hair, clones of each other in looks, mannerisms and speech, and the tiny teenager with bright red hair and oriental
         features, looked an unlikely combination to be sisters, even without the obvious age difference.
      

      
      After covering them in blankets and checking their blood pressure he concentrated on Cathy, who was shivering with shock as
         she watched, almost in a trance, the drama that was unfolding before her.
      

      
      High pressure hoses were playing water up to the roof of the house in an effort to hold back the flames as a platform was
         raised from a fire tender towards the top bedroom window under the eaves. The popping of shattering windowpanes echoed in
         the night sky like sporadic gunfire.
      

      
      ‘Look, they’re going up to the bedroom. They must have found Mum and Dad. Do you think they’re OK?’

      
      Looking anxiously from one to the other, Cathy realised her sisters were back in their own world – the private world to which
         they always retreated together when things got tough. Silently holding hands, they were looking at but not seeing the activity
         that was raging in front of their eyes.
      

      
      ‘Ali? Janey? Say something, will you? For God’s sake, speak to me.’ Cathy used the only tone she knew would penetrate, unaware of the sharp look that the paramedic cast at her.
      

      
      In unison the twins blinked and looked at Cathy, suddenly back with her.

      
      ‘What did you say?’ Alison was the first to speak.

      
      ‘Sorry, Kitten, what did you say?’ Jane followed.

      
      ‘Look! They’re up at the bedroom window … They will be all right, won’t they?’

      
      The twins didn’t answer, just watched as first Bryan, then Elena Carter were passed through the window and lowered to the
         ground.
      

      
      Cathy made a move to get off the stretcher but was held back.

      
      ‘Don’t.’ The paramedic held her arm gently. ‘You have to let them do their job.’

      
      They all watched as the inert forms were roughly laid on the grass and quickly examined.

      
      ‘Get them to hospital, now.’
      

      
      The transfer of their parents to the second ambulance took only a matter of seconds, then it quickly sped off down the darkened
         drive, lights flashing and sirens blaring.
      

      
      ‘What’s happening? Are they OK?’ Cathy could feel the hysteria rising; no one was saying anything.
      

      
      Another paramedic appeared at the doors and closed them sharply before going round to the driver’s seat.

      
      ‘Right, ladies, we’re just taking you for a check-up. Soon be there.’

      
      ‘What about Mum and Dad? Are they OK?’

      
      ‘I’m sorry, I really don’t know. We’re going to the same hospital; they’ll give you more information there.’

      
      Cathy stared at her sisters, too frightened to close her eyes. She knew the nightmares of the past, nightmares that had taken
         nearly ten years to erase, were bubbling away in her head, ready to erupt again.
      

      
      The smell and taste of the smoke, the sound of crackling flames and the rat-a-tat of explosions had brought it all back … She could still remember her other life – the bombed and blazing houses, the blood-curdling screams, followed eventually
         by an eerie silence, accompanied by the smell of death … Suddenly she was there again, amid the devastation of the killing
         fields that had wiped out her entire family in one night.
      

      
      Eyes wide open she concentrated on the journey. She didn’t want to remember.

      
      The three of them were carefully checked, given the all-clear and taken by a sympathetic but obviously uncomfortable young
         nurse into a small but homely lounge designated for the waiting families of the desperately ill.
      

      
      ‘I promise, as soon as there is any news someone will be with you.’ She patted Cathy on the hand and smiled encouragingly. ‘They’re doing all they can for your parents. Try not
         to worry too much.’
      

      
      ‘That sounds OK, doesn’t it?’ Cathy looked from Alison to Jane expectantly. ‘Doesn’t it?’

      
      The twins shrugged silently as the girl walked over to the glass door and peered through the blinds at the accident and emergency
         department outside. Like any fifteen-year-old, Cathy had paid the odd visit to Casualty over her childhood years, but never
         before in the early hours of the morning and certainly never for anything more serious than a bang on the head or a sprained
         ankle.
      

      
      The nurse returned with a tray of coffee and a warm dressing gown and a pair of thick socks for Cathy. The twins were well
         wrapped up in their matching purple candlewick wraps and slippers that they had managed to put on before raising the alarm.
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry they’re not very fashionable, Cathy, but at least you’ll be warm for the time being. I’m sure some clothes will
         get sorted out tomorrow for you all.’
      

      
      ‘Have you heard anything yet about Mum and Dad?’

      
      ‘Sorry, love, I still don’t know anything.’ The nurse smiled compassionately at the stricken girl. ‘As soon as there’s any
         news you’ll be the first to know.’
      

      
      Barely were the words out when the door opened again and the doctor came in, the expression on his face giving them the news
         before he even opened his mouth.
      

      
      Cathy screamed, ‘They’re dead, aren’t they?’

      
      Their faces expressionless, Alison and Jane moved quickly across the room and stood either side of her, each taking a hand.
      

      
      ‘I’m really sorry. We did everything we could but the smoke inhalation was too severe. I know it’s small comfort but they
         wouldn’t have known anything. They were both still in bed when the fire brigade got in there … I’m so very sorry, we really
         did try …’
      

      
      He gave a few discreet instructions to the nurse as he left the small room, the saddest room in the hospital where news of
         serious injury and death were regularly delivered to distressed relatives.
      

      
      The three sisters were admitted to a ward for the night and discharged the next day to a local hotel just in time to see and
         read all about the fire in the papers and on the news. Cathy hadn’t even noticed the photographers and news crews at the time
         but the devastating scene was graphically portrayed for the nation. A couple of opportunist journalists were even trying to
         get into the hotel for a quote from the grieving family, but the staff were determined to protect the three sisters.
      

      
      Watching television on the small screen that flickered in the corner of the unwelcoming hotel bedroom, Cathy found it hard
         to relate to the fact that the familiar news reporter looking out at her, speaking to her, was actually talking about her family. Emotionally detached from the reporting, she watched it all, hypnotised by the drama being played out.
      

      
      The news report was relayed from outside the still-burning house that bore little resemblance to her home. The report was
         sensitive and sympathetic, but only portrayed a fleeting glimpse of the tragedy.
      

      
      ‘Local business couple Bryan and Elena Carter died last night in a tragic fire at their country home in the heart of the New
         Forest. The wealthy couple had only recently sold their business, Carter’s Haulage, to concentrate on their retirement together.’
         The reporter hesitated as the camera panned across the front of the property, taking in the scene of destruction. ‘Their three
         daughters, twins Alison and Jane, aged twenty-five, and adopted teenage daughter Cathy, were also in the house at the time.
         All three escaped unscathed, but obviously deeply shocked. The close-knit local community is finding it hard to accept the
         death of this popular couple who contributed so much to the area.’
      

      
      ‘Carter’s Haulage.’ Cathy spoke the words out loud. It was almost as if she was hearing them for the first time. She had never given much thought
         to the business that kept the family in luxury. Her father had often spoken proudly about starting the business from scratch
         with one secondhand lorry, and then slowly building up to a fleet that regularly travelled across the whole of Europe.
      

      
      Thinking back to when she was small, she remembered having the occasional treat of sitting up high in the cab, waving importantly
         at any passing vehicle as they trundled down the motorways. But before long her father had given up the driving and she had
         lost interest. Sitting in an office while her father made countless phone calls just wasn’t the same.
      

      
      Now the retirement that her parents had planned and looked forward to for so long was not to be, and Cathy was well aware that her own future was decidedly uncertain. Suddenly, again, she was homeless, her parents were dead, and
         she was left to wonder what her future would hold.
      

      
      Standing together in silence, the three sisters, accompanied by a fire chief and two police officers, surveyed in daylight
         the house that was now a sodden, blackened shell. The first and second floors were destroyed by fire and smoke, with the ground
         floor blackened and water-logged. The gardens surrounding the house, once pristine lawns and perfectly manicured flowerbeds,
         had been churned up into a muddy swamp by rescue vehicles and big boots.
      

      
      Tears pouring down her face, Cathy stared, shell-shocked, up at the top floor.

      
      ‘What are we going to do?’ she cried to the twins, not really expecting much response. Cathy had spent the last ten years
         – two thirds of her life – as part of the Carter family, and she accepted her adoptive sisters’ strange behaviour, rarely
         questioning it, but now she wanted to lash out at them, get a reaction. Anything would be preferable to the detached air of
         acceptance they were displaying.
      

      
      Although they loved her in their own way – as much as they could love anyone other than each other – and she loved them, at
         that moment she hated the two unemotional women who were viewing the scene almost dispassionately.
      

      
      ‘Say something,will you? We can’t live here, we haven’t got anything … Where are we going to go?’
      

      
      The twins suddenly came alive.

      
      ‘We’re going to have the house rebuilt and we’re going to look after you.’

      
      ‘That’s right, we’re going to look after you, Kitten. It’ll be the three of us together in this house … I can see it now.
         It won’t take long and it’s insured …’
      

      
      Alison started walking around the outside while Jane stayed with Cathy.

      
      ‘Did you hear that? It won’t take long and then it’ll be as if it never happened.’

      
      ‘What do you mean, never happened? Mum and Dad are dead. They died here. How can we pretend it never happened? I hate you both.’
      

      
      Silently the twins just exchanged identical surprised looks.

      
      The fire chief and the police investigator also exchanged glances. They both felt uncomfortable with the twins’ behaviour
         and found it awkward dealing with a fifteen-year-old who appeared to be the voice for all three of them. They had tried directing
         their questions at the twins but it was nearly always Cathy who answered for them and herself.
      

      
      Preliminary investigations showed that the fire had probably started in the twins’ sitting room on the first floor, which
         was separated from their bedroom by their own bathroom and tiny kitchen. They had apparently gone to bed, carelessly leaving
         several candles and oil burners alight and the window slightly open. It had only taken a slight breeze to fan the swathes
         of gossamer-thin voile drapes into the flames. By the time the twins smelled the smoke and went to investigate it was too late to do anything
         other than get out. Luckily there had been time to get to Cathy.
      

      
      When the three girls were out of earshot the fire officer could not resist voicing his opinion.

      
      ‘Those two are weird, aren’t they? It’s not normal for even twins to be that alike, especially at their age. Bloody hell,
         they’re adults and still dressing alike and sharing the same bedroom. It’s spooky, if you ask me. Even their bloody socks
         match, and they won’t look at us … There’s more to this than meets the eye. Psychopaths the pair of them – wouldn’t surprise
         me if they torched the place themselves. What do you reckon?’
      

      
      The other man looked at him distastefully but before he could reply the accompanying policewoman retorted, ‘No one’s asking
         you and it’s not for us to reckon, as you so delicately put it. You’re both here to check out the fire and the facts and I’m here to support them all. No one
         really gives a toss what you think unless it’s about the actual cause of the fire. Don’t forget they’ve lost their parents.’
      

      
      ‘Yeah, and that’s another thing. A fifteen-year-old Vietnamese orphan and twin loons – the parents must have been a bit …’ He paused. ‘It’s all a bit odd, if you know what I mean, very odd in fact.’
      

      
      ‘No, I don’t know what you mean. Now let’s get on with the job we’re here for.’

      
      Turning sharply away from the men she went over to the three sisters and touched Cathy gently on the shoulder.

      
      ‘Do you know what you’re going to do yet? There’s lots of people, organisations, that can help you—’
      

      
      Before she could finish Alison interrupted her sharply. ‘We’re fine, thank you, we don’t need outsiders. Jane and I will take
         care of Cathy. We’re going to move into the flat over the shop until the house is rebuilt and then move back. We’ll manage,
         thank you.’
      

      
      She turned her attention to the fire chief who was still a distance away. ‘Can we go into the house yet and see what’s salvageable?’

      
      His discomfort was almost tangible as he responded to the loud abrupt tone of the woman who spoke confidently but didn’t make
         eye contact. It bothered him immensely that there was no way of knowing which twin was which.
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry, Miss Carter, but no, we’re still carrying out checks – the investigators are in there now – then we’ve got to
         make the property safe. Maybe in a couple of days … Now I do have a few questions I have to ask …’
      

      
      Once again the twins looked blankly away as Cathy answered as best she could.

      
      Looking out of the hotel bedroom window as daylight broke, and watching the rain continuing to lash down, Cathy was relieved.
         It was the day of the funeral and the thought of a nice sunny spring day was too much to bear. At least now the weather was
         as bad as it should be for a funeral, depressing and sad.
      

      
      The last time Cathy had visited the hotel in the heart of the New Forest had been on Mother’s Day when they’d all gone there for lunch – Mum, Dad, the twins and herself. That had been a lovely sunny day, and afterwards they had gone for
         a drive to see the ponies and their new foals that roamed free through the woodland. Cathy had loved the quaint old building
         then, and now, a few short weeks later, it seemed a singularly inappropriate place to be, waiting for the funeral of her beloved
         adoptive parents.
      

      
      Hearing a knock on the door, she wiped her eyes and opened it, knowing Alison and Jane would be there.

      
      ‘We’re going down for breakfast. We’ve still got two hours before we have to leave for the church.’

      
      ‘I couldn’t eat anything, not today. I don’t know how you can. The thought of it turns my stomach.’

      
      The twins exchanged glances.

      
      ‘You must eat or you’ll feel ill during the service. Come on, even if you just have some toast.’ Jane took Cathy’s hand and
         led her purposefully out on to the landing as Alison closed the door firmly behind her. Cathy knew there was no point in arguing
         with her sisters.
      

      
      Heads turned and diners did double takes at the three of them entering the sunny conservatory, where the breakfast buffet
         was laid out.
      

      
      Both about six feet tall and fourteen stone, Alison and Jane were swathed identically from head to toe in long flowing black
         velvet dresses, with the darkest of purple shawls wrapped around their shoulders and black Alice bands holding their uncontrollable
         curly hair back. Every finger displayed identical huge silver rings and their necks and wrists jangled with matching silver
         chains and bracelets.
      

      
      In between them was the diminutive Cathy, with her neat oriental features and shocking red spiky hair. Her six-stone frame
         looked almost skeletal in the skin-tight black trousers and polo-neck jumper she had chosen the day before when the three
         of them had gone shopping. The knee-high boots that her parents would never have allowed her to have served only to make her
         look even thinner.
      

      
      The sisters had had to start from scratch as everything they owned had been destroyed in the fire. It had perturbed Cathy
         at the time that the twins seemed to be enjoying the shopping trip as they scoured the shops and market stalls, but she knew
         they could be strange at the best of times so she didn’t say anything. She just trailed sadly along behind them, aware that
         she was all but invisible to them.
      

      
      Cathy was used to the looks and remarks that the twins attracted, but Alison and Jane never seemed to notice, so now Cathy
         chose to ignore the attention. It really wasn’t the right time to get into a defensive argument with the starers and sniggerers
         of whom there were certainly a few in the restaurant.
      

      
      The girls found their table and the twins headed straight for the buffet bar, leaving Cathy to order the tea and coffee for
         all of them.
      

      
      Over breakfast, Alison was very matter-of-fact and as unemotional as ever.

      
      ‘Now, the cars are coming at eleven – I hope everyone is here by then. The service is at eleven-thirty, then back here afterwards.
         I think we’ll have to leave the shop closed today but Tuesday is always a quiet day so it shouldn’t affect it too much …’
      

      
      ‘How can you even think about the shop when we’re sitting here waiting for Mum and Dad’s funeral?’ Cathy burst out. ‘You two
         can be so callous sometimes!’
      

      
      Jane looked at her in surprise. ‘We have to deal with what’s ahead. We can’t change the past so we have to plan the future.
         Now it’s just the three of us the shop is important; so is the rebuilding of the house.’
      

      
      ‘That’s right,’ Alison joined in. ‘Until all the finances are sorted out we have to manage carefully and make plans. Now eat
         your breakfast, Kitten. We’ve got a long day ahead of us.’
      

      
      Cathy picked at a slice of dry toast and tried to clear her mind but the images kept coming back.

      
      Her memories of ten years before were clear as a bell despite the fact that she’d been only five years old at the time.

      
      As one of the older orphans on the airlift from Vietnam to England she’d spent most of the flight helping with the babies
         and toddlers, who had either screamed with fear or sat silently, shell-shocked by the horrors that had led to their being
         bustled on to the huge aircraft by kindly strangers and flown to the unknown on the other side of the world.
      

      
      She could still remember her own fear, sick and petrifying, that had enveloped her as the engines had roared into life and
         the plane lifted into the sky, pushing her back in her seat. She had wanted desperately to get off and run back to the comforting group of ramshackle huts that had become a makeshift orphanage. It may have been a dangerous
         and horrific place to be but at least it was familiar territory and everyone spoke the same language.
      

      
      The twins were fifteen when Cathy was adopted into their family. It was several years before she realised they were different.

      
      Different not just from her, but from everyone else as well. They were incredibly close, even for identical twins. Their lives
         revolved around each other totally and they spent every minute together, communicating secretly and excluding the outside
         world as much as possible.
      

      
      But strange as they were, Cathy loved them and she knew they cared about her in their own way, even if they didn’t, couldn’t
         show it.
      

      
      Cathy racked her brains to try and get a clear picture of her life, but there was just a jumble of images that she couldn’t
         place in order. She couldn’t remember much about the time after her arrival apart from being hugged and kissed by yet more
         strangers and then being whisked away for her first journey in a car. She could, however, remember her first meeting with
         the Carter family.
      

      
      ‘Come along now, Kim-Li. This is Mr and Mrs Carter. They’ve come to meet you. They would like to be your new parents.’ The
         woman’s hand had fluttered about in the direction of the visitors. ‘This is Alison and this is Jane – they’ll be your sisters.’
      

      
      The matron of the small children’s home had smiled encouragingly as she introduced them all. ‘Now I’m going to prepare the dinner, so I’ll leave you to get to know each other.’
      

      
      The still-traumatised five-year-old girl didn’t really take in the man and woman – they were just another two well-meaning
         adults like all the others – but she had been mesmerised by the two identical girls who stood slightly behind them, looking
         bored and gazing into the middle distance.
      

      
      They didn’t stare at her, they didn’t fake cheery smiles and they certainly didn’t seem the least bit interested in her as
         a new sister.
      

      
      One of the girls had spoken suddenly. ‘You said her name was Cathy.’

      
      It sounded like an accusation.

      
      ‘That’s right, darling,’ said the woman gently, ‘but her birth name is Kim-Li. As soon as she comes to us we’ll call her Cathy.’

      
      ‘Why?’

      
      ‘Why what?’ the woman had wanted to know.

      
      ‘Why change her name if she’s already got one?’

      
      ‘Because this will be the start of a new life for her. A new life and a new name. We’re all going to help her forget the things
         that have happened to her.This little girl is going to be part of our family.’
      

      
      Smiling at her, the woman had taken hold of Kim-Li’s hand. ‘Shall we all go for a walk?

      
      The child hadn’t been able to tear her gaze away from the twins. Already tall and broad, but still with the gawky stature
         of adolescence, they were exactly the same both in features and dress. She had been fascinated. She couldn’t even remember having seen twins before, let alone any like Alison and Jane.
      

      
      As they had all walked awkwardly around the grounds the diminutive child had worked her way through until she was standing
         between the two sisters. Tentatively she had looked up at them and smiled first at one, then the other. ‘Hello … hello
         …’
      

      
      The twins had registered their first change of expression.

      
      ‘Hello,’ they replied in unison, surprise written all over their faces.

      
      It had been the start of a strange relationship between the three of them.

      
      The funeral cars drew up outside the hotel and, despite her pain, Cathy felt some satisfaction as she saw one of the sniggering
         couples from the restaurant looking suitably embarrassed as she and the twins climbed into the lead car for the short drive
         to the village church.
      

      
      The young girl maintained her composure throughout the service and the journey to the crematorium, but as soon as the matching
         coffins disappeared one after the other behind the black and purple curtains, the reality of the occasion hit her. She tried
         to break away from the twins and head for the curtains but they restrained her forcibly.
      

      
      ‘Don’t let them burn,’ she shouted suddenly. ‘DON’T BURN THEM!’ She screamed and screamed as the twins held her at either
         side. Helping hands reached from all angles but the twins brushed everyone aside and purposefully led Cathy outside into the
         porch.
      

      
      The beating rain had lessened to a drizzle and a weak sun was starting to come out.
      

      
      ‘See, Kitten, they’re OK. The sun is shining now. Let’s go and look at the flowers – there are so many. Come on, Jane, let’s
         take her to see the flowers.’
      

      
      The rest of the day passed in a haze for Cathy. She felt she was being surrounded and suffocated by well-meaning relations
         and friends when all she wanted was to be alone with her grief. She wished that the circumstances had been different, that
         she could have grieved in her own bedroom surrounded by all her familiar things, but all she had was an impersonal hotel room
         where every sound echoed eerily down the corridors, and little more than the clothes she stood up in.
      

      
      She desperately wanted to see Sally, the golden Labrador who had survived the fire but was now in boarding kennels on the
         other side of the Forest, taken there by the police that same night.
      

      
      Nearly everything she owned was gone … again.

      
      Just days later, as far as Alison and Jane were concerned, things were back to normal apart from the inconvenience of having
         to live in a cramped one-bedroom flat.
      

      
      ‘Why have I got to go back to school? Why can’t I just help you in the shop? I won’t get in the way. I could help with the
         rearranging.’
      

      
      ‘No, Kitten, you have to go back – at least until the end of next year. Then you can decide. Jane and I have more than enough
         to do sorting this whole business out without having you under our feet.’
      

      
      Cathy knew there was little point in arguing; when the twins set their minds on something it was always the two of them firmly
         united.
      

      
      Wandering round the tiny shop, she picked things up and put them down again aimlessly. It was five years since her parents
         had accepted the fact that the twins would never be able to find jobs that catered for their eccentricity and had set them
         up in the shop. Cathy had always loved the dark and mystical atmosphere that her sisters had created. Now she could see that
         at the time it was probably assumed, and possibly hoped, that the twins would live over the shop but they never did move from
         the family home and the flat had become a storeroom.
      

      
      The shop, The Crystal Cave, was a big tourist attraction in the village during the holiday season, a quaint odd-shaped building
         that looked like an afterthought added to the row of shops that snaked down the steep hill. All but the shortest had to duck
         as they walked through the doorway and fought their way through tinkling wind chimes into the dark-beamed room. If several
         customers were in there at once the place was crowded. Shelves and display units bowed under the weight of ornaments, jewellery
         and books all relating to witchcraft and the occult, and the scented oil burners and candles that were constantly alight added
         to the atmosphere and the mystique that had grown up around the twins.
      

      
      The centrepiece of the shop was a smoked-glass cabinet that housed a selection of crystal balls carefully displayed on layers of rich black velvet and gently lit from underneath. Everyone who visited the shop was drawn to it, mesmerised
         by the flickering lights, and the strange twins swathed in dark flowing clothes and looking for all the world like identical
         storybook witches.
      

      
      Visitors were never sure if they were for real but a lot of the locals were certain there really was something dark and spooky
         about them. Many gave them a wide berth but that suited Alison and Jane: they had always only ever wanted each other.
      

      
      It had embarrassed Cathy when she first found out they were known as ‘the twin witches’ but all they would ever say was, ‘Why
         should we care if people are stupid enough to believe that? It’s good for business!’
      

      
      ‘Kitten, will you leave things alone? If you keep picking things up then so will everyone else. Now go back upstairs and sort
         out your new uniform – sew on the labels and do whatever else you have to do to get ready for school tomorrow.’
      

      
      ‘I’m not going tomorrow.’ Cathy stamped her foot and pouted. ‘It’s too soon. I’ll go on Monday if I have to, but not before
         … and stop calling me Kitten.’
      

      
      Alison looked bemused by the outburst and silently ran her fingers through her wild hair, twisting it into a knot over one
         shoulder. After a few seconds she carried on vaguely shifting and shuffling cartons and carrier bags in an attempt to fit
         even more into the already cluttered shop.
      

      
      ‘OK then, Monday, but only if you keep out of here. Now we’ve had to move all the stock out of the flat – we’re too pushed for space as it is.’
      

      
      ‘Can I go and get Sally back?’

      
      ‘No. How many more times? There’s no room!’
      

      
      Local well-wishers had quickly produced a selection of furniture and essentials so the flat was now as habitable and furnished
         as it could be in the short time since the fire. Cathy hated it; she thought it was more like a dolls’ house. It was all so
         different from what she was used to. She hadn’t realised until then how lucky she had been to live in a big house with a large
         and pretty room full of things she’d chosen for herself.
      

      
      As she walked up the small winding iron staircase that went straight into the lounge she thought about the wide welcoming
         entrance hall of the old house with its spacious lobby and sweeping stairs.
      

      
      Wandering sadly over to the window she looked out over the street, seeing the holidaymakers roaming up and down, laughing
         and enjoying themselves. She could hear the twins carrying on downstairs just as usual, and her sadness was suddenly overwhelming
         as she tried to make sense of what had happened, how her life could have altered so much in such a short space of time.
      

      
      She picked up the phone and dialled.

      
      ‘Hi, Tim, it’s Cathy. I really need someone to talk to.’

      
      Tim O’Connor was in the same class as Cathy and his adoration of her was the cause of much hilarity at their school. He followed
         her around like a puppy, and would have walked to John O’Groats over broken glass if she’d asked. It was obvious to everyone
         except Cathy that he was besotted with her; she simply saw a friend in the painfully shy young lad whose life was blighted by poor eyesight, rampant
         acne and lank hair.
      

      
      ‘Are you OK? I did phone you but your sister said you didn’t want to speak to me.’

      
      ‘I wasn’t avoiding you personally, Tim. I didn’t really want to speak to anyone until now. Will you meet me down by the river?’

      
      ‘I’ll be there as soon as I can!’

      
      Cathy was tucked out of sight under the small bridge, knees drawn up under her chin, but she knew Tim would find her. She
         didn’t look up as he skidded his precious bike to a halt at the top of the bank, dumping it on its side unceremoniously in
         his haste before hurtling down the slope, a blur of skinny arms and legs. Silently he took his place beside her. The strands
         of straw in his hair and the strong smell of horses on his muddy boots and raggedy body warmer were comforting to her, a familiar
         normality from the past.
      

      
      ‘Were you mucking out?’ Cathy asked, still not looking up.

      
      He smiled sheepishly. ‘Do I smell that bad? Sorry, I just came straight here.’

      
      ‘You’ll get in trouble. I’m sorry—’

      
      ‘No, it’s OK,’ he reassured her. ‘I explained to Mum and she’s fine about it. I’ll finish off when I get back unless Julie
         feels sorry for me and does it.’ He looked sideways at her. ‘They both send their love. Everyone’s really upset by what happened.’
      

      
      Side by side, they looked into the water at their feet, embarrassed by their shifting roles. Throughout their friendship Cathy
         had always been the strong one, the one who reassured Tim and stood up for him against his playground tormentors. The delicate-looking
         young girl never had any inhibitions about wading into the thick of arguments and fights, and was never slow in voicing her
         opinions. Her reputation as a wildcat and the accompanying respect was well earned.
      

      
      ‘Mum said you’ve always looked out for me and now it’s my turn to help you but I don’t know what to do.’

      
      Tim looked so miserable Cathy felt more upset for him than for herself and that proved to be the trigger. Suddenly the emotions
         that she had managed to keep a close rein on escaped and her whole body started shaking as she tried to keep the tears in
         by tightly screwing up her whole face.
      

      
      ‘What have I done?’ she wailed. ‘Am I a bad person? There must be a reason why God’s punishing me – first my parents in Vietnam,
         now Mum and Dad here. It must be punishment … why else would it happen again?’
      

      
      The teenage boy was at a complete loss. His heart ached for her but all he could think of to do was reach out and touch her
         tentatively on the hand until she was all cried out.
      

      
      As the sobs subsided and Cathy pulled a tissue out of her pocket, Tim looked at her curiously.

      
      ‘You’ve never mentioned Vietnam before …’

      
      ‘I know. Mum and Dad never really wanted to talk about it, I think they thought that if they didn’t mention it I would forget. But you don’t forget things like that, you just stop thinking about it all the time.’
      

      
      ‘Tell me about it then – if you want to …’

      
      Cathy looked off into the distance. ‘It’s difficult. Because I’ve never talked about it it’s hard to remember what really
         happened … I don’t remember much about my other family before the bombing, but I still have the images of what happened
         afterwards. I wasn’t there – I must have wandered off or gone to get something – but there was a terrible noise as the planes
         swooped over and I ran for cover. Just like I’d been told to do. The noise stopped and eventually I went back, but there was
         nothing there. Everyone was dead and the village was flattened.’
      

      
      Tim remained silent as Cathy hesitated and screwed up her face as she tried to think. ‘I don’t know how long I hid for, but
         I do know I was starving and so thirsty. Then someone found me and I was taken miles away to some huts where there were loads
         of other children. Then I was brought to England.’
      

      
      ‘Don’t you remember what your mum and dad looked like? What about brothers and sisters?’

      
      ‘I don’t know. I just know that everyone was killed, so no one knew anything about me. I was just another orphan.’

      
      Tim’s eyes were wide open. ‘Someone must have known something—’

      
      ‘Don’t be such a prat, Tim,’ Cathy snapped, her black eyes flashing as she glared at him. ‘There were thousands of orphans,
         all the children were rounded up and sent to anywhere that there might be food and shelter. I might not talk about it or even really remember it, but I’ve read about it. I know what happened.’
      

      
      ‘So how did you end up in the Forest?’

      
      ‘The orphans were dispersed all over the world. I was sent to England and adopted by Mum and Dad here.’

      
      Tim’s tone was almost envious as he tried, unsuccessfully, to understand the enormity of it all. ‘Well, you did all right
         then, from a village in the jungle to a rich family here. You’ve always had everything as far as I can remember.’
      

      
      Cathy glared at him, her anger written all over her face. ‘Yes, Tim. Everything, absolutely fucking everything. Now just think
         about it before you say anything else really stupid.’ Standing up quickly, Cathy aimed a kick at his leg, but missed.
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry, Cathy, please sit down. I was only trying to help.’

      
      ‘Yes, well if that’s helping then you’re no bloody good at it!’ Reluctantly she sank back to the ground beside Tim. ‘Just
         imagine it, I was five years old alone in a new country with a new language, new everything. Not to mention being the only
         foreigner at school where everyone was under orders to be nice to the poor little Vietnamese orphan!’
      

      
      Tim’s face was bright red with embarrassment. ‘I just didn’t think …’

      
      ‘It doesn’t matter now.’ Cathy put her head in her hands. ‘Nothing matters now. I’m back to where I started … with nothing.
         Absolutely bugger all!’
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