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Chapter 1

I am half a person.

The darkest half. The half that isn’t quite fifty per cent.

My fire alarm doesn’t look as pristine as it should, so I stand up on my mattress and press the test button. It bleeps. I test it again because I read on Quora one time – a comment embedded deep inside a thread – that it’s possible to get a false positive.

Sometimes I feel like I am a false positive.

Not sometimes. For at least eighteen of the past twenty-two years. Since I was four years old. That’s when I realised two important things in life. First: there are no such things as identical twins. Second: the universe conspires to trip you up.

I test the alarm again and it bleeps.

I lie back down on the bed and the four baby-safe pillows compress under the weight of my head. Pillows made with air holes. Breathable pillow slips. It’s rare that a full-grown adult woman suffocates from lying face-down in her sleep, but it is not impossible. There was a reported case in South Korea last year.

On my bedside table rests a knife with a three-inch blade. It’s legal because it does not lock and the blade is short, but I made sure to order the toughest knife available. It’s a balance of risks. Being incarcerated, even short-term, even just being questioned by the police, versus the risk of being violently attacked in my own home.

My entire existence is made up of balancing risks. KT, my twin, has never felt the need.

I want to move to the kitchen to make a cup of tea, but I will not leave while my phone is charging. Reddit taught me better. A retired firefighter shared his three top tips for avoiding house fires. This wasn’t his opinion; it was his conclusion after years of experience. First: avoid electric bed blankets. Second: avoid cheap Christmas lights. Third: never leave your phone charging on a flammable surface. I don’t watch my phone the whole time it’s charging, I’m not insane, but I do lie or sit next to it, within arm’s reach of my fire extinguisher and emergency fire blanket. There’s another pair of extinguishers in the far corner of the room. Another pair in every other room of my small Camden Town apartment. I believe in forward planning.

Camden may not be known as the safest area of London but, again, there is a balance to be found. Most people look at crime statistics and property prices and then they make their decision. I need to avoid crime and I need to avoid bankruptcy, both serious risks living here. I’m also mindful of other pertinent factors. My estate agent was more than a little surprised when I asked for the exact elevation above the River Thames. Like he hadn’t heard about rising sea levels. Like he hadn’t watched the documentary by a Dutch scientist on YouTube about how the Thames Flood Barrier is already outdated and how if we suffer a once-in-a-century storm surge much of London will end up underwater.

When I calculate my budget, I always try to keep some money back for Mum in case she ever needs it again. Five years ago Dad’s business almost went under. Mum has no job, no qualifications, no income. He doesn’t want her to work. I don’t feel comfortable with that set-up, that lack of autonomy, so I try to save a few pounds each month in case she ever needs it.

Next to my phone is a photo of them both. My parents: Paul and Elizabeth Raven. Good people. Caring and straightforward and down-to-earth. Honest, mostly. Mum is, at least. Next to that is a photo of me, Molly Raven, and my monozygotic twin, Katie, or, as I call her, KT. I don’t use the term ‘identical twin’ because it’s a blatant lie. A travesty. Our base DNA is identical, sure, but that’s about all that is.

We were once one person.

We are not any more.

The photograph was taken last year before KT moved to the USA. She had already broken the news to me and I can see that loss in my expression. The trauma of it.

We are not identical; she is prettier and funnier and she doesn’t need to constantly assess threats. ‘I’ll try anything once,’ is what she always says. Why would you do that? And why would you be proud of it? Back in our three-bedroom Nottinghamshire house growing up, she’d be the one trying ice-skating for the first time while I sat in the café with Mum, watching. She’d be the one volunteering for things in class, whereas I never volunteered for anything unless it made one or both of us safer.

If I look closely at the photo I can see the scar in her eyebrow from when she fell on a Cornwall beach when we were seven. I was the awkward one even back then. The anxious one. KT was the adventurous one, always rock-pooling and fishing crabs and wanting to swim. I was left on the beach within my windbreaks, slathered in sun block. Always safe. That day, when blood was dripping down into her eye, Mum and Dad trying to wash the wound from a bottle of water, I walked away. I couldn’t deal with the drama. The stares from other beachgoers. Or the fact that we looked so completely different in that moment. Mum and Dad worked hard to make sure I could handle everyday life, to ease my anxieties. But, in that moment, they were so focused on KT that they forgot about me. I walked off to sit on some rocks and nobody noticed. Mum and Dad were comforting KT, and in that instant they looked like a perfect family.

But she is my twin. That’s precious. She is the closest person to me in the whole world. We are not like other people. We were an egg cell – a singular, beautiful egg cell – that split in utero.

KT took half of me and I took half of KT. I don’t own pets because I can’t afford pets and because my landlord will not allow pets and because – and please feel free to research this for yourself – there are an estimated four thousand incidents recorded each year in Europe alone of dogs and cats killing or seriously maiming their owners. That’s one worry I can live without.

In the other corner of my room is a fireproof safe. In there I store my unused passport and my unused driving licence and my unused credit cards. I keep my documents up to date in case I need them for ID, or in case there’s a war and I need to flee. Ordinarily, I have no interest in international travel, even with all the insurance in the world. I will not drive because according to the Office for National Statistics driving is the second most dangerous everyday travel activity after motorcycling.

I’m curious to check my phone’s battery status but I will not be tempted to touch the screen. Never touch a phone that is being charged from a mains socket unless it’s to disconnect the plug. Never take that unnecessary risk. I read somewhere online that to touch a connecting phone that is charging increases the already heightened electrocution risk by up to three per cent. The charger will need to be replaced next week, it’s already a month old; the wires inside will be degrading.

My sister wouldn’t think twice about it. She’s so spontaneous and carefree that she manages to live life for the both of us. Has done since we were young girls. These days she’s so addicted to her phone, her likes and retweets. She told me last year she once took it with her into her bathroom using a fifteen-feet-long electrical extension cable. I could hardly breathe when she said that. And this was in New York City, half a world away, and I told her, I said ‘KT you must swear never to do that again. You must swear it to me.’

She did swear.

 

I’m sitting on the bed, putting on hand cream, when my phone rings.

It vibrates, and the vibrations make it slither slowly across my bedside table.

I check the screen. A number I don’t recognise.

A siren rings out in the distance but I can’t see flashing lights through my window. The noise grows. It intensifies and then I notice the police car speed by.

The phone vibrates in my hand.

I take a deep breath and then I accept the call. ‘Molly Raven speaking.’

There’s silence on the line, and then the sound of someone sniffing.

‘Who is this?’

‘Oh, Molly. It’s . . .’

‘Mum? What’s wrong?’ Mum never cries. She is a composed person. Methodical and calm.

‘Molly, it’s . . .’ And then the sound of a cry.

My stomach pulls tight in my abdomen. ‘Mum, what is it? Are you safe? Talk to me.’

But now it’s Dad’s voice on the phone. Soothing. His usual kind and patient tone. ‘Your mum, she’s . . .’

‘Dad, you’re scaring me.’

‘Moll, I don’t know how to tell you this.’ He pauses. ‘Oh, God. It’s . . . it’s your sister. I’m so sorry.’

I hear Mum sobbing in the background and my body turns to stone.

‘She’s gone, Moll.’


Chapter 2

‘What do you mean, she’s gone?’

There’s a pause on the line. My head knows what he’s saying but my body and my soul are failing me.

‘I’m . . .’ says Dad, his voice small. Trembling. ‘I’m so sorry, Moll.’

‘Where has KT gone? Dad, please. Is she missing in New York?’

There’s a longer pause. The sound of Mum crying in the background.

‘She’s dead, Molly. She’s gone.’

My blood coagulates in my veins. Even though I knew what he meant, the words are too much. I sit on the bed.

‘We want you to come right here if you can. I know it’s really difficult for you to travel, but . . .’

‘How?’ I say. ‘I don’t understand, Dad. It’s a mistake. How is she gone?’

I hear him swallow. ‘The police don’t know for sure yet. We found her in her apartment. She looked so peaceful, Moll.’

My mother screams.

‘Are you sure it was her, though? One hundred per cent certain?’

‘Yes, Moll, I’m sure. Katie is gone.’ He sniffs again. ‘The police here are investigating. Your mother and me, we want you here in New York with us. We need to be together.’

I look at my reflection in the window and my head is shaking by itself, willing all this away.

‘Are you OK, Molly? Is there anyone you can be with until you fly over here?’

There is nobody. ‘Fly over there? Dad, I . . .’ I can hear sirens from outside their Manhattan hotel room. Pulsing sirens. ‘What is that?’

‘Fire truck,’ says Dad. ‘It’s nothing. What did you want to say?’

‘I’ll come,’ I say. ‘Of course I’ll come. Is there a fast ship to New York?’

He says, ‘No, sweetie,’ in the soothing tone he’s used ever since I was a young girl. ‘We’ve checked. But the plane is safe. It’s completely safe.’

I swallow audibly. ‘I know it is,’ I say. ‘Statistically. I know it.’ One in a million. Less than one in a million. ‘I’ll be there as soon as I can. I’ll do it somehow. I . . .’

‘You have your breathing exercises, Molly. You’ll be OK.’

‘It’s just . . .’

‘What is it?’

‘I always thought I’d know, you know? I always thought if this ever happened I’d feel it somehow. Sense it.’

‘We didn’t sense it either, Moll.’

‘But you’re not twins. It’s totally different.’

‘I know. I’m sorry. Do you need help booking a flight?’

I take a deep breath. ‘I can do it.’

‘She looked so perfect.’ My father sniffs again but he does not cry.

‘But how? How did it happen? This cannot be.’

‘We don’t know yet, Moll. But the people here say she wasn’t in any pain at the end.’

Those two words shake me.

The.

End.

 

After we say goodbye I place my phone down on the bedside table and push my hands down into the mattress and ball my fists. I’m shaking, but I’m not crying.

Time passes. I feel numb. Detached.

When I get any news – good or bad – I tell my sister straight away. And she tells me her news too. That’s what we do. If I choose a paint colour for a wall or I find a new soup at my favourite café then I tell her. Every little thing I do, I tell her. This is the kind of thing I would tell her immediately. She is the other half of me.

Was the other half of me.

My God.

The world doesn’t feel right.

I walk through into my kitchenette and stare into the stainless steel sink. Her reflection stares back at me. I blink hard and take a pen and a piece of notepaper and sit down at the table.

My hand is shaking. I watch the pen, and the rollerball tip is waving around in the air. I put it down and pick it up again.

I write the word List. A well-known coping strategy. Order from chaos.

I write New York. I can’t bring myself to write Flight tickets.

She’s gone. She’s really gone.

Pack case. Usually this would take me a week or more.

How will Mum cope with this?

Passport.

How will I cope?

Money.

I will never see my sister again.

Tell boss.

I take my phone and Google ‘Katie Raven’ but I just get links to her Twitter and her Instagram and her Facebook. Then I find articles written by her for the Columbia Daily Spectator, and an article about her volunteering at the Morningside Heights Homeless Shelter. I search entries from the past twenty-four hours but find nothing.

I check her Instagram.

The last photo on the grid is from three days ago. Central Park, October sun washing over one side of her face, highlighting the scar in her eyebrow. She looks so relaxed. I start to tear up but I continue to focus on her face, her hair, her smile as the image distorts through a saline lens. I wipe my thumb over the wet phone screen and her face shrinks. I release my thumb and it grows again to fill the screen. What do I do now?

An hour later I feel different.

Composed, but also empty.

More alone than you could ever realistically imagine. I entered this life with my twin sister and part of me thought I’d leave with her as well. Now I’m here all alone. A singular half.

The best thing I can do right now is be practical. Get things done. Mum and Dad need my support. I’ll tick off the items on my list and then once that’s in order I can let myself feel the pain. I can give in to the grief.

I Google ‘safest airline in the world’ and start researching. I narrow my options to five airlines that fly daily from London to New York. I need to take this more seriously than ever before because if my parents lose me now then they will have lost everything.

I always felt she would outlive me. She was nicer. In many ways she was a better version of me. She deserved a long life.

My bank balance is low but I can manage. I don’t know the full picture but from what Mum tells me their financial situation is far worse than mine so I need to cover the costs of this nightmare trip on my own. Economy tickets with British Airways leaving at 15.50.

I have a framed picture of my sister by my lap, resting on its own breathable pillow.

My poor sister.

Up until we were seven years old, Mum dressed us both the same, although I think that was Dad’s idea. In the photo we have pigtails and matching outfits and matching shoes. Little KT’s socks look odd. One pulled high, the other down by her ankle. She did that on purpose. We used to go everywhere together. We even created an elaborate secret language, much to the chagrin of our parents.

It’s dark outside.

I receive the flight confirmation email in my inbox and then I make a mug of tea. I make it strong and add an extra teaspoon of sugar. Most people would have opened the gin but there is no gin. Never has been. Now, more than ever before, I need to make zero mistakes and I need to stay clear-headed and in control of the situation. There is no longer anyone to help me when I stumble.

After writing out my full itinerary and double-checking luggage restrictions I monitor the weather forecast. Multiple forecasts. Still nothing on the news.

I Google flight to New York checklist. I need something called an ESTA visa waiver or else I won’t be allowed into the United States. If I don’t get granted one I won’t be allowed to board my flight. I need to be with my parents. To talk to the police. I find the intimidating ESTA website. One question is ‘What will be your temporary address in the United States’ and I text Dad and he replies immediately: The Bedfordshire Midtown Hotel, West 44th Street. I enter that information and pay the fourteen dollars. I glance at KT’s face in the photo and rub my eyes.

My breathing feels wrong. Am I going to have a heart attack? Am I going into shock?

More tea.

I research travel insurance. After reading horror stories of hundred-thousand-dollar hospital bills I decide to cover myself by purchasing two policies from two separate insurers headquartered in two separate continents. It’s important to have insurance for your insurance.

As the bird outside my locked windows starts to sing I fall asleep on my bed with the photo of my twin next to me on its own pillow.

 

I wake up and immediately check Google but there’s still no news about KT. I’m craving details: timelines, forensic evidence, medical reports, suspects in custody. I want to know the specifics. The ESTA was granted, thank goodness. I take a screenshot of the confirmation and send that to my back-up email.

Strong coffee. I cross-reference my lists and pack my checked bag and my hand luggage and then I repack them both. I research can you take a parachute on a jet plane and discover that you can but they do not increase your chances of surviving a serious incident.

I unplug all appliances except for the fridge, and then I leave the apartment. I secure all three locks on the door and climb into the minicab. The company knows me. They have on file that I insist on a Volvo and an experienced driver with no points on their licence.

My phone’s lock screen shows my sister’s face. My face. An Instagram photo from Central Park. My lock screen used to show a photo of her walking on Hampstead Heath, down by the swimming ponds, one of our favourite places in the world. I’m better with wildlife than I am with people.

I see glimpses of Buckingham Palace and Hyde Park on the way to the M4 motorway. At Heathrow the driver takes the Terminal 5 exit and I see there are armed police close to the terminal. I count four.

I pull on my backpack and thank the driver and retract the handle on my suitcase and then I sprint as fast as I can, dragging my bag in my wake. I’ve read on forums how unsecure landside areas before check-in are among the most risky places to linger in the modern world.

At security I’m told to take off my shoes and remove all liquids from my bag. I walk through and I do not set off the metal detector. My vigilance is total. I am constantly aware of those around me.

My bag gets searched and the agent looks quizzically at some of my hand baggage contents but then she lets me pass. I press the light green quite satisfied button as I walk away.

As I pass through the wine and spirits area I inhale a faint scent of Armani Mania and suddenly I cannot breathe. The familiarity of the fragrance. I stop and rest with my back against the wall and I squeeze my eyes shut to stop myself crying. I try to walk on but have to steady myself against the baggage trolleys.

I reach the gate a full two hours and forty minutes before take-off because I cannot miss this plane. My parents need me and I need them. We need each other to make it through this catastrophic loss. To make sense of it all.

My group, group five, is the last to board. I locate my seat and place my bag down by my feet and the flight attendant tells me it must be placed in the overhead locker. I am not happy about this. The bag contains the things I need to make it through this flight; that’s why I packed them. I take my essential items from the bag and stuff them down into my deep coat pockets. When I sit down again, my security items and Pret sandwich bulge so much that the person in the middle seat grunts his disapproval.

‘Something wrong?’ I say.

He just shakes his head and looks out of the window.

Fool.

Fool in a middle seat.

Before take-off I listen carefully to all the in-flight safety announcements. I diligently read the instructions written around the emergency exit door and then I count how many rows of seats exist between me and the other exits.

We had always planned to be together in New York one day, just not like this. Never like this. Flying was unthinkable – it would have been an economy berth on the Queen Mary II ocean liner. A six-day voyage, with a back-up life vest and all the survival gear that could be squeezed into bags. She and I would have planned activities in Manhattan, walking in Little Italy and Chinatown, visiting Long island and New Hampshire if we’d had time.

All of a sudden I am tired. Weighed down by loss.

I tighten my seatbelt to the point where it’s almost painful, and the guy next to me inserts earplugs and pops a tablet from a blister pack. Is that a sleeping tablet? What kind of idiot, honestly. We accelerate and take off and it’s noisy but the flight is smooth once we’re up in the air. I watch as London shrinks in the emergency door window. My heart shrinks with it. Leaving all this and flying to my dead twin.

People in other rows start putting on eye masks and ordering drinks from the attendants.

This doesn’t feel real. We’re above cloud level now, flying over the southwest tip of England, the area where we used to holiday as kids. They were good times. The four of us: a normal, reasonably functional family from the Midlands. Dad was fun and Mum was caring and busy. I knew back then that identical twins weren’t identical. Not really.

Most of the passengers around me watch movies on their head-rest screens. Some are reading and some are already asleep.

The flight attendant approaches me. She smiles broadly and then there’s a bang. A woman yells and the plane starts to nosedive.
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