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            Kept me guessing and gave me proper chills in several places. Una is a brilliant main character – so brave and clever – I was rooting for her from the start.

            Jennifer Killick

            The Doll Twin is exquisitely spooky, with creepy curiosities, vintage vibes and an utterly enthralling mystery at its heart.

            Hana Tooke

            A marvellous, storm-filled adventure. Equal parts spine-chilling and dreamlike, The Doll Twin is wholly original, whilst capturing the nightmarish spirit of Neil Gaiman’s Coraline. Una shines as the guiding light in a captivating story about the true meaning of family and the unbreakable bond of friendship.

            Damaris Young

            Exciting. Thrilling. Scary! And a twist I did not see coming. More than that, The Doll Twin explores themes of overcoming prejudice and the strong bonds of friendship. An immersive read.

            Julie Pike ii

            I absolutely loved it! Una is a wonderful strong and brave, relatable main character, and she carries the story so well in her trembling hands. I also very much enjoyed the snippets of lighthouse history and the friendship between Una and Mary… It’s so nice to read a female friendship storyline without toxicity or rivalry!

            Emma Read

            A middle-grade ‘gothic’ horror, you’ll have to go a long, long way to find one better or more skilfully written. Steeped in atmosphere, this is one adventure not to be missed, as it has it all.

            E.M. Watson (Netgalley)

            Oh my goodness! This story had me hooked from the very start and it didn’t disappoint. It was tense and full of atmosphere … an emotional rollercoaster.

            Louise Samson (Netgalley)
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         November 1, 1925

          

         Dear Mary

          

         Today I went back to the house. That big abandoned mansion. Sea spray had rusted the doorknobs and warped the window frames, making the shutters crash and bang in the wind. It looked like a shipwreck. No smoke from the chimneys, tiles falling from the roof, the garden cluttered with weeds and rotting leaves. Everyone thinks it’s empty. 

         You and I both know it’s not.

         But I had to go back. I’ll have to do this for the rest of my life. Maintain the light, beat back the dark. Those words are written in my bones. One day they’ll be carved on my gravestone.

         I hope that you are safe. And having fun being you, out in the world of automobiles and jazz, bobbed hair and bangles, movie stars and aeroplanes and dashing adventurers.2

          

         But I wonder.

         Do the villagers ever hear music in the night?

          

         I pray she never comes back. 

          

         Your friend, always,

         Una
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            Chapter 1

         

         Five years earlier

          

         Una sat in Matron’s office, heels hard against the floor, her battered suitcase on her knees. It contained the only treasures she had been allowed to keep: pieces of driftwood, books on lighthouses and sea creatures, her paintbox, and her father’s pristine watch, sent back from the trenches. The suitcase had been her mother’s and she was lucky to have it still. Matron tried to burn anything connected to victims of the Spanish flu.

         Una had never wanted to leave the Home so badly. It was a place of thin damp mattresses; displaced, war-shocked children; enforced cleanliness and constant desperation. She never felt quite at home with groundlings, though she tried her best to make friends. Everyone loathed Matron and supported each other against her.4

         Una’s overalls and home-knitted clothes had been replaced by drab grey smocks, and her gannet-pale eyes and odd behaviour infuriated Matron. Not only did Una fill her pockets with pebbles and feathers, but she had also been caught up on the roof at nights, gazing at the stars as if they were long-lost friends. Asked to tell the time, she would reply ‘six bells’ instead of three o’clock. Una used what Matron called ‘strange words’ like cobalt and rusticle. Once, she’d run out into a storm instead of indoors, entranced by the lightning in the bruised and wounded sky. It was no shock to Matron, as she was fond of telling her, that no one wanted to adopt such a strange, disobedient child.

         Potential new parents did come to the Home: dashing men in crisp suits and smart hats, ladies in silk or georgette dresses and rounded cloche hats that revealed their daringly short hair. At first, Una hungrily drank in the sight of these strangers. She clung to the lucky feathers in her pocket and prayed for a new family.

         Yet two years had passed with no offer of adoption. Una’s poor opinion of groundlings was not improved by these visitors. One man thrust a page of sums under her nose and snorted when she confused fractions 5with light refraction. A woman holding tightly to her purse eyed Una disparagingly and muttered, ‘What terribly bright red hair! And so short. Does she know any hymns?’ Una did not, and the woman adopted a little girl who had been a parson’s daughter and knew more hymns than nursery rhymes. After this, Matron gave Una a new nickname: Una the Unwanted.

         Now, suddenly, unexpectedly, she had been summoned to Matron’s office.

         Beyond the doorway loomed shadows. Matron cleared her throat meaningfully, and Una stood up so fast her knees clicked. When the Smiths entered, her breath caught painfully hard.

         Curly-haired Mrs Smith was all smiles in bright lipstick, a green tweed coat and jaunty hat with a feather, while Mr Smith radiated old-fashioned comfort in a patched brown jacket and glasses. He took off his hat to greet Matron, revealing pale hair poking up to circle a balding spot. Kindness and good humour overflowed from every pore.

         Mrs Smith tugged at her kid gloves. ‘How utterly enchanting to meet you, Una dear.’

         ‘Hello, young Una,’ murmured Mr Smith shyly, settling himself in the chair Matron offered him.

         Una’s heart twisted into sheet-bend knots. Quickly 6she dug a feather from her pocket and handed it to Mrs Smith. ‘This is very rare; it’s from a Bounty Island shag,’ she burst out.

         Matron groaned, but Mrs Smith looked charmed. ‘I shall look after it carefully,’ she assured her. ‘We live near the sea. Did you know? In a big old house; in fact, it’s a little like a lighthouse.’

         ‘I miss the sea fantastically,’ said Una, pressing her hands to her heart. She broke off, seeing Matron’s glare, but Mrs Smith only nodded encouragingly. ‘I miss helping my father with the lighthouse, and baking crab cakes, and catching fish, and watching storms roll in. My family, the Wexfords, we always tended the light, that was our first duty, and the island was so beauti—’

         ‘Her spelling is adequate, as is her grasp of mathematics,’ cut in Matron.

         Mrs Smith’s eyebrows lifted. ‘Thank you, Matron. We’re very glad to hear that, but we’d like to chat with Una and get to know her, what makes her tick. That’s more important to us than her educational records.’

         Matron frowned, which made Una feel even warmer towards the Smiths. Matron didn’t approve of the sea or lighthouse families, but this couple actually seemed delighted by Una’s strangeness.7

         Mr Smith fumbled with his glasses, glanced at Matron, and lowered his voice to an even shyer whisper to confide in Una. ‘I restore carousels. Merry-go-rounds.’

         ‘Carousels with a clockwork mechanism?’ breathed Una, causing Mr Smith to chuckle and Matron to stare at Mr Smith as if he had declared himself a snake-charmer.

         Mrs Smith bent forward too, smelling pleasantly of cake and violet talcum powder. ‘We are old-fashioned,’ she said. ‘And we don’t have any brothers or sisters for you, I’m afraid. But I know we will love you.

         ‘We never had a child of our own and we are so lonely without one in our big old house. I restore antique dolls and Hugh has his carousels, but if we don’t have a young one in the house, we’re in danger of turning into a pair of fuddy-duddies. I think the most important question, Una, is whether you approve of us as adoptive parents?’ She glanced at Matron, and discreetly winked at Una. ‘Our mathematics is quite sound and our spelling is more than adequate.’

         Right under Matron’s eye, Una laughed. Laughter, forbidden in the coldly correct Home, broke a hundred rules and seemed to cement Matron’s belief 8that the child was of unsound mind. The Smiths were welcome to her and the sooner the better.

         ‘I’ll arrange the paperwork,’ she said stiffly.

         Una hugged her suitcase to her chest, waves of joy crashing through her ribs, while the Smiths leaned back in their seats, beaming like beacons.

         ‘I knew we’d find you,’ Mrs Smith whispered to Una. ‘Our darling little lighthouse child. Look at you. Clever fingers, sharp eyes, good with delicate machinery. You are just the child we’ve dreamed of. You will fit in perfectly at Copperlins.’
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            Chapter 2

         

         ‘The Smiths live in a town called Knifely Stifling,’ said Matron, standing at the front door of the Home. ‘A respectable place, and the Smiths are respectable people. You’re a fortunate child.’ Her tone said that Una didn’t deserve it. ‘On the sea, as well. It’s what you’re used to, I suppose.’

         Una thought of the Razors, the legendary rocks where ships had foundered before the lighthouse was built. Her mum endlessly cleaning the lighthouse of sand and salt. Her dad working on his logbook, while Una completed homework to send back to the mainland by supply boat. She fixed her gaze on the front gate.

         ‘Yes, ma’am.’

         Happiness zoomed around inside her like a golden bee.

         I’m leaving! Great sparks, I’m going to be near the sea again! 10

         ‘Well, you’d better not ruin this chance.’ Matron straightened her starched apron and discharged her last words of warning. ‘The Smiths have a big house and they’re well off. You need to behave for them, do you understand?’

         Una almost laughed at the absurdity of the suggestion. As if she needed to be told! For years her nickname had been ‘Una the Unwanted’. Oh yes, she would behave. She had done her best with her appearance, fastening a clip in her roughly bobbed hair, tugging up her loathed stockings, fiercely polishing her shoes with her sleeve and spit. She felt no grief in saying goodbye to her fellow orphans. Only a boy called Timothy – ears red from Matron’s constant cuffings – had stared at her, wide-eyed. Timothy was subject to strangeness he usually kept hidden; he had told Una that he had dreamt of his father’s death in the trenches two days before the telegram came announcing it.

         ‘Una, listen. Stay away from that house,’ he whispered.

         Una stared at him blankly. ‘Why?’

         Timothy shook his head, chin tucked down. ‘It’s a bad house,’ he murmured. ‘I dreamed about it. It’s dangerous.’11

         Nightmares, Una thought. She bent down to hug him reassuringly, but he veered away from her like a seagull from the snap of a shark.

         Now Matron moved aside on the doorstep and the Smiths approached, ready to take their new daughter home.

         ‘I hope you’ll be happy with us, Una-girl,’ said Mr Smith, kindly taking her suitcase for her and nodding goodbye to Matron. ‘We’re going home by train. Ever been on a train before? Bit of a treat, eh?’

         ‘I’ve never been on one. I can’t wait!’ Una tripped over a loose shoelace in her excitement, and Matron sniffed behind her, but the Smiths only smiled. Sunshine broke through a grey cloud, and Una left the Home without a backward glance.

         To Una’s delight they had a train carriage all to themselves. The Smiths encouraged her to make the most of it, so she sat glued to the window, eagerly picking out anything beautiful – a tree of red-golden leaves, a cat snoozing on a windowsill. She loved the smooth motion of the train, the effortless, magical way it sped past towns and farmland while they sat comfortably in a warm, enclosed room. House after house shot by, some with elegant gardens and children’s 12swings, some with terraces or balconies. She even saw an automobile barrelling down a road, a sleek black machine with glass headlamps, the driver in goggles and gloves at the wheel.

         Oh, it was wonderful to be out of the Home! And with the Smiths, who seemed so comfortable and funny, so different from her dear, but sometimes difficult, lost parents.

         Mrs Smith asked Una right off to call them Mother and Father.

         ‘My name is Mona, such a dull one, don’t you think? I’d much prefer “Mother”. And I wouldn’t like Mummy or Dad; that belongs to your real parents, doesn’t it?’

         Una felt the glow of being understood. ‘Thank you. I’d like that – Mother.’

         ‘We must tell you more about us,’ Mother continued. ‘I’m the academic one. Hugh is the handyman. Loves tinkering with spanners and motors. He’d adore one of those dashing new automobiles, but they’re so expensive, and smelly and noisy too. You’ll have fun with those carousels and he’ll love some company, someone to share his hobby.’

         ‘It’s not a hobby,’ said Father, in mild protest. ‘It’s 13a vocation. A calling!’ He opened a newspaper and flashed a little smile at Una. She relaxed further, letting her back touch the train seat.

         ‘Now we have you, everything’s fallen into place,’ said Mother, patting her hand. ‘You’re the perfect age. And you’ll enjoy Knifely Stifling being near the ocean. Can you swim?’

         ‘Yes,’ said Una, then compelled by honesty, muttered, ‘not amazingly well, just well enough.’ Her dad had taught her, on rare calm days by the rocks. You learned to swim fast when you had to wear a rope around your waist to keep you from being pulled away in a current, knowing how deep the water was below your belly, and that an occasional shark visited the chasm. A calm, tranquil, groundling-type beach with softly lapping waves might make a pleasant change.

         ‘Well, the water at Knifely Stifling’s too rough for most swimmers,’ Father said apologetically.

         ‘But we could afford swimming lessons if you wanted them.’ Mother put in. ‘We’re decently off.’ She leaned in confidentially. ‘And I’m a good cook. Nothing spectacular, I couldn’t run a restaurant at the Ritz, but I’ll put some meat on those bones. No more of that awful Home food!’

         The thought of home-cooked meals made Una’s 14mouth water. When they saw her expression, her new parents burst out laughing.

         ‘I can cook,’ Una added belatedly, remembering how adults liked helpfulness.

         Mother smiled – perhaps she didn’t believe Una, who was after all only eleven – and drew a tin of gingerbread from her bag. ‘My speciality,’ she said proudly, and Una took a bite.

         It was the most delicious, gingery-sweet, treacly, chewy thing she had ever tasted. Only good manners kept her from gobbling it up like a seagull. Her hopes grew and swelled in her narrow chest. Una had loved the lighthouse greatly, but in its cramped rooms she could not have many books lest they get mouldy. She couldn’t set out her collection of feathers without fearing they would be blown away or thrown away by her fastidious mum. Perhaps the Smiths would allow her a room of her own, in this Copperlins place. She would accept whatever came, as long as she was allowed to stay with them.

         Rain began pattering down as the train rattled into Knifely Stifling. Una saw a crooked little station, bare and wind-whipped through the blurred windows. As they disembarked, Mother opened an umbrella while rain spat coldly on the back of Una’s neck.15

         ‘It’s not far from the station, the house,’ Mother said cheerily as they crowded under the umbrella. ‘And a walk will do us good. We’ll head straight past the sea.’

         When they reached the beachfront, Una’s dream of swimming on a quiet beach quickly evaporated. This was the ocean that she’d known at the lighthouse, surrounded by turbulent tides – the infamous Iron-Hearted Sea. It thrashed against the shore, tearing at the beach, clawing at the land.

         Waves hurled seaweed onto the sand, leaving driftwood sticking up like grave markers, and the houses lining the shore huddled together with salt-whitened windows. A church with a needle-sharp spire seemed to gaze out to sea, straining to find something lost. Una noticed that the houses had ship-like names: The Lady Grace, Homeward Bound, Polestar. And nearly every dwelling had an iron horseshoe over its door.

         ‘Oh yes, that’s a Knifely Stifling tradition,’ said Mother, when Una questioned her. ‘They’re meant to protect the local fisherfolk, because they’ve suffered from terrible storms in the past and countless shipwrecks, having no lighthouse. There’s one further north, but they can’t afford to have them everywhere. 16I hope you don’t mind a bit of local superstition.’ She chuckled.

         Una barely nodded; tales of drowned sailors were no joke to her.

         The Smiths stopped outside what Una thought was an old hotel on the seafront, a massive three-storey stone edifice with towering chimneys, rows of narrow windows and an impressively overgrown garden. The bricks, Una thought, could be assigned to the paintbox colour ‘Mouldy Green’.

         ‘Here we are,’ said Mother. ‘Copperlins. Isn’t it lovely?’

         ‘Oh.’

         There was no horseshoe over this door. The salt-speckled windows were covered by heavy curtains, and the front gate squealed on its hinges as if it were in pain.

         ‘How lovely,’ Una stammered, her tongue flopping like a landed fish. She felt as if the house was listening. No, it’s nothing of the kind, you silly squid. It’s like the lighthouse, stark and fierce against the sea. What did you expect, a flowery cottage? You’re living like a groundling now, so learn to like it.

         A pale smudge like a face caught Una’s eye at the topmost window. She squinted up at it, her vision blurred by raindrops, and the smudge was gone.
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            Chapter 3

         

         ‘Rough corner of the country,’ observed Father, as the wind swiped at his glasses. ‘It gets all the weather straight off the water. Bracing! I like weather with force to it. I suppose you do too, eh, young Una?’

         Unlocking the front door, he led them into a musty-smelling hallway. A long, thin chandelier tinkled overhead, suggestive to Una of a drifting sea creature.

         ‘A bit brisk in here,’ admitted Mother, unbuttoning her gloves. ‘Hard to heat. But we thought it was a bargain.’

         Removing her hat and scarf, Una noticed the way the thick carpet underfoot muffled sound. Mirrors lined the walls in ornate golden frames, reflecting her face from every angle. Una had never been anywhere so sumptuously old and rich-feeling. It was the complete opposite of the lighthouse, their clean cottage and the 18even cleaner Home. Brass doorknobs, thick crimson carpets, glittering chandeliers, candelabra. The chandelier droplets made her think of the Crystal-Hearted Wonder, a legendarily beautiful lighthouse lens. It gave Una a brief flash of homesickness for the life she had lost.

         A plush sofa reclined by a gilt cage that once must have held a canary or an exotic, emerald-tailed parakeet. Una twisted her toes nervously in her shoes. The Smiths must be not only comfortably off, but wealthy. They simply had strange taste in houses, and an endurance to cold. Despite all the elegant furnishings, she could feel that the house held no heat. It was icy to its plaster and brick bones.

         Una took her suitcase back from Father, comforted by its weight against her knees. She would not find fault with this house. All she had to do was get used to it.

         After the hall came timber flooring, which made echoes of Una’s footsteps as Mother continued to talk. The place was so large, Mother explained, that they only lived on the ground floor and first storey. The second they left alone. A cellar served as a workroom for Father’s hobby of restoring carousels, and Mother had a study for her research into antiques. She showed 19Una the room, with its bookshelves, desk, ancient furnishings, and row upon row of dolls.

         ‘These all came with the house,’ Mother explained. ‘Left by the dollmaker who lived here years ago. Aren’t they extraordinary? It takes a lot of work to dust them, but they are marvellously well-made. Not quite as good as her best work, though, her Animated Curiosities.’ Mother’s voice was fiercely reverent. ‘Automatons, or automata. Her masterpieces, clock-work dolls that could move.’

         Clockwork dolls. Una had heard of these; advanced automata that resembled the Tin Man in The Wonderful Wizard of Oz. ‘Are there any here?’ she asked breathlessly. They sounded even more interesting than the carousel.

         ‘Oh, who knows what will turn up? Now, what do you think of these?’

         Una’s smile was as stiff as driftwood. She had never seen so many dolls at once, and there was nothing mechanical about them. Porcelain dolls with tiny white teeth and lips of candied cherry, their uncanny stares suggesting that Una had rudely interrupted their conversation. Boy dolls in suits, curly-haired girl dolls in faded velvet dresses, hairless baby dolls with soft, sprawling kid-leather limbs. There were dolls 20in national costumes and dolls in yellowing antique lace. Heads tilted, plump fingers reaching out, glassy eyes unblinking.

         ‘They’re … very pretty,’ Una managed to say.

         ‘You’d almost think they could walk and talk.’ Mother brushed one shining cheek with her finger. ‘But I’m afraid you can’t play with them, dear. They’re museum pieces.’

         ‘Oh, I wouldn’t dare touch them.’ Una turned away from the rows of wax and porcelain faces. Mother opened a drawer or two. ‘Look at all the things the dollmaker left behind! A treasure trove.’

         Una gaped at a row of glass eyeballs, shaded from light blue to hazel and deep brown. Beside them, in swatches, were samples of hair: auburn curls, straight black hair like raven feathers, and platinum blonde. For a girl who collected tern feathers and penguin bones it was not a shocking sight. All the same, Una’s skin crept.

         Eyeballs, in this fancy room? She nodded politely, not touching anything.

         ‘What a good girl,’ praised Mother. ‘Now, let’s get you settled in your bedroom.’

         Those magical words. Una forgot the dolls in the thrill of a whole room to herself again, after so long: 21a bed with feather pillows and the softest handmade quilt, a smooth timber desk, an actual fireplace and a handsome bookcase. Fluffy towels were neatly folded on the end of the bed, waiting for her to sink into the deep porcelain bathtub in the bathroom just along the hallway.

         The bedroom smelled of damp and cold ashes, but Una didn’t care. Like the tiny lighthouse cottage with the sea near her window and the smell of kelp, briny pools and sun-baked rock, this was a place where she immediately felt loved and welcome.

         From the window she could see the garden, including an ugly plaster statue of dancing fairies or goblins, Una wasn’t sure which. She wrinkled her nose; she didn’t care for the statue.

         Her late mum, Alice Wexford, would have been thrilled to see such greenery, living as she had for years on the lighthouse rocks. There were little pathways that led nowhere, clammy moss, and flowers peering under swifter-growing weeds. Birds’ nests perched amongst the thinner branches away from predators. Una could open the window and hear their song whenever she wanted; no bossy Matron ordering it shut.

         Best of all, she could hear the ocean. No 22lighthouse-born child could stand being long away from the sea.

         As soon as she opened the window Una smelled the seaweed-flavoured broth that was the ocean stirred by a rainstorm, and heard the purr and crash of waves, pierced by the screech of seagulls.

         ‘I missed you, old beast,’ she whispered to the sea.

         Mother peered at Una from the doorway, her smile hopeful. ‘Do you like it?’

         ‘I love it!’

         ‘I’m so glad. Now, if you don’t mind, I’d like to enrol you in the local school as soon as possible. We’ll give you a few days to settle in first. It’s a nice school, with lots of new faces. I’m sure you are good at lessons.’

         ‘Oh, well,’ said Una, picking at the grey cuff of her sleeve. ‘I know about focal planes and knots. But I’ve never been to a proper school, just the correspondence school and some lessons at the Home.’ She doubted that normal schools offered subjects like candlepower, merchant ship measurements or nautical speeds. Groundling students wouldn’t eat Flotsam Pie.

         Mother waved a hand. ‘That doesn’t matter a smidgen, Una dear. You will work hard, I’m certain, and Hugh will help. Mathematics is his strong point.’23

         ‘Let’s show her the cellar,’ said Father, bouncing on his toes. Una remembered, with a thrill, that Father’s hobby was restoring carousels.

         The cellar was bigger than Una expected. Father unlocked it with a massive key he kept by the door, explaining that the place was once used to hold precious wines. The door was iron, reinforced by a bolt, which reminded Una of the lighthouse. ‘Took a while to get rid of the smell of wine,’ Father said, ruefully. He tapped the solid door. ‘Someone wanted to make sure none of the bottles were stolen!’

         Now it smelled pleasantly to Una of wood shavings and paint tins, and there was an electric fan for ventilation. Father gestured proudly to the carousel. ‘What do you think?’

         If Una was a squealing sort of girl, she would have deafened the Smiths. Instead, she stepped forward and ran her hands over carvings and colour.

         The carousel was all scarlet and flaking gold paint, worn leather saddles and prancing ponies. Their colours belonged to paintbox names like Circus Top Red and Royal Crown Gilt. Twisted golden poles like barley-sugar held the ponies in place, while a dozen mirrors shone, polished to glossy perfection.

         ‘Not bad, eh?’ A twitch in Father’s smile betrayed 24his pride. ‘Had to take it all apart to get it in here. How about you help me to bring back its glory? It can be your special project, seeing how good you are with lighthouses. I bet you’re a cracker with machinery, young Una.’

         ‘Me?’ A carousel of her own, to paint and restore? The lighthouse had only ever been painted white; this was a glory of colours, music, fun, fantasy.

         Then Father held his palm out to Una and, instead of showing off the mechanisms, he helped her to settle aboard a horse and take the faded reins. He pushed a lever, circus music tinkled and lights flashed into life, illuminating Una’s face as the horses sailed up and down, around and around.

         Una’s smile made her cheeks hurt, and she leaned her head against the barley-sugar pole, hoping this would go on forever. She would never be too old for this, not if she lived to be ninety.

         Mother and Father stood holding hands, glowing as Una whirled by. Una’s heart danced like sun-diamonds on the ocean. Every time she passed the Smiths, she saw the same expression; joy that they had their dreamed-of daughter at last.
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            Chapter 4

         

         From birth, Una had been aware of the dangers of life at sea. Her baby cradle was crafted from shipwreck timber, the family’s furniture nailed together from debris that had washed ashore. Their kitchen table, marked with candle grease, had once been a captain’s. Una’s mum had loathed it. ‘I can’t eat at a dead-man’s table,’ she had wailed to her husband.

         ‘It is a reminder,’ Mr Wexford had replied, un­perturbed. ‘We have the fiery hearts of Wexfords, and we must always, always maintain the light.’ He quoted the family motto:

         
            
               ‘Maintain the light, beat back the dark,

               to safeguard lives we tend the spark,

               here stand the Wexfords, steadfastly,

               against the Iron-Hearted Sea.’26

            

         

         Consequently, Una slept lightly, and when there were thumps or creaks from the second storey of Copperlins at night, she woke up puzzled, wondering what caused them. Could there be rats or owls up there? She didn’t want to ask her new parents, in case they were insulted or upset. The house was old and old houses made noises.

         In the morning, she convinced herself that those sounds, even those like dropped shoes or whispers, were only trees brushing against the windows.

         The day after her arrival, Una woke to see Mother sitting by her bed in the moonlight, sketching a picture of her face. When she saw Una blinking up at her, Mother leaned forward and lightly patted her shoulder.

         ‘I’m sorry to have woken you, dear. You will think me a soppy old thing, but I want to draw a portrait of our new happy family, and if I sketch you while you’re sleeping you won’t have to sit around posing. I still can’t believe I have a daughter like you.’

         And Una smiled at Mother with a tidal rush of love in her veins, because she understood how Mother felt. There had been times during the night when Una wanted to check that her new parents were in bed, just to reassure herself that they were really there, that she had not imagined them. She still had occasional 27nightmares about the Home and of the deaths of her natural parents, and all the griefs of the Great War.

         She felt a surge of gratitude that she had the Smiths to care for her, and that she had found the home she longed for.

          

         On her first day of school, a few days after her arrival, Una felt like a boat approaching those infamous rocks, the Wexford Razors. The Smiths had fussed over her, loading her lunchbox with treats, assuring her that she would make friends in no time. She must study hard, especially science, for she was a clever girl with clockwork engines and they were counting on her to help them with the carousel.

         Una’s fingers itched to soothe cranky gears and coax bad-tempered cogs, but now a fat bubble of apprehension swelled in her chest with every step.

         On the short walk to the school, following her parents’ directions, she caught the eye of a few people – a lady walking a dog, a man delivering newspapers – and saw their gaze flick over her almost fearfully. They did not greet her, and Una could have sworn they hurried to get away from her.

         Groundlings, Una thought, wiping her sweaty palms on her skirt.28

         At the school gates children shouted, giggled and bickered, but Una was uncomfortably aware that many looked strangely at her. She was obviously a newcomer, gripping her new schoolbag, her hair ribbon tied into a double carrick-bend knot, and Una couldn’t help feeling that their eyes, like those of the adults she had passed, were distinctly wary, as if she had a contagious illness.

         Her stomach twisted and churned as she told herself to be brave, a steadfast Wexford against the sea. She had to be, if she was to survive at this groundling school, this solid, dull brick building that didn’t even face the ocean.

         Oh, Una, she scolded herself. It’s meant to look dull. It’s a school. Maintain the light, you silly squid.

         ‘Look at your hair!’

         Una jumped. It was a girl who addressed her; one her age with enviably curly black locks halfway down her back. The girl looked comfortably, happily messy, but more importantly, her tone of voice was genuinely impressed, and her eyes were warm and friendly.

         ‘Yes, it’s always been this red,’ Una explained. ‘My dad said it was like a beacon.’

         ‘Are you pulling my leg?’ The girl gaped in admiration. 29‘The cut! It’s so modern. So unconventional! You look like Colleen Moore.’

         Self-consciously Una touched her bobbed-off locks. ‘Who’s Colleen Moore?’

         ‘You don’t know? Colleen is a movie starlet, a jazz-baby, the funniest girl ever. She wears dresses up to here. Tell me you’re fond of jazz music.’

         ‘Um…’ Una’s knowledge of music was mostly of sea shanties.

         ‘Lord above,’ said the girl, who Una noticed was wearing a flowery perfume. ‘If you don’t know jazz or Colleen Moore, how did you get away with that haircut?’

         ‘My mother had to cut it at the lighthouse,’ Una explained, ‘otherwise it got too knotty from the wind. And at the Home, Matron hated fussing with hair, and she said long hair was a magnet for lice. I haven’t got lice,’ she added hastily.

         ‘A lighthouse!’ The girl whistled. ‘And you’re a war orphan? That’s rotten, but I still love your hair. My mother would kill me if I cut this lot off, she really would, but I’m going to do it one day and head straight for Hollywood. I’ll spend every day in California eating fresh oranges.’

         Una wondered what Hollywood was. She was sure 30it wasn’t a lighthouse. ‘But I’d love to have hair like yours. It’s Storm Cloud Black,’ she blurted out, then blushed. That was the kind of comment Matron had hated, earning her unpleasant nicknames. Una the Ungainly. Una the Unstable. Una the Unwanted.

         The girl only laughed. ‘You wouldn’t if you had to comb it. I hate combs. Now, I don’t blame you for hanging back out here, this school is a bore and the teachers are a bunch of cold fish. And none of them, let me tell you, know a thing about the movies. I have to go out of town to see one, would you believe, and Ma says I spend too much money on film magazines. But how else am I supposed to learn about acting? And how to wear furs and diamonds and dinner suits? Even ladies can wear them now; I’ve seen the pictures.’

         A bell rang, and Una blanched.

         ‘You’ll be in my class,’ said the girl, taking her elbow. ‘I’m Mary O’Connor. I’m not scared of you like some people, they’re a bunch of rabbits in this town. Giving the cold shoulder to outsiders, superstitious as they come. It’s so tedious. I like to be bold. Now, what’s your name?’

         ‘Una.’

         ‘Now that’s a better name than Mary; that’s got 31some style to it. Una the lighthouse girl. If we’re late I’ll tell the teacher I was helping you. You’ll save my hide.’

         They hurried into the schoolroom, Mary settling Una into the seat next to hers, chattering all the while. Una was asked to introduce herself to the class and show them a talent.

         Mary was delighted when Una showed her skills at knot-tying. Some of the boys were in Scouts, and they were put out that a girl could do such a thing, especially her own personally created knot, the Wexford Wickie.

         Despite that, she still felt that the other students, and even the teacher, were avoiding her like a venomous jellyfish. Without Mary, Una doubted she could have borne it.

         Shamelessly passing notes during class, Mary asked Una if she had a pet. Una shook her head. She would not dream of asking for a pet, not when she had been given so much. Already there were new clothes in her wardrobe, beautifully new, expensive things from shops. She did not like them as much as her old overalls, but Una was overjoyed to be rid of drab Home smocks. And as promised, Mother was an excellent cook. It was a decided change from 32lighthouse fare; during wild storms when supplies were delayed, the Wexfords had eaten stewed albatross and gull-eggs. Now Father filled Una’s pockets with toffees and chocolates. Una had the sense to not eat all she was given, or she would have been as well stuffed as a Christmas goose.

         ‘Still, you must feel pretty dull in a place like Knifely Stifling,’ Mary said at lunchtime, as they sat under an elm tree. Its long branches spread over them like spidery fingers, and Una was grateful that it screened them from staring eyes.

         ‘Knifely Stifling’s all right,’ said Una, staunchly loyal to the Smiths. ‘It’s near the sea and it’s miles better than the Home. I felt marooned there. And after my parents died, well, I didn’t have anyone. Not even brothers or sisters.’

         ‘Ah, I’m sorry you’ve no family, but brothers and sisters aren’t everything,’ Mary insisted. ‘I have sisters and all we do is fight. If you had a ratty sister or brother in your lighthouse, you’d never get away from them.’

         Una had to smile. ‘Mary,’ she said tentatively, ‘are people around here very friendly to newcomers?’

         ‘We don’t get many, let me tell you,’ said Mary, rolling her eyes. ‘That’s because it’s so boring here.’

         ‘I know there have been a lot of shipwrecks,’ said 33Una, still wanting to show support for the town. ‘The people here must know what it’s like to lose family. That’s why they have horseshoes on the doors.’

         Mary flinched. ‘No, that’s not why. Here, what’s that book you’re reading?’

         Una lifted the cover for Mary to see. The book was the only one she possessed that wasn’t about ocean lore or lighthouse history. It was dotted with specks of lamp oil and bookmarked by feathers.

         ‘Oooh, ballet,’ Mary leaned over her shoulder. ‘Swan Lake. Wouldn’t it be dreamy to see that performed? All the old biddies here think that dancers are scandalous, showing their legs.’ Giggling, Mary kicked a foot skywards. ‘I’d love to shock them, wouldn’t you? That’s why I wear scent. It costs me a fortune but I’ll never stop wearing it. I’ll wear it to see Swan Lake.’

         ‘I’d like to see it, but I don’t like what happens with Odette and Odile. How could the prince not tell the difference between the baddie and the goodie, when he’s supposed to be in love?’

         ‘Because it was a magic spell by Von Rothbart,’ said Mary, shrugging. ‘Me, I’d rather learn tap, or waltz, or the new jazz dances. I couldn’t get up on my toes like that. Agony.’ She reached over and turned 34the page to illustrations for Coppélia. ‘I get my toes squashed enough at home, little kids and toy trucks everywhere. Your place must be heaven. Could I maybe have a night over at your place? It’d be great to spend time away from home.’

         ‘Do you want to?’ Una’s face lit up. ‘I’m sure you could. Mother and Father would let me; they’re the best, kindest people.’

         ‘Mother and Father, you call them?’ Mary frowned. ‘They’re not too strict?’

         ‘No, nothing like that. You can come tomorrow night,’ Una said recklessly. ‘For dinner. Mother will cook a big feast; she’ll spoil you rotten.’

         ‘Can I really? Where’s your place?’

         ‘On the beachfront. It’s called Copperlins.’

         Mary’s expression flickered. ‘Copperlins? The big old house?’

         ‘Yes,’ said Una, surprised. ‘What’s the matter with it?’

         ‘Nothing. Well. I’d heard that someone had moved in, but I didn’t think – anyway. Right you are.’ Mary made a quick recovery. ‘We’ll go to yours and I’ll stay over. It will be no problem at all.’
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            Chapter 5

         

         The next day Mary walked home with Una, bringing a daringly modern set of pyjamas and toiletries in her bag. She crossed the threshold with a curious gulp of reluctance. The glittering chandelier trailed strands of crystals overhead, nearly brushing Mary’s hair.

         Mary shivered.

         ‘I know the place looks old,’ Una said, striving to reassure. ‘Like there’s meant to be tapestries hanging on the walls, and stuff out of museums. But there’s a lot of room. And antique dolls.’

         ‘Oh, yes,’ said Mary, swallowing. ‘There would be plenty of those.’ She did not explain why, and Una supposed that word of the eccentric Smiths had already flown around Knifely Stifling.

         She was glad when the Smiths welcomed Mary like a long-lost niece, and Mother cooked a three-course dinner. Mary, who had no problem with cheeking 36teachers, was extremely polite and respectful to Mother and Father.

         ‘This is delicious,’ she said automatically after each course, patting her mouth with a napkin. She cleared her throat. ‘Una says that you’ve just moved here, Mrs Smith. Do you know much about the history of this house?’

         ‘Oh, a dollmaker lived here once, until she died,’ said Mother, deftly carving roast beef. ‘And I’m very interested in all the inventions she left behind. But we’re mostly involved in making this place comfortable for Una.’ She gave Una a big helping of mashed potato. ‘What about your family, Mary? Five brothers and sisters, my goodness!’

         After dinner Una showed Mary the carousel, pulling the lever to make it whirl around, the music tinkling sweetly. Following a surprising show of reluctance, Mary walked slowly around the antique, running her hand over the peeling paint and the carved manes.

         ‘It’s magical,’ she breathed. ‘And you’re allowed to help Mr Smith to work on it? Paint it and everything?’

         ‘Whenever I like, if I’m careful.’

         Una was glad that Mary didn’t scorn the carousel; it was her favourite thing in Copperlins. Father had 37already set Una to work on the mechanisms, and Una took pride in nimbly cleaning and polishing cogs and wheels to make them turn more smoothly. Some of the springs had given her headaches, but she had persevered. ‘Those are very clever fingers you have,’ Father had praised her. ‘And sharp eyes. What a wonder you are, young Una.’

         ‘Well, you’re beyond lucky,’ Mary declared. ‘My brothers and sisters would love this. You should ask your parents for a pony; they’d give you one, I’d bet.’

         The thought of a pony squeezed into the over­grown garden made Una laugh. ‘We could keep it in the second storey.’

         ‘What’s the second storey like? There could be a whole funfair hidden away.’

         Above them, the ceiling creaked.

         The girls fell silent, staring at each other. Una broke the silence with a nervous chuckle. ‘Mother’s probably rearranging a bedroom for you.’

         ‘Right.’ Mary nodded, the tension easing in her shoulders. ‘Uh – shall we go outside? I’d like to see the garden.’

         Mary seemed much happier outdoors.

         ‘This is the forest of Arden!’ she declaimed, striding through ferns.38

         Una forgot to be careful of her new clothes and climbed a tree, scraping her palms on twigs and bark. She found an abandoned bird’s nest and placed it carefully in her coat pocket. Her collection of feathers and shells had been sadly depleted since leaving the lighthouse.

         Returning indoors, they found that Mother had laid out a spare mattress and warm blankets on Una’s floor, where they settled in to eat snacks, play Ludo, read magazines and giggle over pictures of movie stars.

         Mary had brought her favourite dress-up: a fringed dress and a beaded, feathered bandeau headband. She taught Una to dance with her hands crossed over her knees, singing jazz songs. Una loved the jazz; it was exciting, breathless music, music that growled with life.

         In return, Una taught Mary how to semaphore Una’s name: ‘U’ with open, upraised arms; ‘N’, the opposite, sweeping downwards; and ‘A’ like a clock’s hands at ten past six. Mary promptly turned all the signals into part of her dance moves.

         ‘Imagine how it is in New York and Hollywood!’ Mary sang. ‘Lights, camera, action! When I’m a film star I’ll be a mysterious beauty, my eyes smouldering with secrets. Or Shakespeare, maybe in The Tempest. 39That has a storm scene; you’d know about them. Were there terrible shipwrecks at the lighthouse?’

         ‘Not while we tended the light,’ said Una proudly. ‘It’s mostly polishing and cleaning, and topping up the oil, and keeping watch in shifts. Dad never needed much sleep.’

         ‘Did you get any visitors at all?’

         ‘The Marine Board superintendent, every few months. He was always bossy and strict about rules. Oh, and the dentist once.’

         That had been an event, the dentist poking at Una’s teeth and gums with sharp implements. Tears had poured down her face in a hot torrent of pain, but in the end the dentist pronounced her teeth in good condition. Afterwards, she always felt keen sympathy for fish when they encountered fishhooks.

         But Mary didn’t want to hear about dentists.

         Instead, Una told her about the Crystal-Hearted Wonder, reputed to be the strongest light ever created for a lighthouse. According to stories passed around the lighthouse families of Anglesea, it had been a specially designed Fresnel lens, small, but powerful enough to sweep a trail of light across the ocean for miles. Some said it had been created by the famous Chance Brothers glassmakers, they who had ‘saved 40a million ships’, and the Wonder had been greatly coveted by all the lighthouse families. But in a case of irony, it had fallen prey to a shipwreck. Or so the story went.

         The girls chattered and whispered until they fell asleep, the boom of rolling waves in their ears, warning of more rain to come. Salt rimed the windows, wind rattled the windowpanes, and rain roared down.

         Sometime in the night, Una was shaken awake. ‘Hmmh?’ she said.

         ‘I want to go home,’ whispered Mary.

         Una switched on the bedside lamp. ‘Now? Why?’ she asked groggily.

         Mary was already pulling a coat over her pyjamas, shivering all over, her face pale and strained.

         ‘There was a – I heard music. And I saw something in here.’

         ‘What thing?’ As her eyes adjusted to the light Una glanced around the bedroom, expecting spiders or moths. It was raining, so there couldn’t be any shadows caused by moonlight.

         ‘It was—’ Mary swallowed. ‘I’m sorry, Una.’ She pulled on her shoes, gathering up her fancy fringed dress. ‘I just… I can’t stay.’

         ‘But it’s the middle of the night,’ said Una, her 41voice croaking in disbelief. ‘And it’s raining. You’ll get soaked if you walk home.’

         ‘I’ll borrow an umbrella or raincoat. We never lock our front door. Tell your parents I got homesick, that I’m really sorry.’ And Mary clattered off downstairs, a stunned Una trailing in her wake.

         ‘I’ll wake Mother and Father. I’ll make you hot milk, or cocoa or something.’

         ‘No. No, thank you.’

         Tears rose in Una’s eyes. Her new friend couldn’t even spend one night in her house.

         She unlocked the door for Mary, and a blast of cold rain hit her in the face. Mary didn’t seem to notice it; Una felt sure that she would run out if a blizzard or cyclone was raging.

         Una tried one last plea. ‘I’ll stay up with you. We’ll sleep in the kitchen or the living room. It’s only a few more hours until daylight.’

         ‘You be careful here, Una,’ Mary whispered. Then she ran, splashing through puddles in the windy dark.

         When a tired, unhappy Una returned to her bedroom, she saw nothing to suggest a disturbance, until she looked at her bedside table. The bird’s nest that she had carefully placed on it was gone.42

          

         Una waited doggedly for Mary at the school gates, desperate to talk to her. Excusing her friend’s flight to her parents had been awful. Mother had been especially disappointed, though she graciously tried to hide it.

         ‘I hope it wasn’t my cooking,’ she joked. ‘Poor girl, feeling homesick on her first visit. She shouldn’t have gone off like that in the rain; she could catch her death. What will her parents think of us?’

         Father had said nothing, but he sympathetically patted Una’s arm and gave her an extra slice of toast. He probably believed the girls had argued, and she almost wished that they had. You could make up with a friend after a fight, but what if that friend couldn’t stand to spend a whole night in your house?

         Before school Una had searched for the missing bird’s nest, assuming it had fallen to the floor during Mary’s departure. It wasn’t to be found anywhere, and she’ d ended up scrabbling madly through her wardrobe, flinging the bedclothes to the floor, all the while muttering about how careless she’d been to misplace it. It was just a nest, she told herself fiercely, and tried to straighten the room up before Mother saw the chaos.

         Just as the bell was about to ring, Mary came scuffling through the gate.43

         ‘Mary! Are you feeling better?’ Una rushed to her side. ‘Did your parents mind you coming home so late?’

         ‘No, they hardly noticed,’ said Mary, with a skittery laugh. ‘Why would they mind? It’s chaos at my place, like I said. But I hope your parents weren’t angry. It wasn’t your fault at all.’

         ‘They – they were all right,’ said Una, battling confusion. ‘I said you were homesick.’

         ‘Ah. Good. Well, that’s all sorted then, isn’t it?’ Mary heaved her schoolbag onto her shoulder. ‘Did you get your maths homework done? Mrs Covey is that strict about homework, she set me lines once, just because—’

         ‘But Mary, what did you see?’

         ‘Nothing,’ said Mary, looking away. ‘Come on, we’ll be late.’

         For a sickening instant Una imagined that Mary’s behaviour had been an act; an elaborate trick. An icy pit opened in her stomach. But no, Mary wouldn’t do that. Una remembered Mary’s wide eyes, her stricken face, the way she had flung on her coat inside-out. Whispering of what she had seen. Of music.

         Mary touched Una’s arm, making her jump. ‘It’s not your fault. I’m just not feeling the best, you know?’ She forced a smile.44

         Una’s fears unknotted like rope; she could have hung banners of gratitude all over Knifely Stifling. Mary was still her friend. The episode had been a misunderstanding, and it could be forgotten.
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            Chapter 6

         

         Una came home early from school that afternoon, as the school boiler had broken down and the classrooms were icy cold. She opened the front door, glad to feel the house was somewhat warmer than usual. Avoiding the trailing lengths of the chandelier, she walked along the hall, sniffing for hints of baked gingerbread, or cinnamon toast, or slices of fruit cake. Surprisingly, she smelled none of those things.

         Carrying her schoolbag into the kitchen, Una found it tidy, the fire burning, and things set out for tea, but no Mother. Assuming she was up in her study, Una went to the cellar to look for Father, but he was not there either.

         Now her pulse was ticking. She hurried upstairs to the first storey, left her bag in her bedroom and went along the hall to Mother’s study. She wasn’t there, nor in the Smiths’ bedroom. Where were they?46

         A shivery feeling of loneliness and abandonment swept over Una, swamping her common sense. It felt like the house was coldly amused by her anxiety.

         Fighting her rising panic, Una was about to run downstairs again when she heard creaking floorboards overhead, on the second storey. The squeal of unoiled hinges on a door.

         Creak. Thud.

         She stared up at the ceiling, pretending to herself that she hadn’t jumped, that her nerves were not on edge. Her parents must be up there. She should have realised.

         At least, she hoped it was her parents.

         Una began to climb the stairs to the second storey. Her feet moved slowly and reluctantly, and she listened hard, jumping every time she heard another noise.

         A shadow loomed on the landing. Una stood frozen to the spot.

         A slightly dusty Mother appeared, carrying what looked like doll parts in her hand. She started when she saw the girl on the step below.

         ‘Una! My goodness, what are you doing home so early?’

         Catching her breath in relief, Una explained. 47Mother was all smiles and apologies, escorting her downstairs, bustling about the kitchen as if Una was starving to death.

         ‘Poor dear, and me not having anything ready for you! Hugh and I were sorting out old things on the second storey. I’d rather you didn’t go up there. It’s so dirty and dusty, and we’re not even sure if it’s safe. Here, dear, have some cocoa and tell me about your day.’

         Una was glad to chat about school, although she left out her awkward exchange with Mary. She felt sure now that Mary had been mistaken, or had experienced a very realistic nightmare. As for the missing bird’s nest, it had probably fallen into Mary’s belongings in her rush to leave.

         All the same, unease settled in her stomach like a heavy stone. Una couldn’t help but wonder. Perhaps she should explore the house more thoroughly. She would prove to herself that there was nothing to fear at Copperlins.

          

         While Mother prepared dinner, and Father happily read a book on mechanics, Una went upstairs, saying something about homework. Instead of going to her room, she tiptoed to another door. She felt wrong to 48be sneaking around, even though Mother had never forbidden her to explore her study. It was the sort of low behaviour to be expected of an orphan from a Home.

         Thankfully the study was quiet. The dolls re­mained, staring at her with glassy eyes.

         Una’s neck prickled. Taking a deep breath, she turned to examine the imposing rows of mildew-scented books, oil paintings on sepia-papered walls, and the solid marble fireplace. The doors and floors creaked, and mice rustled behind the skirting boards.

         Una quickly left the study, deciding there was no point in revisiting her own room, the kitchen or the cellar. Feeling even more like a snoop, she visited Mother and Father’s bedroom, but there was nothing to suggest anything creepy lurking about. A painting on the wall showed an old-fashioned, solemn-faced couple so youthful it was hard to believe they had turned into solid, dependable Mother and Father. There were clothes, books, a few items of jewellery and ornaments, and a polished oval mirror with nothing behind it. Una even checked under the bed. All she saw was a pair of slippers and some dust. Every other room on this storey was neat, tidy and reassuringly normal.49

         Which left the second storey.

         Even the stairway had a cold, melancholy air. Una had not properly visited this storey since a cursory visit with Father.

         Scared little squid, she told herself. Why are you whimpering about dusty rooms? Are you snivelling about cobwebs now? You’re a Wexford! Maintain the light, beat back the dark. Great sparks, you used to sit through storms with ten-foot waves.

         So, upstairs. Spare rooms, hushed, full of furniture covered in sheets. The ceilings were haughtily high, the windows tall and narrow. Everything echoed. The lightbulbs were so dim Una had to drag open thick curtains, clouds of dust making her sneeze. There were corridors long enough for her to run down. She hardly dared to disturb the silence by breathing.

         Taking another breath of stuffy air, she explored the old bedrooms. Peeling wallpaper suggested that one had been a nursery, with pale images of blue sky and birds, flowers and trees. Forget-Me-Not Blue, Una thought. It was easy to picture a rocking chair, lullabies, lamps and a crackling fire. The floor was scattered with the kind of toys a long-ago child would have cherished: a spinning-top, a soft knitted rabbit, tin soldiers, building blocks, a green rubber ball. Now, 50however, there was a sadness about it; the emptiness of a place long abandoned.

         Una closed the door on it gently.

         At another door she hesitated, hand on the bronze doorknob. It was a narrow place between bedrooms, perhaps a storeroom meant for brushes and brooms. Or a nanny or nurse’s room, designed to be close to the nursery.

         A distinct scratching noise came from inside the storeroom.

         Una whipped her hand away from the doorknob as if it burned her, heartbeat thudding in her ears. Mice. Rats. You heard them squeaking. That was all.

         ‘Una!’ Mother called from downstairs. ‘Where are you? It’s dinnertime.’

         Una could have kissed Mother for the interruption. She bolted downstairs as if she was back at the lighthouse, being timed by her dad for speed.

          

         At dinner, Una tried to calm herself and show an appetite. She swallowed lumps of food with great effort and did her best to pay attention as her new parents discussed the weather and the picture that Mother had started painting. (‘Hidden talents!’ she told Una, with a wink.) It was her planned portrait of 51their new family. She was a good artist, deftly using soft pencils to sketch herself, her husband and Una.

         Una was happy about the half-finished portrait on display in the dining room, although she wasn’t sure that her likeness was accurate. Her dress was too pretty, her hair too neat, her expression a little blank. But she would never, in a million years, criticise Mother’s work.

         As Mother carefully covered the half-finished picture with a cloth, the dining room lights flickered and went out.

         ‘Uh-oh!’ said Father, pushing back his chair. ‘Happens sometimes when it rains.’

         ‘Tiresome,’ agreed Mother. ‘We’re lucky I stocked up on candles.’ She fumbled her way through the dark to the pantry, scratched matches to life, and lit three tapers. Shadows loomed in the kitchen, making Una swallow hard.

         She endured the darkness until she heard a faint, horribly familiar scratching from just beyond the room. ‘Can we play a game of cards?’ she burst out.

         ‘Of course,’ said Mother. ‘You’re looking rather pale, dear. Are you all right?’

         ‘Oh, yes,’ Una lied.

         ‘Perhaps you should go to bed,’ Mother suggested, 52and the candlelight played strange tricks with her face, making hollows of her cheeks.

         The thought of climbing upstairs in the dark gave Una the shivers, but she didn’t want her parents to think her timid, cowed like a baby. ‘Perhaps I will,’ she said, and produced a yawn.

         ‘Good night then,’ said Mother fondly. ‘Be careful on the stairs.’ She did not kiss Una, but the warmth in her smile lit Una from within.

          

         Once out of sight of her parents, Una climbed the stairs with her hands touching the walls for security, treading cautiously on each creaking step. The stairway had never seemed so impossibly tall. By the time she had reached the next storey her back was wet with perspiration, and she stumbled into her room, seeking the torch on her bedroom mantelpiece.

         After a long, distraught minute, she found it instead on her bedside table. Slowly she picked it up and switched it on, telling herself that Mother must have moved it while dusting. Her gilt hand-mirror on the dresser bore a fingerprint on its surface, when it had been perfectly clean that morning. Una looked at it closely. The print must be Mother or Father’s, she told herself, but the mirror shook in her hand. She 53found a handkerchief and rubbed at the mark until it was gone.

         ‘There,’ said Una loudly into the silence. ‘That’s better.’

         Tidiness remained a habit from both the lighthouse and the Home. Especially thanks to her dad, who insisted that a carelessly placed object might impede a run up the stairs to tend the light. Una straightened everything up neatly, and set her suitcase back beside her bed.

         She read for half an hour by the light of a slope-shouldered candle, her eyes stinging with tiredness, unable to close the book when she knew that she had to endure the darkness when it was shut. Only when her eyelids were too heavy to concentrate did she reluctantly lay the book aside. Una placed the torch on her bedside table, clicking it on twice to ensure that the batteries worked, and blew out the candle.

          

         She woke in the night to carousel music.
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            Chapter 7

         

         The tune was faint, but Una was not imagining it. The carousel music was playing, down in the cellar. She lay in the pitch dark, her heart thrashing in her chest, every inch of her willing the music to stop.

         It’s Father, she tried to tell herself, Father checking the effects of the power cut. You’re being silly. That’s all it is. Stop being fanciful.

         The melody played on and on. An innocent, tinkling, bell-like tune floating up the stairs, sending cold shivers up and down Una’s back. She pictured the ponies riding up and down as the carousel turned, all simpering long-lashed eyes, their innocent charm turned by the darkness into malicious and terrible beings who meant her harm.

         Una knew the melody, and she waited in agony for the music to wind down and stop. Let it stop, please, she prayed. Let it be the power cut that’s caused it.55

         The music plinked like metallic rain, slowing down until each note seemed to be the last. Slower. At last, it was winding down.

         Silence.

         Then it began again, even more loudly, as if mocking Una’s fear. To her ears it sounded like a church organ played at top volume. This was no pretty carousel tune; it was sinister and menacing in its stark, jabbing notes, and there was no escape from it.

         Surely her parents would wake and investigate soon? She listened out for their footsteps. Could they have started the carousel? But why, at this time of night?

         Somehow, Una forced herself to move. She steeled herself to reach for her torch and switch it on, keeping her eyes closed until they adjusted to the brightness, praying every minute that the music would simply stop, that she could go back to sleep and tell herself in the morning that it had been nothing at all.

         Opening her eyes, she checked her room. It was empty. Only the ceaseless music haunted the air. Light helped – any form of light helped – but there were deep shadows now, and not nearly enough brightness to steady her shaking hands.56

         Una breathed in and out deeply three times. It took what felt like hours to sit up in bed, to find a frail spark of courage, to move at all.

         First, she reached for her dressing gown at the end of the bed. Even in the torchlight it was a struggle to put it on, to stop shivering. The next colossal step was getting out of bed and putting on a pair of slippers. As the music tinkled endlessly on, Una tried to be utterly silent. Knocking one slippered foot against her bedside table made an audible thump, and a trickle of perspiration dampened the nape of her neck.

         Gripping the torch, she tiptoed to the door. Rain roared down on the roof, almost drowning out the music. The door creaked as she opened it, and she kept the torch low so the moving light would not distract her parents.

         Their bedroom door was shut. They were heavy sleepers and it seemed that the music hadn’t woken them. She could go in and ask them to investigate, but they might be annoyed. They might think their new daughter was highly strung, fearful, a nuisance. A child who was better off back in the Home.

         Una stood at the top of the stairway, listening. Still the music played. One step at a time, holding onto the banister, she descended the stairs.57

         The music grew louder as she reached the cellar’s iron door. Even through its solid weight, she had heard that music. Forcing herself, she turned the handle. It was locked.

         Locked – and yet, the music played. Whoever had started the carousel must have left only minutes ago, locking the door after them. It wasn’t possible that they were still in the room.

         Was it?

         The key hung in its usual place on the wall. She made her hands reach for it, push the key into the lock and turn it. The door opened.

         Her torch played shakily over the carousel.

         Shadows turned the ponies’ heads into hollow skulls, their empty eye sockets staring at her as they turned round and round. Their prettily arched heads now looked as if they expressed fear, their mouths pulled wide. The golden poles were pins stabbed through their backs.

         The carousel’s lights blinked on and off, burning colours into Una’s eyes. As she watched, the ponies rode up and down until the carousel slowed gently to a stop. Clutching her torch, Una turned it towards the lever that started the carousel turning.

         Nobody was there.58

         Una wanted to call out, but her throat was dry and voiceless. She forced herself to walk around the carousel, directing the torch beam into every corner. The back of her neck prickled.

         Nobody. Nothing.

         Turning abruptly, she bolted from the room, left the door unlocked and fled upstairs. Her breath sobbed in her chest, her feet pounded the stairs and her skin prickled. Twice she tripped on her dressing gown and scrambled over steps on her knees.

         There was no sign of any disturbance from her parents’ bedroom. Una dived under her quilt and clicked off the torch, listening.

         Copperlins stayed silent. The rain faded away to drips trickling from the gutters. Huddled up in bed, Una gripped her bruised, wobbly knees.

         Back at the Home, several children had sworn a ghost swept the floor at nights, that they’d heard the relentless swish-swish of its broom. It gave them all the shivers, but Una had never heard the ghost, or truly believed in it.

         Lighthouse families recounted ghost stories from the top to bottom of Anglesea, with the notable exception of the Wexfords. Una’s dad had little time for ghosts. Una told herself that the carousel’s behaviour 59was far more likely to be a mechanical fault. Either way, it had to be borne, or else Mother and Father might think her oversensitive, peculiar, high-strung.

         She watched the line of dark between her bedroom curtains. The line was faintly grey – Kittiwake Feather Grey – before Una’s thoughts stopped chasing them­selves and she drifted asleep on an overwhelming tide of exhaustion.

          

         In the morning Una found Father reading his newspaper at the breakfast table while Mother fried bacon and eggs. The electricity was back on, the refrigerator whirring, the light bright and cheerful. Una hesitated at the door.

         ‘Plenty of rain last night,’ said Father, welcoming Una with a smile. ‘Good for the garden.’

         ‘Have some marmalade, dear,’ said Mother, opening a fresh jar. ‘Did you sleep well?’

         Una sat slowly down.

         ‘Did the rain wake you in the night, Father?’ she asked at last.

         ‘Me? Slept like a top,’ said Father. He paused. ‘Did you? You’re looking peaky.’

         ‘I … was a bit cold last night,’ said Una. She scraped marmalade across her toast to keep her hands steady.60

         ‘Oh dear, I’ll get you another blanket,’ said Mother in concern. ‘A thick woollen one. Perhaps we should order more firewood for your room.’

         Father objected. ‘We can’t have too big a fire in that fireplace; I’m not sure about the state of the chimney.’

         Una’s words froze on her tongue. The Home loomed in her memory; she would not mention hearing any music, any scratching, anything strange. She must be careful of what she told her parents, lest they send her back.

         Father stretched his arms, linking his fingers and pressing outwards. ‘I should work on the carousel today. Want to help, young Una?’

         ‘Thank you, but I thought I’d do some baking,’ said Una quickly. ‘Maybe Flotsam Pie. It’s fish and cream with cheese, and a pastry crust.’

         ‘Well, that sounds deliciously nautical,’ said Mother in amusement. ‘Make sure to clean up after yourself, dear. I’ll be upstairs in the study. There’s a historic dollhouse I want to research.’

         ‘Um.’ Una swallowed. ‘Father, is the carousel working? I thought I heard it playing in the night.’ There. She’d said it.

         ‘Playing in the night?’ Father looked astonished. ‘I should hope not. I’ll check it today.’61

         ‘I … I might have left the door unlocked,’ said Una. ‘I went to look.’

         ‘Never mind,’ said Father, cheerfully. ‘It’s not as if burglars will steal something the size of a carousel.’

         ‘Una was probably dreaming,’ Mother said kindly. ‘I know I hear all sorts of things when I’m half-asleep. The way this house creaks!’

         ‘Yes, it does creak a little,’ said Una, toying with a fork. Part of her was irritated that they didn’t believe her, but she was also relieved.

         Only, I didn’t imagine it, she thought, still seeing the carousel revolve. She shivered at the memory. I saw it, I heard it, and there must be some rational explanation. There simply must be.
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            Chapter 8

         

         Long after she had gone to bed that night, Una strained with all her hearing for the carousel. Copperlins, however, remained obstinately quiet. Una wanted to win the waiting game, but at some point, exhaustion took over and she fell deeply asleep.

         She dreamt she was back at the lighthouse. The waves were smashing against the Razors, but where was her dad? She knew the sound of his approach, his measured tread, steady even in a roaring gale. Her dad was nicknamed ‘Punctuality’ because that was his favourite word, and he would lower Una down on a rope and harness to paint the lighthouse. ‘Great sparks, Una, machines are the greatest inventions of humanity! Look at how they save lives.’ And he and Una would gaze at the lighthouse with pride. She missed his smell of paint and turpentine, his solid, reassuring presence. She listened harder for his approach.63

         The sounds she heard were faltering, stiff, wrong.

         She woke up completely, sitting bolt upright in the midnight dark.

         Footsteps.

         Scraping footsteps on the second storey, directly above her ceiling.

         It couldn’t be Mother or Father, not at this time of night. Blood crashed in her ears as she stared upwards, tracing the sound of the footsteps as the unknown entity crossed the room and halted. Una tried to remember which room was above hers – a bedroom? She listened hard for any hint of what was happening on the second storey.

         Whatever-it-was had frightened brave, clever Mary out of the house. That thought fired Una with the anger to push the covers back. Struggling with her dressing gown, she grabbed the torch and yanked on her slippers. Another creak made her heartbeat skitter like a moth against glass.

         She turned on the stairwell light, clutched at her courage, and climbed the stairs: one at a time, trying to be silent, holding her breath. The footsteps had stopped, but she planted her feet in the hallway, listening, every sense alert.

         Switching on one light after another, she opened 64the door of each room, flinching at the sight of herself in every looking-glass. Then she had to make herself extinguish the lights. Her shadow was a shaky blot on the walls, and her fingers left damp prints on the switches as she approached the storeroom.

         Just open it, Una thought. It’s a cupboard full of dust and cobwebs. She took a deep steadying breath, telling herself that she was a Wexford. Her dad would tell her that no Wexford who faced a storm or shipwreck would cower before a mere door.

         She turned the handle, lifted her torch and shone the light full into the room.

         The wallpaper was dark grey and black, with a heavy brocaded pattern of ivy. Una’s torch cast a halo of light, which glinted off anything that cast a reflection: a broom handle, an old brass clock with a cracked face, an old-fashioned lamp. Moving the torchlight slowly over the jumble, she shrank from the menacing shadows cast by simple objects. A pair of sewing shears loomed like a sharp-beaked bird. She smelled dust and something metallic, and heard the floorboards creak underfoot.

         The beam of the torch, cold and pale as lightning, brushed over a cobweb-draped figure at the back of storeroom. Having seen the scissors, Una’s first thought 65was of a dressmaker’s dummy. Dressmakers’ dummies, however, rarely had heads attached to their torsos.

         Una stepped closer. Was it an old mirror showing her reflection? She almost turned away, but some terrible compulsion pulled her gaze inexorably back.

         Una’s own face stared back at her.

         It was a glassy-eyed, life-sized doll. More than a doll; it had Una’s hair and Una’s eyes. Not similar: an exact copy.

         Terror exploded in Una’s chest. She tore out of the room like an animal. She was panicked breath and a crazily swinging torch, racing along the corridor, down the stairs, barely skimming the banisters. She reached her room, leapt into bed and burrowed under the covers, whimpering in the back of her throat.

         It wasn’t real.

         Forget what you saw.

         In the morning it will be gone.

          

         Daylight brought Una to consciousness, bleary-eyed and confused. Her memory blinked like a faulty light; what had happened?

         Light. Flash.

         Door. Face. 

         Copy. Mine. 66

         She remembered.

         What was that thing? Why was it there? And what if it was more than a lifeless doll? What if it had set off the carousel, taken the old bird’s nest, and moved the things around Una’s room? If it could move, that idea was even more frightening than its appearance.

         ‘Maybe it was a fetch,’ she whispered. Una had read about those in a book of her mum’s, one of the few in the lighthouse not suffering from mould. Una had sometimes caught Alice Wexford poring over that book’s folklore, hungry for stories from the groundling life she missed.

         A fetch was a visitation by your double, a warning of imminent death. The thought writhed inside Una like a sea-snake; what other explanation could there be for a doll with her face?

         Then she remembered Mother talking of the dollmaker who owned the house, the one who had left all those uncanny dolls behind. This was surely one of them, an automaton, an – what was the name? – Animated Curiosity. Somehow, Mother had missed the fact of this entity, hidden away upstairs.

         But how to explain its appearance, identical to Una? And how to explain the noises Una had heard? What was it?67

         Una struggled to get up, dress, and brush her hair. Every simple motion took effort, but she needed normality. Breakfast. A fried egg, painting her plate the shade of Happiness Yellow. The reassuring ordinariness of her parents.

         Her haunted face met her in the looking-glass, peaky and tense.

         Mother and Father sat in the kitchen, conversing about the weather, their work, and the article in the newspaper on the Knifely Stifling church choir. All the while, Una picked at her food and felt her secret trying to burst out of her.

         Tell them. You have to tell them. Don’t be a spineless jellyfish, Una Wexford.

         ‘And what are you planning for your day, Una?’ Mother asked at last, pouring tea.

         Una took a breath. ‘Mother?’

         ‘Yes, Una?’

         Say it.

         ‘… I found a doll upstairs. A life-sized one.’

         Mother sat motionless, gripping the teapot. Her back stiffened, as if she were thinking rapidly. Then she set the teapot down on the table with care and smoothed down the tablecloth.

         ‘A life-sized doll, Una dear? Are you sure?’68

         Una nodded.

         ‘Goodness, this place really is riddled with them! Don’t you think, Hugh?’

         ‘Another thing belonging to the dollmaker?’ Father rustled his newspaper. ‘Hmm, I imagine she left a lot of old rubbish behind, Mona. Mostly nice things, I’m sure,’ he amended hastily, seeing Mother’s pointed stare.

         ‘Not old rubbish,’ Mother corrected him. ‘If she left antique dolls, with no one else to hand them down to, they’re of interest to me. And to Una, if they are the rare clockwork kind. Where was it exactly, Una?’

         ‘Um, upstairs in a storeroom,’ croaked Una. ‘And it, well, it looks a lot like me.’

         ‘Could you bring it down for me to have a look at?’

         Una’s stomach somersaulted.

         ‘Yes, all right,’ she managed.

         Never mind that the doll was human-sized, and presumably heavy. She didn’t want to go anywhere near it.

         She wanted to ask her parents to come with her, but it felt foolish. What was difficult, Mother might ask, about bringing them an old doll?

         Una went upstairs. It was daylight. The power was on. She could do this.69

         Up to the second storey, moving quickly, Una tried to trick her senses into believing this was an easy task. Past the doorways, enduring the mustiness, the cold, the echo of her footsteps. The storeroom door.

         Here she paused. Listened. She wished she had brought the torch with her, this time as a weapon in case she needed to – well – hit anything.

         She could lie. Go back downstairs and say she’d been mistaken.

         But she couldn’t stand it. She had to show her parents. They might have an explanation, one that would make perfect sense.

         ‘Right, then,’ she said, her voice a shaky challenge.

         Una yanked open the door and peered into the dark room.

         Nothing.

         Boxes, crates. A stack of faded books. The old clock, the broom. No glassy eyes. No looking-glass to mock her with her reflection. A plain, bare wall, a few shelves, and nowhere for a life-sized doll to be hidden. If it had fallen, it would be on the floor or against the shelves.

         Her cheeks burned as hotly as if her parents were standing right next to her. She was glad they weren’t; 70she could just imagine their kindly, awful patience. It’s easy to imagine things in the dark, Una dear.

         Anger and confusion rose. She had seen it. She had not been tricked by the shadows.

         And if it was not there, where was it?

         She whirled around, half-expecting to see it behind her, but there was only a stretch of corridor. She could either search all the rooms, or go back downstairs and admit her ‘mistake’. Neither choice appealed.

         ‘I know you’re here,’ she said to the silence. ‘Don’t think you’ve fooled me.’

         She hurried from door to door, opening, peering in, but to no avail. Wherever the doll was, it had hidden itself well.

         Una couldn’t bring herself to search every room in the house. Time was passing, and her parents waited. She stormed downstairs, hitting the banister with her hand, and returned to the kitchen. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, pasting a smile on her face. ‘I can’t find it. There was a lot of clutter – I suppose it will turn up.’

         ‘Oh, well.’ Mother sounded less interested now. ‘I do mean to clean up the rooms at some point, but the last time I looked, there were a lot of old doll parts that weren’t even worth keeping. They can look very lifelike.’71

         She patted Una’s hand.

         ‘Thank you for telling me, dear. But do be careful about going up to the second storey, won’t you? It’s so dusty up there, and there might be rats.’

         Una swallowed a cold mouthful of milk. She could still see that face in her mind; her absolute counterpart. Her short red hair, her own pale gannet eyes. And what if it was also shifting things around the house, setting off the carousel, and scaring the daylights out of Mary?

         Una thought of her dad, going eagerly, fearlessly off to see machines fight a war, and resolution hardened her jaw. She might be fanciful, but she wasn’t delusional. She would go back upstairs and confront that automaton – that machine. She would find it.
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            Chapter 9

         

         The next day Una made her plans. If she heard one suspicious sound, one scratch, one scrape, she would act. If that doll was up there, she would prove it existed, and the Smiths would see that Una wasn’t a high-strung, nervous, peculiar orphan. More importantly, she would find out whether it was dangerous. If the doll really could move, that would explain the noises she’d heard: the carousel music, Mary’s fright. If it crept around in the night, what was it capable of?

         She must protect her new family.

         As night fell, she prepared for her expedition like a soldier heading off to the Front. She had a bath, combing the knots out of her hair. She brushed her teeth, checked her torch batteries and laid out warm clothes. Then she sat restlessly through dinner, eating without tasting one mouthful. Her parents did not mention the mysterious doll, and Una wondered if 73they had forgotten about it. Perhaps they thought that she had, too.

         Maintain the light, keep back the dark. She must be ready.

         Bedtime arrived. Una’s stomach clenched anew as she said goodnight to her parents and went upstairs to her room. She pushed a chair against her door to warn her if the doll tried to come in. There was a lock on her door, but Mother must have the key, and Una didn’t know where it was or how to ask for it without raising Mother’s concern. She climbed into her bed, wrapping her arms around her old suitcase for comfort. Would she hear the carousel music again, the creaking, or footsteps? If she heard the music, she could rush to the cellar, lock the iron door, trap the doll inside.

         She turned over restlessly in bed, her mind whirring like an overworked engine, determined to wake at midnight. Una could impress her brain with the need to wake at a certain time – her dad taught her that, with the need to constantly wind and check mechanisms. ‘The human body is an amazing machine,’ he’d told her. ‘If we keep our bodies trained and well-maintained, we can better attend to our lighthouse duties.’74

         But she woke several times with a start before she fell properly asleep.

         At midnight, her mind snapped into con-sciousness. She breathed in silence, listening. Nothing. Not even a drip from the dodgy tap in the bathroom across the hallway.

         Una got up and dressed, picking up her torch. She moved the chair away from the door, tiptoed out of the room and glanced along the hall to her parents’ room. No light, no sign of wakefulness.

         Then she heard it. A soft scraping sound overhead. A creaking.

         Una scurried up the stairs to the second storey. A light came dimly to life on the landing as she flicked the switch. The passageway, illuminated, showed nothing out of the ordinary. She went to the storeroom. Her steps slowed as she neared it, perspiration slick on her palms. She clicked on the torch for courage and turned the doorknob, shining the beam into the room. Flashing the light from ceiling to floor, her breath rasping in her ears, Una braced herself for the sight of her copy, her fetch, her mirror image.

         She saw at once that things had been moved in the storeroom. The broom and the scissors had been shifted on the shelves.75

         The doll, however, was still missing.

         Infuriated, Una lowered the torch and froze.

         On the floor lay a scattering of gull feathers she had collected from the lighthouse.

          

         Outwardly that week, at Copperlins, Una was a happy, dutiful daughter. At school, she spent hours buried in armfuls of library books on machinery and local history, filling them with bookmarks and notes. She sketched feverishly, drawing cogs, wheels and wires. A few days after Una had found the feathers, seated under their tree at lunchtime, Mary firmly removed a much-sharpened pencil from Una’s grip.

         ‘Stop this,’ she ordered. ‘You don’t need to hide away in books, you need to talk to me. What’s going on?’

         ‘Nothing.’ Una wished she were a better liar.

         ‘Una, you have bags under your eyes!’

         Una had to tell her. The secret was corroding her like rust.

         ‘Well,’ she began, with difficulty. ‘The electricity went off one night.’

         ‘Oh, it did at ours, too.’ Mary laughed. ‘Nothing new in that. We had to find candles, and the kids were too scared to go to bed, so Dad told stories and I sang show tunes. Want to hear them? I sang–’76

         ‘Mary, what did you see in my room that night?’

         Her friend fell silent. The tree above them cast deep, cold shadows, and a breeze whispered secrets to the leaves.

         You asked me what’s wrong, Una thought. Don’t ask if you don’t want to know.

         ‘Nothing.’ Mary pulled the remains of her sandwich apart. ‘I’d been dreaming, that’s all. I always picture ghosts and ghouls in the dark.’

         ‘You didn’t see something like – like a doll, with joints showing?’ Una drew a line at her throat, and two at her wrists.

         Mary’s face turned green. She recoiled, glancing around before hissing, ‘No, I didn’t, and stop that! Don’t talk so loud.’ Then she pushed her fingers through her curls, her habit when she was agitated. ‘Look, Una, if things are bad at home, you’re welcome to stay at my house. There’s not much room, but we’d let you sleep on the sofa, or a mattress on the floor. You don’t have to stay in that house.’

         ‘Thank you,’ Una said. ‘But – but I have wonderful new parents and I have to protect them. I want to know what that doll is and why it has my face, and why it’s been moving around the house and scaring us!’77

         ‘Can’t you ask your parents to move?’ Mary pleaded.

         Still stung by Mary’s denial, Una glared. ‘No, they’d want to know why. And then they might send me back. I saw that happen at the Home, Mary. Orphans sent back like unwanted parcels. Even the big ones cried.’

         ‘Oh,’ said Mary. ‘I’m sorry. It must have been horrible. But your parents aren’t like that. They’d never do that to you.’

         ‘They might,’ Una muttered. ‘They might send me back, if they thought I was too much trouble. It’s not me that’s the trouble in the house! But what if that thing wrecks the carousel, and the Smiths believe it was me? Or worse – it could do anything.’

         ‘See, you should leave. Ugh, that house, Una. The stories – if you knew about them–’

         ‘Then tell me the stories.’

         She saw Mary’s dismay, but Una’s gaze could be as intense as the Wexford beacon. At last, her friend sighed.

         ‘All right,’ she whispered. ‘But only this once. A long time after the dollmaker died, kids would sneak up to the house for a dare. Mostly the curtains were drawn, but sometimes they weren’t. There were kids 78who said the rooms were cobwebby and dusty, and then later they were cleaned up. Chairs would have shifted, or books had moved. As if someone were living there. But nobody, nobody ever saw a person go near the front door.’

         Una felt the words filling her up like stones, weighing on her heavily. ‘What else?’

         ‘They’d see a face at a window. Especially at night. There were children who got screaming fits rather than go past that house. Dogs would lower their tails, or bark at the place. And then, well, there was the music.’

         ‘What music?’ Una’s fingernails dug into her knuckles.

         ‘Like a carousel.’ Mary gulped, and went on. ‘A little boy went missing about ten years ago and his parents found him near Copperlins. He was crying, because he’d heard the music and thought there was a funfair. When I saw there really was a carousel, I thought, well at least that’s real. Maybe the wind got through the windows and turned it around.’

         Una swallowed. ‘Maybe,’ she said. ‘Did anyone ever go into the house?’

         ‘There’s a rumour that robbers tried to once, but they ran off without taking anything. As if they’d 79been frightened away. So, people put up horseshoes on their doors to protect them from whatever is in that house. Those are the stories – and now I’ve told you, Una, don’t go talking about those weird things, ever. It’ll only make things worse; don’t you see?’

         A cold breeze gave Una an excuse to rub her goose-pimpled arms. Carousel music. A ghostly face at the window. Disarranged rooms. She’d experienced it all herself.

         ‘Thanks for telling me, Mary,’ she said. ‘And for the invitation. It’s really kind of you. I’ll come over one night. I’d like that.’

         Mary smiled her relief, but Una’s stomach churned queasily. No wonder people looked at her weirdly, living in a house with that background. It was a miracle Mary was still talking to her.

         I have to find out more, Una told herself, while the elm branches rustled and creaked. I have to know what it is, before it does something bad. Before it hurts someone, or gets me sent away. 

         Mary glanced over at some other students, who were staring at them. She picked up Una’s books. ‘Right, long division,’ she said loudly. ‘Let’s try question twelve.’80

          

         Una’s resolution to not let the doll scare her lasted until she was home, getting ready for bed. She kept skittering off to the window to peer out at the gathering dark, at the new moon like the rim of a cup, the feebly glinting stars. Never had she so dreaded the night.

         She checked the belongings in her room carefully. There were no strange fingerprints, no books or hairbrushes or pens out of place. Nothing missing. Either the Animated Curiosity was staying out of Una’s room, or it was being more careful.

         She heard her parents across the hall, Mother humming as she ran the bath. Water splashed, then gurgled down the plughole. Mother appeared, attired in a thick bathrobe, bed socks and slippers, her hair in a boudoir cap, smiling at Una from her bedroom doorway.

         ‘Goodnight, Una dear.’

         ‘Goodnight.’

         Una climbed into bed as if it were a prison. She couldn’t turn off her mind or stop listening for noises. Back at the lighthouse, the Wexfords had proudly maintained their watch over the light and the sea, but this was different. This was worse than waiting for a storm. Storms were natural. This doll, 81if created by the old dollmaker, might be some clever kind of automaton, but it still had her face, and it still had the seeming ability to hide from her. Una had never encountered cogs and wheels and machinery like that.

         She listened. No scratches, no footsteps. Her parents’ room was silent. Somewhere out in Knifely Stifling a dog barked, then was quiet.

         Una stared up at the ceiling. She willed herself to turn off her lamp. It took a great effort. Then she paused, stiff with nerves, to listen.

         Nothing.

         ‘Don’t play games with me, you – you Animated Curiosity,’ Una whispered, jaws clenched. ‘I know you’re there. I’m going to find out what you’re up to.’

         A breeze murmured querulously at the window, and a scatter of raindrops fell. Una didn’t want to leave her warm blankets, but she could picture the doll upstairs, hiding.

         She glared up at the ceiling, her torch on her bedside table.

         When she needed the lavatory Una took the torch with her, despite turning on the light in her room and the hallway. Then she considered returning upstairs. She shivered not from fear this time but cold; autumn 82was coming on now, and the upstairs rooms were unheated. She slipped back into bed, and waited.

         It must have been sometime near midnight when she heard a noise at her door.

         Scratch, scratch, scratch.

         Barely awake, she fumbled for her dressing gown, wincing at the cold floor on her bare feet. There must be a draught, stopping the door from closing properly. She switched on her lamp, closing her eyes until her pupils had adjusted, and opened her bedroom door.

         There, on the threshold, stood the Animated Curiosity.
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            Chapter 10

         

         Una reared back, the torchlight swinging crazily. She steadied it with ice-cold hands, forcing herself to focus on the doll.

         Shakily Una stepped nearer, taking in the blue dress that she recognised as identical to one of her own, an expensive shop-bought one with lace trimming and a black bow at the collar. Red hair in a bob, neater than her own pillow-tousled mop. The dainty eyebrows she had inherited from her mum, and the straight Wexford nose. That tiny mole near one ear, like a dot from Morse code.

         Her double. A doll twin.

         She saw fine joints in the doll’s wrists, its neck, its knees; the only telling signs in the torchlight that it was not human. There were smudges of dirt on its wax face, but fewer cobwebs in its hair than before.84

         ‘So,’ Una said in a thin, high voice. ‘What do you want?’

         The doll’s pale blue eyes stared blankly at nothing. Then they blinked.

         Una’s shock made her crash against the wall. An unrecognised hope that she had been wrong vanished.

         The doll was real. It could move.

         The doll’s movements were stiff at first, like a music-box whose springs were winding down. It tilted its head, reminding Una horribly of the carousel ponies when the shadows had distorted them. Its joints flexed where the lines showed on its wrists and knees and ankles. A metallic whirring filled the room.

         Una clung to the torch, her lungs working crazily, whimpers in her throat. The torchlight flashed over the doll’s face, but it didn’t seem bothered by the brightness. Jerkily, step by step, it – she, part of Una’s brain insisted – entered the room. Glass eyes scanned its corners. Looking, thought Una nauseously, and somehow found the lost strength in her wobbly knees.

         She moved in front of it, her mind screaming at her to shout for her parents, to strike this monstrosity, to run—

         ‘Help me,’ said the doll.

         Every nerve Una possessed stood on end. Against 85all her instincts, she moved closer to the nightmarish doll. Its voice had not sounded like her own.

         ‘Great sparks, you can talk,’ she stammered. It’s a trick. Or I am losing hold of reality.

         The doll twin stepped further into the room. ‘I know you,’ it said clearly. ‘You are the girl who lives downstairs. I need to know why I am here. I don’t know. No one will tell me.’

         Una breathed like a winded horse, holding her torch tightly. ‘What are you?’ Her voice was high with fright. ‘Why do you have my face?’

         The doll – it – she, Una thought – lifted wax hands to her nose and cheeks. ‘I don’t know,’ she whispered. ‘I don’t know. Please help me.’

         Una’s stomach lurched, and her head felt light enough to float away. She ordered herself not to throw up.

         You’re a Wexford and you’ve survived terrifying things before, she reminded herself. Remember that bad lightning storm, when the waves were as high as the railings? Remember when our supplies were so low that Mum and Dad had to pick mussels off the rocks, with ropes tied round their waists? When Mum got the telegram about Dad being killed in the trenches and she sat on the stairwell for a whole day without moving?86

         Bravery faced up to such things. The Wexfords maintained the light.

         It was hard not to panic. Yes, there were such things as automata, wax figurines that could play chess or tell fortunes. They were machines, delicate and expensive, beautifully constructed and remarkably realistic.

         But she had never heard of an automaton, however cleverly constructed, that so closely resembled a living person. This one could think independently, talk, react, hold a conversation. It had looked at her belongings. It had played with the carousel. That was beyond any skill Una had heard of, or could believe possible.

         ‘You’ve been creeping around the house,’ Una blurted out, keeping her voice down so her parents would not wake. ‘I know you have. My friend saw you. You were here, in my room, taking my bird’s nest. Why do you look just like me? How can you move and talk?’

         The doll studied her jointed wrists, extending and flexing her fingers as if they were new and wondrous. ‘I think – I believe – the dollmaker taught me to speak,’ she replied haltingly. ‘The one who created me. My memory plate is faulty, but I remember a voice. I 87had no sight then. My workings must have stopped for a long time.’

         ‘The dollmaker? But she died years ago,’ Una argued. ‘She couldn’t have made you look like me.’

         The Animated Curiosity played with wisps of red hair. The exact match, Una thought nauseously, for Rusty Hinge in her paintbox. My hair colour. Hair like a beacon.

         ‘No,’ the doll faltered. ‘No, I understand that is not possible. But I am meant to be a replica of another person. That is my function.’

         ‘Then it was you who copied me? Sneaking around the house at night?’

         ‘I don’t know who I am, or why I am here,’ said the doll pleadingly. ‘I need you to help me. You are the girl who lives downstairs, who sleeps in this room. What is your name?’

         ‘I’m Una.’ Looking more closely, Una could see the wooden stiffness of the doll twin’s fingers. The whirring grew louder and the doll stared down at herself.

         ‘What is that?’ the Animated Curiosity whispered. ‘Why does it happen?’

         Una almost laughed; she too wanted to know why. Her brain raced through everything she knew 88about automata. While working on the carousel, Father had talked of the automated copy of Queen Marie Antoinette, who could play the dulcimer. ‘Extraordinary what they could do back then,’ Father had said, replacing a wheel in the carousel mechanism. ‘Imagine if an inventor like that had worked on this carousel. The horses might turn their heads and neigh.’

         Yet such lovely toys as those automata, those golden peacocks and silver swans, could only move for a short period of time, like a striking clock. They moved, they wound down and they stopped. Queen Marie Antoinette wouldn’t have been frightened by her automaton copy, because it wasn’t alive.

         The doll stepped clumsily forward and Una reared back. ‘Keep away from me!’

         She – the animated thing – obeyed, still whirring, eyes flicking madly open and shut.

         My eyes, thought Una dazedly. Her hair is exactly the same, she’s even wearing a dress like mine. Maybe she stole it from my wardrobe! Oh lord, Timothy at the Home was right, Mary was right, this house… 

         ‘Do I really look like you?’ asked the doll faintly.

         ‘Haven’t you seen a mirror?’ The confusion of it all seared through Una like a red-hot wire, keeping her 89talking when every instinct was to run. Gruesome images crossed her mind; pictures of the doll spying on Una through the windows, then re-moulding her waxen face like plasticine.

         The doll did not reply to her question. She ran waxen fingers over her face, then ineffectively tried to pull her sleeves down over the lines on her wrists, as if fearful of Una’s anger. ‘I do not like mirrors,’ she murmured, her gaze alighting on Una’s dressing-table. Una remembered the fingerprint on her hand-mirror and something in her expression made the doll draw back.

         ‘What’s your name?’ Una asked, still gripping the torch. ‘Are you called anything? Mother talked about Animated Curiosities.’

         ‘Animated Curiosity,’ repeated the doll, and looked relieved. ‘Yes. That sounds familiar. Is that my name?’

         ‘Animated Curiosity,’ muttered Una. ‘What about Ani then? The other’s too much of a mouthful.’

         ‘Ani,’ the doll agreed, twisting one hand completely around on its jointed wrist. ‘Yes, I can be Ani.’

         ‘Don’t do that to your hand,’ said Una, wincing. ‘What are you made of?’

         ‘Metal?’ asked Ani tentatively. She held out her upturned palm so that Una, with strong misgivings, 90could touch the cool skin, something between wax and flesh. Ani smiled at her with white teeth that resembled Una’s, even the crooked ones at the bottom. ‘I am not quite like you, am I?’

         Shuddering inwardly, Una pointed to the still-exposed joints on Ani’s wrists. ‘Hardly. Why do you have them? Is it because you’re not finished?’

         Ani shook her head, again self-consciously covering up the joints. ‘Now I can see they look strange, don’t they, Una?’

         ‘Maybe it’s part of your design. Mother might know.’ Una wondered what Mother would say when she saw Ani. She would either scream, or faint with delight. ‘How long have you been moving around the house? You must have been here for years.’

         Ani rubbed at her wrists. ‘I have only gone downstairs to look at things and see what you have brought from outside. Feathers; I like those. I watch birds from the windows some days. I like the big musical machine of lights and gears, down in the dark room. That is very beautiful, the way it goes round and round.’

         ‘It’s a carousel,’ Una said.

         ‘Yes. The carousel. I have been to see it, but only at night. I haven’t been outside at all,’ Ani added, glancing 91wistfully at the window beyond the storeroom. ‘I want to, but I don’t dare. It’s forbidden.’

         ‘Go outdoors?’ Una could hardly picture it. ‘You can’t! People in Knifely Stifling – they know there’s something creepy about Copperlins.’ Walking, talking automata like Ani would petrify anyone, she thought. I’d put up horseshoes around my bed if I thought it would protect me from Ani.

         Then guilt poked her in the side. This doll, this Animated Curiosity, was a machine. And Una loved machinery. Her late dad would have been fascinated. And her terror was lessening; it was hard to stay afraid of a machine that acted as if it was frightened of you.

         Ani was now backed against the half-closed door, her hands over her face, a deep distressed whirring sounding from her insides. ‘What is Copperlins?’ she asked.

         ‘You don’t know, when you’ve lived here for so long? It’s the name of this house. My new parents only just bought it.’

         The doll touched a hand to her temple, as if the faulty memory she had spoken of was struggling to provide answers. She moved to the window, lifted the curtain and peered out. ‘Would your new parents know about Animated Curiosities?’92

         ‘Mother does.’ Una hoped their conversation had gone unheard. ‘I can’t wake them up now. Maybe … maybe I’ll tell them in the morning. Can you stay hidden on the second storey until I do?’

         ‘Yes, I can,’ said the doll twin earnestly. ‘But please, won’t you let me downstairs? I want to go outside. I don’t want to hide.’

         ‘Then why have you been hiding?’ Una thought of the doll sneaking about, lurking in the shadows.

         Ani looked puzzled, her glass eyes staring at a wall. ‘The voice told me I must.’

         ‘What voice? The dollmaker’s?’

         ‘Yes,’ said Ani uncertainly.

         Una recalled Mary’s stories of a face at the window, of changes to the rooms. Ani, it seemed, had been careful in her roaming, ordered to stay out of sight. At least the dollmaker had impressed that upon her.

         ‘May I come down in the daytime?’ Ani persisted.

         ‘No! I’m sorry, but no. You might be seen. By my parents, or anyone. I know how it feels to be locked away – I was in a Home for years – but you have to stay hidden.’

         Ani’s face looked bewildered; an expression Una felt mirrored on her own. ‘But you will come back, won’t you, Una? You will help me?’93

         ‘Yes,’ said Una, who very much didn’t want to do either.

         Ani smiled and walked stiffly back to the doorway. She took an object from her pocket, and Una recognised her bird’s nest. ‘I am sorry I took this, but it’s wonderful,’ Ani whispered rapturously. ‘A bird laid her eggs in it. Can you bring me more things like this? Things from outside?’

         ‘All right,’ promised Una. Sweat broke out at the nape of her neck.

         ‘Thank you, Una,’ said the doll twin, before closing the door gently behind her. A faint whirring came from beyond the room, then faded as the doll climbed the stairs, back to her room on the second storey.

         Stiffly, like an Animated Curiosity herself, Una pushed a chair against the door, to give warning if the doll sneaked back into the bedroom. Delayed shock came in waves of shuddering, until her teeth clattered and she tasted salty blood on the inside of her cheek.

         Then she collapsed into bed. She ground her face into her pillow, exhausted. When she sank into sleep at last, her dreams whispered of metallic joints and glassy eyes. The stranger with her face. The doll twin.
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            Chapter 11

         

         ‘Una, what’s the matter with you?’ Mary whispered.

         Una dropped her pen with a jolt. The teacher had already scolded her twice for not paying attention, but still her mind drifted. How could she think about nouns and verbs after what she had seen last night?

         She had to tell Mary. There had been no time before school; Una running in late after a sleepless night, a thousand words bottled up inside her. She had been reliving not only the night’s events, but her painful attempt to act normally in front of the Smiths. The sound of the carousel in the cellar, as Father tweaked the mechanism, had made her jump so badly she spilled milk halfway down her school tunic.

         ‘You look a wreck,’ whispered Mary. ‘Is it because of – you know – being the Copperlins girl?’

         People’s dread of Copperlins had not lessened but spread, it seemed to Una; fear drifted through the 95classrooms like mist, affecting her fellow students. They avoided her, whispering in gossipy knots when Una was nearby, while the teachers developed side-scuttling habits around her. Una had begun to feel like fish guts left on the rocks at low tide. However now she knew exactly why, she couldn’t blame them.

         ‘It’s more than that,’ Una whispered back.

         Discreetly, she drew an invisible line around her wrist with one hand. Mary inhaled as if she been whacked on the head with a ruler.

         ‘Miss O’Connor!’ snapped the teacher. ‘What did I say about talking in class?’

         ‘Una’s sick, Miss,’ said Mary loudly. ‘I think she’s going to throw up her breakfast, and she ate a whopping stack of marmalade toast and…’

         The teacher recoiled slightly. ‘For heaven’s sake, take the girl outside.’

         Grabbing Una’s arm, Mary propelled her out of the classroom and under the elm tree in the playground. The ground was damp from rain and scattered with dead leaves, but neither girl noticed or cared. ‘What happened?’

         ‘Mary, I saw her last night, in my room – the doll twin. She talks.’

         ‘She what?’96

         ‘And thinks, and moves. You saw her that night. Why didn’t you tell me? Great sparks, Mary, you saw her – a mechanical doll with my face.’

         Mary groaned, pushing her fingers through her curls. ‘I’m so sorry, Una, but I was that scared. I couldn’t believe the stories were true. And you were so happy with your new family, and I hoped nothing bad would happen.’

         ‘Well,’ conceded Una, ‘I can’t blame you. She scared the living daylights out of me. I’m impressed that you didn’t scream.’

         ‘Ah, I still ran off.’ Mary shrugged, but her cheeks reclaimed some colour.

         ‘I ran away, too, the first time I saw her,’ Una admitted.

         ‘And you didn’t leave the house altogether? You’re the brave one. That’s staring-down-a-wolf kind of brave! What happened? What did she do?’

         ‘She talked, properly talked to me, Mary. She’s called an Animated Curiosity, and I’ve never seen anything like her. She must be one of the dollmaker’s automata, dolls that can walk and talk. But she has my face.’

         ‘How’s that possible, when the dollmaker died years ago?’ shuddered Mary.97

         ‘I still don’t know. She said something like – she’s meant to be a replica. You have to tell me what people know about Copperlins. Everything.’

         Mary tugged at a long curl. ‘Una, I already have. Everyone in Knifely Stifling knows the stories about the dollmaker. I just know what I felt in there. You have to get out of that house.’

         Una felt troubled. ‘I … I said I’d help her. To find out what she is, to fix her memory. I know that doesn’t mean I can trust her, but she didn’t do anything bad to me. She was scared too, like she didn’t know what kind of thing she was.’

         Mary leaned back against the tree, momentarily speechless. ‘She was scared? For pity’s sake, Una, tell your parents about her. Show them. There’s evil in that house, I can feel it. Like a pretty, frosted cake that’s full of maggots. Your parents are new to this town, so they don’t take the stories seriously.’

         ‘They’ll have to, if they see Ani.’

         ‘Ani? She has a name now?’ Mary gaped at her. ‘She has done something to you. And your parents don’t know anything about her? You have to tell them. What if they see her, or think it’s you?’

         ‘I’m sure they’d know the difference,’ said Una, who suddenly wasn’t sure at all. ‘I’ll tell them. When 98I can think of a way to do it so they’re not scared to death. And when I’ve talked to her more, found out more about what she is. If she’s dangerous or not.’ Her palms misted with perspiration. ‘Don’t tell anyone else about this.’

         ‘Believe me, I won’t.’ Her friend rubbed her face and sighed. ‘Honestly, you’re braver than me, Una. I couldn’t stay under the same roof as that thing.’

         Across the grass, from the schoolroom, a window opened. ‘Are you girls ready to come back?’ Mrs Covey called. ‘You’ve been out long enough.’

         ‘Ah, crumbs.’ Mary took Una’s hand. ‘Take care of yourself, Una. Because if that doll thing hurts you, I’ll wring her waxy little neck.’

          

         ‘We have a surprise for you, Una dear,’ called Mother.

         All the blood in Una’s head drained to her toes, and she dropped her schoolbag to the floor.

         ‘My goodness, don’t look like that. It’s about decorations.’ Mother gestured towards the living room. ‘Go and see.’

         Still quivering, Una tiptoed past the grandfather clock and into the room.

         One chair was piled with Christmas wreaths. A box of baubles and tinsel sat on the carpet, while 99another held paper lanterns, fairy lights and scarlet velvet ribbon. Una touched the sumptuous, soft ribbon. Theatre Curtain Red, she thought.

         ‘I saw some in a catalogue and couldn’t resist buying them,’ said Mother happily. ‘I know it’s not December quite yet, but we want you to put them up whenever you like. We’ve never gone to much trouble before, but now you’re here that must change. You are our early Christmas gift, Una. You’ve been with us for nearly two weeks, and we should celebrate.’ She paused. ‘You do like it here, don’t you, dear? It’s been a lot to deal with, a new school, a new family – and you’ve been very quiet of late. Distracted. I know we’re not the most exciting parents—’

         ‘You’re wonderful parents. Thank you,’ Una choked out. She had worried so much about pleasing the Smiths, and now, it seemed, they feared they were not good enough for her!

         The Wexford lighthouse had never been a party kind of place. Una’s birthday was at midwinter, when the family ate pastry knots and Flotsam Pie, and she received semaphore birthday wishes from ships. At Christmas, there was no tinsel (too messy, according to her mum, and a Christmas tree was difficult to get hold of.) Instead, Una had decorated driftwood with 100colourful seaweed, knitted and painted gifts for her parents, and baked mince pies with carefully hoarded dried fruit. The officious Lighthouse Superintendent, Mr Spindrift Bloxon, ceremoniously drank one glass of sherry to mark the day. And parties at the Home were unheard of.

         ‘Thank you,’ she said again, and Mother beamed. ‘Might I bake some mince pies?’ she volunteered. ‘When it’s nearer Christmas? I learned to make them at the lighthouse and I know the recipe by heart.’ Remembering Mother’s baking skills, she quickly added, ‘Only if you want me to.’ It would never do to suggest that she didn’t like Mother’s cooking.

         Mother looked radiant. ‘What a glorious idea. Of course, you must! Write me a list of ingredients, in case there is anything I need to order.’

         ‘I will,’ Una promised. ‘Where’s Father?’

         ‘Downstairs with the carousel,’ said Mother cheerfully. ‘He’s much keener on that thing than all this decorating palaver. So, would you like to put up some paper lanterns, Una dear? Hang up those fairy lights? Ever so pretty.’

         Una had been struggling with her decision over whether to visit Ani that night, and what she could possibly tell her parents about the Animated 101Curiosity. It was a huge secret to keep from them. The last thing she felt like was decorating the house, but she had to show some appreciation of her parents’ thoughtfulness.

         Dutifully she hung up lanterns in the kitchen, glued paper snowflakes onto windows and tucked greenery behind mirrors, tying ribbon into Wexford Wickie knots. The only room she avoided was the study. Una couldn’t bring herself to arrange decorations under the dolls’ glassy stares. She was frankly afraid that if she turned her back, they would start creeping up behind her.

         Dinnertime arrived. Una ate a perfectly cooked beefsteak with new potatoes and green beans, followed by chocolate cake with whipped cream. Rain fell softly on the garden, plinking on the ugly statue of the fairies as Una got ready for bed. She did not dare head upstairs until her parents were asleep, so she climbed into bed and tried to read a book about lighthouse maintenance, waiting until it was late enough to tiptoe out.

         After dinner she had secretly assembled a small box of tools from the cellar, which she could use to test Ani’s workings. If Ani’s memory plate was broken, perhaps it could be fixed.102

         If so, Una hoped she wouldn’t come to regret it.

         Without meaning to, she dozed off.

         She woke to rain, thunder and creaking noises from upstairs.

         Una stared at the ceiling, wishing she could drill holes in it and see what the Animated Curiosity was up to. Fear unfurled inside her and she clenched her teeth angrily against it. How dare Ani continue to roam about at night? How dare she keep scaring Una?

         ‘Oh, I wish I could switch off your clockwork,’ she whispered to the ceiling. ‘I will, if you don’t stop all that. Ask me to help you and then go wandering around? I’ll tell you what I think about that!’

         Scratch. Creak.

         All fatigue left Una as she threw on her dressing gown, seized her toolbox and sped up the stairs – clicking on light switches, ignoring the towering shadows – as swiftly as she had ever climbed the lighthouse steps in a storm.

         Ani was not in the storeroom. Light fell across the hallway from the old nursery and Una, her heart thumping unpleasantly, peered inside.
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            Chapter 12

         

         The doll twin sat huddled on the floor amongst the building blocks and rubber balls, thunder rumbling overhead. Una’s stomach flipped unpleasantly; it was like seeing a toy come to life.

         ‘What are you doing? You’re supposed to stay hidden. How am I supposed to fix you or help you when you’re doing things like this?’

         Ani looked up quickly. She was less smudged this time and free of cobwebs. Her dress looked fresher, as if she had made an effort to smooth out the creases.

         ‘Oh, Una! I am glad to see you. Don’t you love storms?’

         ‘Yes,’ said Una, her voice high-pitched. Do not be scared, you bucket of bilge, she ordered herself. You are not scared, just – surprised.

         ‘They are fierce and powerful, and I wish I was 104outside. I want to be useful,’ Ani added restlessly. ‘Maybe that is what Animated Curiosities should be.’

         ‘But you can’t; you’re a powerful fancy automaton, a doll invention. Probably the fanciest ever. You should be in a museum. Although I suppose you could be useful.’

         Una remembered her dad’s love of machines, his belief that they could efficiently deal with war. How happily he strode off to take part in it, kitted up in uniform, waving goodbye to Una as if he were off for a day in his rowboat. She wondered if the war would have been better with clockwork soldiers. There might not have been human casualties, or that terrible influenza that killed her mum. Automated nurses and doctors could treat people without fear of catching the sickness themselves. Yes, automata could definitely help mankind, if mankind stopped focusing so much on machines as weapons.

         Ani looked pleased at the idea of usefulness, but her blue gannet eyes reminded Una of this Animated Curiosity’s most unsettling aspect.

         ‘I’d still like to know why you have my face. What is the point of that? There are birds that mimic sounds, and animals that have natural camouflage, like pygmy seahorses. That’s to keep them from being eaten by 105predators. Is your copying my face for self-protection? But what would you need protection from?’

         ‘The people out in Knifely Stifling?’ Ani suggested timidly.

         Una burst into ragged laughter. ‘Then why would you look like me? I’m a stranger and they don’t like strangers. I’m the lighthouse child who lives in spooky Copperlins.’

         Ani put her hands to her copied face. ‘Am I not supposed to have this face?’

         ‘No, you shouldn’t, because it’s mine.’ Una’s voice could freeze machine oil; she was angry that Ani continued to scare her. ‘I’m not a twin, I never had a sister, and I can’t understand how you have my face. It makes no sense.’

         ‘Maybe it means I am connected to you, somehow,’ offered the doll twin. ‘I need to know more about you.’

         Una plonked herself down on the nursery floor. It was rare to have someone interested, genuinely interested, in her life at the lighthouse. Matron, utter groundling that she was, had hated it, and the Smiths, despite Father’s interest in machinery, lived a very different kind of life from Una’s old one. She didn’t want to hurt them by talking about her old 106life, no matter how sympathetic they were. Mary was fascinated by Una’s past, but much more interested in that Hollywood place.

         A pang of homesickness caught Una unawares and she had to gulp for breath. Memories assailed her; a kiss from the past. She could hear her dad telling her stories and teaching her a sea shanty, while her mum talked longingly of flowery fields and sunny villages, all the things she had left behind when she came to the lighthouse.

         ‘Great sparks, Una, maintain your light,’ she muttered to herself.

         Ani listened patiently, and Una tried to stem the peculiar feeling that she was talking to herself. She explained about the lighthouse families up and down the coast of Anglesea, and how the war had battered their world. Her father had no need to go to war, as lighthouse-keeping was important to the nation’s safety, but he had gone anyway, leaving his wife and child to carry out the lighthouse duty.

         Ani’s glass eyes shone with grief. Could she possibly cry too? ‘A war sounds like a great wrong,’ she ventured. ‘And full of danger. But keeping a clockwork light wound up and working, to protect others? That is a remarkable and noble task.’107

         ‘It’s a hard slog,’ agreed Una, but her heart boomed with Wexford pride.

         ‘My dad said we had lighthouse oil in our blood. Every bruise on our shinbones or elbows was a tribute to our work. Our family had a motto: Maintain the light, beat back the dark.’

         ‘Maintain the light,’ repeated Ani. ‘Yes. I like that.’ She whirred loudly as she leaned forward.

         ‘Your machinery sounds rough. I need to see if you need repairs, or cleaning, or oiling.’ Una’s lighthouse experience rose to the fore, though even she quailed at the thought of working on a creation as expensive and delicate as Ani. She held up her toolbox.

         ‘Oh – not yet,’ said the doll twin, patting her torso where she was presumably full of cogs and wires. ‘There is a kind of panel in my back. I believe that is where my machinery is kept.’ She rubbed at her jointed wrists. ‘But can you tell me more about lighthouses?’

         Una leapt at the chance. She knew of the world’s most famous lighthouses, from the tall and lofty to the squat and solid: the ‘Hell of Hells’ in Brittany, savaged by the Atlantic, and the ancient wooden Sumiyoshi lighthouse of Japan. Cikoneng, which was swallowed up by a tsunami after Krakatoa’s eruption, and the 108Cape Race Marconi station which heard the Titanic’s SOS as that iceberg-struck ship began to sink. Una was endlessly fascinated by such tales, but she had never related them to anyone else but seagulls.

         She told Ani of the Crystal-Hearted Wonder, that lost and legendary lens. Its Fresnel reflections, those skilfully designed prisms that concentrated light, could illuminate the sea for twenty miles: a small, powerful jewel amongst lights. Of the sad likelihood that this Wonder lay at the bottom of the Iron-Hearted Sea.

         Ani was spellbound. ‘How dangerous lighthouses are,’ she said, when Una paused for breath. ‘But humans still build them and live in them. Why?’

         ‘To help people!’ Una thought that was obvious. ‘My dad told me a story about what a French king said, when a French pirate tried to wreck a lighthouse. “France is at war with the English, not with humanity”.’

         Ani smiled at the nearest curtained window. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I like that.’ She twisted her waxen fingers, whirring. Una watched her.

         ‘You know, Mother and Father – the Smiths – they love old dolls and automata. I’m surprised they never found you up here.’

         ‘I haven’t met them,’ said Ani. ‘But I would like to. 109Can you let me, Una?’ Her glass eyes glittered. ‘Can you show me to your new parents? I don’t want them to be scared of me.’

         Una rubbed at her cold hands. ‘Maybe tomorrow,’ she said uneasily. ‘Tomorrow you can come downstairs. Once I’ve explained about you to them. I did try to tell them once, when I opened the storeroom door the first time.’

         ‘You were frightened,’ said Ani sadly. ‘I didn’t mean to scare you. I will come downstairs and I will learn more about Animated Curiosities.’

         ‘Yes,’ said Una, her throat tight. ‘That will be lovely. Now – what about your memory plate? Can I look at it?’ She wondered if Ani would be afraid.

         Ani put a hand to her head. ‘The plate is here, under the scalp. It is faulty, but I’m not sure anything can be done about that. The dollmaker’s skill was most advanced.’

         ‘If you’re so worried, I won’t. I’d better not mess anything up,’ said Una coldly. She was not capable of building an Animated Curiosity, but it stung to hear she was not ‘advanced’ enough for Ani’s clockwork.

         ‘I’ll show you if you like,’ said Ani, and lifted her hair to show the faint indentation, the hatch.

         ‘Maybe it needs cleaning,’ Una suggested, with 110faint distaste at the thought of seeing the top of her double’s head removed. Still, it would be intriguing to see the workings. Ani might be brilliant, but she could hardly self-repair. Not the major parts, anyway.

         ‘It will shut me down,’ said Ani. ‘So don’t be frightened if I stop whirring.’

         Una wasn’t happy about the sound of that, but she was a Wexford. She nodded, felt around the grooves of Ani’s scalp, and pushed.

         The headpiece was removed and Una saw the intricate memory plate, sparking with tiny lights and wires. She hardly breathed. She didn’t dare tinker with anything, apart from adding some oil. She did this with extreme care; if anything fell apart, she wasn’t sure she could replace it again, not without instructions or blueprints.

         She finished her work quickly and replaced Ani’s headpiece. To Una’s relief, the doll twin hummed back to life. ‘That feels better,’ she said. ‘Thank you, Una.’

         ‘Is your memory back?’

         Ani considered. ‘No, but it may need time. Can you come back tomorrow? You are tired, aren’t you? Perhaps you should rest.’

         Stifling a yawn, Una nodded. She picked up the toolbox and said goodnight.111

         Don’t be so worried, she told herself firmly as she tiptoed downstairs to bed. Ani is not dangerous, only lonely. She is an Animated Curiosity, a wondrous invention. There is nothing in her to be afraid of.
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            Chapter 13

         

         A fog came in off the sea, sending herring gulls inland to screech at Una as if it was her fault. She had just been to school, where every room had been an icebox. Even for a lighthouse child, who had suffered through winter storms, it was hard going. Entering the kitchen, windblown and chilled, she found an astonishing eighteen trays of freshly made gingerbread with a cup of hot chocolate waiting for her.

         ‘Great sparks,’ she said, gaping at Mother. ‘Is this all for me?’

         Mother said, ‘Hmm?’ as she removed her oven gloves. ‘Why yes, of course, Una dear.’

         ‘But there’s so much!’

         ‘Is there?’ Mother’s eyebrows lifted in surprise. ‘Oh dear.’ She chuckled. ‘I did get carried away. I just hate to think of you being hungry, all those months at 113that awful Home. Perhaps you can give some away to your friends at school.’

         ‘I might. Thank you.’ Una had a total of one friend, but Mary and her siblings would demolish the gingerbread. The treats smelled delectable, coaxing Una’s stomach to gurgle even as Mother held out a plateful. Poor Ani, she thought. She can’t eat. She can’t even taste a piece of gingerbread. 

         ‘I haven’t forgotten about the Wexford mince pies, by the way,’ added Mother. ‘I have everything you need now, I’m sure, so you can make them whenever you please.’

         ‘Thank you. I will, soon.’ Blowing on her fingers, Una picked up a gingerbread face with almond teeth and candied cherry eyes. Something about the almond-teeth smile put her off, and she lowered the biscuit. All she had to do was tell her parents about the Animated Curiosity. She practised saying it in her head.

         Her name is Ani. A nice, casual touch. She is just like those dolls you talked about, only more advanced. She can think and use language. She can hold a conversation. Oh, and she has my face, but there’s nothing strange about that, is there?

         ‘How was school, dear?’114

         Una leapt from her chair, spilling hot chocolate down her shirt. Gateau Brown, she thought ruefully. Not a colour she often painted with, but terrible on a blue shirt. She dabbed off the mess and tried not to think of Mary’s reaction to her tale of meeting Ani in the nursery. Mary had ranted at Una at intervals all day; ‘How can you trust her, Una?’

         Father ambled in, speckled with paint, smelling of turpentine. ‘Good afternoon, new daughter,’ he said, kissing Una on the head. ‘Good afternoon, dearest wife.’ He planted a loud kiss on Mother’s cheek. Laughing, she waved him away.

         ‘What have you been doing all day, Hugh?’

         ‘The carousel’s been playing up, Mona,’ Father explained, sitting down at the kitchen table and stretching out his arms. ‘It’s so old, that’s the trouble. It was built to last, but I find it a struggle to maintain the parts that have rusted. I’ve had to replace some of the ones you painted, Una-girl,’ he said apologetically. ‘And my back’s not good, so I’ll have to leave off working on it for a while. How about you take over?’

         ‘That’s fine,’ said Una. ‘I’ve thought of a new design for it. I got an idea from one of my books.’ Having sponged off the chocolate, she rummaged in her schoolbag for her sketchbook, and opened it to show the Smiths: a 115red and gold extravaganza suggestive of The Nutcracker. Swirling ribbons, mice with swords, falling snow, vividly colourful sweets. ‘What do you think?’

         ‘Very nice,’ Father approved. ‘Are you going to work on it now?’

         ‘Later, when I’ve finished the design,’ Una promised.

         Then she remembered her plan to speak about Ani. Her heart stammered as she tried to muster her courage. What was wrong with her? She was a Wexford! A lantern keeper, trusted to handle jars of mercury and kerosene, a knot inventor, not some measly dribble of candlewax who couldn’t stand up to Matron.

         ‘Erm,’ she began. ‘I found the doll again, the one from upstairs.’

         Mother paused in the middle of scrubbing a bowl, and exchanged a concerned look with Father.

         ‘The – the doll that you said looks like you?’ she said. Father rubbed his chin, gazing at Una with disquiet.

         They don’t believe me, Una thought, her heart sinking. And I can’t blame them.

         ‘Well, that’s lovely, dear,’ said Mother, a little too brightly. ‘Did you play with it?’116

         ‘Um,’ said Una. ‘N-no, I didn’t.’

         ‘Oh, Una, I’m not scolding you. Naturally you’re curious about this old house. But perhaps you should leave the dolls alone. They might be valuable, you know. Hugh, darling, did you eat all the rest of that cake? I was going to save it for tea tomorrow.’

         ‘I’m sure there’s a crumb or two left.’ Father patted his stomach, winking at Una.

         ‘Oh, really, Hugh. You’ll end up the size of a house.’

         The sea grumbled and hissed through the open window, a cold wind riffling the pages of Una’s sketchbook.

         It’s no use, she thought. I’ll have to show them Ani in person. When, though? Great sparks, I can’t leave it until the middle of the night. Maybe I should get Ani to lie down as if she’s sleeping first, rather than let her walk through the door, especially when she has my face. Otherwise, it might be too much for them to take.

         ‘Which colours were you going to use on the carousel, young Una?’ Father asked, sorting through a box of brushes.

         ‘I’ll get them, they’re in my room,’ said Una, seizing the excuse to leave. She galloped up the stairway to fetch her tubes of Volcanic Ruby and Golf Turf Green. Throwing open the lid of her suitcase, 117she pushed aside driftwood and feathers, looking for the colours.

         They weren’t there. All her paint was missing.

         Una made a second search, her heartbeat quickening. She couldn’t have misplaced them. She knew she hadn’t. Which meant that either Mother or Father had ransacked her suitcase, or Ani had crept down to Una’s room to riffle through the case and take her possessions, while Una was out.

         Una shut the case.

         So, Ani wanted to be introduced to the Smiths? Ani who had supposedly promised not to leave the second storey of Copperlins? Una wasn’t about to drag that oh-so-innocent doll twin downstairs, not tonight. That face thief, that uncanny metal marvel, would have to wait it out.

          

         Scratch, scritch.

         Una rolled onto her stomach. She tried to hold onto her sleep, to fall back into the pillow world of dreams. Dear pillow, lovely pillow. Much softer than the one at the Home. If she stayed very still—

         Scratch.

         For one blurry minute she was back at the lighthouse, hearing a screaming wind and her dad’s 118prompt tread on the metal stairs. It was blowing a gale, and they must tend the light. Una’s worst nightmare was of the Iron-Hearted Sea pounding the lighthouse until it broke through glass, tore it from its foundations and hurled Una into the greedy teeth of the Razors. What was it that Dad had told Una? Something important, about the Wexfords and the dark—

         A light tap at the door. Una had remembered to push a chair against it. Briefly, she considered pretending to be asleep, so Ani would leave her alone. But there were her parents to consider.

         A creak of the door, as Ani pushed against it. Spider-like crawling began on Una’s spine. Fumbling, frantic, she switched on the bedside light.

         ‘Una,’ whispered the doll twin from outside the door.

         Una clawed at her blankets, hurrying to move the chair aside. Let Ani think what she liked of that obstruction. The image of her own face hovering over her while she slept, in the middle of the night, was worse than any nightmare.

         Ani was frowning and her workings gave that metallic whirring sound that suggested she was distressed. Yet she entered the room so quietly that 119Una might have slept through her visit. Being asleep made you horribly vulnerable, Una thought, looking wildly for a weapon in the doll twin’s hands. No – surely Ani wasn’t about to attack her!

         But she could, said that cold little voice in Una’s head. If she wanted to.

         Una’s eyes were scrunched up from the light, but Ani didn’t blink. She stood nervously by the bed, the grooved joints showing at her wrists. ‘Una, wasn’t I going to meet the Smiths? I would like to stop hiding from them. They should know I am here.’

         ‘I forgot,’ lied Una. ‘It’s the middle of the night and they’re asleep. Can’t it wait?’

         ‘Please, Una.’ Ani’s glass eyes gleamed. ‘I made a surprise for you. To thank you for your help.’

         Una fumbled for her dressing gown and crept out to the landing.

         ‘No, not upstairs.’ Ani’s voice was a whisper as Una set her foot on the stairway leading to the second storey. She beckoned. ‘Down.’

         Una was too tired to show her annoyance. Downstairs? Ani knew she wasn’t supposed to visit the ground floor.

         Curiosity nibbled at Una as Ani led them past the kitchen to the cellar. Ani smiled at her before opening 120the door, flicking the light switch and walking down the steps to where the carousel waited.

         Even before Una saw the carousel, she knew what Ani had done.

         Una’s plans of frost, snow and sweets had been swept away by a painting. The stolen colours created an image of ships on the sea. Towering waves. A lighthouse. A fire-bright star of a lens; the Crystal-Hearted Wonder. It was as if Ani had taken all the stories Una had told and applied them on the carousel in paint. It was exquisitely done and had taken up most of Una’s paints.

         ‘Do you like it?’ Ani smiled at her hopefully. ‘I didn’t know I could paint, but it is such lovely stuff. It makes everything look fresh and new.’

         ‘But this – I didn’t want you to – you didn’t ask,’ Una blurted out. She wanted to throw something at Ani; had the carousel been the size of a music box, she would have snatched it away in her arms. To see her beloved possession painted by another was an insult. Una would have spent days on even one daintily raised pony hoof, taking pains over the curved neck and flared nostrils, while Ani had simply painted over her loving work as if it was a wall.

         ‘Oh.’ The doll twin’s face fell, giving Una the weird 121sensation that she was looking into a mirror. Well, not quite: Una always ended up covered in paint when working at the lighthouse or on the carousel, while Ani did not have one speck of paint on her waxen skin or dress. ‘I thought, if I did some work for them, the Smiths would like me. They would know I was useful.’

         ‘You came downstairs – in daylight – and took my paints. Did Mother or Father see you?’

         ‘Oh no,’ said the doll twin quickly. ‘I’m sure I was very careful.’

         Shadows appeared in the doorway.

         ‘Una?’ said Mother sleepily, from the depths of her dressing-gown. ‘What is going on? It’s the middle of the night. We heard voices, we…’

         Then her gaze landed on the doll twin.
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         Mother’s face changed as she registered that identical girls stood in the cellar.

         ‘What?’ she faltered. ‘What on earth!’

         Father donned his glasses. He gaped at Ani, at the visible joints at her wrists and neck.

         ‘Mother, Father … this is Ani.’ Una watched them in great anxiety, wishing she wasn’t wearing a dressing gown and slippers, her hair askew. Ani looked so neat, so presentable, so very different from Una Wexford.

         ‘Don’t be scared,’ Una added, seeing Mother’s eyes grow even wider. ‘She’s a doll, an automaton, an Animated Curiosity. I don’t know why she has my face, but she – um – she’s a machine. The dollmaker’s invention.’

         Ani stood frozen, just like the Smiths. It made a very strange tableau. Una feared that the doll twin might turn and flee for the safety of her storeroom.123

         Then the doll twin smiled, and lifted her copied chin. ‘Mr and Mrs Smith, I am Ani,’ she said in a clear voice. ‘I am an Animated Curiosity. Made by the dollmaker who used to live here, in Copperlins.’

         Mother appeared to have lost the power of speech. Father took off his glasses, rubbed them furiously and replaced them. ‘Extraordinary,’ he whispered, edging forward.

         Joining him, Mother closely examined the doll twin’s face, her joints, her expression. ‘Oh my,’ she breathed.

         ‘She’s been hidden away upstairs,’ said Una, suddenly feeling absent from the room. ‘For years, probably. She – she did some painting on the carousel. She’s very talented.’

         ‘Heavens,’ said Mother, staring at the artwork. ‘You haven’t told anyone about her, have you, Una?’

         ‘I – no,’ Una lied. She wouldn’t mention Mary.

         ‘What a find, Una. A genuine Animated Curiosity!’

         ‘You like her being a copy of me?’

         ‘My dear, she is a marvel,’ said Mother, and Ani stood up straighter, her glass eyes glittering. ‘What a beautiful, exquisite invention! I dare say she learned to copy your face – unconsciously, I expect – that is a feature of Animated Curiosities. They are adept at mimicking human behaviour.’124

         ‘An Animated Curiosity,’ mused Father, steepling his fingers under his rounded chin. His own eyes shone, and Una was reminded of Punctuality Wexford examining a new Fresnel lens. ‘Dollmakers and clockmakers have striven for centuries to make such a realistic automaton. And you have found one, Una. She is more advanced than I would have thought possible.’

         Una’s gaze flicked uneasily from her parents to Ani. This admiration was better than a lot of screaming and fainting. Wasn’t it?

         ‘What shall we do with her, Hugh?’ Mother grabbed Father by the arm. ‘Oh, darling, just think. If any other doll collectors knew about this, we’d have them breaking the door down. Museums, universities.’ She shuddered. ‘No, we must keep her. Hide her away, safely. I couldn’t bear to give up such a rarity.’

         Father stroked his chin. ‘You may be right, Mona,’ he said, and his voice sounded as reverent and hungry as his wife’s. ‘The dollmaker died years ago, and we own this house and everything that came with it. This Animated Curiosity must belong to us.’

         ‘You are right,’ said Mrs Smith, nodding so emphatically her boudoir cap slipped off. ‘Oh – what do you think, Una?’125

         ‘I – I’m glad you like her,’ Una stammered. ‘Yes, you should keep her a secret. If you don’t mind her looking like me.’

         ‘Dear, that is the most wondrous thing about her!’ cried Mother. ‘The similarity to a living human person. You used the materials in my study, didn’t you, Ani? The glass eyeballs, the doll hair?’

         Ani touched her bobbed locks, her expression fearful. ‘I suppose so, Mrs Smith.’

         ‘We must keep you indoors, Ani,’ said Mother, stepping back to assess the doll. ‘The people in Knifely Stifling are superstitious, and they would be frightened of you. Very silly of them, but we must take their feelings into consideration. You’ll look after her, won’t you, Una? She must not go outdoors, you understand?’

         ‘Oh, yes, I know.’ Anyone could see that.

         ‘And you’ll stay hidden, won’t you, Ani?’

         ‘I will do as you say, Mrs Smith.’

         ‘And Una,’ Mother whirled around, smiling beautifully despite her lack of lipstick. ‘You are so clever with the carousel machinery. If you are very, very careful, perhaps you could keep an eye on Ani? Make any repairs she might require? Father is clever with clockworks, but you are superb when it comes 126to these sorts of machines. I just knew those skills of yours would come in handy.’

         Una nodded, trying to feel flattered instead of flat and drained. She should be glad, she told herself. This had all turned out very well. Exceptionally, in fact.

         Then Mother was telling Ani to not light any candles, there must be no risk of fire down here, but she was welcome to stay in the cellar tonight, of course she was. The family needed their rest, but they would visit Ani tomorrow.

         ‘Off you go to bed, Una dear, and no more noise please, Ani.’

         As Una left the room, she glimpsed her reflection in the carousel mirrors. Her eyes were red-rimmed and shadowed, her skin pallid, her hair a bed-tangled mess. She looked tired and dull and awkward.

         Ani, in comparison, seemed to be lit up from within. Her blue glass eyes shone, her hair was perfectly in place, and her waxen face was as pretty and delicate as those of the dolls in Mother’s study. Una swallowed a hard lump in her throat. Ani was an amazing invention, while Una was a shabby second-hand daughter, an orphaned, ordinary human being. It was Una now who stood in the shadows, while Ani posed like a glittering star in the light.127

          

         Mary O’Connor tripped over a strand of seaweed, her eyes wide with horror.

         ‘Your parents like her? They’ve met a talking, walking, machine copy of you and they’re not terrified?’

         ‘That’s what I said.’ Una was so glad to hear Mary’s reaction that she pushed aside all guilt at spilling secrets. The deserted beach felt like the safest place for their conversation, and the raging, salt-laden wind and waves comforted her as much as the wet sand and sharp stones under her feet.

         Mother and Father were busy at home, while Ani stayed safely hidden. ‘We mustn’t risk anyone seeing her,’ was Mother’s verdict. ‘You go along to school, Una dear, and keep Ani a secret. Yes, of course you can spend some time with Mary after school. Such a nice, lively girl.’

         ‘This is bizarre,’ sputtered Mary. ‘No offence meant to your parents, but have they not noticed she’s a mechanical monstrosity?’

         Una had to laugh. ‘They’re just dazzled by how fancy she is – they love mechanical dolls, and she’s an Animated Curiosity. They’re thrilled. Isn’t that better than being scared of her?’

         Mary scowled. ‘They shouldn’t trust her. That house is all wrong.’128

         Una thought of the horseshoes nailed over Knifely Stifling doors. ‘Do you think the dollmaker was evil? The lady who used to live there?’

         ‘She probably was,’ said Mary, pushing her windblown hair off her face. She skipped backwards as a wave hissed in, snatching at their feet. ‘That woman wasn’t right in the head, making those weird dolls.’

         Una inhaled the sea air. ‘Is there anyone in Knifely Stifling who can tell us more about her? I really need to know more about the history of Animated Curiosities. And about the person who made Ani. Did she live all alone? How did she die?’

         Was she like Una’s lighthouse-keeper dad, obsessed with precision and machinery?

         ‘The problem is, who is going to talk to me when they’re so scared of Copperlins? You grew up here in Knifely Stifling, Mary, you must know about its history and who to talk to about this. There has to be someone who can help.’ Una could not understand how a community could stay silent on this part of its past, like a ship ignoring jagged reefs under its keel. Groundlings!

         ‘Let me see,’ Mary muttered, and began to speak through her nose in a tough accent. ‘All right: I’m a 129clever, elegant vamp; a gal who leaves men devastated in her wake; a gal who needs to find the truth.’ She flung an imaginary scarf over her shoulder and pulled at her lower lip, which Una saw bore traces of lipstick. ‘What can we do? I know! We’ll talk to my dad. He’s lived in this town all his life. Come on, it’s about time you came to visit, lighthouse girl. My family wants to meet you.’
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         Mary’s home, The Crows’ Nest, was a carnival of a house, with bunting in the bedrooms, chickens in the yard and fluffy cats looped around cushions. It was cluttered and rowdy with Mary’s younger siblings playing card games, or dolls, or forts, piling up wooden blocks which constantly toppled over. A fire crackled in the grate, and the kitchen smelled of potato soup.

         Una longed to move in, to become part of this warm, loving family, secure in their affection, their jokes and teasing, as easy with each other as they were with their scuffed, cosy furniture. She could picture herself playing hide-and-seek with the little ones, baking biscuits with kind-faced Mrs O’Connor, and sneaking the cats into bed with her.

         Then guilt dropped like a shadow over her imaginings. How could she be so disloyal to her new 131parents? Copperlins was her home now. And she loved Copperlins. Well, mostly. The Crows’ Nest didn’t have dark corridors and an Animated Curiosity.

         Mary’s father shook Una’s hand. He made Una think of a blacksmith: broad-shouldered, his hair bushy and wild over a square face.

         ‘So, you’re the girl who lives at Copperlins? Wish we had a house that size.’

         ‘Oh, this place is perfect,’ said Una, smiling back. His eyes were crinkled with laughter-lines, and he had the same easy-going confidence as his daughter.

         ‘Now Dad,’ said Mary, as she pulled Una down to sit beside her on a squashy sofa, ‘don’t talk her ears off. She’d just like to know some local history – you’d know all the stuff about Copperlins.’

         ‘What, because I’m so ancient? Or because I know the boring old facts-and-figures history, and the silly stories kids tell each other? I don’t want to scare the poor girl. I know what the people in this town are like.’ He shook his head ruefully, flopped into a chair of his own, grimaced, and removed a toy truck from beneath his rear. ‘Let’s see, Copperlins. Even when I was a kid it was the spooky house. We used to dare each other to run up and touch the door.’ He smiled at the memory. ‘I was scared stiff, but I wanted to 132impress this girl – not your mother, Mary, I hadn’t met her then—’

         ‘Dad!’

         ‘Sorry.’ Mr O’Connor twiddled his thumbs. ‘Let’s see – Rosie, Francis! Stop fighting and share those bricks – ah yes, we used to dare each other to go up to Copperlins, especially at night, and look in the windows. One night it was my turn, and I got through the gate and along the path – I was petrified by that point.’ He smiled apologetically. ‘Then I went up to the window. And I saw candlelight inside.’

         ‘On the ground floor?’ Mary cocked her head, frowning. ‘You never told me that, Dad.’

         ‘Haven’t I? Well, it gave me the shivers and no mistake. Ground floor, I remember. Anyway.’ He lowered his voice. ‘I thought someone had moved into the house, and I’d be caught trespassing, hauled off before a magistrate, so off I bolted. But come the morning I couldn’t help going back. And what do you think? It was locked up, silent as a tomb, nothing stirring. I was glad I hadn’t told my mates; they’d have scoffed. Now I think most likely it was a squatter or a tramp who’d sneaked into the place, some poor homeless fellow, and I’m glad I never told anyone and got them into trouble.’133

         ‘And you didn’t see the do- … anyone inside?’ persisted Mary.

         ‘No, this was thirty-odd years ago now. The house was supposed to have been empty since that dollmaker died. I certainly wasn’t around then, no matter what my daughter says about me being from the Dark Ages.’

         Una intervened. ‘Did you ever tell anyone about that night, Mr O’Connor?’

         ‘Nope,’ he said. ‘If it wasn’t tramps, I reckon someone’s been looking after the place, a caretaker or descendant of the woman who used to live there. None of my business, is it? And your parents must be happy living there, eh? It’s nice that someone actually bought it and moved in. No, I wouldn’t worry about the place. Now, you’re staying for tea, aren’t you? You could telephone your mum and dad to let them know.’

         ‘We don’t have a telephone yet,’ said Una, a little embarrassed.

         ‘I don’t suppose they feel the need,’ said Mr O’Connor easily. ‘But it’s a handy invention, especially if there’s an emergency.’

         ‘All right, Dad,’ said Mary, hugging his shoulder. ‘How about some tea?’

         Tea was enjoyably messy, with small children 134getting jam in their hair, Mary talking non-stop about a film she longed to see (‘I need the bus fare, Dad; it’s important for my career,’) and Mrs O’Connor breaking off bits of toast for the cats. Una was asked about her life before the Home, and she used the salt shaker and a milk jug to demonstrate how lighthouses worked. Even the noisy younger children were intrigued by her tale of the Crystal-Hearted Wonder of the Seven Seas, that lost, glowing light, that brilliant invention. They asked funny questions, wanting to know why lighthouses were not painted green or purple, and whether Una’s family kept cows in the cottage.

         It was a long time since she had laughed so much. How good it felt to rest her elbows on the table and eat apple pie with fresh cream, to joke with people who didn’t look at her strangely because she came from Copperlins. She loved to see Mrs O’Connor start knitting a jumper at the table, and she was warmed all through by the family’s applause when she cheered up a grizzling toddler by putting the tea-cosy on her head.

         When tea was over, Una and Mary helped to clear the table, and Mr O’Connor himself did the washing-up. Una helped him dry the plates while Mary, with a long-suffering expression, wielded a skipping-rope 135in the garden for her siblings to jump over. (‘If you want that bus fare, my girl, you’d better earn it.’) Una couldn’t help thinking of the quiet afternoons she spent at Copperlins, her constant, anxious need to please, and the nerve-wracking evenings when she listened for Ani. If only the O’Connors had come to the Home, instead of the Smiths…

         No, she told herself firmly. It’s not the Smiths’ fault that they are older and set in their ways, and have no other children. How dare you find them wanting, after they took you out of the Home, when they’ve been so kind.

         ‘Meant to ask you, Una,’ said Mr O’Connor, up to his elbows in suds. ‘That night Mary came home early from your house. She didn’t say much about it, told us she was sick, but I know Mary. Something went wrong, didn’t it? She was petrified.’

         Una fell silent.

         ‘Sorry,’ said Mr O’Connor, clearing his throat. ‘Nosy, I am. It’s none of my business.’

         ‘No, I mean – it’s a very unusual place,’ Una floundered, ‘and I don’t blame her for being scared at all.’

         ‘Ah.’ Mr O’Connor set a serving-plate carefully in the rack. ‘Well, I don’t like to think of a kid your age 136all alone in that house. You’ve already survived that Home, and now there’s only that dotty pair to look out for you – sorry, your adoptive parents. I mean, I know there are stories about Copperlins, I was one of the kids who told them. Mary said they even treat you badly at school. And I want you to know that we’re here if you ever need help, all right?’

         ‘Yes,’ said Una. ‘Thank you.’ She felt an over­whelming urge to hug him, as she had not hugged anyone since losing her real, Wexford parents. He was such a funny, relaxed kind of person, and surely it would not be a disloyalty to the Smiths. However, his concern for her and his mention of Mary’s fear, made her blurt out an unplanned question.

         ‘Mr O’Connor, what do you know about my new parents?’

         ‘Oh, not much. They’re newcomers,’ said Mr O’Connor, looking uncharacteristically flustered. ‘Sorry, I shouldn’t have called them dotty. Now enough of those dishes, go and rescue Mary from that lot, eh?’

         Una thought him very tactful, and smiled to show she took no offence. She found Mary, and drew her into a quiet spot in the garden (not easy, with the smaller children running around). They needed to talk.
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         ‘So, what do you think?’ Mary demanded. ‘When Dad saw the candlelight in the house? It couldn’t have been the dollmaker, so it must have been Ani. Moving around that place. Do you think that’s what she’s been doing? For years?’ She shuddered.

         ‘Most likely. No wonder Ani’s a little strange,’ murmured Una.

         ‘A little strange! There you go again, feeling sorry for her. Don’t you worry about your parents sharing a house with that Animated Curiosity? Her being there all this time and them not even knowing it.’

         Una thought about it. She did worry, but not for the reasons Mary assumed. She wasn’t afraid of Ani hurting her parents anymore. She was more afraid that her parents would shower Ani with more attention than herself. It made her feel like the little O’Connors, stomping their feet when they didn’t get their own way.138

         ‘You watch out, Una. You don’t want to fall so fast asleep that the doll twin sneaks in and attacks you without you noticing. She’s crept around in there before, remember? You can’t trust her.’

         A rubber ball bounced their way, thrown by a giggling sibling, and Mary tossed it back. ‘Let’s go,’ she said to Una. ‘We can find somewhere to talk without these menaces around.’

         They ended up walking to a café, The Windbreak, which Mary recommended. ‘If you’re still hungry, they make a gorgeous orange cake there; I’m addicted. Cake all to myself is a luxury, let me tell you. And I have pocket money for once.’

         ‘Me too. I’ll pay,’ Una offered. Full as she was, she liked the sound of orange cake, and she had never been to a café.

         The Windbreak was a pretty building, painted white, with blue trim and hanging baskets of flowers beside the front door. Una enjoyed the novelty of entering the door and hearing a bell ping. A few tables were occupied by ladies eating sandwiches. Mary shed her coat and nodded to the lady behind the counter. Una sat opposite, picking up a menu and wondering if she dared order ice cream as well as cake.

         Slowly she became aware of being stared at. The 139people at the tables were stealing looks at her, no longer eating or drinking. The lady behind the counter pursed up her mouth, eyeing Una as if she were a shoplifter.

         Mary didn’t notice until the café’s owner moved to their table. ‘I’m afraid we’re out of cake,’ she said, gently but firmly.

         ‘Out?’ Mary gaped up at her. ‘But Mrs Merrill, you never run out. What can we have instead?’

         Mrs Merrill lowered her eyes, and Una felt a blush creep over her cheekbones. She knew what was happening.

         Mrs Merrill lowered her voice. ‘I’m sorry to say this, Mary, but you must be careful about who you spend time with. People talk. And that house – well, you know what I mean.’

         Mary’s jaw hardened, her eyes flint and flame. ‘Oh, I see. Well, we won’t impose on you any longer, Mrs Merrill.’ Deliberately, she rose to her feet. ‘Let’s go, Una. I’m sure we can find a much nicer place to spend our money.’

         Una followed her blindly out. Mary seethed beside her as they walked aimlessly along the street. ‘Well, there’s no other café in town, but who cares. The nerve of her! Ugh! Don’t you worry about her, Una. People around here are stupid sometimes.’140

         ‘I’ve no right to complain,’ Una said miserably. ‘You’ve seen the – her. Ani. You were scared too.’

         ‘But you’re not Ani! It’s not fair that anyone should treat you like that. No cake, my foot.’ Mary snorted. ‘Let’s go somewhere else. The grocer’s – we’ll buy a whole bag of barley sugar and eat it walking past the café.’

         ‘No, don’t,’ Una begged. ‘Not right now. I’d rather go home. I don’t want to see their faces.’

         ‘Oh, all right. But it’s sickening. You’re a war orphan; everyone goes on about how terrible that is. People here lost their loved ones and they still treat you like an outcast.’ She paused. ‘Do your parents know?’

         Una shook her head.

         ‘Well, maybe you should tell them.’

         ‘No,’ said Una, as the wind off the sea blasted her in the face. ‘No, I don’t want to worry them. I think they’re more interested in Ani right now. They know I’m good with machines, and she’s so valuable, they’ll want me to look after her.’

         ‘Oh, that,’ said Mary sympathetically. ‘I get that from my family, about my brothers and sisters. “They’re only babies, be a good example”, blah blah blah.’141

         ‘Exactly,’ said Una, with a watery grin. ‘Blah blah blah.’

         Mary pondered. ‘We do need to know more about Copperlins. Wait – how about Mrs Ermintrude Wilkins? She’s the librarian and she’s a talker, probably because the library’s like a cemetery half the time. She’s bound to know about the dollmaker. We’ll get her to talk, especially if you tell her about lighthouses. She loves gruesome stories, and our coastline’s riddled with shipwrecks.’

         ‘Will she mind me being from Copperlins?’ Una was still smarting from her treatment at the café.

         ‘I hope not,’ said Mary. ‘She’s always keen for someone to natter at. It’s late now, so how about we visit on Monday afternoon, after school?’

         Una was tempted to say no; she’d had enough of being treated as an oddity. But she had never been to a library. There had been so little space for books in their lighthouse, and her mum had moaned over the mould that got into Una’s schoolbooks. Besides, thanks to Ani and the people of Knifely Stifling, the idea of learning more about Copperlins felt increasingly urgent.

         ‘All right,’ she agreed. ‘Monday. Let’s visit Mrs Wilkins.’142

          

         In bed, Una listened to the ocean roaring offshore. Oh, the shore was getting a pounding! She sensed that a rainstorm was brewing, and Una loved storms. A flicker of lightning confirmed it. She could almost smell the seaweed. Under the ocean’s roar she heard the creaks of Copperlins, of doors and windows buffeted by the wind. Raindrops plopped from the eaves and trickled in the gutters. The wind muttered in the garden, tugging at branches, ripping away leaves. Clouds had obscured the moon.

         She rolled over, listening for the grumble of thunder, and heard a faint, puzzling undercurrent. Drowsy, she could not make it out. It blended into the sound of newly falling rain.

         A hinge or floorboard creaked, followed by stealthy clicking sounds. Una resented having to wake up fully, but something in her brain warned her she must.

         The clicking grew faster. Was it a branch against the window, or a beetle on the floor? She forced open an eyelid.

         And realised that she had not barred her door with a chair. She had completely forgotten.

         The room was almost totally dark, but Una could sense the presence in the room, and see pale waxen 143fingers. The whirring grew louder, and Una was wide awake. Her imagining of the doll twin sneaking up on the dollmaker, with deadly intent, was suddenly so real to Una that she had to fumble for the bedside lamp. Not only for light, but as a potential weapon.
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            Chapter 17

         

         Ani stood at the wardrobe, several dresses on their hangers over her arm. Her glass eyes glittered in the light. She tilted her head at Una and gave a small smile, as if this midnight snooping was nothing out of the ordinary.

         ‘What are you doing?’ whispered Una.

         ‘I’m sorry,’ the doll twin whispered back, her eyes wide and pleading. ‘I only wanted to try on some clothes. I didn’t mean to wake you.’

         ‘In the middle of the night?’ Jumping out of bed, Una jerked the clothes away from her and shoved them back in the wardrobe. ‘Why not ask me first? Why sneak in?’

         ‘I didn’t want to bother you. I am an Animated Curiosity and the Smiths say I should learn to imitate you. To be more human.’

         ‘Imitating doesn’t mean taking my things,’ Una 145heard her voice spiral upwards. She tried to breathe more calmly; she didn’t want her parents hearing this dispute.

         Ani’s eyebrows creased into her first proper frown. ‘You’re not wearing them now, Una. And you don’t like them, the dresses with frills. I can tell.’ Ani paused thoughtfully. ‘I don’t like the frills either, but if I am to copy you—’

         ‘It doesn’t matter if I don’t like them. Go back upstairs to your storeroom.’

         ‘What are you doing?’ Ani stared as Una reached under her bed for her suitcase.

         ‘It’s none of your business.’ Una unfolded her old, much-cherished overalls from her suitcase and pulled them on, glad that they had been oversized to begin with; they were a bit tight in places now and too short in others. These were the patched, paint-stained overalls Una had worn most days at the lighthouse, while wandering round the island, happily absorbed in the wildlife and the sea. They smelled faintly of kerosene and feathers. They were speckled with Moonlight White paint. They said ‘Una’ better than any dress.

         ‘Stay and try on all my clothes if you have to. I’m going outside.’ She pushed her hair back behind her 146ears. It had been growing and tickled below the nape of her neck. Digging out a pair of scissors from her dresser, Una did her best to trim the ends of her hair, even in the back where she couldn’t see. She heard Ani make a small cry of protest, but ignored her, sweeping up the strands and dropping them into the paper wastebasket.

         Carrying her torch, Una made her way downstairs. The ocean roared in the distance as she fetched a torch and the door key from the kitchen. Iced fruitcake sat on a plate, and Una grabbed a slice and took a mammoth, sugar-laden bite out of it as she tiptoed to the hallway. The chandelier dangled its thin crystals over her as she pulled a coat down from the rack.

         ‘I’m coming with you.’

         Una jumped. How had Ani crept downstairs so quietly? There she stood, behind her, not a hair out of place, exposed doll-wrists thin lines in the soft light.

         ‘You can’t.’ Una dragged the coat over her shoulders. ‘Go back upstairs and don’t snitch to Mother and Father. Snitching is the lowest of the low, it goes against the code of wrongdoers.’ She’d learned that at the Home.

         ‘I must go,’ Ani insisted. ‘The Smiths – Mother and Father – said I need to learn from you. That is my 147purpose. To imitate a human child until I am perfect,’ she recited dully, as if being drilled in a lesson. ‘I must be hidden away, they said. Only – I don’t like being hidden away very much.’

         ‘Well, I don’t want you behaving like me!’ Una shot back, bristling at the use of Mother and Father. ‘You’re a delicate, expensive machine! The rarest in the world! Salt in the air would wreck you, and anyone seeing you properly would be terrified.’

         ‘But I will be careful,’ pleaded Ani, eyes wide. (My eyes, thought Una bitterly.) ‘I will cover myself up with clothes, so the salt will not damage me. I’ll hide these.’ Ani pointed to the tell-tale joints at her wrists.

         ‘If you get damaged, I’ll be blamed,’ said Una. Deep down, however, her pride whispered that a lighthouse child should be able to take care of a valuable piece of machinery.

         ‘Please, Una. I want to see the ocean. I want to go outside! I’m desperate to see it. I can’t stay indoors all the time. The Iron-Hearted Sea – I need to see it for myself.’

         Una glared at her. ‘Why must you look and act exactly like me?’ she demanded. ‘My face and everything? You could copy anybody. You could be absolutely beautiful if you wanted.’148

         ‘But I like your face. Please don’t be angry, Una. I have to come with you. Please!’ Ani’s voice soared higher and Una flinched. ‘Keep your voice down,’ she hissed.

         Scowling, she held out a heavy coat to Ani. ‘You can come. But only for a short walk and back. It’s going to pour down with rain soon.’

         The doll twin’s wide, heartfelt smile was the most human thing Una had seen on Ani’s copied features. She put on the coat and pulled the hood over her head, eagerly adding a woollen scarf and mittens. ‘Is this enough, Una?’ She held out her arms, displaying her attire for inspection.

         ‘Yes, I suppose,’ said Una, looking her up and down. At least those tell-tale joints were covered on her neck and wrists and knees.

         Una unlocked the front door. Pausing on the threshold, Ani turned her face to the windy sky and closed her eyes, lips parted. ‘Aaaaah,’ she whispered, holding out her arms.

         ‘Just stay close, all right? Don’t do anything daft. I’ll keep the torch off until we’re past the gate.’

         They stepped cautiously along the path, Una glancing up at the windows of Copperlins. The curtains stayed motionless and Una turned gladly 149back to the night. Clouds poured ink across the sky, but a few stars remained, and the clouds shifted to reveal the milky half-blind eye of the moon.

         When Una unlatched the front gate Ani surprised her by stopping to turn in a complete circle, as if marvelling at this view of the world. She gazed up at the sky, drinking in its whole, shining immensity. She wore a new smile: small, private, enraptured. Her movements were smooth, her whirring down to a near-inaudible hum. Night-time seemed to suit her better than day.

         Una was touched by her awe. ‘Do you know the planets? Do you know that the stars have names?’

         ‘No! Oh, I want to know them all! What is that one?’ Ani pointed out to one of heart-stopping brightness.

         ‘Venus, that’s a planet. A little world, like Earth. But we need to go to the beach. The sky will be easier to see from there.’

         ‘I can’t wait,’ Ani breathed. ‘I can hear the sea. Oh, Una, hurry!’

         The reek of seaweed increased as they scaled the dune to meet the ocean’s surge and hiss. Here the blasting wind smacked Una in the face. Waves foamed and crested, reaching greedily for the shore. 150Moonlight splintered on the water. Sand stung Una’s cheeks until tears burned, and the wind pummelled her until she felt she could lean into it. She was truly Una Wexford again, with string knots in her pockets and a lighthouse at her back.

         Then she heard soft laughter. Ani stood poised at the ocean’s edge. She held out her arms, closed her eyes and let the wind blast hit her, whipping back her hood to reveal her red hair, a perfect match for Una’s. Her hands opened and closed.

         ‘Ani! Get away from the waves.’

         The doll twin didn’t reply.

         ‘Ani,’ said Una sharply, pointing the torch closer to the doll twin. ‘Do as I tell you, all right? I’m safe out here, but you’re not. Ani!’

         Enraptured, Ani gazed up at the cloud-crossed stars, and back at the surging crests of foam. She pressed her hands to where a human’s heart would be.

         ‘I love it!’ cried Ani, and Una could see an actual glow coming from her, golden-white, as if the Animated Curiosity hid a torch in her coat.

         Her astonishment was cut short as she saw Ani wade into the sea.
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            Chapter 18

         

         ‘GET OUT OF THE WATER!’

         Ani seemed to be in some kind of trance.

         Storm-clouds of rage filled Una’s heart and her eyes were lightning. She dashed forward and tugged the doll backwards onto the shoreline. ‘What’s wrong with you?’ she sputtered at last. ‘Are you waterlogged in the wires? You’re a machine! Salt water will destroy you!’

         ‘Leave me alone,’ Ani murmured. ‘This is where I should be. There are ships out there, people who need help…’

         ‘What are you talking about?’ In her desperation, Una considered slapping the doll twin. ‘It’s the Iron-Hearted Sea. You’re not even meant to be outside, let alone near the ocean.’

         ‘The Iron-Hearted Sea?’ Ani’s head turned to look at her, blue eyes shining in the torchlight. ‘That is its name?’152

         ‘It’s what the lighthouse families call it. You never turn your back on the sea.’

         ‘I love to hear it, from the house. I felt compelled to paint it. On the carousel. I’m sorry I took your paints. I thought you would love the pictures.’

         Una shrugged. ‘They were good,’ she said gruffly.

         ‘Una, the place you lived, before here. Was it near the sea?’

         ‘No,’ said Una bitterly. ‘The Home was not. I missed it so much. Nobody else really understood that.’

         ‘You must have been lonely.’

         Una glanced at her. ‘Yes. But I wasn’t locked up like you were, in the dark.’

         ‘I didn’t like that,’ said Ani. ‘I know I have to be kept safe, away from people, but I want to be in the light.’ She whirred happily. ‘It is dark out here, but a different kind of dark. A good kind. And you are my friend, aren’t you, Una?’

         Una was taken aback. Ani had experienced terrible loneliness. Una felt petty, the lowest of the low. Ani loved the sea, and painting, and the carousel, as she did.

         It cost her a painful stab of pride, but she took a length of string from her pocket. ‘When lighthouse families make a promise, or tie a package as a gift for 153someone, they use knots. I’ll show you the Wexford Wickie knot. It’s mine, I invented it. If I teach it to you, that makes you my friend.’

         ‘Thank you, Una.’ Ani smiled radiantly.

         ‘Hold the torch, please.’

         Ani obeyed. Una demonstrated the knot, then gave the string to Ani and held the torch for her. Ani picked up the skill quickly and in minutes she could tie a Wexford Wickie.

         ‘Well done!’ Another thing Ani was good at, Una thought, then mentally kicked herself.

         ‘Did you teach this to your friend, the one I scared? I am so sorry about that, Una.’

         ‘That’s all right,’ said Una. ‘Mary was afraid, but – one day maybe you can meet her and she’ll see that you’re not a monster.’

         ‘Did she learn this knot?’

         ‘I tried to show her but she ended up tying her hair up with it.’ Una grinned at the memory. She flourished the torch along the tideline. ‘Look at the shells! I know all the names. You could take one back with you. People say you can hear the sea in a shell, if you hold it to your ear.’

         ‘Really?’ Ani picked up a tiny shell, the size of her fingernail, and held it to her ear. Una burst out laughing.154

         She was interrupted by a shadow trotting along the shoreline.

         Startled, Una turned the torch beam onto it. It was only a stray dog: a lean, brown-coated creature, its eyes shining in the torchlight.

         Then the dog spotted Ani, and its hackles rose. Growling deep in its throat, the dog barrelled straight into her. Ani crashed onto the sand, wax hands flying.

         ‘No!’ Una shouted. ‘Bad dog!’

         Her throat was dry, her skin alight with horror. She liked dogs, but she had not thought of how animals might react to Ani – a human-shaped creature that didn’t smell human.

         The dog was chewing at Ani’s foot as if she was some form of toy. Ani couldn’t be in pain, but it was horrible to see. Ani tried to push the dog away, whirring loudly in distress.

         ‘Get off!’ Una shouted. She tried to find the dog’s collar, to drag the dog away, but there was none. She heaved her shoulder against it. ‘Bad dog! Get away, sit, stop!’

         The creature continued to gnaw at Ani, shaking her in its jaws, as if she was a bone. In desperation Una threw the torch, which hit the dog on its hindquarters. With a yelp, the dog scrambled back 155on its paws, sidling away. ‘Sorry, but I had to,’ Una snapped at the dog.

         Retrieving the torch with shaking hands, she tried to pull Ani upright. ‘Are you – did it hurt you?’

         ‘I’m not – something is wrong.’ Ani patted frantically at her wax leg. Then Una saw why; the doll twin’s ankle finished in a tangle of wires and an empty shoe.

         The dog had chewed off Ani’s foot.

          

         ‘Oh, no!’

         Una swept the torchlight over the wet sand. ‘Here dog, come here,’ she shouted, but what dog would obey when she had just thrown a torch at it? The animal was running away, along the shoreline, too fast for Una to catch up with it.

         As she swivelled around, desperately looking for anything that would help, the torch flashed upon an object.

         Ani’s lost foot. The dog had dropped it into the foam on the shining wet tideline.

         Una sprinted down the sand just as another wave reared, curled and smashed down. She threw off her coat and plunged knee-deep into the water, the cold shocking her skin through her overalls. Reaching 156blindly, she felt the threads of wires, grabbed them, and drew up strands of trailing kelp.

         ‘No!’ Una flung them back to the sea. She fought to keep her balance in the slap and surge of waves, knowing that another might knock her over if she went any deeper. ‘Don’t mess with me, you old beast,’ she muttered to the Iron-Hearted Sea. Her numbed fingers felt like blocks of wood, and her shoes were dead weights. A wave surged and slammed down, foam hissing across the sand.

         Something bumped against Una, its tendrils brushing against her like the stingers of a jellyfish. Soaked to the shoulder, she grabbed.

         She had it. The foot, tangled in a spray of wires. Nearly crying with relief, she staggered out of the water just as a wave roared down. Ani, lamed, struggled towards her, balanced on two hands and one foot like an ungainly insect.

         ‘Get back, Ani!’ Una’s teeth chattered as she tried to pull her coat back on. As Ani sat down, Una handed her the broken-off foot.

         ‘Oh, Una, thank you!’ Ani’s mechanism whirred loudly, threatening to overheat. ‘I’ve only seen dogs from the window; I didn’t know they could act like that.’157

         ‘This is going to take some fixing.’ Una groaned to see the terrible mess of wires below Ani’s ankle.

         ‘Yes, but I’m sure you can manage,’ said Ani, a hint of worry in her voice. Her whirring mechanism grew louder, gears grinding in a way that made Una’s fingers twitch for a canister of machine oil.

         ‘And your joints, and everything. Great sparks, they’re probably clogged up with sand.’ Una remembered her mum’s loathing of sand and salt, her constant need to tend the lighthouse machinery, and felt a distant ache of sympathy for her.

         ‘I will do it,’ said Ani.

         ‘No, I’ll help you. You can’t mend it all on your own.’

         Ani wobbled as she tried to balance holding onto Una’s shoulder. ‘I’m sorry. This is my fault. I should never have followed you.’

         ‘Never mind,’ said Una, only concerned with getting Ani back home. Supporting the doll was no easy feat in the dark, over sand, slopping in wet, squelchy shoes.

         The doll wobbled, her arm around Una’s waist as if they were in a bizarre three-legged race. ‘Are you going to tell them?’ Ani asked anxiously. ‘The Smiths?’

         Una tried not to think about it. Tell her parents 158that she’d taken Ani outside and seriously damaged her? Would they ever speak to her again? More likely they’d put her on a train back to the Home. ‘They don’t have to know,’ Una panted. ‘As long as we fix your foot up. If we can.’ Please let us be able to, she prayed.

         They hop-stumbled along the path, where the wind was not so fierce. Gritty sand mixed with sweat on Una’s skin. The short journey burned up her energy, making her limbs completely feeble. She had never been so glad to reach the front gate of Copperlins.

         Ani leaned on the gate as Una unlatched it. Then they clumped together to the front door and sprawled on the polished floor of the hallway.

         ‘We need to get you fixed up.’ Una’s teeth had finally stopped chattering; the exercise had warmed her. She stripped off her wet overalls, bundling the clothes into a ball. ‘I’ll put on some dry clothes and look for tools.’

         ‘Thank you,’ said Ani gratefully, shaking sand out of her clothes and hair. Una hurried upstairs to dump her wet overalls in her room, and ran shivering to put on a jumper, pyjama bottoms and slippers. Speeding soft-toed back downstairs, she filled a toolbox with spanners, brushes and screwdrivers, and returned to Ani.159

         Ani brushed away sand, while Una untangled the wires on her ankle and foot. It was amazing to see how cleverly and coolly the doll twin helped. She might have been Alice Wexford, sewing a button back on a shirt.

         First, they wiped off all traces of salt and sand, a painstaking task given all the joints Ani possessed. Una swept up the sand with a dustpan and brush, and tipped that evidence into the kitchen bin. When she returned to the hallway Ani’s whirring insides sounded laboured and Una anxiously wondered if she could fix them. ‘Can I open that panel in your back? I don’t want to make things worse, but if there’s cogs and clockwork in there, they’ll probably need oiling and any grain of sand might wreck you for good.’

         Ani awkwardly tried to reach the panel. ‘I don’t think we should,’ she said, turning away from Una, her fingers flexing protectively over her back. ‘The voice – the dollmaker – said I must be careful. The whirring does get louder when it’s cold, or when the air is damp. I think it will be all right if I stay indoors and rest.’

         Una was dubious, but she didn’t want to ruin Ani’s vital machinery by tampering with it, either. ‘Well – if 160Mother and Father find out, we’ll have to fix it,’ she warned Ani. ‘Especially if salt or sand got in.’

         ‘My back was covered in clothing,’ Ani argued. ‘I’ll be all right. Please, can we fix my foot?’

         ‘Hold this wire for me,’ Una requested, and Ani did so while Una manipulated a pair of pliers to coax a tangled wire back into place, twisting it with the dexterity she applied to complex knots.

         She soon forgot everything but the work, not noticing her aching back, sore eyes or cramped fingers. The meagre light of the chandelier tested Una’s skill, but she couldn’t hold the torch and use both hands, and she was used to such difficulties from working at the lighthouse. Her dad had always told Una that a good lighthouse keeper could do repairs in pitch darkness. And all the while Ani sat motionless, not making a sound, so the only noise in the hallway was Una’s steady breathing.

         After what felt like hours, the ankle joint was reattached, just like a real doll. Ani flexed her foot, stood up cautiously, walked a few steps and smiled. Una’s eyes burned with tiredness, but the whirring had quietened.

         Una had succeeded. Ani, apparently, was back to normal.161

         ‘Thank you again,’ said Ani.

         ‘Well, you helped.’

         ‘Not just that. I mean going outdoors.’ Ani put a hand on her chest. ‘That was – seeing the ocean, it was wonderful, Una. I’ll never forget it.’

         ‘You really loved it, didn’t you?’ Una asked, pleased despite herself.

         ‘Yes, but you must be very tired, staying up so late to help me. You should go to bed. I’ll stay in the cellar with the carousel.’

         Stiffly, Una climbed to her feet, off-keel with accumulated tiredness and the ache in her knees. She felt like a maimed Animated Curiosity herself after their night-time adventure. ‘Good night, Ani.’

         ‘Good night, Una. I won’t tell the Smiths what happened. If they do find out, I will say it is all my fault.’

         ‘Oh. Thank you.’

         Ani walked tentatively on her newly repaired foot, along the hall, past the kitchen, to the door of the cellar.

         ‘It will still be my fault,’ muttered Una, climbing the stairs. She imagined her new parents’ reactions. ‘Una Wexford! You took Ani to the sea! How could you be so irresponsible? We trusted you. Perhaps it’s time to 162return you to the Home.’ And the doll twin would look dutifully sad, blinking her copied eyes and copied eyelashes. She might protest, but the Smiths would not listen. A shiver rushed over Una that had nothing to do with the cold.

         She should never have given in. She should never have agreed to let Ani out of doors. She had made a big mistake in trying to be kind to her.
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            Chapter 19

         

         ‘I thought we should do something together this morning,’ said Mother brightly, at breakfast on Saturday. ‘How about you make your mince pies, Una? I know it’s not Christmas yet, but I simply can’t wait to try them.’

         ‘I’ll watch,’ said Father, pushing back his chair.

         Una beamed happily at the prospect. She had come downstairs feeling anxious about Ani; fearful that she had told the Smiths about their escapade. The Smiths, however, seemed perfectly serene, and Una was relieved. Ani hadn’t tattled on her. She could be trusted; she saw Una as her friend.

         Una followed Mother into the kitchen and saw Ani, wearing an apron, smiling at Una expectantly.

         Ani, in daylight, with the Smiths. Not hidden. There, like one of the family.164

         Ani seemed pleased. Her blue eyes blinked and shone, her wax fingers flexing.

         ‘Oh!’ said Una, unable to hide the shock. ‘Is – is Ani meant to be here?’

         ‘I thought she could watch us cook,’ said Mother, with a lipsticked smile. ‘She can’t learn anything about human behaviour shut up all the time. Perhaps she can even copy you a little, your gestures and such. Better you than boring old grown-up us.’

         ‘But wouldn’t cooking be dangerous for her?’ Heat, and dusty flour, and sticky mincemeat could not mix with expensive clockwork. And she couldn’t eat; what was the point of her baking?

         Oh, let her get broken, said a nasty little voice in Una’s head. Then the Smiths won’t pay her so much attention.

         ‘We’ll all help Ani,’ said Father. ‘You will, won’t you, Una? And it won’t matter if she makes mistakes.’

         Una managed to smile back. At least, she thought, I’m good at this. She had made mince pies at the lighthouse every Christmas, with her saved ingredients. ‘All right,’ she said. ‘If Ani wants to.’

         Ani nodded obediently. ‘It sounds like an interesting process. Perhaps it will help my memory.’

         ‘It’s a shame you can’t taste them. They’re sweet 165and spicy and buttery,’ said Una. She wondered how someone without tastebuds would manage when it came to cooking.

         ‘Let’s get started,’ said Mother, and deftly set out all the equipment and ingredients. Bowls, spoons, a stone jar of fruity mincemeat, butter, flour. She added more wood to the stove while Una donned an apron. Una had written out the recipe and Father invited Ani to read it – she can read, too, thought Una, jolted – and measure out the ingredients. ‘Two cups of flour – fill them up to the top, Ani. That’s right, clever girl. Then the sugar, and the butter needs to be chopped into small pieces.’

         ‘I can do that,’ said Una.

         ‘Perhaps let Ani do it,’ said Mother, pushing the bowl away from Una. ‘You can – hmm – flour the table ready for the pastry. Show Ani how you use the sieve. Ani, we’ll use a pair of clean rubber gloves to protect your wrists.’

         Suitably gloved, Ani neatly, slowly, chopped the butter. Una demonstrated how to crack and separate an egg, expecting Ani to make a mess of the task. Instead, Ani gently tapped the egg on the rim of the bowl, pushed her thumbs into the shell and neatly trapped the yolk in one half.166

         ‘Oh, well done,’ cheered Father, while Mother clasped her hands to her heart.

         ‘A natural,’ she breathed. ‘Such precision. Exactly like Una. Her absolute double.’

         Una silently willed Ani to smash an egg, spill milk, or even scratch her nose with a floury finger. She turned her bowl around on the table, and Ani did the same. She spilled a half-teaspoon of flour, and Ani did that too.

         ‘So observant,’ whispered Mother.

         ‘Yes, very good,’ Father murmured back, not taking his eyes off Ani.

         When Ani neatly sieved the flour into the butter, the Smiths all but cheered. Una might have been invisible for all the attention she received. Stormily she set about greasing the oven tray, telling herself that her own mince pies would be better. No, they’d be masterpieces. She’d baked them at the lighthouse. The recipe belonged to the Wexfords, not Ani.

         Each girl gathered her pastry into a ball and placed it on the table. Armed with a rolling pin, Una showed Ani how to smooth it into a golden sheet, cutting out circles and stars. Ani’s imitation was flawless, while Una, increasingly goaded by her parents’ praise of the Animated Curiosity, found her pastry circles getting 167messy and uneven, fruit mince splodging on the table or the floor.

         ‘Never mind, dear,’ Mother consoled her, as if Una was a five-year-old. ‘Would you like Ani to make another batch for you?’

         ‘No,’ Una almost growled. ‘This is how I always made them. These are Wexford mince pies.’ She slammed a cutter down with such force it marked the table.

         Ani shot her a troubled glance, but Mother stroked the doll twin’s rust-red hair. Ani smiled fully up at her, as if basking in the praise.

         When it was time to bake the pies, there wasn’t enough room in the oven for both trays. Una felt no surprise when Mother chose Ani’s first. Because the oven was hot, Una was given the task of placing the tray inside, barely resisting the temptation to drop it on the floor.

         ‘I’ll do the cleaning up, girls,’ said Mother. ‘Ani, I’m so proud of you! Your first ever cooking lesson, and you did it all perfectly. What do you think, Hugh?’

         ‘Extraordinary,’ said Father, beaming at Ani. ‘A marvel. That dollmaker was a genius.’

         Ani smiled back modestly. ‘Thank you.’

         Una was left standing at the table, like an unwanted piece of cutlery.168

         Mother looked Ani over carefully. ‘Your face seems to be clean. Una dear, could you check that none of Ani’s wirings have been damaged? We mustn’t have any setbacks.’

         Una hardly bothered to reply. She led Ani into the parlour.

         Ani whirred, apparently consulting her mechanisms. ‘All seems to be in order. You had better check the wiring in the wrist joints. I can remove my hands, if you wish.’

         Una nodded, trying not to feel nauseous as Ani did just that. She saw an intricate tangle of wires. Una was glad to see that none appeared to be snapped or broken. ‘If you can work your fingers properly, then you should be all right,’ she said. ‘If anything sparks or smokes, that’s a bad sign, of course. Let me look at the other wrist.’

         Ani obeyed meekly. Una finished checking the wirings and let Ani replace the hand. She stepped back, suddenly resentful that Ani had been in this house for years and was still, apparently, in good working condition. ‘I don’t know why I need to bother,’ Una snapped at last. ‘You’re perfect, aren’t you?’

         Ani flinched. ‘Una, I only wanted to do well.’

         Una opened her mouth, spiteful words on her 169tongue. Don’t playact with me. You did everything you could to impress them. Then Mother called from the kitchen.

         ‘Ani, I believe your pies are done. They look lovely! Una, you can put yours in now.’

         Una returned to the kitchen. Ani’s pies did look beautiful. She put hers in the oven, trying not to glare as Mother set Ani’s to cool. ‘I’ll take one down for Hugh, presently. Ani, can you help me put everything away?’

         Ani did so, leaving Una feeling left out. She went back to the parlour to get away from the sight of Ani and Mother together, and tried to read a book.

         Half an hour later, she smelled something burning.

         She rushed into the kitchen to see smoke escaping from the oven. Seizing a pair of mitts, she pulled out a tray of blackened mince pies and dropped them with a bang on the stovetop. The kitchen was empty, but Mother had already sprinkled Ani’s beautiful, golden mince pies with icing sugar. Una’s were ruined.

         As she stared down at the blackened mess, Mother reappeared. ‘Oh dear, Una,’ she sighed. ‘Better luck next time!’
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            Chapter 20

         

         At school on Monday, out under the tree at lunchtime, Una told Mary what had happened at the beach.

         Mary’s hands shot to her mouth.

         ‘Her foot came off?’

         ‘And we fixed it.’

         ‘You fixed it – really? How?’

         ‘There were a lot of wires, but it wasn’t so different to fixing things at the lighthouse. Our radio transmitter broke once and I helped my dad to mend it.’

         Mary gaped at her. ‘It’s grand that you could do that, don’t get me wrong. But fixing her? Are you sure that was a good idea?’

         ‘I know.’ Una rubbed her face in an attempt to reduce the shadows under her eyes. ‘But I couldn’t leave her as she was, I’d have got into huge trouble if Mother and Father saw. Besides, she loved going outdoors. And I don’t want to be scared 171of a machine. I’ve spent all my life looking after machinery.’

         ‘But taking her outdoors, Una? She just makes you pity her into giving her more and more freedom. You watch out, she’ll have something planned. She’s only sweet and innocent on the outside.’

         ‘I won’t do it again,’ Una retorted defensively. ‘Not after what happened! And it was my fault, taking her out. I didn’t know a dog would attack her.’

         ‘Your new parents are too kind, like you, and they’re blind to the truth,’ Mary declared. ‘They can’t imagine that Ani has a mind of her own. Or what she might be up to.’

         ‘That’s not their fault. They don’t spend much time in town,’ Una argued. ‘They don’t see how people treat me, or hear the stories.’ At least, Una thought, they still showed her attention when she repaired Ani. Despite her best efforts, she detested the way her parents paid so much attention to the doll twin. Even if Ani was completely harmless, she was stealing the Smiths away from Una.

         ‘She can cook,’ Una suddenly burst out, and Mary’s eyebrows shot up.

         ‘Lord,’ said Mary. ‘This is all too much. Let’s hope Mrs Wilkins at the library can help.’172

         They rushed off as soon as the last bell rang. A cloudburst sent the girls rushing up the library steps, half-soaked and blasted by a bullying wind. The librarian, a broad woman in a green dress, winced visibly as the door burst open. Una could imagine her trying to turn the ocean’s roar down to stop it disturbing the library’s musty-smelling silence.

         There was no sign of any patron amongst the books, which all looked sadly dusty and faded with age, but Una shed her coat and wiped her feet. Mary cast off her own wet jacket, muttering a word that would have earned her the strap at school.

         ‘Are you looking for something in particular?’

         The librarian was suddenly at Una’s elbow, moving soundlessly on the faded carpet. Her knitted dress stretched over her hefty frame, her hair was held back by severe clips and her eyes were beady under jutting eyebrows. Her name badge read Mrs Wilkins.

         ‘I’m interested in the history of Knifely Stifling,’ Una began hesitantly. She was half-braced for the librarian to recognise her as the Copperlins girl.

         Mrs Wilkins clasped her hands, her voice an eager, trembling whisper. ‘Knifely Stifling’s history? The twenty-four terrible shipwrecks? Yes, yes, I can tell you all about them. The rocks and reefs have always 173been a nightmare for sailors. Dark nights, terrifying screams, the bodies washing up on the shore – there are hours when you can hear their ghosts, trapped in their terrible past.’

         ‘Una here used to live in a lighthouse,’ said Mary, unbothered by Mrs Wilkins’ ghoulishness. ‘She knows all those kinds of tales.’

         ‘One of the lighthouse families of Anglesea?’ Mrs Wilkins breathed in as if she had been handed a diamond on a plate. ‘You must tell me about them, Una. Are you from the family that claimed to have seen a mermaid?’

         ‘No,’ Una said, inwardly grimacing. She had long puzzled over people’s ideas of mermaids as romantic beauties, combing their hair all day. Any lighthouse child knew the dangers of sirens and harpies, calling sailors’ souls to their deaths. Una saw nothing to love about sirens. ‘The Wexfords were known for working on one of the roughest stretches of coasts in Anglesea. We have a motto. “Maintain the light. Keep back the dark”. That was vital, lives depended on it. I thought about it a lot during the war, when Dad was gone.’ She gulped. ‘It was about being brave, not just about keeping the lighthouse running. Holding onto your nerve, and your hope.’174

         ‘Yes, yes, naturally, like the Last Hope Rock lightkeeper.’ Mrs Wilkins’ eyes glittered. ‘The main keeper and assistant swept out to sea during a deadly hurricane, and the keeper’s widow left alone, her face injured by an explosion of broken glass, the only one remaining to tend the light during that storm. Crystalline Dufty, the legend of Last Hope. She kept the light burning all night.’

         ‘Oh yes!’ said Una, who had stayed up many nights to hear the stories. ‘Crystalline. I’ve never met her, but she still runs Last Hope Rock all by herself.’

         ‘And what else can you tell me, dear? What of the other families? How do they manage, out on their wild, windswept retreats?’

         Una did her best to entertain Mrs Wilkins, who scribbled down the details in a notebook while Mary pulled faces behind the librarian’s back. ‘An excellent addition to our histories. Thank you so much, Miss Wexford. Is there anything I can do for you in return?’

         ‘Uh, yes,’ said Una, wishing she had a glass of water after all that talking. ‘I hoped to hear about the dollmaker who lived at Copperlins.’

         Mrs Wilkins’ eyebrows twitched and a frosty coolness dawned on her features. She glanced right and left, as if the quiet library was riddled with 175eavesdroppers. ‘I don’t want to repeat foolish stories. There are too many of those in Knifely Stifling.’

         ‘But, Mrs Wilkins, Una did tell you all about the lighthouses,’ Mary coaxed. ‘And it’s only fair to hear some of our own local history.’

         ‘Well – if you promise not to go repeating it to your friends at school? I’d get into such trouble with my superiors.’ Mrs Wilkins’ smile returned as the girls nodded fervently. ‘Oh, all right then. Copperlins was once owned by Miss Gloriette Lumier.’

         ‘Miss Lumier?’ Una gaped. Mary shot her a puzzled look, and Una hastened to explain. ‘Lumier is a lighthouse family name.’

         ‘Well, of course,’ said Mrs Wilkins. ‘People rarely talk of her these days, but I know about her past. It didn’t help, her being an outsider.’

         ‘And she – this lighthouse person – was the dollmaker?’ asked Mary, incredulous.

         ‘Oh, I should say she was! Made peculiar dolls. Animated somethings, she called them. She’d come from foreign parts – France or somewhere – and people weren’t used to seeing a woman all on her own, let alone making wax and clockwork dolls.’

         ‘But why,’ stuttered Una, ‘did she come to Knifely Stifling?’176

         ‘Lost her family, I understand,’ said Mrs Wilkins, in a tragic tone. ‘People said the grief made her strange. She came here on a ship, with trunks full of horrid doll parts – limbs, eyes and all. Bought the house because it was cheap and near the sea.’

         ‘So she was all alone, making her dolls,’ Una clarified. ‘What happened to her in the end? Did she die at Copperlins?’

         ‘Poor woman. So very few people visited her and she hardly went anywhere, so when she fell sick, there was no one to know. She must have been there a week, dead in her bed, before anyone bothered to check on her. Doll limbs scattered around the room.’ Mrs Wilkins shuddered. ‘I dare say the folk who visited were never quite right again. She was buried in the churchyard, and the house was left alone for years because nobody else wanted it.’

         Una hardly heard the last few sentences. She was still trying to process the fact that the dollmaker, the creator of Ani, had come from a lighthouse family.

         ‘May I ask why you girls are interested?’ Mrs Wilkins’s demeanour changed from confiding to distant. ‘The new people in Copperlins are said to be an odd pair, those Smiths or whatever they’re called, 177and they adopted a girl, I’ve heard. Have you seen her? Does she know about those freakish dolls?’

         Una glanced at Mary and swallowed. ‘That’s me. I live there now,’ she said. ‘But I’ve seen nothing unusual. It’s just a house. A very, very normal house.’

         Mrs Wilkins’s face moved unpleasantly close to Una’s; she could smell the woman’s sour breath. ‘You need to protect yourself. I used to walk past that house on the way to school, when I was a child,’ she murmured. ‘I caught glimpses of a face at the window. Not the dollmaker’s ghost, oh no, it was one of her creations. It gave me nightmares. And I saw shadows moving against the curtains, once. If you don’t have a horseshoe on your door, the doll will creep inside your house and murder you in your sleep.’

         Mary cleared her throat. ‘So, has anyone in Knifely Stifling been murdered since the dollmaker died?’

         The librarian shot her a cold look. ‘Perhaps not, Miss O’Connor, but whenever I passed that house, I could feel someone watching. As if something wanted to reach out and grab me.’

         Mary’s face fell. ‘Well, how nice,’ she said, taking Una by the arm. ‘Thank you, Mrs Wilkins. That was very helpful.’

         Una edged away from the lady, taking Mary with 178her. The rainy, bitterly cold outdoors suddenly felt much more appealing than the library.

         Mary pulled up the hood of her jacket. ‘Poor Gloriette Lumier,’ she said. ‘But how did she die? Was she sick, do you think, or did Ani do something to her?’

         ‘What do you mean, do something?’

         ‘She could’ve murdered her. Smothered her with a pillow.’

         ‘Mary! You sound like Mrs Wilkins,’ said Una, but ice crept down her back. She pictured Ani, so outwardly meek, sneaking up on her creator, holding a pillow down with her waxen fingers. Ani would not have had Una’s face back then; perhaps she only had a shapeless mask or a different face entirely. Gruesome and ghoulish – but could it be true?

         No. No, surely not. ‘Stories like that are just bilge,’ added Una, ashamed of her imaginings. ‘We haven’t a shred of proof that Ani hurt anyone. And Mother and Father think Ani is amazing.’

         ‘Una. You’re sharing a house with an animated wax doll. What if she thinks the house is hers and that you’re all a bunch of – what’s the word? – invaders, or vermin? What if one morning you’re all found dead on the floor?’179

         Una tried very hard not to picture it.

         They crossed another street, heads bent against the rain, heading downhill towards the shore and Copperlins. Una’s eyes were drawn to the windows on the second storey, the curtains thick and still against the glass.

         ‘She must want to get out of that house,’ Una whispered. ‘She has feelings, Mary. And why wouldn’t she? I know what it felt like, back at the Home. Not even being allowed out in wild weather, or to look at the stars properly.’ Living at a lighthouse, you grew accustomed to having a whole map of stars spread out above you. You didn’t just watch a sunset; you were part of it.

         Mary considered this, and scowled. ‘Una, she’s a doll, and people are terrified of her. She’s not natural. How can she ever live amongst humans? All that time alone can’t have been good for her. I still say she’s dangerous.

         ‘Are you listening to me? You have to keep an eye on her.’
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            Chapter 21

         

         Una lay awake in bed, arms around her pillow, staring at the ceiling. Gusts of wind blew at the windows, sending howling blasts of air down the chimney. It sounded mocking, the way Una pictured the Iron-Hearted Sea.

         Whoooo wants a lighthouse child?

         ‘Oh, be quiet,’ Una told the wind, wishing she could hold it down and tie it in a knot. She wanted to go somewhere that Ani could not. Somewhere she wouldn’t see her parents’ amazement and delight at another thing Ani could do.

         After her visit to the library, Una had spoken cautiously to her parents about the dollmaker, Miss Lumier. Mother and Father listened attentively, but showed little interest in the dollmaker’s past.

         ‘Poor lady, such a lonely end,’ said Mother. ‘Yet she was brilliant, and perhaps she preferred that no one 181distracted her while she created those magnificent Animated Curiosities. After you found her, Una, I went searching for her notes. I went through the old books in my study, and found one I’d put aside as too fanciful – more fool me! It contains some notes, but no plans or blueprints, sadly. I must show them to you, dear. I wonder,’ she added thoughtfully, ‘how she made the facial features so detailed and active? And the joints, now that’s a difficulty … I cannot see why, but they have always been part of the design. What do you think, Hugh dear?’

         ‘Yes, indeed,’ said Father eagerly. ‘I only wish we could talk to a clockmaker, a proper expert on automata. But I know, Mona, we mustn’t. I wouldn’t dream of telling anyone about Ani. Far too risky. Perhaps the wax exterior could be improved, now new developments have been made in the world? It is so clever, the way Ani copies and learns. Look at how quickly she picked up cooking and painting! It’s as if she has always known how. Already she is using more natural expressions and showing her command of language. You could almost believe she’s human.’

         They continued their discussion all through dinner, agreeing how lifelike Ani was, and planning how that skill could be enlarged upon. Una ate her 182dinner with little appetite. She had seen her lighthouse dad grow so obsessed with machines that he’d enlisted to see them used in warfare, and been shot in the mud of the trenches. Now her new parents were fascinated by a machine, and their interest was beginning to feel as intense as Punctuality’s.

         Ani had cast a spell over the Smiths, dazzling them, drawing them in.

         Una’s stomach knotted, watching her parents chat away happily. Was that Ani’s plan? Was that the secret behind her blue glass eyes? A show of sweet innocence and obedience? Was she plotting to take Una’s place?

         ‘You’ll work on Ani tomorrow after school, won’t you, dear?’ Mother asked Una at last, and she jumped.

         ‘Yes, of course,’ she replied, biting her lip. Then she tried to smile, as if nothing would give her greater pleasure.

          

         Una spent much of the next afternoon on Ani’s joinery, trying to make her movements smoother and more human-like. Ani sat patiently while Una muttered and pondered and tried an array of different tools on the joints themselves. Then Una gingerly prised open the headpiece beneath Ani’s scalp to look at her memory plate, a process which shut down Ani 183completely, making her appear as lifeless as a shop mannequin. Una was especially careful with the plate, worried about harming Ani’s already faulty memory. Father kept watch with interest, but he also asked a lot of questions about what Una was doing. To Una’s surprise Mother joined him, asking even more questions than her husband.

         ‘What are you attempting there, dear? Wouldn’t that break the mechanism?’

         ‘There’s a new, stronger metal alloy that I can put in,’ Una explained, absorbed in her task. ‘We started using it at the lighthouse. It’s resistant to rust and more hard-wearing.’

         ‘Oh, I see! Well, we must obtain more parts if you need them, Una. I’ll make a list.’ Mother whipped a piece of paper from her pocket, and started writing. She made notes all through Una’s careful explanations, showing no confusion over valves, mainsprings, levers or motors. She seemed utterly committed to improving Ani, and Una appreciated the help, even if she did get tired of explaining everything she did, sometimes twice over.

         Mother even took the trouble of learning how to do some of the work (‘in case Ani needs repairs, and you’re busy at school, dear’). She had the dollmaker’s 184notes to assist her; with a few useful sketches that Una used to explain the mechanisms to Mother. Although she described herself as a ‘butterfingers’, Mother was remarkably clever with complex wires and cogs. ‘It must be all the study of antique dolls and dollhouses,’ she joked. ‘I certainly don’t share Father’s skill with the carousel.’

         ‘Oh, well, the carousel is different, eh?’ said Father, giving Una a nudge. She tried to smile, tried not to recall how Ani had repainted the carousel in a way that had made it her own. If Una could describe herself as a paint colour, she would be Jealous Green.

         She missed working on the carousel with Father, but he was too interested now in Ani’s machinery. Besides, it wasn’t the same anymore. Ani’s paintings were so beautiful, better than anything Una could have done. It would have helped if the images weren’t all of things Una loved and talked of: lighthouses, the Crystal-Hearted Wonder, the sea! Why, of all things, must she paint what Una loved?

         Trying to fight her emotions, Una offered to check the workings behind the panel in Ani’s back, but even Mother and Father baulked at that. ‘The dollmaker left a few notes behind,’ Mother explained, her voice light but firm. ‘She explicitly said that the interior workings 185were too delicate to be meddled with by anyone but herself. Ani is far too valuable to risk damaging.’

         Una was glad to obey. She only hoped that once her work on Ani was complete, her parents would lose interest in their Animated Curiosity. And that Ani was not as keen as Una to keep the Smiths’ attention. Did the Smiths ever guess at her jealous feelings towards the Animated Curiosity? She prayed they didn’t. They might fear that Una would do deliberate harm to Ani, and break her into pieces. At least, Una thought, I know I’d never stoop that low. I couldn’t sabotage a magnificent piece of clockwork, even if it was a fob watch instead of an Animated Curiosity like Ani. 

         Once Una had finished with Ani’s workings and she was reanimated, Ani appeared to be very pleased with her new smooth-working joints. Her incessant whirring was quieter, which, Una thought uneasily, would make it easier for her to creep around the house.

         But after her parents had circled Ani as if she was a priceless museum artefact, they pointed out how well her elbows worked after Una had tinkered with them and how beautifully she had wired the delicate memory plate. Una glowed all the brighter for every compliment and proud pat on the head. She basked in the Smiths’ encouragement, and told herself that 186a new, improved Animated Curiosity was what she owed to the long-ago dollmaker, Miss Lumier, one of the lighthouse families of Anglesea.

         The Smiths’ attention to Ani wouldn’t – couldn’t – last forever. Sooner or later, they would remember that Una was their true, beloved child.
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            Chapter 22

         

         Mother and Father were cheerful at breakfast the next morning. Ani, of course, never joined them for meals, as she could not eat. This heartened Una; it meant meals with the Smiths were her favourite times of the day.

         ‘What are your plans for after school, dear?’ Mother asked, pouring tea. ‘Will you spend time with Mary?’ She wore a flowery apron, fresh lipstick, and a smoothly curled hairstyle.

         She looks as if she goes to a beauty parlour every day, Una thought. It was a shame really, how little her parents went out. They weren’t that old, and they were lively, happy and chatty. Father was shy, anyone could see that, but he didn’t even go for strolls.

         ‘It’s nice outside,’ Una ventured. ‘Would you come for a walk after school, Father? Down to the beach?’

         ‘Oh! No dear, thank you. Another time,’ said 188Father, rustling his newspaper. ‘I pulled a leg muscle working on the carousel, and it’s still twanging. But you should go out and get some fresh air.’

          ‘I think I’ll do some shopping,’ Una said. Mother had given her pocket money. She could restock her store of paints and paper, or buy books and games. Until now, she had avoided doing so, because people kept treating her strangely.

         ‘A lovely idea,’ said Mother. ‘Perhaps buy something for Ani, to make up for the fact she’s at home all day, hidden away.’

         ‘Oh,’ said Una, feeling a tiny flash of resentment. ‘Yes. I could buy her a book.’

         ‘How sweet!’ Mother beamed at her. ‘When you come back, could you do something about Ani’s whirring? It’s getting worse again, and it makes her sound like an automobile. I can almost fix it myself, seeing as you’ve showed me how, but it’s terribly fiddly work and you do a far better job.’

         ‘Yes, Mother. I will.’ Una sighed inwardly. She was tired of working on Ani’s mechanisms, especially after the foot incident, but she couldn’t say that to Mother. She wasn’t sure she wanted to fix the whirring, either. It was useful, when Ani still had her habit of moving around Copperlins at night.189

         When she left school that afternoon, she went boldly into the town of Knifely Stifling. She passed a toy shop, its windows full of dolls.

         She stopped short at the sight of them, all lined up and staring at her with glassy eyes, tilted heads, stiff poses and expressionless little faces. As she walked past, Una had the horrible impression that all those eyes followed her.

         As she passed the bank, she turned her coins over in her palm. Mother seemed to have a ready supply of money in her purse and pretty clothes, so it was odd that she never popped out to the shops or the bank. Goods were delivered to their door by tradesmen, and the laundry sent out to be returned in baskets. Well-off as they were, they didn’t even have a housekeeper or cleaner. Mother must dislike the superstitious townsfolk and prefer the family’s privacy to the convenience of staff.

         Shaking off her unease, Una bought books for herself and Ani, as well as a glamorous felt hat with suitable movie-star flair for Mary, which would make a good early Christmas gift. After some dilly-dallying she also ended up buying a professional-looking paint set for Ani. She would not give in to jealousy, or the fears and prejudices of Knifely 190Stifling. Ani was a remarkable invention, but just that – an invention.

         Una trekked back up the hill towards Copperlins, thinking of what Mary O’Connor had said to her at school. Mary had stared down at her lunch, then back up at her friend. ‘Una, whatever she was like – the dollmaker, that Miss Lumier – what she left behind wasn’t natural, or good. I still feel that there’s a wrongness in Copperlins. Something that wants to hurt you.’

         ‘You sound like Mrs Wilkins at the library again.’

         ‘Don’t joke about it, Una!’ Mary pointed upwards, and Una spotted a horseshoe hanging above a school doorway. Una swallowed, and Mary caught her by the arm. ‘People could do worse than be rude to you, when they’re scared. Someone might burn your house down.’

         ‘They wouldn’t dare.’ Una swallowed, her appetite gone.

         ‘You could move in with us,’ Mary whispered. ‘If things get bad. Even if it’s only for a few days, until you can find somewhere else to live.’

         Una looked down at the lunch Mother had made for her; tomato sandwiches, cheese, an apple, a piece of fruitcake.191

         The Smiths had been so kind. But she wanted nothing more, at that moment, than to do exactly as Mary suggested. To leave and not look back. Who in their right minds would stay in a house like Copperlins, with that Animated Curiosity stalking the place? Even the Home, with the awful Matron, was a better option.

         But Wexfords did not run away from fear. Maintain the light, beat back the dark. Una could imagine her late dad’s disappointment in her. You did not let a storm win. And she had said she would help Ani. She had made Ani a Wexford friendship knot.

         ‘Just bring a suitcase of clothes,’ urged Mary. ‘Or not even that. Just leave!’

         ‘I’ll think about it,’ Una promised, unhappily. ‘But if I leave, my parents will never take me back.’

         ‘You’ve only been with them a few weeks. And you have Ani walking around with your face. If she looked different it wouldn’t be so bad, but there’s something too creepy about her.’

         ‘If things get any worse, I will leave,’ Una murmured. But she hated the thought of Ani driving her out. This might be exactly what the doll intended. She still didn’t entirely trust the doll twin.

         Mary’s black curls flicked in the breeze. ‘Everyone 192knows that house is rotten, Una. Everyone in Knifely Stifling, even if they’ve never seen Ani. I know your parents are there to look after you, but they don’t understand. You have to watch her, Una. Sooner or later, you’ll find out what she really is, and I’m scared of what will happen when you do.’
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            Chapter 23

         

         The next day, Una opened the front door and entered the hallway, where her Christmas decorations had spread like shiny weeds. Red and purple ribbons dangled off lights, tied in enormous bows. She had returned from school later than usual, having spent time with Mary by the beachfront.

         There, Mary had spoken with scorn of the classmates who had disdained Una that day. The ‘Copperlins girl’ had been picked last for games, even though Una was good at them; she had learned them quickly with Mary’s help, only to wait in vain for someone to pass her the hockey ball or cheer when she shot a goal. It had put Mary in a furious mood, and dirty looks had been exchanged.

         Una was fiercely glad that Mary was so loyal, but worried about how long this situation would last before Mary was forced to choose between her other, 194older friends and Una. Una found it hard to believe that Mary would choose her. Mary had lived in this small town all her life; she couldn’t keep fighting with everyone.

         After that, Una felt tired and dismal, and much in need of cheer from her new parents. Back at the lighthouse, she had felt needed, someone special because she was a member of the lighthouse families, linked from coast to coast, through marriage and work and lore. If people continued to shun her in Knifely Stifling, would she be able to persuade the Smiths to move? Would they consider it the best thing for her and for Ani, to escape the history of Copperlins?

         Una lugged her schoolbag along the hall to the kitchen and let it thump against the wooden table, hard enough to make the cups on it shudder. She could smell hot scones in the oven, and her mouth watered. Another thing that Ani, sadly, couldn’t enjoy; delicious scents. She would never know the joy of biting into a hot, fresh scone.

         A piece of paper, dislodged by the thwack of the schoolbag, sailed to the floor. Una picked it up and frowned. Slim pieces of card, a typed letter. Words jumped out at her. Voyage … berths … tickets …

         ‘Una, dear!’ Mother swept into the room, her red 195lipstick bright as a warning light. ‘My goodness, I thought you’d got lost somewhere in Knifely Stifling. You mustn’t do that to me.’ She put a hand to her chest.

         ‘I’m sorry, Mother.’ With her hand behind her back, Una reached for the table and set the paper down on it. She saw Mother’s gaze fasten on the table, and smiled an unfelt smile. ‘Could I have a scone, please? I only just got in, and they smell so good.’

         ‘Of course! You look tired, Una. You go and sit down in the parlour, and I’ll bring you your snack on a tray. Out you go.’ Mother swatted her playfully on the arm.

         Una didn’t dare to check what had happened to the paper and tickets. Instead, she peered along the hallway to the coat pegs and hatstand near the chandelier. Usually, hers were the only clothes hanging on them.

         Today, she noticed, a man’s grey tweed cap rested on the hatstand, and a black coat hung on a peg. Boots stood beside it. In her weariness she had not even noticed. Father had been out.

         Having stared at the evidence in the hallway, Una slipped back into the parlour.

         She sat in a deep armchair by the fire and listened so hard her ears ached. The kitchen door was out 196of sight, but Una was a keen and shrewd listener. A lighthouse child had to be, listening for the hint of storms in a breeze, or the tumble of a wave just before it smashed down on the rock where you stood.

         She heard hissed remarks between her parents. ‘You should have kept that out of the way. Lying around like that – it’s too careless of you, Hugh.’

         ‘I’m sorry, Mona dear. I thought you would want to see it straight away. I thought you’d be pleased.’

         ‘Well, I am glad that you managed without any problems, Hugh, but you could have been a little more careful.’ Mother sounded mollified. The scent of scones wafted through the door, and a moment later Mother appeared with her tray, beaming. ‘There you are! I hope you didn’t mind the wait, Una dear. I’ve made you some lovely cocoa, too.’

         Una drank her cocoa, and ate her scones, and wondered about the papers she had seen. Was it something to do with Ani?

         When Father came in for his own cup of cocoa, Una couldn’t help asking. ‘Did you go out today, Father?’

         ‘Oh,’ said Father, blinking owlishly. ‘Well yes, yes, I did. It was, ah, an errand for your mother.’

         Before Una could ask about the errand, Father 197disappeared back into his newspaper. She meant to go up to her room, but instead of climbing upstairs, she let her feet carry her to Mother’s study.

         The antique dolls stared solemnly at her in the dimness. Una averted her gaze from them and stalked around the room, pulling books from shelves, opening drawers. The rows of many-coloured eyeballs were lined up like sweets, next to the neatly organised swatches of hair for wigs. Una picked out one of dark curls and another of pale straw-coloured hair.

         ‘Una?’ Mother called, and Una shut the drawer so fast she nearly sliced off a finger. Knots formed in her stomach: a complex shroud knot, a monkey’s fist and several sheetbends.

         Composing herself, she hurried back downstairs. She hoped and prayed that her parents’ obsession would lessen. That she would stop hearing about Ani.

         ‘Come along, into the dining room. I have a special surprise for you.’

         Una followed her mother and stopped dead.

         Ani, at the table, was eating a biscuit.

         She bit off a piece, chewed, swallowed. Mother set a glass of milk next to her plate and smiled at Una.

         ‘Oh, hello dear,’ she said. ‘Isn’t it lovely? Ani has joined us for afternoon tea.’198

          

         Una gulped for breath like a landed fish. ‘Food?’ she sputtered. ‘But Ani can’t eat.’

         ‘Oh, she can’t digest food,’ said Father, pointing his fork at the doll twin. ‘But watch this – it’s a very clever trick.’

         Ani smiled tentatively at Una, a welcoming smile. She demonstrated, taking another bite of biscuit, chewing, and swallowing. When she opened her mouth, the crumbs were gone.

         ‘Where did it go?’ Una sat down, scrunching a corner of the tablecloth in her fingers.

         ‘Down here,’ said Ani, pointing to her throat. She pushed on the bare waxen skin, and a panel opened to reveal steel workings, cogs, tiny meshed gears and oscillators. Una gaped, both intrigued and stunned. Gingerly, Ani reached in past the ticking gears to extract a soft oilskin bag. She tipped it upside-down, scattering the biscuit crumbs on her plate.

         Mother and Father broke into applause.

         ‘You never said you could do that,’ said Una accusingly.

         ‘She couldn’t!’ said Father. ‘Mona and I thought it might be possible, so we worked on it together while you were at school. A difficult task, nobody wants to 199wreck such a delicate mechanism, but it makes her seem much more human, doesn’t it?’

         Una found her voice, and said yes, it did. Ani smiled at her, self-consciously wiping crumbs from her plate.

         ‘Why do you want her to behave more like a human?’ Una couldn’t help asking her parents.

         ‘Because she is an Animated Curiosity, dear,’ said Mother, carefully folding up the little bag. ‘It was what the dollmaker intended, and we are trying to complete her wonderful work. Of course, you’ve done a sterling job and you’ve such clever fingers, a real lighthouse child, but we want to improve her ourselves so we can save you the trouble. Imagine, one day, Ani could pass for a real human! Just look at her.’

         Una did not want to imagine. Mother might have been looking at a work of art in a museum, such was her glow of admiration. Father rested one elbow on his side plate, happily engrossed in watching Ani replace the oilskin bag behind the panel in her throat. Seeing them, it was Una, not Ani, who struggled to swallow her food.

         ‘Oops, better be careful with liquids, young Ani,’ said Father, moving the glass of milk away. ‘We won’t 200try those. They could wreck your insides. Now, try again, more slowly with the food this time.’

         Ani glanced at Una, and her hand wavered over the plate.

         ‘Go on, dear, we’re waiting,’ encouraged Mother. She pushed Una’s scone out of the way, and fixed her rapt eyes on Ani. ‘Down the hatch.’

         Ani still hesitated.

         ‘You can do it. That’s our clever girl,’ Mother cooed.

         Una’s face suddenly felt blotchy-hot. ‘She doesn’t have to learn all this eating stuff. It can’t be that important.’

         Mother’s eyes raised in surprise.

         ‘I didn’t think you’d mind so much, Una. But then, you do tend to go quiet when Ani is in the room.’

         Father cleared his throat, looking awkward. Ani’s smooth waxen fingers gripped the edge of her plate, and her whirring started up again. Had she been human, Una thought, Ani might have blushed. Perhaps she would learn. It was only a matter of time.

         ‘It doesn’t matter,’ said Una, a knot in her throat. ‘I’m tired. I need to go upstairs and have a bath.’

         Mother and Father exchanged looks. ‘Very well, dear,’ said Mother heavily. ‘But you must get used to 201Ani sharing this house with you. She needs to learn. We want her to be an ideal Animated Curiosity.’

         Una stared down at her plate. Reaching into her pocket, she found a feather she had rescued from her overalls, and began to twist it in her fingers. Specks of sand scattered across the table.

         ‘Una,’ said Mother sharply. ‘Please, no sand. It might affect Ani’s clockwork mechanisms.’

         Silently Una put the feather away and swept the tiny grains into her palm. Ani ran her fingers nervously over the joints of her wrists. ‘I’m sure a little bit of sand wouldn’t hurt me,’ she whispered.

         ‘Ani dear, you are a wondrous invention, but the dollmaker’s notes indicated that you have many weak points,’ said Mother sweetly. ‘Remember, you are very, very delicate. I do not want to see sand in this house – who knows what it would do to your workings.’

         After Una had helped Ani survive a beach’s worth of sand! The knot in Una’s throat slipped, and to her horror a tear rolled down her cheek.

         ‘Oh dear,’ said Father, with a reproachful look at his wife.

         Una pushed back her chair with a squeal of wood against flooring. ‘I’m not going to ruin Ani,’ she blurted out, her voice crackling with hurt. ‘I’m not 202the one putting food into her mouth. But I might have sand on me somewhere, so I’ll go upstairs and stay out of her way.’

         ‘Una!’ cried Mother in distress. ‘I didn’t mean – please, sit down.’

         It had been a long time since Una had defied Matron’s orders, and she had never disagreed with the Smiths. Speaking like that, and abruptly leaving the table, felt as rude as shouting in their faces. Una carried the accumulated frustration and guilt all the way upstairs.

         Well, let them see that Una had emotions; that she was the human daughter around here! She crashed up the stairs to her room, swiping at her eyes, already regretting her behaviour. Ani wouldn’t indulge in any kind of rudeness or rebellion; at least, not in front of the Smiths. They obviously preferred Ani to the messy, human, lighthouse child.
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         The worst of the tears were under control by the time she heard a soft knock at her door. Una blotted her face with her sleeve and choked out a last sob. ‘I don’t want to talk to you,’ she croaked.

         ‘Una, please.’

         Una waited a good minute before getting up and jerking the door open. Ani stood there, her picture-perfect double, playing with the joints in her wrists. Her hair shone, and her cheeks were round and smooth as porcelain. No red-rimmed eyes for Ani.

         ‘Go away, Miss Perfect,’ snapped Una.

         ‘Una, listen. I know that Mother and Father–’ Ani paused as Una shot a furious look at her. ‘Mr and Mrs Smith, I mean – your parents – are very interested in Animated Curiosities, but I don’t want to replace you.’

         ‘If you don’t want to replace me, why do you copy me?’ Una shouted. ‘Why do you look exactly like me?’204

         ‘I can’t help it!’ cried the doll twin. ‘I don’t even remember copying your face.’ She wrung one of her hands, turning it sickeningly all the way around. Her head tilted, and her mechanism whirred. ‘My memory – it’s getting better, but I don’t remember enough. There are things that I need to have back – especially when I’ve been hidden here so long.’

         ‘Everyone in town’s scared of you.’ Una fetched a pillow from her bed and hugged it to herself. ‘You’re their nightmare. I’ve seen the horseshoes over the doors to keep you away.’

         Ani’s waxen frame quivered. ‘But I don’t want to frighten people. Or upset you. I know you don’t like me very much, even though you’ve been kind. And you showed me the Wexford knot.’

         ‘You’re all right,’ muttered Una, feeling guilty at the memory of the knot, and how patiently Ani had assisted her after the beach episode. ‘And I suppose they’re not really paying you more attention. It’s not as if they’re going to move you into my bedroom.’

         Ani’s whirrings grew louder. She glanced nervously out of the room.

         ‘What?’ said Una sharply.

         ‘You – you might be angry if you know—’

         ‘Know what?’205

         The doll twin looked down. ‘Mother – Mrs Smith – thought I should have somewhere to stay that was more spacious. Better for my clockwork.’

         ‘Where?’ Una’s throat was dry. She threw the pillow aside. ‘Show me.’

         Unhappily, Ani led the way upstairs.

         She took Una not to the storeroom, but to the nursery.

         Una entered the room and felt her knees shake. Oh no, her heart said in each beat against her chest. Oh no.

         The nursery had been transformed. A lavish pink quilt lay on a bed far more elaborate than Una’s own. An enamelled jewellery box nestled on a dresser, and velvet cushions piled up cosily on a soft chair. A tall, framed mirror reflected a wardrobe and a vase of fresh flowers. Una’s insides flipped and twisted, knots pulling painfully tight.

         She opened the wardrobe, revealing a shimmering row of new muslin dresses, thick woollen coats, silk hair-ribbons and lace-trimmed petticoats. Ani stood silently by, eyes downcast.

         Una sank down suddenly on the bed, fresh tears swelling in her eyes.

         ‘You’re angry?’ said Ani.206

         ‘What do you think?’ Una’s nose began to run, and she swiped at it with one sleeve. Ani would never have to deal with a runny nose. Broken wires and joints, yes, but nothing humanly messy. ‘Mother and Father did all this for you.’

         ‘It’s just a room,’ said Ani in a small voice. ‘Fancier than the storeroom, but still a place to hide me in. They think I’m an expensive rarity, only worth praising when I imitate you. You’re the one who doesn’t want me to be a copy. You treat me as more than cogs and metal. You took me outside. You showed me the world outside of Copperlins!’

         Una looked again at the lovely room. Seen through Ani’s eyes, it was a luxurious prison. ‘But don’t you like it here?’ she asked, sniffing. ‘Isn’t it your home?’

         Ani prodded at a jointed wrist, her voice suddenly cold, unhappy. ‘My home? I’ve been hiding for years, peering out of the windows at night, trying to remember what I am. The Smiths have been kind, but I don’t want them to keep me here, like a treasure in a collection. This isn’t where I belong. I want to go outdoors, even if there is sand and salt and danger. If anyone has the right to be jealous around here, it’s me.’

         Una swallowed. ‘I want to go outdoors all the 207time,’ she admitted. ‘That’s why it’s hard for me to fit in anywhere. Living in a lighthouse, on the island – that’s my world. I’m no groundling; I never have been.’

         Ani took Una’s hand in her bloodless, waxen fingers.

         ‘I know it can be hard in your world,’ she whispered. ‘Your parents died, and you went to that place with the Matron, and there was the war that you told me about, all that blood and killing and death.’ She closed her eyes. ‘The machines they used – how could humans use machines to do that to each other? I want to maintain the light, like a Wexford – to help people and save lives like your family did, not be hidden away, a copy of another person. Maintaining a light is like keeping up hope. You mean hope, to me. Hope of being more than a doll in a museum. I don’t care if I am an Animated Curiosity – I want to be myself.’

         ‘I understand,’ murmured Una, and the sea roared in the distance. ‘It hurts to live near the sea and not be on a lighthouse. If I’m not, I don’t know who I am, either. Keeping watch on the sea, that’s what a Wexford is meant to do. Being locked away in the Home, away from the sea – it was like being you in the storeroom. With no hope of anything better.’

         Ani nodded intently, then stared down at her 208joints. ‘Now I’ll never be allowed outside again. I must be careful of my joints and my machinery in case I get broken. The voice – the dollmaker…’ her own voice wavered; her waxen fists clenched ‘…insisted that I must maintain my clockwork. I’m like the carousel in the cellar, going round and round, of no use hidden away. I wish – I wish I could do what I want, not what Mother and Father say.’

         Una grinned. ‘That could cause a lot of trouble. Like I did at the Home, climbing up on the roof. It was wonderful. As much fun as jumping on a bed.’

         ‘Jumping on a bed?’ Ani sounded puzzled. ‘Why would you do that?’

         Una climbed to her feet on the bed, wobbling as the mattress springs protested. ‘Because it’s fun! Like flying. Try it.’

         ‘What? I can’t!’

         ‘Why not? You’re made of metal, not paper. When I fix a machine, I make sure it works properly,’ Una proudly declared. She pulled Ani up, holding her arms for balance, and they bounced on the fancy quilt. Ani squealed, sounding frightened at first, but after a minute she gingerly let go of Una and jumped on her own. Laughing, Una grabbed a pillow and threw it at Ani’s chest.209

         ‘What was that for?’ Ani stopped jumping, eyes round with shock.

         ‘Pillow fight! Come on, you can hit me back.’

         Whump. Feathers flew. Springs squeaked under the din. ‘This is like being at the beach,’ cried Ani. ‘I loved being outside. Being free.’

         Footsteps drummed up the stairs, and Mother appeared in the doorway. ‘Ani! Stop! Get down this instant!’

         The girls scrambled off the bed, feathers floating in the air around them. Ani did not whirr and the room was silent. Mother looked angrier than Una had ever seen her.
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         ‘Una, I am delighted to see you are getting along with Ani,’ Mother said, her nostrils flaring. ‘But Ani is a very important invention! We must not let her get damaged. Do you know how hard it is to recast a doll’s face in wax? How time-consuming it is? The expense? This – this is a terrible way to treat a precious machine!’

         ‘I’m sorry, Mother,’ stammered Una.

         ‘I’m sorry too,’ Ani put in. ‘It was my fault.’

         ‘And you should know better, Ani. You must rest and check that none of your joints have been weakened. Una will have to mend you if they are.’

         Ani glanced apologetically at Una. ‘I’m sorry,’ said Una again.

         ‘Sorry is no use to me,’ Mother retorted, so coldly that Una stared.

         Mother made a visible effort to calm herself. ‘I’m 211sorry, Una dear. It’s been very trying to my nerves, working to do up the old nursery just so Ani could have a comfortable, safe place to stay. She is a beautiful, unique Animated Curiosity. If you cannot be careful, I suggest you leave her alone.’

         Una’s face heated. ‘Why didn’t you tell me you were making up this room for her?’

         Mother turned, towering, and the atmosphere in the room felt as foreboding as an impending lightning storm.

         ‘Haven’t we given you plenty of treats, Una? A room of your own? Is it so unfeeling of us to give Ani a room, in this big house? This – behaviour – is not what we expect from you.’ She stepped closer to Una, arms folded, and her gaze utterly cold, utterly focused, more intimidating than Matron. ‘And we can’t have that. We can’t have that at all, Miss Wexford. Do you understand?’

         Shocked silence filled the room.

         ‘Yes,’ whispered Una.

         ‘Good,’ said Mother. She smoothed the bedclothes and plumped the pillows back into place. ‘Because we wouldn’t want to have to send you back to the Home. Clean up all these feathers, please, and we’ll say no more about it.’ She smiled her lipstick smile, as if 212she had just praised the girls, and vanished from the room.

         Neither Ani nor Una could look at each other. Una returned to her room without a word, Mother’s threat ringing in her ears. She hadn’t been scolded like that since she was in the Home, where she had been Una the unwelcome. Unnecessary. Unimportant. 

         Unwanted.

          

         In Una’s dreams that night, Ani slept in Una’s room, dressed in her clothes, and went to her school to be friends with Mary. ‘You’re a much nicer version of Una,’ dream-Mary declared, beaming at Ani. ‘I’m glad you replaced her. You’re my ideal friend.’ Mother and Father appeared at a school prize-giving ceremony, applauding loudly as Ani accepted honours by the armful. Nobody minded the doll-like seams on her joints. Everyone loved Ani, adored her, cheered for her. Una had faded away, tawdry and forgotten like a discarded toy.

          

         Mother did not notice Una’s smudged eyes when she came back from school. Una had confided in Mary, but they hadn’t had enough time to discuss all that had happened. Now Ani sat with an untouched scone 213in front of her, head bent over her wax hands in her lap. Father was working at a clockwork mechanism with a screwdriver, happily neglecting his afternoon tea. Una ate her scone without one word to the doll twin.

         ‘More scones, Ani dear?’ asked Mother.

         ‘No, thank you,’ Ani murmured. She looked desolate, picking at crumbs on the plate.

         Wind buffeted the windows, and suddenly Ani’s head shot up. ‘A storm is coming,’ she said.

         Mother glanced at her sharply. ‘Yes, that’s why you’re staying inside where it’s nice and dry and safe.’

         ‘Could I go out for a walk, please?’ Una asked. She had just got home, but she wanted to visit Mary and bask in the safety and security of the O’Connor family.

         ‘I suppose so,’ said Mother indifferently. ‘But you must be back for dinner.’

         ‘I will,’ promised Una, trying to smile. She felt Ani’s pleading gaze follow her all the way to the door.

         The rainstorm came with a wallop of wind, flinging rain along the street, tearing at tree branches. Lightning shocked Una’s eyeballs. She lifted her face to the rain and tried to feel grateful that she was adopted by the Smiths. Away from the Home. Safe. A 214groundling. She couldn’t go running off to stay with Mary’s family just because she’d been scolded. Just because she was a little homesick.

         She mustn’t miss the lighthouse at all. From now on she would buy an umbrella and keep away from this kind of weather, like all the sensible people in Knifely Stifling.

         No, she wouldn’t go to Mary with her troubles. She’d go home and face things. Help in the kitchen, show herself a dutiful daughter.

         When she returned to Copperlins, it was through one hundred puddles. The rain had slowed to a half-hearted mist, and everything dripped and squelched. The sickly-sweet fairy statues in the garden looked different in the rain; there were sharp edges to the fairies’ wings, and their fingers looked bony and long. They reminded Una of her mum’s hands, always cleaning the lighthouse; a habit that intensified after her husband’s death, even when she fell sick with the influenza that would kill her. Una had been holding her mum’s right hand when she died; the other clutched a washcloth.

         Una was overcome by a sudden, immense wave of longing. It was for every memory she possessed of the lighthouse: white bubbles purring into her cupped 215hands, her grief over the death of a fragile seahorse or gull. It was for her father’s telescope, bringing whales and ships closer to his gaze, and tales of pirate treasure lost in the deep.

         She loved the Smiths, she surely did, she had to. But Father no longer quizzed Una on her work on the carousel. Mother had stopped pushing treats at her. The carousel sat cold and silent in the cellar, gleaming and beautiful and unplayed, as lonely as the dolls lined up in Mother’s study.

         Now, with the rain against her cheeks and the wind brisk rather than stormy, Una badly wanted to be up on a rooftop, high up, like in the lighthouse. Copperlins’ roof was high and slanted, and Una was surefooted. She assessed the tallest tree in the garden, the strength of the branches, and began to climb, breathing in the scent of rain-wet soil and leaves.

         Punctuality Wexford had said she had seawater in her veins. Up high, Una felt as if she had a whole ocean’s worth. The wind blew; her limbs ached from the exercise, and she pulled herself onto the heaviest ivy-tangled branch, perching uncomfortably next to the window of Mother’s study.

         Movement inside the room caught her eye. Mother, working at her desk. Una clung to her perch, 216hoping she would not be spotted and scolded for ruining her clothes. Mother was examining one of her antique dolls, pausing occasionally to write notes in a book.

         Sudden resolution fired up in Una’s heart. She would talk to Mother and tell her all her fears. Mother could make everything all right. She would listen to Una, comfort her, and explain that of course they still loved her, that Ani was not going to replace her, she was simply very precious and important. ‘Silly Una,’ she could imagine Mother saying fondly. ‘Fancy imagining that we would ever send you away.’

         Mother reached for another book, and Una smiled affectionately to see her turning the pages, lost in her studious world.

         Absorbed in her book, Mother frowned and absently tugged up a sleeve. She inspected her wrist, twisting her hand back and forth. Una, watching through a window from ten feet away, had eyes as sharp as a sea-eagle’s, and knew she was not mistaken.

         There was a line around Mother’s wrist.

         The tell-tale joint of an Animated Curiosity.
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         Una’s whole body shook in her effort not to react. Mother gave her hand a few testing tugs, then returned to her task of reading. Una sat still, unnoticed, clinging to the tree branch, until Mother got up and left the room.

         Una slid down the tree, tearing her skin on bark, until she reached the ground. Shivering, she leaned against the house, hugging herself in chilled arms.

         Mother – and most likely Father, too – were Animated Curiosities.

         She pulled off her shoes and held them in one hand, opening and closing the front door quickly and quietly. Tiptoeing, she climbed the stairway, hands light on the polished banisters. The first storey landing was dark, but Una didn’t dare to switch the light on. She trod carefully, trembling. Christmas decorations crept up the walls like ivy. One strand of tinsel came loose and drifted down the staircase like a ghost.218

         At the end of the hall Una stopped.

         Mother’s completed family portrait hung on the wall, under a flattering light. Una walked closer to it.

         She had always thought posed portraits looked stiff and unnatural, an attempt to freeze people in time. This pencil portrait, however, was skilfully executed. There was Mother, seated and smiling, her dark hair shining, her lipstick bright red. Father was depicted standing, his hand on his wife’s shoulder. He looked as kindly and absent-minded as he was in life, a screwdriver in one pocket, his hands a little grease-stained. Una leaned in, scrutinising the picture, her breath uneven. Looking.

         The painting of Una, with her blue gannet eyes and her stiff smile, was the last image she let herself examine. The light fell brightest on her parents, and the painted girl was in shadow below the Smiths. Mother had captured her truly, in every detail. But there was one slight difference.

         The portrait showed the faintest lines at her wrists.

         Una reached out trembling fingers to touch the pencilled lines. She brought them away smudged; tiny marks on her fingertips.

         It wasn’t Una that Mother had painted into the 219picture. It was Ani. A family of dolls. A family of Animated Curiosities.

         Una dashed up to the second storey, to the door of Ani’s new bedroom.

         ‘Ani? It’s me, I have to talk to you, it’s important!’

         No answer. The door was locked. Una rattled the doorknob and hit the wood with her fist, ready to kick it down. ‘Ani! Are you there?’

         ‘She needs rest, Una.’

         A shriek leapt from her throat. She spun around so fast the hall blurred. Father stood in the hallway, smiling kindly.

         ‘Oh. Hello,’ Una gulped. ‘You, you made me jump.’

         Father tightened his scarf around his neck. He always wore scarves. Why had Una never noticed that before? She couldn’t help looking at his wrists, which were covered by his coat and a pair of fingerless gloves. He saw her look.

         ‘You must not bother her,’ he said, peering down at Una through his glasses. ‘We are keeping her quiet and safe. You have done a brilliant job with her, Una. She has improved so much. She finally seems to have that whirring under control. We have you to thank for that. Clever little lighthouse girl.’ He tilted his head, 220and his eyes gleamed like glass. ‘I always thought you had a clockwork-maker’s fingers.’

         ‘Thank you, Father,’ said Una, her heart thumping. ‘I, um, I thought she might need some more work.’

         ‘No, no.’ His eyes crinkled with warmth. ‘I’ve missed you helping me with the carousel. How about we work on it now, together?’

         Una hunted for her voice, thinking fast. ‘Maybe not now,’ she said. ‘I have some homework to do. An awful lot of spelling.’

         ‘Pity. It would have been nice.’ Father’s voice trailed off. Then he brightened. ‘Mother has baked your favourite snacks. How about you go downstairs and thank her?’

         Una leaned against the wallpaper. The house smelled sweetly of gingerbread.

         ‘Una, dear,’ Mother called from downstairs. ‘Come and eat!’

         Una walked slowly down to the kitchen.

         ‘Hello, dear,’ said Mother, her tweed skirt covered by a crisp pink apron. Una sat down at the table and tried not to stare. Why had she never seen it before? The way her parents ate next to nothing. The care Mother took while cooking, wearing big oven gloves when she baked.221

         Mother laid out a fresh plate of treats. Gingerbread people, all with cherry lips and currant eyes. Una’s throat closed up.

         ‘Aren’t you hungry, dear?’ Mother hung a tea-towel over the oven door. ‘We want to reward you for being such a good girl, for helping us with Ani. She hardly whirred at all this morning. She is a perfect Animated Curiosity.’ Mother’s lipsticked smile was very wide. ‘You’re so clever, Una dear.’ She brushed Una’s hair with her hand, and it took all Una’s nerve not to shudder.

         It didn’t matter that Mother and Father were Animated Curiosities, she told herself, horribly conscious of Mother’s covered wrists. They had good reasons to keep their secret, even from their adopted daughter. All of Knifely Stifling was terrified of such inventions, and the Smiths needed to appear as human as possible. As Animated Curiosities, they had learned to imitate and they would want Ani to do the same.

         Yet, Una couldn’t tell them that she knew. The thought filled her with sheer panic, especially when she recalled the upstairs portrait.

         ‘Mother,’ she said softly. ‘I hope Ani is all right. I tried to make her perfect.’222

         Mother turned to smile at her. ‘And you did, my lovely girl. That’s why we have a special surprise for you.’

         ‘A surprise?’

         ‘Yes, we’re going on a voyage,’ said Mother, her eyes glittering. ‘A holiday, just the three of us. Won’t that be fun?’

          

         Mother was full of details about the treat, not seeming to notice Una’s stunned silence.

         ‘A little steamer, a pleasure boat. We’re going up the coast and back, like a cruise. So glamorous. Your friend Mary would love it! Sunshine, games on the deck, sing-alongs. The ship has a piano, can you believe it? And a ballroom!’

         She hummed under her breath.

         ‘Oh, and the food, Una. It will be a feast at every meal. They have proper chefs who will make you a meal at any time of day or night. Can you imagine? It will be like we are royalty. Say “Bake me a three-tiered chocolate cake” and they will! Isn’t it exciting? Aren’t you thrilled?’

         ‘Yes,’ said Una, forcing her smile to widen. ‘I’ve always wanted to go out to sea on a ship.’

         Mother chuckled. ‘I think it’s time you did. Now, 223would you like to see the pretty clothes I’ve bought to travel in?’

         She took Una upstairs to show off an array of new hats with veils, high-heeled shoes, impossibly long necklaces, and a daring, beaded chiffon evening dress, the exact colour called Silver Bells in Una’s paintbox. Mother’s teeth flashed whitely at Una in the mirror as she fixed her hair, trying the effect of new earrings.

         ‘I’ve bought a new sailor-style dress for you, Una dear.’

         ‘That’s nice,’ said Una. Mother again smoothed her hand over Una’s hair.

         ‘Amazing how it grows and grows,’ she said softly, winding a finger around a lock. ‘Such a – very interesting thing.’

         The nape of Una’s neck prickled. Mother moved her hand away. ‘I’ve packed books for you, and Father will bring his mechanics manuals, so we can lie on long chairs and soak in the sun.’

         Una’s stomach twisted into treble knots. ‘Will Ani come with us?’ she asked nonchalantly.

         Mother hummed a tune. ‘Ani?’ she said innocently. ‘Oh no. We couldn’t risk that, especially as the sea can be rough on the journey out. She will be safe in the house; safe from people who might steal her. Safe 224from collectors and people who want a performing automaton. She will stay in her bedroom.’

         ‘Oh.’

         ‘Sun and sand, and a cocktail in my hand,’ sang Mother. She swirled around in her new dress, white gloves up to her elbows. Una couldn’t help looking at Mother’s knees, covered by stockings, and her ankles, hidden by the straps of her shoes. Always she had worn stockings, or bed socks. ‘The ship departs tomorrow evening, Una, so you must be ready then. Don’t forget to pack a woollen coat; it will be cold out on the open sea. You must go to bed early, so you’ll be fresh for the journey. Won’t you, my dear?’

         ‘Won’t Ani be lonely, left all by herself?’ Una asked, trying to master her voice.

         ‘Lonely? Nonsense, dear. Ani is a machine. She won’t feel any such thing,’ said Mother, and her eyes gleamed. ‘You can miss a bit of school; I’ve sent them a message to explain. Upstairs now, dear. I need you to pack your suitcase.’
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         Una pulled out her old, silk-lined case, the case she had packed so joyously at the Home. Methodically she sorted through her wardrobe: her new blue coat, a dress with a pleated skirt, a pair of shoes, a mirror-backed hairbrush. Cotton dresses for summery weather. She laid them out neatly, folded them all, rolled up several pairs of socks and underwear, and added a bag of toiletries. Then she clicked the locks on the suitcase and stared at the wall.

         All evening her parents followed her about. Father encouraged her to ride on the carousel. Mother pressed food on her. ‘More chicken, Una dear? Fresh baby potatoes with mint! Blackberry pie!’ Una tried to swallow her food with enthusiasm and ask for second helpings.

         When Una returned upstairs after dinner, Mother came with her, plumping the pillows, fussing, fetching 226her a hot drink. Then Mother kissed her and closed Una’s door behind her, smelling of violet-scented talcum powder, to mask the underlying scent of wax.

         Una had held her breath, waiting until she heard Mother’s footsteps retreat. Then she tugged at the doorknob. It was locked.

         Close to tears, she hit the door with her shoulder, to no avail. As she considered trying to break or pick the lock, she heard a startling noise: someone outside knocking on Copperlins’ front door.

         Rushing to the window, Una pressed her face to the glass. She couldn’t see the visitor, but she could faintly hear voices as the door was opened.

         ‘Oh, hello, Mrs Smith. I know it’s late, but I thought I should drop by and visit Una. She’s been awfully tired at school lately, doing too much work I reckon, so perhaps she’d like to talk to me for a bit? I can help with her homework.’

         Mary! Una wanted to smash the window, grab her friend by the hand and rush away from Copperlins. But the window sash was locked, and she didn’t dare to knock on it with her knuckles. Mother would hear.

         ‘I’m so sorry, Mary, but Una is unwell,’ said Mother sweetly. ‘A nasty headache, possibly a cold. And it 227is rather late, I’m afraid. Perhaps you could come another time? I will tell Una that you asked after her.’

         ‘That’s a shame. Are you well, Mrs Smith, and your husband, and – everyone?’

         A pause.

         ‘Quite well, thank you, Mary. I won’t keep you out here in the cold. Good evening!’

         Una heard the door close. She peered desperately through the glass and saw Mary, carrying a torch, walk slowly back along the path and through the gate. Then, Mary risked one sharp look up at Una’s lighted window.

         Una shook her head frantically, mouthing words, gesturing. Mary’s eyes were wide, her mouth grim in understanding. Then Mother’s footsteps sounded on the stairway.

         By the time Mother unlocked the bedroom door, Una had bolted to her dressing-table. She sat there as Mother assessed her suspiciously.

         ‘Your friend came to visit, Una dear, but I had to send her away. We’re much too busy preparing for our holiday, and you will have plenty of time to talk to her when we come back.’

         ‘Oh, thank you,’ said Una, picking up a book, as if considering which one to take with her. She hoped 228Mother didn’t notice her agitation. ‘I’ll send her a postcard.’

         ‘What a nice idea.’ Mother closed the door and locked it again.

         Una tiptoed back to the window, but Mary was gone.

         The beacon of hope that had blazed up in Una flickered and died, and she went to her bed and hugged her suitcase to her, the lucky feathers and shells she’d kept so long tumbling out of her pockets. What could Mary do? Call the police and warn them that the Smiths were taking their daughter on holiday?

         Una heard the Iron-Hearted Sea thundering in the distance, and thought of Ani, trapped in her storeroom for years, and of ships fighting their way past the Razors. Even if burly Mr O’Connor broke the door down, he couldn’t drag Una away without good excuse. The more Una thought about it, the more she wondered about Ani’s knowledge of the Smiths. Had she been aware all along that they were Animated Curiosities? If so, she’d been lying to Una from the start. She’d plotted against her.

         Una had started to trust Ani, despite her jealous feelings, and the thought of such deceit made her feel sick. She’d been a fool to stay in Copperlins so long. Now what was going to happen to her?229

         Snatching up a pencil and paper from her desk, Una scrawled a note for Mary. She would drop it onto the garden path when she left Copperlins, hopefully without the Smiths seeing, and pray that Mary would return and find it before it blew away or was ruined by rain.

          

         Dear Mary, 

         M says we are going on a ship tomorrow. M and F are like A – machines. Scared of what will happen to me and A. They want her as their daughter, not me, but they might be taking her on the boat too. I promised to help her. If I don’t come back, you must stop them. 

         Your friend,

         Una

          

         Una hoped to escape the next morning, or at least have a chance to deliver her letter to Mary. She had it ready in her pocket. The Smiths must let her out, surely.

         Unfortunately, when they did allow her to leave the bedroom, Mother and Father hovered about her. They watched as she ate breakfast. Mother waited outside the bathroom door after Una’s bath. Una hoped to see a sign of Ani, but it seemed that she was 230locked in her own room. Then Father shepherded Una to the cellar, saying he needed her help with the carousel. Once she entered the cellar he closed the iron door, locked it with the key from the outside, and bolted it.

         ‘Just need to prevent drafts, Una,’ he called through.

         She ran at once to the door, terrified and close to tears. Una pushed at it, banged on it with her fists. She looked for something in the room that might get her out. Nothing, no tool she knew of in that room, could break through iron. The hinges were lighthouse-strength. The lock defied her every effort to pick or smash it, snapping tools like sticks. The electric light flickered, as if mocking her fear. The painted carousel, so beautifully decorated with waves and the Crystal-Hearted Wonder, was a painful sight. It was no longer a delightful bond between herself and Father, but a reminder of what she had lost. She ran her fingers over the pictures of the lighthouse, the seagulls, the waves.

         She couldn’t help crying at last.

         What if the Smiths left her there? It felt like hours since she had been locked in. Ani might possibly help her, but the Smiths knew how to take Ani apart, to 231render her helpless. Mary might come to their rescue, but when? Her friend must be terribly worried. If she returned, she might insist on seeing Una. That was her strongest hope.

         When footsteps came outside the door, her heart leapt. The bolt was lifted. The door swung open.

         Father stood there, smiling at her tear-streaked face. ‘How is the carousel, Una-girl? Done some more painting? No? Well, it’s time to leave. Out you come.’

         She obeyed, hoping to make a run for it. But Mother held out her suitcase, and the Smiths walked outside with Una between them, as if guarding their prisoner.

         A train porter stood outside with a wheeled trolley to carry their luggage. It already contained a long, roped-up crate stamped with black letters saying ‘FRAGILE’. Seeing it made Una’s heart plummet, her hands shake. Ani. What else would be in there, but Ani?

         Father took Una’s suitcase to put on the trolley and she seized the chance to drop her much-folded letter to Mary on the Copperlins path.

         ‘Miss,’ began the porter, ‘you dropped—’

         ‘Oh, my handkerchief, thank you,’ gabbled Una, grabbing one from her pocket and waving it. Mother eyed her suspiciously, but did not, thankfully, spot the 232folded paper on the path. The porter began to wheel the trolley off to the train station, looking glad to get away from Copperlins.

         Una risked one look back. A breeze toyed with the letter and, to her anguish, sent it fluttering away into the tangled garden. She saw the words already smeared by dirt and dampness before it disappeared. Even if she found it, Mary would never be able to read it.

         They walked to the train station. Una considered shouting or screaming, but there were few people in sight, and she suspected the Smiths would find a way to stifle her if she tried. Mother’s grip was painfully tight.

         It was the same with the train. They had a carriage to themselves. Una wanted to press her face to the glass, to look for anyone in Knifely Stifling who might help her; but the Smiths sat her in the middle of their seat and monitored her every movement.

         It was a long, ponderous journey, and Una thought miserably of how differently she had felt on her first train trip; the one that had brought her to the Smiths and Copperlins. Everything that passed now, even the beautiful, red-gold autumnal trees, made her want to howl with despair. She wanted the train to break down, the windows to shatter, the conductor to storm in and kick them off the train. She would happily take a 233spanner to the train’s workings and smash its beautiful engine, if it would save her from the Smiths’ clutches.

         Her fingernails dug into her palms, drawing blood, as the train rolled smoothly, relentlessly onwards.

      
   


   
      
         234
            Chapter 28

         

         They arrived at the wind-whipped quay in the afternoon. Their cases were unloaded; the crate would be taken on board by the porters. Una held her suitcase tightly as Mother shepherded her towards the gangplank. Father ambled along at a cheery pace, pointing out interesting features of the ship.

         Una’s gaze darted from her parents to the other passengers gathering to board the Windward, hoping her parents would stand out as machines. Her breath quickened, expecting stares or anxious whispers. Perhaps a cuff or glove would slip, revealing the telltale seam of a wrist joint. Or the salt-laden air, so risky to machinery, so important to avoid, would make them halt and sputter or creak. She hoped it would affect them. Here, she had the advantage of being human.

         Nobody spared them a glance. Mother wore fur-edged gloves and a coat with a matching fur collar, and 235Father was well covered up in his coat and suit. They walked very naturally, Mother keeping a firm hold of Una’s free hand. The air smelled salty and smoky from the steamer, and gulls dived and bickered.

         ‘We haven’t travelled this far since we went to adopt you from the Home, Una dear,’ said Mother. ‘Do you remember? It feels so long ago now.’

         Una hiccupped with the effort of not shuddering.

         A rumbling truck appeared at the quay, and men began to unload cargo: heavy crates and boxes. Father and Mother watched keenly; despite the salty breeze, they waited at the railings. Mother nudged Father as their crate appeared, being manoeuvred on board.

         Una’s heart shrank. The box was carried across the gangplank, and the Smiths kept beady eyes on it until it was safely across. Then they squeezed hands, smiling in satisfaction.

         There was only one thing that crate could contain, Una thought. But why? Why would the Smiths bring Ani on board, and so secretly? Weren’t they convinced now that she was a perfect Animated Curiosity, as able to fool humans as themselves? If Ani was allied to the Smiths and an enemy to Una, why have her locked up and hidden away? Did they no longer trust Ani?

         Una’s hope rose at the thought. Whatever dire fate 236the Smiths intended for her, she might have a friend who would help.

         ‘I have our tickets,’ said Father, checking his wallet. ‘Our berths are on the starboard side. Come along, let’s explore this old tub.’

         Mother kept Una’s hand prisoner as they crossed the gangplank. A brass band started up, welcoming the passengers aboard. On deck, their luggage was whisked away and the passengers invited to stroll around. The ship offered a lounge where passengers could relax, a somewhat cramped dining room, and ‘luxuriously appointed berths’ which resembled neat cupboards. Una’s parents had paid for two cabins, with Una’s next door to their own. A small, salt-rimed porthole showed the water slopping and clopping just below.

         The long crate lay on the floor of the Smiths’ cabin, squeezed in with some difficulty owing to its size. Una chewed lips already bruised from biting, wondering how Ani felt, hidden away in the dark once more. Worry gnawed at her. Ani might not mean Una harm, but she was her double, her twin. If the Smiths wanted an Animated Curiosity for a daughter, an automaton like them, what did they mean to do with Una?

         ‘Ah, our extra luggage. Safe and sound!’ Father 237said heartily. Una tried not to look at him, to show her anger, her fear.

         ‘Come along, dear. Let’s get out of these cabins and enjoy our lovely cruise.’ Mother pushed Una firmly along the corridor and up the stairway to the upper deck.

         The band played jaunty marches. Una passed families taking photographs, older couples moving slowly around the ship arm in arm, and children tearing up ladders to shouts of, ‘Dulcie, get down from there!’ or ‘The captain will catch you and throw you off the ship, Alfred!’

         Smiling, always smiling, the Smiths found a table in the dining area and consulted a dinner menu. They murmured over the meals and the prices as if they really intended to eat. Una glanced at the other families around her, young and old, good-humoured or haughty. Nobody paid attention to the Smiths. The couple fitted into the environment superbly. They were perfect Animated Curiosities.

         A vibration purred through the ship, and Una saw Mother’s chin lift, a smile on her lips. They were off at last, heading into the open sea. The lights of the town began to recede, until they lined the coast like a glittering diamond bracelet.238

         ‘I wouldn’t spend too much time with the other children on board, Una. Not just yet,’ said Mother. ‘You will have plenty of time for that later.’

         ‘I think,’ said Una, ‘that I’m feeling a little seasick.’

         ‘Oh dear!’ Mother brushed Una’s fringe tenderly back, feeling her forehead. Her waxen hand was cool against Una’s skin. ‘Yes, you do feel rather warm.’ She clucked in concern. ‘How awful. Is it very bad?’

         ‘Yes,’ whispered Una.

         ‘Oh dear,’ said Mother, though she sat up more rigidly than before and her hands twitched impatiently. ‘Perhaps it is best that you stay out of sight – I mean, away from all this noise and bustle.’

         ‘I’ll take her to her cabin,’ said Father, getting to his feet. ‘You have a lie-down for a while, young Una, and you’ll be right as rain.’

         ‘Don’t be too long, Hugh,’ sang Mother. ‘Make sure our little lady is safe!’

         Father escorted her back to the cabin. ‘Poor child,’ he said. ‘Poor little mite. Would you like a drink of water?’

         ‘Some lemonade would be nice,’ said Una, in her feeblest voice, curling up on her bed. ‘Thank you, Father.’

         ‘There’s a girl. I’ll go upstairs and fetch some. Hope 239you feel better soon. Wouldn’t want you missing all the fun.’ And Father left, his footsteps receding along the corridor.

         Una opened her cabin door, hearing the muffled voices of people upstairs on deck: a laugh, a child’s giggle. Then she was opening the Smiths’ cabin, mercifully unlocked, where Ani’s crate lay untouched on the floor. Una rushed to it. Ani was locked in that dark crate, alone. And Una had to know what Ani knew. Was she innocent, or party to an evil plot?

         ‘Ani? Can you hear me?’

         Silence. Sweat broke out on Una’s forehead, and she tugged at the rope, shoving at the lid.

         ‘Ani, we’re on a ship. Make a noise, a scratch, anything so I know you can hear me!’ Was Ani conscious and functioning? Was she even herself still? Una had the sickening fear that Mother or Father had destroyed her memory plate, turning her into a mindless machine. Or had she been fatally damaged while being transported in the crate?

         The fear rose again in Una’s mind: that Ani had known what was planned all along and was part of the conspiracy. Una pictured the doll twin stepping willingly into the crate, her smile crafty as Una went to her doom. She is going to replace me. A transition, 240made in secret; one girl disposed of, the other to step in as neatly as a partner in a dance.

         As Una raised her hand from the lid, a sharp knock came from the crate. Una gasped.

         ‘Ani? Can you hear me? We’re on a ship!’

         Another urgent knock.

         Una leaned in, speaking fast. ‘Ani, Mother and Father – do you know they’re like you? They’re Animated Curiosities. I saw Mother’s wrist. Do you know what they’re planning?’

         Silence from the crate.

         ‘I can’t believe I didn’t see it before, but they are. They have the same joints as you. The dollmaker – Miss Lumier – she must have made them, too. They’re the Animated Curiosities that frightened everyone in Knifely Stifling. And I’m so scared of them, Ani. I think they want to keep you and get rid of me. That’s why you’re here. Is that – is that what you want?’

         A scraping noise came from the crate and it shook violently. Una shivered, not knowing what Ani felt. If the Animated Curiosity intended harm, Una had made a terrible mistake. She had a choice: to leave Ani in the crate, or help her out and take the consequences.

         She started untying the knots in the rope.

         ‘Hold on, Ani.’ Her fingers were fierce with 241concentration. No knot had ever defeated Una Wexford; she had spent years unpicking them as well as inventing them.

         ‘The good thing about this ship, Ani, is that there are plenty of people on board, crew and passengers. If I get you out, people will see us together. They’ll think we’re twins. Mother and Father won’t dare do anything to me in front of witnesses. I hope – I hope that you’re still you.’

         Gritting her teeth, she loosened the last stubborn knot.

         The lid crashed open, flying past Una to the floor. Ani reached out for Una’s throat with waxen fingers.
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            Chapter 29

         

         Una flung out her hands in panic, only to be enveloped in a crushing hug.

         ‘Oh, Una!’ Ani’s voice sounded like a sob. ‘I’m so sorry! I should have guessed. I should have known. When I wouldn’t get into the crate, Mother was angry. Father tried to speak up for me, but it didn’t work. I’ve been imitating you because they told me to, but I only wanted to be your friend. They’re going to lock me up in Copperlins forever, and you’ll be gone!’

         ‘It’s not your fault.’ Una hugged Ani back a little shakily. ‘I’m just glad I got you out. I know you don’t like being locked away in the dark … What’s that?’

         Una shaded her eyes from a golden light that filled the tiny cabin. At first, she assumed that Ani had a torch with her. But no – the light streamed from Ani herself, pouring out from where her joints showed.

         ‘Great sparks, you’re glowing,’ said Una in 243amazement. ‘You did that at the beach. What’s happened? Did Mother or Father damage your workings?’

         Ani stared at the golden fire illuminating the room and examined her wrists. ‘I don’t know what this is,’ she murmured. ‘Is it because my whirring stopped? I don’t feel broken.’

         ‘Maybe it’s what happens to Animated Curiosities when they’ve been in the dark a long time,’ suggested Una, itching to check Ani’s memory plate and wiring.

         ‘I don’t remember it happening when I was locked up in Copperlins,’ mused Ani. Then she spied the porthole. ‘The sea,’ she cried ecstatically. ‘Oh, Una, the sea!’

         ‘The old grey beast itself,’ agreed Una. ‘But Ani, how can we take you up to the deck when you’re glowing? Can’t you stop it?’

         Ani tried to pull her sleeves over her wrists. ‘I can try,’ she said anxiously. ‘If I put on a lot of clothes it might work.’ She glanced out the porthole again. ‘It’s getting dark. I feel more awake in the dark.’

         Una remembered that night at the beach when Ani had seemed to glow; perhaps she did function better at night. Was it because she had spent so much time in darkness?244

         She took one of Mother’s coats from a suitcase and draped it over Ani’s shoulders, covering the sailor dress that matched Una’s perfectly. The doll twin still glowed, but more softly. In a brightly lit room, perhaps, it might not be noticed, but it was growing dark outside, and it would be difficult to hide. Una wished that Ani had some control over it. Perhaps it would wear off. They had no choice but to mingle with the passengers. ‘We’ll go out now. Follow me upstairs, before Father comes back.’

         They hurried along the corridor. Ani put her hand to the wall of the ship. ‘Hello,’ she said lovingly. ‘Oh, I’ve always wanted to see a real ship!’ She leaned her cheek against the wall as if listening to a heartbeat. ‘Hello, sea,’ she whispered. ‘I know you’re there. You know I’m here, too.’ A yellow flicker of light appeared at one wrist.

         ‘Ani. We have to move!’

         Up the narrow stairway, towards the deck, Una hesitated, gathering her bearings. Above all things, she wanted to avoid the Smiths. ‘This way,’ she decided. ‘We’ll get to the deck first.’

         Ani’s inattention was frustrating. She stopped to examine framed photographs of sailors. She reached out to touch a life-preserver. ‘Such a clever device,’ 245she murmured. ‘No metal, just enough air to keep a person afloat.’

         ‘Ani, come on!’ Wait until she sees the lifeboats, thought Una. Maybe it’s all the stories I’ve told her, but she’s behaving just like a—

         Her thoughts halted as she pulled open a door. Sea-fog had descended, and thickly. They were on a deserted part of the deck, near the stern. ‘Starboard quarter,’ Una muttered in dismay.

         ‘Oh, look at the mist – the air – fog?’ Ani was at it again, practically shimmering as she ran to the railing. ‘There might be reefs, Una. There might be danger!’ The humming whirr that Una thought she had fixed came back to life. ‘Ani, you have to stop that,’ Una pleaded. ‘Or else we’ll—’

         Footsteps pounded on the deck, and a metal-strength hand closed hard around Una’s upper arm.

         Mother’s perfectly styled hair was losing its curls. Her face was taut and waxen, her eyes stony, her lipstick fading off to reveal a thin, hard mouth. ‘Well,’ she spat, her voice metallic in its coldness. ‘You have been sly, and shameless, and deceitful, Una. What are we supposed to do with such a child?’

         ‘Ungrateful,’ crooned Father, his joints squeaking in the fog as he held a struggling Ani fast. His glasses 246were askew on his face, and his hair stood up on end. ‘Naughty girl, Ani, getting out of your nice crate. You are our Animated Curiosity and we can’t let you be seen. No, no. Not yet. Mother says.’

         ‘We’ll scream,’ Una threatened, though fear squeezed her throat so tight she could barely whisper. ‘I know what you’re planning to do.’

         ‘Oh, do you, Una?’ Mother’s fingers sank like talons into Una’s flesh. ‘We’ve gone to so much trouble and this is how you repay us. I hate fog, and seawater, but I’ve come out here for you, lighthouse girl.’

         ‘I’ll tell people what you are! This ship is full of people!’

         Mother sucked in a breath, while Father shrank into his coat, glancing furtively around the deck. Recovering, Mother leaned in close to Una’s face. Menacing, steely. ‘What we are, Una, are your parents. And you have to do what Mother says.’

         ‘How did she guess?’ Father asked Mother, cringing. ‘How did she know, Mona? I promise, I didn’t tell her.’

         ‘Be quiet, Hugh! She’s too sharp by half.’ Mother’s gaze flicked coldly over Una. ‘Yes, we are like Ani,’ she said softly. ‘But you’ll keep our secret, won’t you, Una dear? There is no need to tell anyone. You know that.’247

         ‘Keep it quiet, yes,’ muttered Father. ‘You go back to our cabin, Ani, where it’s warm and dry and away from this foggy, salty air. We’ll take Una to finish her dinner.’ He kept looking at Mother, eager for her approval.

         ‘No!’ Una looked for people, anyone, a lone sailor. But here on the deck, there was no sign of crew or passengers, no land. Only the dark churning sea.

         Mother dragged Una towards the railing, her glove riding up to expose the joints. ‘Una dear,’ she said, her breath not showing at all in the cold air, ‘I wish things could have been different. Here, Hugh, hurry up.’

         Father pushed Ani aside. ‘Don’t be upset, Ani. This must be done.’

         ‘Nobody’s watching,’ said Mother, her smile like knives and lightning. ‘Do it now.’

         Strong hands seized and lifted Una, cutting off a scream that would have been masked by the ship’s engine. Without another word, the Smiths threw her over the ship’s railing.

         Una’s cry was swallowed by the cold rush of air as she tumbled down, by the notes of the band in the distance, and most of all, by the icy slam of water over her head as she splashed into the Iron-Hearted Sea.248

          

         Una had never learned to swim well, even after her dad coached her at the lighthouse. Once, Matron had permitted the orphaned children to visit a bitterly cold lake, nagging them into splashing in the shallows until they were all coughing and numbed. This was a thousand times worse. This ocean punched the breath from her lungs.

         Rising to the surface she saw dark water, the ship’s hull, bubbles. Her body was all panic and struggle and terror, flailing and gasping as the ship steadily moved away from her. Una’s clothes were heavy weights, her energy burning up in seconds. She was going to drown.

         Something crashed into the water beside her. As Una kicked and thrashed, a hand pulled her onto something solid. A smooth surface, round and hard, painted white and orange. A life-preserver from the Windward.

         Holding onto it, trying to support her, was Ani.

         Una was too stunned at first to understand. Then, looking up to the deck, she saw the rage on Mother’s face and Father’s gaping astonishment. Ani had not only flung the preserver to save Una, she had jumped in with it.

         ‘Somebody help!’ Una screamed, but the cold had robbed her lungs of breath and there was no chance 249of being heard over the ship’s engines. The Windward moved serenely forward in the fog, spray foaming in its wake. Through a blur of water and dwindling light, Una saw Mother and Father. Their expressions turned grim, mute, mechanical.

         They turned their backs, leaving Una and the doll twin to the merciless open sea.
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            Chapter 30

         

         Una coughed up seawater. She shook all over with cold, knowing that immersion in this water, coupled with shock, could quickly kill a person. Ani, made of delicate machinery, stood hardly any chance at all.

         Una’s teeth chattered. ‘W-why did you do that? What were you thinking?’

         Ani kicked, keeping herself afloat as she held onto the life preserver. ‘I would never stay with them.’

         ‘But you can’t s-survive in this!’

         Ani said nothing. The Windward had disappeared into the fog, and the waves slopped and dipped. Smack. Slap. Una had kicked off her shoes, but she was cold to the bone, already fighting heavy clouds of tiredness.

         ‘M-maybe another ship will come,’ she whispered. Sharks might come circling. Una rested her cheek on the life-preserver. She was so, so cold, but she had to fight it, had to save Ani and herself.251

         She was a Wexford. This was the Iron-Hearted Sea, and she knew its moods, its violence, its ever-brooding malice. She felt its hunger to drag her into its depths. So many people had drowned in it, and the lighthouse families had cheated it of many souls. This was the oldest enemy of lighthouse keepers, and it would make her pay.

         For now, it lazily lifted the life-ring up and down, toying with them like an amused cat with its prey.

         Ani’s head rested beside Una’s, an oily tear trickling from one eye. ‘Una.’ A whisper.

         ‘Yes?’

         ‘I’m sorry that I scared you.’

         Pain swelled in Una’s heart. ‘You d-didn’t mean to.’

         Ani whirred. Amazingly, despite her immersion, the sound grew louder. White-golden light began pouring from her body, illuminating the sea and the fog.

         ‘H-h-how are you d-d-doing that?’

         ‘Don’t know,’ murmured Ani. ‘It’s in here.’ Her chin nodded towards her chest. She sounded very calm, almost dreamy. ‘I must protect us. I must keep people safe. I am meant to be bold. I am meant to be brilliant.’ She closed her eyes. ‘I am as tall as a cliff, as strong as a rock. I will maintain the light, beat back the dark.’252

         Una was finding it hard to think. She moved closer to Ani, who felt curiously warm, and watched the Animated Curiosity’s light beam out across the water.

         Sleep … she wanted to sleep, to drift off, to escape from the cold. But no, that was a siren’s call, the call of sleep! Stay awake, Una. Maintain the light, beat back the dark.

         She was back at the lighthouse again, her mum scrubbing at a window until her hands were raw. Her dad talking of his family: his grandfather, who had died at his post, refusing to leave the light when the winter cold was so severe it killed him. An aunt who had rowed out in a gale to save forty-two people from a shipwreck. The dreaded post of Severity Island Lighthouse, where the winds screamed eerie tunes through holes in the stone, where smugglers had attacked the lighthouse keepers rather than lose the riches they gained from shipwrecks. So many stories … if only it wasn’t so cold … but she was a Wexford, she could stay awake, as long as the light was flashing. Maintain the light.

         Then, through the fog, Una heard a lovely and familiar sound. A bell. A fog bell. Sluggishly, Una opened her eyes.

         ‘Do you hear that, Ani?’253

         A star, on the horizon. Seconds of dark eclipse, a short flash, then a longer blaze. It repeated its pattern, over and over.

         ‘Ani,’ Una whispered. ‘It’s a lighthouse.’

         Stiffly, Ani turned her head. In the pale light from her metal body, Una saw more oil trickling from her eye. ‘Is it – your lighthouse?’

         ‘Let me count.’ Una knew a dozen different lighthouse flashes along the coastline, each of them unique. She noted the seconds, the darkness, the flash.

         ‘Last Hope Rock,’ she breathed at last in wonder. ‘It’s Last Hope Rock.’

         ‘Laaaaah,’ said Ani, her voice blurry. ‘Laaaaahst.’ Her light dimmed, but it still shone through the fog.

         Fighting the grip of the sea, Una’s tired mind calculated: tide, weather, current. If she and Ani could hold on … there was land out there. Rocks and reefs, but also land.

         Maintain the light, Una thought.

         Maintain the light.

         Beat back the dark …

         So cold.

         She was drifting off again, into unconsciousness. White beams of light kept interrupting her doze, and she wanted nothing more than for them to go away.254

          

         Strong arms. Heaving her up. Someone growled with effort, and hurled her onto a plank of dry wood.

         A plank. Wood. A rowboat. The Iron-Hearted Sea slapped sulkily against its side. ‘Didn’t get me,’ Una murmured through chattering teeth. ‘Didn’t get me, you old beast.’

         ‘No,’ said a low voice, ‘the old Iron-Heart won’t get you, not tonight.’

         Una’s feet were numb, her clothes soaked. Salt prickled and chafed her skin. Then she remembered.

         ‘Ani!’

         The lighthouse beam flashed white, and Una saw Ani land with a splat beside her, tangled in seaweed, hair stiff with sand, wires snapping from her joints. Una struggled across the inches of plank that separated them. Ani didn’t stir, but Una clung to her icy hand until the pulsing light in Ani’s body flickered.

         ‘I did it,’ Ani slurred, and then her light went out.

          

         ‘You’re going to have to sit up, girl.’

         Arms hefted Una to her feet. Woolly-headed with sleep, she wanted to protest, but the arms were insistent. There were blankets, a strange nightdress, and heat. A fire hot on her face.

         Awake now, she pushed the rough blanket aside. A 255spare, tall woman in overalls and sea-boots crouched beside her, her face tawny-gold in the lamplight, one cheek savagely wracked by a scar. It was still dark and foggy outside the window, but a paler hint of grey (Stormy Stone, thought Una) told her that it was nearly dawn.

         She was in a small room much like the Wexfords’ old home. Lamps on tables, maps on walls, the smell of oil and metal. And the woman. Una knew the story. Every lighthouse child had heard of her.

         ‘Mrs Crystalline Dufty?’

         ‘The same. Call me Crystalline.’ Her face was lined, placid and serious, but with humour tucked into the corners. ‘Well, well. I’ve found some strange things on that sea, but never two like you.’ Formally, she shook Una’s hand. ‘A pleasure to rescue you and your, ah, twin.’

         ‘Thank you.’

         Una turned to see Ani leaning against a chair near the fire, dry and much cleaner under her blanket, but terribly stiff and doll-like.

         ‘Ani? Can you talk?’ Are you still in there?

         No movement. Una turned pleadingly to Crystalline. ‘I need to help her! Do you have lamp oil, or tools? Pliers, wire, anything like that?’256

         The woman gave her an ‘obviously’ kind of look, and moved swiftly around the room, opening cupboards, lining bottles on the desk. ‘You’re a lighthouse child, I can see it. Are you from Liberty Flotsam’s clan, or one of the Castaways?’

         ‘I’m Una Wexford, and she’s Ani.’

         ‘A Wexford! From up by the Razors.’ Crystalline whistled. ‘Excellent at knots; I use the Wexford Wickie all the time. I’m sorry for the loss of your family. Pardon me for saying, but didn’t the Wexfords have but the one child? Or was I wrong about that? How is it you have this – very interesting – double?’

         ‘It’s a long story. She’s my friend.’ Una climbed to her knees and experimented with standing on the rag rug. She didn’t fall over, which she counted as a strike against the Iron-Hearted Sea. Take that, beast! Carefully she began to examine Ani for damage, checking the joints, seeking any signs of her returning to consciousness. ‘Maintain the light. Stay strong, Ani, please.’

         ‘I know you want to help her, but you need food, Una. Have some of my toast when you’re able. I make sea-fig jam; it’s overly strong in flavour, but you can’t expect it to be dull, can you? As for your friend, I cleaned off the sand and salt, but a lot got into that panel on her back.’257

         Una marvelled at Crystalline’s matter-of-factness. ‘She’s a – a very realistic automaton, an Animated Curiosity.’

         ‘Thought it was something like that,’ the woman murmured. ‘Powerful, interesting. Saw her giving off light like a beacon.’

         Una stared. ‘Don’t you want to know where we came from? How we ended up here? Have you told anyone about us?’

         Knees creaking, Crystalline stood up, went to a table, and deftly adjusted a lamp’s flame. ‘Thought I’d make sure you both lived first. Wasn’t easy getting you both back here, especially that one – heavy as brass. There’s a fishing boat on its way; I put up a flag signal in case you needed a doctor. It’s the regulations when I rescue anyone.’

         ‘Oh. Yes, of course.’

         As she spoke, someone called outside. Crystalline glanced at them both, then gestured to Una, who helped her to carry Ani gently into the tiny kitchen. Crystalline covered the doll twin with a tablecloth. Then she led Una outside. ‘Crystalline,’ said Una, in a sudden panic, ‘I can’t tell – there’s danger—’

         Crystalline hushed her with a look. A man carrying a doctor’s bag picked his way valiantly over 258the rocks, his face greenish. Una was glad not to recognise him; he wouldn’t tell tales of her. ‘Is this the patient?’ he asked Crystalline, taking deep breaths. ‘I’m Dr Merrow.’

         ‘She’s doing well,’ said Crystalline, with a smile. ‘Better than yourself, I’d say. I rescued her in time, and radioed her family.’

         Una sneaked a look at her. A lie, told unflinchingly. Crystalline may not know the whole story yet, but she was Lighthouse Family, and she would instinctively protect Una.

         ‘Excellent! Let’s have a look at you.’

         Dr Merrow stumbled back indoors with them and checked Una’s heartbeat with his stethoscope, looked in her eyes and ears, and asked her some questions.

         ‘You’ve a strong constitution,’ he told her, at last. ‘Better than myself – I get seasick even on a calm day. You were extremely lucky. It will be in the papers!’

         Una felt like throwing up at the thought. Crystalline put a steadying hand on her shoulder. ‘I don’t want the publicity, and I’m sure her family only wants her safe. Thank you for coming, I’ll keep a close eye on her.’

         ‘Does she not need a lift to the mainland? The boat can take her.’259

         ‘Her family will come for her. Would you like some ginger tea?’

         ‘I would, thank you,’ said the doctor, and Una helped to brew the drink, trying not to look at the form of Ani, so still, in the kitchen. She needed attention too, desperately, and it wrenched Una badly to think of the precious time ticking by.

         The doctor drank his tea and set bravely off to rejoin the boat crew. Crystalline returned from waving them off. She nodded at Una.

         ‘Your friend, Ani, she won’t need a doctor. I reckon she needs a lighthouse-born who’s handy with clockwork.’

         Una nodded, unable to hold back her impatience any longer. ‘Can you help me?’

         Crystalline’s overalls rustled as she moved to examine the joints and wires. ‘I’m no expert with these automata, but I know mechanisms as well as you. Let’s see what we can do, eh?’

         ‘Yes, ma’am.’ Picking out the best screwdriver and pliers from Crystalline’s collection, Una gently prised open the panel on Ani’s back. Crystalline whistled when she saw the intricate cogs and ratchets.

         ‘Ani, we’re going to take some of these out, all 260right? It might slow down your workings, but we will put them back.’

         There was no response. Biting her tongue, Una peered into the depths of the machinery. ‘What’s that? A piece of rock?’

         ‘I should hope not,’ Crystalline remarked.

         Reaching for a torch, Una clicked it on and directed its beam into Ani’s workings. Then she saw the secret of the doll twin.
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         A crystal heart revolved in Ani’s chest. A miniature Fresnel lens, all prisms and rainbows of light. Small and powerful, built into Ani with loving care by the dollmaker, so that this Animated Curiosity could maintain the light.

         ‘Great sparks,’ Una whispered.

         Crystalline peered in. ‘That what I think it is?’

         ‘Ani! You’re the Crystal-Hearted Wonder of the Seven Seas!’ Una’s eyes blurred with tears. ‘The light everyone thought was lost. Gloriette Lumier invented it, while she was living in Copperlins. You even painted it on the carousel. It’s as if you knew.’

         A slow smile crept onto Crystalline’s face. ‘We all wondered what happened to Gloriette Lumier. Thought she’d left the lighthouse life behind and we couldn’t blame her. Does Ani know she’s something every lighthouse family would pay a fortune for?’262

         Una shook her head. ‘She had no clue. I’d say the Smiths know. I mean, they are automata too, Animated Curiosities.’

         ‘The Smiths? Now you’ve lost me. No, tell me later. How is that light after its dunking in the Iron-Heart? Will it hurt your friend to check it?’

         Una studied the crystal with the eyes of a lighthouse child. ‘It needs cleaning. It’s part of who Ani is; I have to make sure it’s working properly.’

         Crystalline handed her the toolbox. ‘Go ahead then, Miss Wexford. We’ll fix her up and get her as bright as the Painted Sunset Sea.’

         Una held the toolbox as if it were a treasure-chest of pearls. She studied the wreck that was Ani: her soaked, matted red hair, the knots of wires, the rivulets of oil on her cheeks.

         ‘The Wexfords maintain the light,’ murmured Una, and set to work.

          

         Dawn tinted the sky peach and amber by the time Una and Crystalline finished their task. They polished and cleaned Ani’s crystal heart. They wiped away sand with brushes, adjusted tiny cogs and wheels, and added oil in minute drops. All the while, Una forced back the fear that Ani would be nothing but a doll 263afterwards, blank-eyed, empty. Her stomach invented increasingly difficult knots.

         ‘Why does she look like you?’ Crystalline asked softly.

         ‘I used to think that Ani copied me. She couldn’t remember things, after being locked up. Now I think the Smiths – my adoptive parents – did that,’ said Una, grimacing at the memory of Mother drawing her face. Of the drawers full of glass eyeballs and different hair colours. She wiped her hand where a sharp cog had scratched it. ‘They are like her. They wanted her to be their daughter, instead of me.’

         Crystalline sat very still. ‘They – meant to replace you? They got rid of you? Into the sea?’

         ‘Ani jumped in after me. Please don’t tell anyone about what she is,’ Una begged. ‘The Smiths, they’ll try to get her back. And what will happen to Ani if anyone outside of the lighthouse families knows about her?’

         The lighthouse keeper nodded. ‘Guess the Lumier family should have the right to her, but her closest kin are dead now, and we’re all sworn to maintain the light. Give her time and maybe she’ll start up proper again.’

         Una glanced at the doll twin, so quiet and still. She could not bear it. She got up and peered out at the 264sky and the pinkening clouds, drawing deep, mighty breaths of gladness that she was alive, that she had survived her baptism in the sea.

         Crystalline went up to attend to the light, leaving Una free to explore. The lighthouse was smaller than the Wexfords’, bolstered by the height of the cliff that was Last Hope Rock, and it was peppered with small stout windows. There was room nearby for a small vegetable garden, protected by rocks. Una found plenty of herb-scented coastal scrub to run around in, rocks to climb, and a coop of six crotchety, wild-eyed, wind-ruffled chickens. Washing flapped on a line, and Una remembered how often her mum had tried to dry washing outdoors and lost countless clothes to the waves. She discovered a well for fresh water, the neatly tended rowboat and fishing nets. There were no signs of children, not even in the tiny cemetery where the late Archimedes Dufty had been laid to rest. The whole station was well cared for, but still a lot of work for one keeper.

         Indoors she found Crystalline’s neat, detailed drawings of ships, pressed flowers, a mending basket and homemade ointment for aching muscles. Up the stairwell she located the fog bell which had called to her in the night, and patted it in gratitude. Then there 265was the light itself, the great Fresnel lens like a mighty diamond, built by the famous Chance Brothers, the glass manufacturers whom all lighthouse families revered. The view was magnificent; white arrowy clouds in the bird-dotted sky, the fog gone, and a smell of freshness in the air.

         ‘Hello, Miss Wexford,’ said Crystalline, polishing the light. ‘How is your friend?’

         ‘Resting, still.’

         Crystalline went on polishing prisms of glass. ‘Reckon she doesn’t normally need rest. She could keep watch all night through.’

         ‘That’s what she was built for,’ agreed Una. ‘Oh look, pelicans! They’re so dignified-looking, pelicans. Gulls can be incredibly rude. Although…’ she was forced to admit, ‘…pelicans are just as bad when they’re fighting over fish guts.’

         ‘Wanted to start a bird observatory up here,’ said Crystalline. ‘Seen every kind of bird you’d think of. Albatrosses, gannets, puffins.’

         ‘I used to have a whole collection of feathers.’ Una thought longingly of a bird observatory.

         A frightened voice echoed in the stairwell. ‘Una! Where are you? Are you here?’

         ‘Ani!’ Una rushed down the stairs, only years of 266surefooted practice keeping her from falling headlong. ‘Ani! Stay there, don’t move. Wait till I come down.’

         Ani ignored her and struggled halfway up the stairs, hugging her tightly. ‘Oh, Una, I thought you’d drowned.’

         ‘Crystalline saved us. Well, you saved us,’ said Una. She helped Ani back downstairs. ‘We’re at Crystalline’s lighthouse. How are you feeling? It’s so good to hear you talking! I thought you’d be broken forever.’

         ‘It was a shutdown; a way to conserve my workings, I think,’ said Ani. She turned her hand on her wrist and wiggled her fingers. ‘Thank you for fixing everything. I must have been a mess.’

         Una grinned at her. ‘There’s something else we found out, Crystalline and me. You’re the Crystal-Hearted Wonder of the Seven Seas! You have a light inside you.’

         Ani put a hand to her chest, her eyes wide. ‘What do you mean? The Crystal-Hearted Wonder – in here?’

         ‘Remember what I told you about the dollmaker? Her name was Gloriette Lumier and she came from a lighthouse family. I think she made you specially to help save lives. Someone who can help lighthouse families.’267

         ‘Maintaining the light,’ Ani murmured. ‘Beating back the dark. But how did I end up in Copperlins with the Smiths?’

         ‘Miss Lumier bought Copperlins and built her Animated Curiosities there,’ Una explained. ‘She created the Smiths, and you.’

         ‘But the Smiths aren’t like me,’ Ani protested. ‘Are they? They’re not Crystal-Hearted Wonders.’

         Una shuddered at the thought. ‘Maybe Miss Lumier made them first, for practice. I don’t suppose we’ll ever know. But I’m sure she never imagined what they would do to you.’

         Ani did not hear that last comment; she was distracted by her surroundings. ‘Is it true – we’re in a real lighthouse?’

         ‘It’s just where you belong, seeing as you are part lens and part clockwork. Isn’t it beautiful? It’s Last Hope Rock.’

         Ani gazed out of the window at the Iron-Hearted Sea, which was rolling around lazily this morning, a deceptive inky blue, tipped with white foam. ‘Home,’ Ani murmured. ‘Home.’

         Crystalline descended the stairway and smiled at her. ‘Welcome to Last Hope, Ani. It’s nice to see you up.’268

         Una summoned all the courage she had. ‘Can we stay here? It’s dangerous for us, if the Smiths find out that we’re alive.’

         Crystalline’s dark eyes lost their shine. ‘Una, I had to follow regulations. I lied to the doctor, yes. But the Lighthouse Authority, you know how strict they are. I had to send word to say I found two lost children on the beach. They will want to know details and how to contact your family. If your adopted parents hear of this and claim you, I don’t know how we’re going to hide you from them.’

         Ani ran her fingers over her wrist-joints, while Una nodded miserably. She thought of the superintendent of the Lighthouse Authority, Spindrift Bloxon, whose constant catchphrase was ‘Keep the sacred trust of the lighthouse!’ Mr Bloxon distrusted female lighthouse keepers and Una knew his officious manner. He would report on the girls at once.

         ‘Will the Lighthouse Authority pass on the news about us to ships?’ Una whispered.

         The keeper’s lips tightened. ‘We have to hope the Smiths don’t hear it. Or decide it’s safer not to do anything.’

         Una swallowed and nodded. She prayed that the news would not reach the Windward, that the Smiths 269were heading off back to Copperlins. That they would live there as they had always done. That they would never come searching for the doll twin.
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         Lighthouse families did not drink much in the way of spirits. Tales were told of whisky-infused keepers who took a merry walk off their lantern balcony, forgetting it was seven stories above sea level. Many buckets of seawater were hurled at tipsy masons who dared to sip brandy while pouring cement or laying brick, in case they caused a fatal flaw in the lighthouse structure. However, Squid Ink Grog was a Dufty family speciality, and Crystalline had a bottle put by.

         When the message came that the Smiths wanted the girls back, that they were thrilled to know their daughters were alive and had arranged for a boat to fetch them, Una watched Crystalline carefully measure a slug of Squid Ink and toss it straight down her throat.

         The boat arrived a few days after the message came. Mercifully for Una, the weather was rough 271until then, making it too risky for a boat to land safely. However, the sea fell calm all too soon, as if the Iron-Heart wanted to punish them.

         A whirring, chugging sound drew the keeper and the girls outside, where they encountered a plume of smelly smoke and waving figures from the vessel. Crystalline put an arm around Una.

         ‘It’s all right,’ said Una sturdily. ‘We have to go back and face them. Otherwise we’ll always be afraid that they’ll find us.’

         ‘I’m still sorry. But I always follow the regulations. They’d take this place from me if I didn’t. They’d love for me to set one foot wrong. And you’re prepared. You girls know what you’re up against.’

         Una nodded, tasting salty blood on her lip where she had bitten it. ‘Crystalline … when you rescued us, did you leave the light?’

         Crystalline placed a hand on Una’s hair. ‘All right, yes, I did. I know I’m famous for not leaving the light, but my duty is to save people from the sea. How could I let you drown? Just don’t tell old Superintendent Bloxon. You washed up on the shore, that’s what I’ve told him.’

         The boat came steadily closer, engine throbbing, light glinting off glass. Una recognised it as a fishing 272boat, with nets on the deck. A voice hailed them through a loudspeaker.

         ‘Ahoy! We’re coming to pick ’em up!’

         Ani clung to Una’s hand. ‘Una – they’ll see what I am.’ Fear filled her voice, her metallic insides whirring. Una and Crystalline had repaired her carefully, but oil again trickled from one eye.

         Una closed her hand over Ani’s ridged wrist. ‘I won’t let them see,’ she promised.

         ‘They’ll take us back to the Smiths!’

         ‘I know.’ Dread ate at Una’s heart, but the Wexfords had faced ten-foot waves, and five-day storms, and miles of stairs in every weather. They did not back down from danger.

         She held onto Ani until the boat was close enough to the little beach to drop anchor. Crystalline came with them, bearing a basket of food. The girls had dressed in newly washed clothes and borrowed boots, Ani’s covering all her joints. As she stood beside Una, Crystalline held out a couple of albatross feathers. ‘Good luck,’ she said quietly.

         Una reached up to kiss her scarred cheek.

         Then a man was rowing a dinghy ashore, carrying the girls back to the boat, helping them to climb a rope ladder. They waved goodbye to Crystalline, standing 273tall and proud in her overalls and keeper’s cap and boots, her smile both warm and sorrowful. She waved once before returning to the lighthouse. Una watched Last Hope Lighthouse disappear into the distance, its lonely guardian bravely facing the Iron-Hearted Sea.

         Ani, the Crystal-Hearted Wonder of the Seven Seas, stood beside Una and she did not glow at all.

          

         The captain, Mr Thomas, was a ginger-bearded man with wrinkles around his eyes, as if he always laughed into the sun. Dressed in a jersey and cap, he appeared utterly delighted to see them.

         ‘Hello, girls!’ he said. ‘Look at you, twins. How’d you get lost way out here, eh? Last Hope Rock is a fair hike from anywhere!’

         Una tried to shrug and smile, sipping water from a flask. Ani huddled under a blanket. Oil kept trickling from her eye, no matter how often she wiped her face. Una thought she saw the captain glance at it, but she couldn’t be sure. He kept chatting to them merrily, joking that he’d never caught a pair of mermaids before.

         Una covertly scanned the boat. The crew were sorting out nets, their morning’s catch disrupted. A seagull coasted lazily through the sky, while another 274zoomed down to catch a fish. Through a morning mist, a line appeared on the horizon.

         A muscle in the captain’s cheek twitched as he glanced at Ani, and Una saw that he was afraid of her. His hands tightened on the wheel and he whistled a shaky, off-kilter tune. Her heart sinking, Una guessed that he was from Knifely Stifling.

         Hours passed. Slowly, inexorably, Knifely Stifling came into view. The town looked grey, cowering under a cloak of rain. Ani clenched and unclenched her stiff hands, wiping at smears of oil. They watched the waves, the wheeling seagulls, the crew, bleakly waiting until they reached the quay.

         There they were. The Smiths. Mother and Father, muffled in scarves, hats and boots against the morning chill. No breath showed from their mouths.

         The boat engine cut out and the fishermen threw ropes over posts, securing the gangplank. Una gripped the railings in hot, perspiring hands.

         Slowly they crossed the gangplank. Una stood stiff as a doll as Mother hugged her.

         ‘My heavens, we thought you’d both drowned! How wonderfully brave and adventurous you have been. We arranged to take a boat back home as soon as we heard the news.’275

         ‘We’ll go back to Copperlins immediately,’ said Father, quickly assessing Ani’s condition, the leaking oil from her eye. ‘Ah, is that the captain? Thank you, sir.’

         The captain barely nodded. He turned away as if glad to leave the dock and that eerie, unnatural-looking child.

         ‘Let’s go,’ said Father, wrapping his scarf tighter around his throat, holding Ani’s arm. Mother took Una’s just as firmly, and they walked through the mist, back to Copperlins.

          

         Mother shut the door behind them. Crystal strands flowed from the serpentine chandelier. Una thought that the Smiths looked untidy again; Mother’s immaculate hair was awry, and Father’s knees creaked and wheezed as if hidden pistons were pushed to their utmost. Their trip out to sea must have affected them badly.

         ‘Now, hot cocoa!’ said Mother. Her smile gleamed. ‘It will warm us all up! Off we go, into the living room.’

         Once there she fussed over them, making the girls sit in the most comfortable chairs. ‘I’ll get the cocoa for you, Una, and after you’ve drunk it, Father will find machine oil and whatever else Ani needs for repairs.’276

         Una’s stomach warbled with hunger, but she ignored it. Ani dripped oil onto the carpet.

         Mother brought steaming hot cocoa on a tray and presented it to Una. ‘Drink it all up,’ she said.

         Una gazed down at the sweet-smelling liquid. ‘No, thank you.’

         Mother pouted and wrapped her fingers around the hot cup without a flinch. ‘Una dear, I have made it especially for you. Drink it.’

         Sweat trickled past Una’s left ear. ‘No, Mother.’

         ‘Una.’

         Ani reached out and knocked the cup from Una’s hand. ‘No,’ she said. ‘She won’t drink it.’

         ‘Oh, Ani,’ said Mother sadly, as the chocolate soaked into the carpet. ‘I know you didn’t mean that.’

         ‘Yes, I did,’ said Ani. ‘You threw Una into the sea. You wanted to replace her with me.’

         ‘And you were very naughty to leap in after her!’ Mother burst out. ‘Look at the state of you. We worked for years to perfect ourselves so we could pass as human. We encouraged you to imitate Una until you were an ideal Animated Curiosity. And then you jumped into the nasty, salty ocean and were nearly lost forever.’

         ‘Should have done as Mother says,’ mumbled Father.277

         ‘Ani is the Crystal-Hearted Wonder of the Seven Seas,’ said Una. ‘The dollmaker’s greatest invention. You knew that, didn’t you? But you kept her locked up. You didn’t want her taken away from you.’

         Mother flexed her wax fingers together. Her hair was not only messy now but off-kilter, as if a wig was coming loose. Her face was shadowed in the light of the lamps and, as she leaned closer, Una recoiled.

         ‘I can tell you a story, girls. You like stories, don’t you? Listen. Once upon a time there was a young woman of the lighthouse families of Anglesea, an inventor, who had learned to make beautiful wax and metal dolls. She dreamed, foolish girl, of helping people one day with her inventions. Then came catastrophe – a terrible storm that battered her family’s lighthouse and killed everyone but herself. The grief-stricken girl took all she had and moved to a distant town near the sea, Knifely Stifling.

         ‘She knew that the people of Knifely Stifling had lost hundreds of beloved friends and family to the sea. There was no lighthouse to save them, and too many dangerous reefs. Wanting to help them she worked day and night at her craft of dollmaking, to create curiosities that would be of use to the townsfolk: animated Curiosities that could imitate humans, to be 278their companions and helpers, to stay awake all night guarding a lighthouse lantern, to keep watch on ships.

         ‘She made them so well they could speak and talk and think for themselves. But she was sick, you see, dying, and she left her work incomplete before she died, with two other Animated Curiosities she had created. They were left alone in her house, trusted with her possessions and her money, her books and her carousel – that beautiful carousel the dollmaker had bought and loved. And the dolls, those incredibly well-made Animated Curiosities, knew that the townspeople feared and hated them. But if they learned to pass as humans, they could live in the world alongside them. Like a proper family.

         ‘So they yearned for the third, unfinished doll to be their child. The unfinished doll could speak and move, but her memory was faulty, her face unfinished, and she could hardly pass as human. Some of her workings were too delicate for the other Animated Curiosities to mend. So they shut her away and spent their time in self-repair, in teaching themselves to act like humans, observing them whenever they had the chance, hiding away, so that one day they might convince people that they were strangers who had bought the house.’279

         ‘You needed me,’ whispered Una. ‘You couldn’t finish Ani yourselves.’

         ‘Yes.’ Mother’s voice was a rough caress. ‘A lighthouse child, a Wexford, clever with machinery in the same way as the dollmaker’s family. Someone who could understand her workings. There was the risk of you discovering the crystal heart, but we had to endure it. We had to have a child who could repair our little Animated Curiosity. A child whose face we faithfully copied on our doll daughter, so she could become Una Wexford, once the real Una had been buried at sea. A fitting end,’ she said, and her eyes gleamed, ‘for an unwanted lighthouse child.’
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         Mother reached out to touch a lock of Ani’s hair, even as Ani shrank away.

         ‘All those days while you were at school, Una, we worked on our darling Ani.’

         Ani pushed her hands against her mouth, as if choking on lost memories. ‘It was you,’ she said, through cold waxen fingers. ‘The voice that told me to stay hidden, to copy Una. I thought – at first – that the dollmaker was the voice. Then I was afraid that it might be you. Because you were so nice to me. I liked it when you told me I was a good Animated Curiosity.’ She touched Una’s hand. ‘I’m sorry, Una.’

         ‘I should have guessed,’ said Una, reassuring her. ‘I’m sorry I didn’t trust you.’

         ‘Well, Ani’s memory faults proved fortunate for us,’ said Mother, her red lips smiling. ‘She didn’t give us away.’281

         Una frowned. ‘Did you know that Ani was roaming around the house at night? Going into my room, playing with the carousel?’

         ‘No,’ said Mother, and her smile faded. ‘That was quite naughty of her. We had our own self-repairs to do at night, and we weren’t always fully operational.’ She turned to Father, scolding. ‘You were too soft, Hugh. I wanted to lock Ani up properly in that storeroom, but you said it wasn’t necessary. You wouldn’t lock her up in the cellar. You said she would never leave the room without our permission!’

         ‘I was wrong, Mona, I know,’ pleaded Father. ‘But it wasn’t good for her to be shut away all the time. Her joints, her wirings, even her memory plate – they were deteriorating. Look at all the work I had to do to get the carousel working again.’

         Mother sighed. ‘And then of course Una went poking about. Scurrying and sneaking around at night. But we did eventually hear you, and that was when we found you together in the cellar. Quite a nasty shock, that. Well, it turned out for the best, didn’t it? Ani had to learn how to copy Una.’

         Una’s throat burned as she tried to swallow. ‘I should have run away,’ she whispered.282

         Mother moved stiffly forward, her long fingers screeching as the steel joints flexed.

         ‘I knew you wouldn’t,’ she purred, and her smile would have frightened a shark. ‘You so wanted a family.’

         ‘Mary said there was evil in Copperlins,’ said Una, breathing hard. ‘She was only wrong about which Animated Curiosity to fear.’

         ‘Oh, Una, how cruel,’ said Mother sorrowfully. ‘We loved you. You wanted parents, and we took you away from the Home. I learned to cook for you. We thought you would be grateful.’ Her gaze returned to Ani. ‘We will love you, Ani. Knifely Stifling will adore you. They will say, what a marvellous child that Una Wexford has become. They will forget about—’ She waved vaguely in the real Una’s direction, as if Una was a piece of scrap paper.

         Even though she knew the truth about the Smiths, Una felt that dismissal like a needle to the heart.

         ‘How dare you say Una is forgettable!’ Ani pushed herself to her feet, joints creaking. ‘How dare you say she is easy to replace? You will never replace her.’

         ‘We certainly can,’ said Mother, raising a creaking hand. ‘It’s time for Una to have a little rest upstairs in 283the storeroom. If she won’t drink her cocoa, we’ll have to lock her upstairs for a few years. That will teach her a lesson.’

         Streaks of oil dripped from Ani’s cheeks, but she faced Mother down. ‘You won’t lock her up. And I will never, ever be your daughter. That is not who I am.’

         ‘Don’t be silly, Ani,’ said Mother. ‘The dollmaker failed when it came to completing you. Look at the mess you’ve made of yourself. That crystal heart is no use to you, is it? I should have taken it out of you.’

         Father moved to block the doorway. ‘Now girls,’ he quavered. ‘Let’s be sensible. It’s time for Una to go upstairs.’

         ‘Now!’ shouted Una.

         Both girls flew at Mother, knocking over a table and chair in their onward rush. Ani ripped at her hair, while Una hit out with her fists. Then Father was struggling to pull them away, while Mother screamed.

         Ducking their grasping hands, Una and Ani rushed from the room.

         ‘Stop them, Hugh!’ Mother cried.

         Father stumbled to block the exit to the front door of Copperlins. With Mother’s curses clawing the air behind them, the girls bolted along the 284hallway and down to the cellar. Una slammed the heavy door behind them, shoving tins of paint against it as if she was battening the lighthouse doors against a massive storm. She had one tiny flash of hope, like a flame; just as feeble, just as powerful. If their plan worked—

         The Smiths crashed their fists against the door. Ani ran to lean against it, to reinforce it, but unlocked, it would not stand up to the Smiths. Mother drove a punch against it, forcing it open a crack. As Mother’s hand worked its way through the gap, Una glimpsed her jointed steel fingers where the wax had ripped away.

         Another three blows and the door crashed open, paint tins and chair kicked aside. Mother switched on the light, but the girls were not in view. It was not only her hand that was damaged; her make-up was smudged, her curled hair tangled and half ripped out, while one eyeball had a fine crack across the centre. The stench of burning metal and oil was sharp in the air.

         Mother slowly pulled at her ruined hair until the rest came away from her scalp, leaving her bald. ‘The dollmaker wanted to help the people of this wretched town. Help those vile, cowardly, stupid people who 285ignored her and hated us. Putting up their horseshoes to protect themselves, as if that would help. Scared, snivelling little idi—’

         A solitary girl had stepped out from behind the carousel. Dishevelled, streaked with oil, her clothes covering her joints, she pushed her red hair away from her eyes.

         ‘Ani,’ breathed Mother. ‘Oh, Ani. I forgive you. I forgive you for running away from us. You can be our daughter. We’ll move to another town, another house. We will be a family, far away from the horrible ocean. You will be ours, the way you are meant to be.’

         The girl blinked her gannet-blue eyes. ‘But you locked me away, Mother.’

         Mother stepped forward, arms outstretched. ‘It was for your own good, Ani. To keep you safe from people who would steal you. You are our perfect girl.’ Mother walked on, heedless of tipped-over tins and jars. Sticky red paint trickled over the floor, staining her shoes, while a pool of turpentine filled the air with its chemical reek. A box of spark plugs toppled from a bench.

         Father had entered the room now too, and narrowed his gaze at the girl. ‘Mona…’286

         His wife suddenly tensed. Loosening her hold, she pushed down the girl’s collar to reveal soft, unmarked human skin.

         ‘Una!’ Mother’s voice pulsed with anger.

         Una broke away just as Ani stumbled from behind the carousel. With a shove, Una pushed the lever and the carousel leapt into motion, music tinkling merrily, lights flashing. Mother toppled backwards, struck by a prancing wooden horse. Father rushed to help her, stumbling over old paint tins, straining to turn off the carousel. Mother struggled to her feet and kicked the carousel in her temper, causing Father to cry out in anguish.

         ‘Don’t break it, Mona! It’s mine!’

         Mother pushed him aside and scrambled towards the girls, her joints screeching, scalp bare, metal gleaming through her waxen skin.

         Una and Ani ran. They dashed through the doorway, slamming the heavy iron door against Mother’s outraged cry. The key hung on its hook by the doorway. Una seized it and turned it in the lock, then shot the heavy bolt across.

         From inside the cellar came the sound of fearsome shouts, crashes, crunches, and the shriek of warped metal as the Smiths raged at the girls and at each 287other. Lights flashed from under the door, wires snapped and sparks crackled.

         As the girls fled, they heard a last shriek from Mother: ‘How dare you run away! You are our daughter, ours!’

         Una was never certain which girl she meant.
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            Chapter 34

         

         Few people in Knifely Stifling noticed the twins stumbling through the windy streets that evening, carrying a battered suitcase between them. It was cold, and people’s minds were centred on hot fires, warm meals and furry slippers.

         The twins wore heavy clothing, and one leaned heavily on the other’s shoulder. When the leaning one spoke, asking ‘are we almost there?’ it was in a low raspy voice that suggested a bad case of bronchitis. Stars flickered overhead and a golden moon rose as the girls reached a house called The Crows’ Nest.

         One rapped the knocker, and a crowd of children swarmed to greet the visitors. They were ordered back by a dark-haired elder sister, who exclaimed over the visitors, hugged them and hurried them inside. ‘I tried to get help for you,’ cried the girl, near tears. ‘I brought Dad to the house the next day, but by then 289you’d gone. I was so scared!’ Then someone hushed her and the door was firmly shut.

         An hour later, a railway clerk on his way home saw a burly man hurrying along the street.

         He called out, ‘Everything all right, Mr O’Connor?’ The man turned, and his taut expression startled the clerk. ‘Sorry, are you all right, sir? One of the kids sick?’

         ‘No, it’s not that,’ said Mr O’Connor, summoning a smile. ‘I was hoping the hardware shop was open.’

         The clerk laughed, only to cut off his laugh in embarrassment when he realised the man was serious. ‘Um, I’d say you’d have to ring the after-hours bell, but Mr Forbes’ll help you. Kitchen tap again, is it?’

         ‘Something like that.’

         ‘Hope there’s a cup of tea waiting for you when you get home,’ said the clerk.

         ‘Ah. Thank you,’ said Mr O’Connor.

         Bemused, the clerk went on his way. He did not notice the drips of oil that left a trail on the footpath, sticky and black. Then rain began to pelt down and wash them away, and soon the clerk forgot the entire encounter.

          

         The lighthouse on the cliff revolved smoothly in the sunlight, a sentinel for the ships crossing back and 290forth. Whales turned and breached in the white-crested blue.

         Una painted industriously (Bluebottle Blue and Ice Floe White), only briefly distracted by the dip of the birds in the sky. Feathers would drop and nests were waiting to be found, but the light must come first.

         Soon she would return to her lessons with the Correspondence Course. Her new-found ‘cousin’, Ani, would take part in the lessons. Then there was a letter to write to Mary O’Connor, who had been presented with a gift of colourful wigs so she could practise her acting. Mary, in turn, was keeping them informed of life back at Knifely Stifling.

         Down in the cottage, Crystalline was baking bread. Smoke twisted contentedly out of the chimney. Ani heaved open the heavy iron door to the lantern gallery, stepped inside, and said hello to Una. Her wrist-joints were bare, and her smile wide.

         ‘Crystalline says she has Christmas presents for us.’

         ‘She’s the best,’ said Una, giving one last efficient swipe of the brush to the brickwork. ‘What do you suppose they are?’

         ‘A book on shells or birds?’291

         ‘We already have dozens!’

         ‘Come on, you silly squid.’ Ani bounced. Like Una, she wore overalls and woollens, but there were differences now. While Una still wore her rusty red bob, Ani had changed her hairstyle to black, neatly shaped around her forehead. ‘Crystalline has news from the supply station, too. Liberty Jetsam down at Firebrand Point said the whales are heading south, and she hopes the whalers don’t catch them.’

         ‘Me too. All right, let’s go.’

         Downstairs they found Crystalline, smiling hugely despite her scar.

         ‘Wait,’ she said, and presented a packing crate to Una. ‘Open it and see.’

         Una lifted the lid off the crate and pushed aside scrunched-up newspaper to reveal a satiny smooth timber lid. Wondering, she lifted it to reveal an elegant box like a small suitcase. When she opened it, she found a small golden lever and a black shining turntable holding a sleek record.

         ‘A gramophone!’ Una gasped.

         ‘Please don’t play it to death,’ said Crystalline.

         Breathlessly, Una switched it on. She lifted the stylus and heard a crackling sound as it made contact with the record. Music belted joyously out.292

         ‘Arrgh!’ said Crystalline, covering her ears.

         The girls shrieked and began to dance, shimmying and singing at the tops of their voices.

         ‘Not so loud,’ Crystalline cried. ‘There’s another present, for Ani.’

         Una turned down the music while Crystalline opened a second box, with airholes in the lid. Ani crouched down to bring up an armful of brown and white puppy dog.

         Una felt a flicker of consternation, remembering the dog that had attacked Ani. But this puppy licked Ani’s face, while the delighted doll twin stroked its soft head and velvety ears.

         ‘Look, she has curls like Wexford Wickie knots!’ Ani whirred quietly, as if the cogs and springs inside her were oiled by happiness.

         ‘She’s beautiful,’ said Una, with a grateful look at Crystalline.

         ‘Sent up from the Flotsam family,’ said Crystalline. ‘For our new lighthouse girls.’ She fished out a letter from her pocket. ‘And a missive from that friend of yours, Una.’

         When Una could drag herself away from the puppy, she opened and read the letter.

         Copperlins, the house by the sea, had taken a 293battering from the elements, Mary wrote. Salt winds blew through the eaves like a hollow shell, speckling metal with rust. It looked damp and chilly, and the path was weed-choked, strewn with dead leaves. ‘I would believe that the Smiths were gone,’ Mary wrote, ‘but now and then I hear carousel music. If one of the Smiths ever come back, I pray it’s not her.’

         Mrs Smith. Mother. Let it never be her, Una thought.

         Mother had been the one in charge, while Father did her bidding. Perhaps only one of them had survived their fight. Father was the one who loved the carousel and Una could picture him playing it contentedly if he was left alone. Perhaps Mother no longer functioned and they were safe from her. But Una could not be certain.

         Maybe they would use the tools in the cellar to mend themselves. Una had broken or damaged the tools during her imprisonment, but that was no guarantee they were past all chances of recovery.

         One day she might return to Copperlins to see for herself. A long, long way in the future, however. The thought of going back to Knifely Stifling gave Una the shivers.

         For now, the Great War was over and they were 294living in a peacetime world. People were keen to pick themselves up, move on, and seek their happy-ever-afters. Ships travelled without fear of being bombed, but there were still rocks and reefs to negotiate, and people’s lives at risk on the Iron-Hearted Sea.

         ‘Una!’ Ani called. ‘Una the Unstoppable! What are we going to name our puppy? We could name her Wickie. Or after you. What’s your middle name? Crystalline says people have middle names.’

         Una gave her a smile as bright as a lighthouse. ‘Pearl,’ she said softly. ‘I’m Una Pearl.’

         ‘Pearl,’ said Ani, to the puppy. ‘Hello, Pearl.’ The puppy wagged her tail and gazed adoringly at Ani.

         ‘There’s a storm coming tomorrow,’ called Crystalline. ‘I can tell, can’t you, girls? Great sparks, old Iron-Heart is going to pound Last Hope Rock and there are a dozen ships taking the sea road. What are we going to tell that old beast?’

         ‘What we always say,’ said Una, and her senses fairly tingled with it. She looked at Ani, whose crystal heart surged into sudden fire, so bright that Una had to shield her eyes. ‘Wait, wait,’ she said, laughing. ‘You’ll half-blind me. It’s not night yet!’ Ships passing their lighthouse had remarked on the new, magnificent clarity of the light.295

         ‘I’ll take the first watch,’ said Ani proudly. ‘That’s my job too. We’re going to maintain the light. Give the sailors hope of surviving the storm.’

         Yes, we will, thought Una. Beat back the darkness, no matter what shape or form it comes in.

         She grinned at her fellow lighthouse child and they shouted to the sea:

         
            
               ‘Maintain the light, beat back the dark,

               to nurture hope we tend the spark.

               Here stand the keepers, steadfastly,

               against the Iron-Hearted Sea!’
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