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For one of us was born a twin


And not a soul knew which.
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Prologue





The shocker came in the nursery. Matron tried to distract the Heath twins that first morning, whisked folds of dusty light around them, ruffled the stink of milk with her antics. But her clucking was wasted. The boys couldn’t help but notice none of the other children were conjoined.


It sparked a plummeting feeling like being squeezed from a sponge.


Even as infants, the essence and the algorithm of the Heaths’ situation dawned clearly on them, almost came with its own little flourish of harps. Blair Albert and Gordon-Marie Heath were omphalopagus: conjoined anteriorly at the trunk. They shared certain organs, but not a heart. In a different age or culture we might have wondered what past-life crime, what sin of the parents, had called such a sentence upon two otherwise bright and healthy lads.


A bobby-dazzler, it must have been.


Even in enlightened Britain, doctors would not separate the twins at birth. Indeed, the boys were among few undivided monozygotes to survive their birth; a curious enough thing that it merited a photograph in the newspaper. You might have seen that photograph, if you opened a newspaper all those years ago. There they were, a snarl of raw sausages with hopeful puppy eyes.


After the picture was taken, they were bundled up in terry towelling and sent to an institution. Authorities deemed it the kindest thing. Though it was never said aloud, the sum of everyone’s behaviour told the Heaths they were powerful in their uncanniness. It must have been true, given the lengths everyone went to in shielding them from the world’s curiosity.


Still, for all that, they were just lads. Lads who would never take a wicket at Lord’s. Who would never fly Dagger fighter-bombers out of Leeming. Who would never even be dustmen. This creeping knowledge bled the shine from their eyes. Action posters came down off their walls, leaving Sellotape scabs to curl on the plaster, reminders of all they should reasonably expect.


Most crushing of all – their parents never came to see them again.


With the perfect wisdom of the choiceless, the twins deployed themselves inwards to shepherd the tics and protocols of strange coexistence. Theirs was a hell divided into the levels imagined by Dante – forza and forda. While Blair possessed the twins’ physical power – forza – their cunning resided in Gordon, making him dominant in most situations, despite being the weaker twin.


Beyond these clinical glimpses, the boys’ deeper unfolding remained obscure. It was in nobody’s interest to publicise their life’s progress; official strife even attended the publication of that first baby picture. Thereafter, nothing was really known outside of Albion House Institution, the centuries-old jumble of menacing architectures crouched deep in the northern countryside, in whose alternating smells of antiseptic and stewed cauliflower they spent their days.


In her favour, Albion seemed always to marinate in a silvery light like cloudlight bounced off the bell of a horn. And certain pleasures dotted her routine: we know the boys had access to Smarties, for instance, and that Gordon developed a mathematical model to apportion them according to relationships of colours as they fell into the hand. We know that behind Gordon’s back – as was the only way – Blair played with dolls, though he never admitted this, and these were later confiscated after his application of unsavoury unguents to their intimate crannies. There was even jocularity enough at Albion for Gordon to be nicknamed Bunny, owing to his generous ears and snaggle teeth.


But after this, nothing more was known of the Heath twins.


Nothing more really happened until the spring before last – that dark, close spring – when the newly privatised health service decided Bunny was leeching resources from his brother. This parasitism would only worsen with age, placing both in jeopardy. Health chiefs decided – as they should have thirty-three years earlier – to try and salvage at least one worthwhile Englishman from the pair. Surely one robust, independent life was better than two lives half-lived.


And so the Heaths were cut free.


Quickly, and in secret.


It was late in life for the procedure. Unprecedented even in Great Ormond Street Hospital, London, where a palette of rare surgical skills was assembled from across the British Isles. One Tuesday in May, expert teams bustled like chefs for fourteen hours and twenty-three minutes over a rotating cage built purposely for the twins.


But it was late. In the first post-operative week it became clear that the Heaths’ true interdependence hadn’t even been guessed at. They remained terra incognita, a tangle of severed tendrils like the ivy that strangled Albion’s turrets and gargoyles.


Within a fortnight of separation, the twins’ personalities began to diverge profoundly. Within six weeks, the very flesh they inhabited began to change, furnishing an entire branch of clinical science with unimagined findings. Their unfurling was at once splendid and grisly, a ballet of sticky hatchlings in time-lapse.


But it all came late. 


As predicted, Bunny fared the poorer, no longer able to siphon vitality from his twin. He never fully recovered from the operation. Both sensed he wouldn’t survive that first Christmas. Blair, meanwhile, crackled like gunfire out of Bunny’s dominion. He found himself in a world churning with opportunity, rowdy with chatter of freedom, globalisation, self-empowerment.


Sex.




*





In their first December as individuals, the twins were among a number of care clients given four weeks’ leave in the community. They were sent to London. The leave came as a final flurry of privatisations sent Albion House Institution – England’s last public healthcare facility, said to have been founded for an illegitimate son of Charles II – into private hands for the first time since paupers were locked up for being poor. Nobody seemed to know why the leave came about. Some rumoured it to be an assessment for future release into the community, the harbinger of a new era in long-term care. Others said it was the lid flying off the Establishment’s waste bin, a flushing out of embarrassing care cases before privatised Britain’s new information laws allowed media access to case histories. So-called broadsheet newspapers supported the former rumour, while so-called tabloids gleefully touted the latter, citing a rich British history of awkward human accidents conveniently shut away under former asylum laws.


Whatever caused the leave, the Heaths were suddenly at large for the first time in their lives. Nobody could predict how they would get on. Their first bewildering weeks in the new world are a study of human states in secession, burning brightly and swiftly as only the long-frustrated can, unhindered by the learned disciplines of the free. The speed of their enmeshing with the world was breathtaking. And it is ironic, and still much discussed  – perhaps as an illustration of mutually attractive energies – that their instincts quickly dragged them into the very whirlpool-spout of global conjoining and secession.


Into a maelstrom of spirits on parallel journeys.


Far away to the east. 
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Chapter 1





Ludmila paused to watch the sun idle. Her escape would begin when it fell. But it just hung, tediously, shimmering as if through egg white. The night stayed an urgent eternity away.


A helicopter gunship drummed in and out of tune near by. Ludmila stifled a shiver.


Five more hours to discuss the obvious and inane, and sigh in the usual way, and look morose and sceptical. She would hide her excitement, bide her last moments until the family yawned itself in dribs and drabs to bed.


Then she would run.


The mountains threw a shadow beside her, an early consulate of night. She stiffened into the breeze, felt her lips fuller than usual, her vulva fuller, and slick. A curious arousal, one that defied the cold. That night, Misha Bukinov would slip away from his patrol as it skirted the foot of her mountain. She would meet him in the dark between dunes of snow that folded off the slope beneath her shack. He wasn’t the prince she had dreamt of as a girl, but he was more than she could hope for in Ublilsk.


And he was her ticket to the west.


Hers would be a harsh departure. The family would wake to find her bedding cold. She knew that all their foibles – most of them, anyway – would become sentimental barbs in her mind once she was gone. They threatened to become so already. She would cry whenever silence caught up with her. But Ludmila clung to the hope that in the west she would find a way for the family to join her.


They would surely forgive her when this was understood.


An icy gust ran its fingers through her hair, flicked it high around her face, to seem like ravens abducting a cherub. Behind her the sky was a pool getting deeper, though not deep enough to contain her excitement and resolve.


She would flee to where there were no bullets or explosions. She sensed it might be a country where these were designed, where the very energies behind them were invoked, where whole armies and wars were contracted by the very rich. She sensed that only the fountainhead of strife would be peaceful. While they lived from war, those very rich wouldn’t tolerate the inconvenience of war in the place where they lived.


That’s where she would run with Misha.


Ludmila never wanted to see another gun, or hear one bark. Not after learning their value in the equation of power. She saw that they were as addictive as orgasm, through their power to nurture pride. Watching men, she had learnt that pride was a whisper from evil’s voice, making cultural pride, by the number of whispers involved, its yell. She never wanted to meet another man spoiled by that whisper. Because, even without a gun in their hands, the instinct to prevail at all cost always lived in the spoilt. This much was clear. She had seen it. The equation never left their minds.


The thought that Misha’s Kalashnikov might infect him with its romance made their escape all the more compelling.


Ludmila’s grandfather, Aleksandr Vasiliev, was a man spoilt by munitions. He said he cared less about the second person he killed than the first. And the third he cared less about still. After a small number of killings, he came not to care about much at all. And finally not to care about himself. Ludmila remembered the day this knowing fell to him. She saw it dilute the colour of his eyes. They dulled from vivid ponds to glasses of tea as she watched. She remembered perfectly because it was the day her first menstrual episode introduced itself with spatterings on the shack’s earth floor; an awkward day with hot cheeks and a sense that she smelt of goat’s cheese and beetroot jam.


‘More blood on these mountains!’ her grandmother Olga had railed. ‘As if the place wasn’t already a Persian carpet of blood! Pay close attention to what I say: blood is no welcome portent, in the place where you sleep.’


On top of Ludmila’s relegation from nymphet to blight, the day marked the beginning of a dirty, tactical life, lived alongside her grandfather; he seemed to sniff her flow each month, and make transparent detours to linger in her air. The four other sour kin who shared the dwelling were only useful to Ludmila at those times, and then only as distractions.


But no more, after that night.


Ludmila shook herself into the present, and hurried through the snow to fetch home her grandfather. She wasn’t to know things were about to change. Perhaps it was her excitement that lured change near; because it’s in the nature of sudden change to look first for invitations. Whatever the cause, let’s be clear: the equation was about to take a savage swing. And it wasn’t that Ludmila went looking for trouble, least of all on that precious day. But in the aura known to rise off brutal shifts of fortune, known to lace its gas with arabesques like squealings of Armenian clarinet, she should’ve sensed trouble’s nest was made.


The first sign came in her choice of words.


‘What you devour devours you,’ she called up the track to Aleksandr. ‘Stand down the bottle, Grandpapa, before you join the martyrs.’


‘The martyrs can have the smoke off my piss,’ Aleksandr’s voice flopped out on a string of saliva, joining limbs to dangle stirring in the breeze. Patches of ginger shone from the fuzz on his face, black shade made huge eyes of his sockets. He was like a bee hung leering in the sun.


‘Grandpapa, your wife’s voice is broken from asking after you.’ Ludmila turned a slender edge to the wind, let it carve her hair off her face. ‘Walk back with me, don’t make the day too hard – the sun’s too low for hard games.’


‘Pah! Like pigs, you only send noise in my direction when you’re hungry.’


‘But we revere you for taking care of us. You’re a saint in the house, we would sniff the dust of our bones without you. Come, honour the household that honours you.’


‘The household can have the steam off my shit.’


Lavender sunlight spilled like syrup over corrugations of snow, framing the high pasture as a theatre; its stage a dazzling swatch curtained by mountains to the west, and dark flannels of sky to the east. Fluffs of dung smoke hung over the village a thousand feet below, daubed on a flat of glassy air. The line that ran behind it like a frayed electrical cord was the Uvila road. Ludmila watched a lime-green van inch up it like a toy to the far horizon.


‘Anyway, your boy doesn’t even have a cock.’ Aleksandr threw an accusing finger. ‘The goat has more grunt than your lover, and is frankly prettier, even looked at into its arse.’


‘Everything is as it should be with Misha, Grandpapa, thank you for your concern. Anyway, I can’t think why you cough up his memory now, when I haven’t troubled your house with his face in a month. So please, enough distemper. Stand down the bottle – the mothers will lash us if we miss the depot again.’


‘He has no cock, and he’s ugly. And his brain would sit small in a maggot. These two facts are true of your little friend. And his name is of a girl.’ 


Ludmila folded her arms across her chest, scowling. A scowl was an important tool in Ublilsk, taught early and practised often. Hers came with stabbing green eyes like spears of young bamboo. ‘Well, it’s not of a girl at all. Michael has, because of his friendly nature, simply earned an abbreviation to Misha.’ She strode across that crystal stage to her grandfather. ‘So, come, before they send the tractor –’


‘Pah!’ Aleksandr’s fist catapulted from his sleeve. He punched her face, and when she didn’t flinch, he punched it again.


A filament of blood flew wriggling through Ludmila’s lips, bright as a neon vein. She crumpled under it, falling to light the snow with her eyes.


‘And don’t think I’ll beg for your goat’s arse of a hole. I’ll show you cock – I’ll demonstrate cock like the trunk of a tree. Open the pouch for your provider, be thankful I don’t sell you to the nearest Gnez.’ The old man threw down the bottle, and tripped to his knees. He crushed her breasts with a slab of forearm, wrenching down the trousers beneath her skirts.


Ludmila bucked and squealed.


The equation was suddenly this: if Aleksandr sodomised her, he would more quickly be persuaded to sign his pension voucher, and bread would appear on the family table that night. If her buggery was easily had – she crouching small, glowing rude against the snow, or bent over standing, spreading her bottom with her hands – there might appear pork as well. And if she wet the air with lusty squeaks, there might even be orange Fanta.


Ludmila clenched her eyes, and felt his hands steady her as a child on a donkey, pictured his gurn hanging after a joke, heard the tiny whines that slithered out to hunt stray laughter. It stirred an instinct to hug him close, leach away his hurt, bring him back to rights; she fought the instinct, but it thrashed her back. 


Aleksandr popped the button on his trousers, and ripped off one of her gloves. ‘Hold the thing in your hand – squeeze it, pilot your saviour in.’ Turning her face-down, he slapped time on her buttocks, made them blush like nectarines against the ice.


But as Ludmila felt the paste of his breath on her neck, heard the moans that come with closed eyes, something inside her shattered. She spun under him, snatched up her glove, and stuffed it down his throat.


Aleksandr gagged, gasping it deeper. She watched him arch, inflate, vomit inwardly. His brow flickered up, he tightened, and torsioned. She threw him off like a snake found in her bed, and tossed up a broken sob.


Now: whether she slid a finger inside him, tried to remove the obstruction, and if she did, whether she made much effort – she can’t remember. She only remembers his hair blowing stiff like dead lawn, and an icy sting on edges of eyeball not usually exposed. However long the moment of that personal border lasted – because it was a border in the grandest sense, a crucial evolution for her and the culture around her – the very next moment she looked down to see Aleksandr lying still. His head was just another rock on the pillow of the Caucasus. Sweat dampened her.


It wasn’t long before the family tractor sent chugs over the rise. It stopped for a moment, listening; then started up again. Her brother Maksimilian finally appeared under ghosts of its smoke, a rangy weasel in carpet-like coats.


‘Milochka, are you squeaking noises from there?’ he shouted. ‘Do I have to come all the way and carry you on my back? Your family is seeing spots from hunger, waiting for you.’


Ludmila wiped her face with a sleeve, and twisted Aleksandr’s gape into the snow. ‘Well, can’t you hurry?’ she called. She replaced his weeping penis, tied back his trousers, and glanced a hand over his hair.


‘Hoh! And listen to me: if you only make the generic noises of a gerbil how do you expect I will know to hurry?’


‘They’re not generic, grandpapa is fallen.’


‘How do you mean, he’s fallen?’


‘Smack your cuckoo! He’s fallen and won’t move.’


Maksimilian squeezed an empty roar from the motor, which came as a complaint on the breeze. The old red machine didn’t crawl any faster. His eyes met his sister’s and stuck for the minute it took the tractor to bring them together. ‘We can’t even dispatch you to fetch an old man from a hill. What have you done to him?’


‘Nothing, he fell where he stood.’


‘And why then does the snow around him look like a shell exploded?’


‘From trying to investigate his condition.’


‘Hoh.’ Maks stepped up to the corpse, tapped it with a boot. ‘Well, his condition won’t improve with his face mashed like that in the snow.’ He dug a space around Aleksandr’s head, twisting it back until nose and mouth appeared.


‘Look!’ Ludmila pointed away from the body. ‘It must have been the dzuz!’


Maks followed Ludmila’s finger. He reached for the bottle of home-made vodka, and studied it against the sky. ‘He almost finished it – it must be less poisonous than usual. Pilo’s been cheating the still.’ He lifted the bottle and took a long draught, tickling it over his tongue. Then he turned to his sister. ‘And what possesses your mongoloid senses to blame the dzuz?’


‘I’m in shock to discover the cause, that’s all.’


‘Well, hoh, with good reason. I won’t contemplate what will be the outcome if he’s dead. And I won’t contemplate what you’ll say to your mothers. If he’s dead, Milochka, I won’t even set out to contemplate.’


‘Tss! He might hear you, and waste his last memories in dismay – he might lose his confidence to fight.’


Maks spat a breath. ‘Looking at him I wouldn’t say confidence is his main challenge. Not the way you’ve left him.’


‘What! What! He fell where he stood! I’m trying to save his life!’


Maks’s chin pointed out the body. ‘Save him then. Save his life, go on.’


‘Tsst! Ears can still hear after death!’


‘I thought you were saving his life.’


The sky bruised behind Ludmila. She arched her back against the wind like a child awaiting trouble, let its tongue lick her clothes flat against her, whip her face with her hair. Underneath, from the vortex of this whipping, and the shadow of her eyes, came a shiny rose-tip of nose, like a drop from a hot candle. A tear ran down it for the warmth of a nostril, but blew away sparkling as ice.


‘We should lay him in the mud pool,’ she sniffed.


Maks sent his most insulting eye. ‘And this is a fine concept of yours, that we should make it look even more like a crime, so we both can have blame. You are going to have a prize for this concept.’


‘Don’t spray shit at me, Maksimilian. You goose. I’m just saying to do the humane thing.’


‘Hoh! Charity! Dump a man in freezing mud just to prove your spastic feminine notions.’


‘Well, he might have some last words to tell us.’


Maks looked down at the old man’s body. ‘This is all he had to tell us. Such a witty man, he took fifty-nine years to tell us this.’ 


‘But he could sign some vouchers.’


‘Hoh, yes! Bring a pen with him to the mud.’ Maks puffed a mocking nut of air at the heavens. ‘Well – you’re the one saving him.’


‘I didn’t say I was saving him, I said we could get him to the mud if you would help.’


‘And, of course – because it is the miracle of ages, carried secretly in the tit of the woman – the mud will save him.’


‘Look: if you don’t like the concept of trying everything to save him, let you be the one to tell the mothers it was so.’ Ludmila went on to her knees to tidy her grandfather’s collar. ‘Already the colour of his face has turned like borscht.’ Out of Maks’s view, in a hollow of snow around the head, she explored Aleksandr’s throat with her fingertips. He had inhaled the glove finger-first, leaving its back in a hump beyond grasping. As Maks stepped closer, she tried to force the mouth shut, but found it locked agape. Sweat sucked another chill to her.


Maks scowled down. ‘A Russian’s face might turn like borscht. A Ukrainian’s might. Ours won’t. If you’re asking my assessment, his heart’s burst. His heart’s burst and all the blood has risen up, it’s clear to see.’


‘Then take his legs. Maks? He can be wrapped in cloth and put lying in mud, in the dark, where consciousness survives longer. Later we can sew new eyes and fingers on to the body, it’s true. Wait while I wrap my coat around his head.’


‘Save your tit miracles for the bread queue.’


‘But he mustn’t die.’ Ludmila peeled off her outer coat, wrapping it over Aleksandr’s head, tying its sleeves around his neck.


‘And cut your mouth if you can only whine like a Russian.’ Maks pulled the body by its legs to the rear of the tractor. ‘We can take him to the mud, stick new parts on later, like I said.’ 


‘Or you could bring him to the clinic at Nevinnomyssk!’


‘Are you soft? The tractor will use a month to reach Nevinnomyssk.’ With a grunt Maks hoisted the legs on to the tractor’s rear forks.


‘Put the tractor on the train, is what I said – take him on the train to the clinic.’


Maks turned a withering eye. ‘Try, please, for me, to climb back to your midget senses. If you had one eye in your face you would have observed that he doesn’t breathe. Do you think he’ll hold his breath between here and Nevinnomyssk? Will the clinic just fill him with air like a tyre? And think the curses your mothers will blow if I transport the body out of their sight.’


‘Well, but –’


‘Anyway, the train passed.’


‘That’s the bread train. Today passes the big train.’ Ludmila went to relieve Maks of the upper body as he pulled it along the forks. ‘Have care, if his heart’s exploded.’


‘I told you it hasn’t exploded yet. Why don’t you listen? He’s had a bubble in the head. Or a worm. If we can stand him up, other blood will absorb it. In the case of a worm, it’s known they can’t scale vertical surfaces. We could trap it at the neck.’


‘Don’t unwrap his neck!’


Ice-dust rose in sudden shapes off the snow, only to be smacked to pieces by the wind. And perhaps on that freezing perch the same happened to souls trying to rise from the body. Ludmila hugged her remaining coat around her. In the course of a tight little squirm she practised running away, racing to a place where herbs were kept on window sills for fragrance’s sake alone, where life enough existed to support a children’s clown. She faced the horizon and closed her eyes. In the place of her dreams she had an egg-yolk-coloured apartment with skirting sharp to the floor. Her prince stepped warm over its threshold each night. She laid him out a gift, in her dreams, of fancy meats in greaseproof paper, or a favourite pie given her with a wink by her colleague Katyrine, or Debie, or Suzan – or whoever the foreign girls would be who shared with her the rolled eyes and snorted giggles of a day at the sunlit offices where she would work. She would be a secretary, or even an administrator, as she could be quite sullen. Big, clean men with square hands would work alongside her and marvel at their progress in her care.


But her eyes opened to Ublilsk Administrative District Forty-One: a mountainous, gale-swept outback whose borders shifted daily due to war; neither yet a country nor still a province; a roofless limbo where sounds rang clear like coins dropped in a cathedral, where mortar fire thumped the pulses of a dozen foetal republics near by.


Maks turned to his sister and spat into the snow. ‘So look what you’ve done. We’re damned.’


‘Cut your hatch, it was more likely your sloth that weakened him. Look at you, even still wasting fuel from the tractor to come this small distance!’


‘Hoh! And I’d laugh to see you carry the body without a tractor.’


‘You didn’t know there would be a body!’


‘Still. You’re guilty of the death of a man! For isn’t it a person closely reminiscent of you who is discovered beside him?’


‘Don’t toss gas, I can be seen near his body all the days of the year.’


‘But on those other days his body is in possession of breath. You’re guilty of the death of a man! And you invite me to offend the saints by not pelting a lash at your snout. Just make the sign, before more sour meals are served in your name.’


‘Hoh! And you –’


‘Just make the sign!’ 


An aeroplane spun a shining thread across the sky, on its way west to somewhere effervescent, too high to see the young uprights without shadows who held out their arms to form standing crosses. They did it so that Aleksandr’s ghost might be snuck into the garden of any vaguely interested God. That model pair of young ethnic Ublis – he with the airs of a dangerous puppy, she with a filthy and knowing innocence – stood until their arms fell nearly broken under Heaven’s weight, hissing whispers in their language of crackles and slices like criss-crossing dance steps on ice. Kabardo-Cherkess-tongued people, as well as Azeris, Hayastanis, and Georgians, all suspect that curious tongue to be, if not a massacre, surely a kidnapping of their own language.


But Ubli is unique to Ublilsk.


It is said to be the language most exquisitely tailored to the expression of disdain. Soviet scholars once reasoned that slow death was so vibrant a part of Ubli culture that it had not only to scorn it, but to scorn it decoratively, with high ironic art. To scorn death, however, they also had to scorn life. So that linguistic adaptation of a culture to its environment was, ironically, its final evolution: it soldered hopelessness into a closed circuit that prevented further life.


Soviet scholars reasoned this, back when they were paid. Now nobody is paid to reason anything about Ublilsk, or indeed, about any but three of the dozen warring fragments of that true human border between east and west: those glorious Caucasus.


Ludmila watched gunmetal clouds darken over the mountains, sucking the shine from the snow. ‘Well,’ she sighed. ‘Well then, so.’


‘Well then, so what?’


‘We should travel back.’ 


‘Hoh!’ Maks tossed his chin at the sky. ‘And you’re in a fine hurry to get back. You’re in an uncontrolled passion to get back, and tell your mothers that you’ve killed the provider.’


‘Cut your bile, we’ll have to return sooner or later. There are other things still in the world to do after telling the news.’


‘What! We’ll be lighting candles over his body for a month, is what there’ll be to do, thanks to you. Nothing more will be to do until we starve and freeze in our beds – thanks to you.’


A tremble took Ludmila’s lip. ‘Don’t spray such shit – he fell where he stood, Maksimilian. He fell, and he’s gone, and some kind of life will have to continue, even as we mourn.’


Maks turned a sneer on his sister. ‘Of course,’ he mused, looking her up and down. ‘Some life will have to continue. Clouds will have to continue to fly. Defence patrols will have to continue to pass under the mountain, in the night.’ He stopped, impaling her on a stare. ‘Some little species of romance you imagined was going to continue as well, in the dunes, tonight? With an intrepid goose’s arse highly resemblant of the young Misha Bukinov? You forget I meet the patrol each day on my travels.’ Maks clasped his hands behind his back, and sauntered to the tractor, nodding thoughtfully. ‘Well, well, so. Perhaps not everything will have to continue. Perhaps we’ve discovered a thing that won’t be having to continue at all, in the new light of things.’



















Chapter 2





‘Something with arugula?’ called Blair.


‘Is that not an inflammatory disease?’


‘Well, what do you bloody want?’


‘Bacon,’ croaked Bunny.


‘You’re supposed to stay off the fats. There’s couscous.’


‘Is there not just some bacon?’


‘There’s a scrap of jamón serrano.’


Bunny craned out of the bath like a badger, speckled eyes darting into the bed-sitting room, whose shadow-lit spaces spoke of newly installed students in digs. ‘Is there not just something that hasn’t been flayed off the back of a wog cadaver?’


‘Well I take exception to that,’ snapped Blair. ‘I’m sorry, but if that’s the only level you can find to deal on, you can get your own.’


‘Are you some sort of cunt? Is there not something English? Just fetch us owt suitable for deployment in a bap. Something bap-ready. Prêt à bapper.’


A week earlier, cooked breakfasts would have whispered into the morning with the squeak of the tea urn on its way from the green lounge, distant clattering from the kitchens. Bunny would have kissed a first Rothmans, lit it with a match. Before its burn had reached the maker’s name, fatty smells would have roamed Albion’s Dreadnought wing, glistening a promise of fried bread. Bunny would have entertained himself with idle mental projects, such as his ongoing categorisation of facial types, in which he had reached people who resembled pigs and squirrels, having closed the reptilian phase of the endeavour by deciding his brother had become a salamander.


All this would have been routine only days before. But now the twins were on leave in London, alone in a basement flat like a tank of dishwater, even down to its floating detritus. Freedom, Blair called it. To Bunny this so-called freedom was a song made of notes that ended in tight little screams, a Hindi song accompanied by a bandsaw.


‘I mean to say,’ he called from the bath. In the interests of morale, he used his everyday inflection: a faintly disbelieving tone with the dryness of a biscuit snapping.


‘You mean to say what?’ called Blair. ‘You had a curry Monday night, and that’s not bloody English.’


‘It is.’


A thump from the kitchenette twanged the floorboards. Blair broke into the bathroom’s fog, an elfin pharaoh seeming through Bunny’s dark glasses to drag horns of light from his brow. It was the sort of thing that happened through Bunny’s sunglasses; his sensitivity to light made all the world an impressionist tone-poem. Blair kicked aside some dressing gowns piled like a waiting camel on the floor, and thrust a glossy bag over the bath. ‘This is what there is, take it or leave it. I’ve better things to be getting on with.’


‘Such as?’


‘Such as getting those forms into the register office, like you haven’t found it in yourself to do.’


Bunny manoeuvred a finger under a floating slick of soap, and burst it like a shark attacking. ‘I spoke to them on the phone.’


‘Well, they don’t give out birth certificates on the phone, you have to materialise the forms in a physical way. I’m sorry if it’s inconvenient.’ 


‘I mean to say. Getting me nads blown off by a terrorist, or getting shot to fuck by the anti-terrorist squad, might be a tad out of me way. Might take more than the odd cup of tea to get over. I’m not going out unless I bloody have to.’


‘For God’s sake. Anyway, if you’d just mow your hair, and stop wearing those manky dressing gowns, you’d look much less of a threat.’


‘But I’m English.’


‘The terrorists are English, Bunny.’


‘Anyhow, there’s not much point applying down here, is there? We’ll do it when we get back up north.’


‘We were born in London, Buns. This is where the hospital is that deals with people like us, I’m sorry if it’s confusing.’


‘I don’t see what the hurry is. We’ve been a while now without a birth certificate.’


‘Well, but can you exist in this absurd vacuum of self-knowledge?’ Blair stared distastefully at Bunny’s body, wobbling gently in the swell like a blancmange. He huffed a sigh. ‘Never mind, I’ll do it.’


Bunny clicked his tongue. Pushing his sunglasses on to his head, he reached out of the bath and took the food bag suspiciously between thumb and finger. ‘Romany Fig Polenta with Cuitlacoche Tips and Sorrel-Smoked Bushmeat Lardons,’ he read. ‘For the love of God.’


‘Right, get your own.’ Blair tramped out through the door.


‘I mean to fucking say. Don’t be taken in by that TV chef twat – you don’t think he got so cocky eating this fucking shite? Off-camera’ll be littered with Scotch-egg crumbs, mark my words.’


Bunny peeled a long straggle of hair from his neck and threw it over his shoulder. It slapped stuck to the bath’s enamel. He replaced his glasses. Contrary to his belief, the dimness of life through sunglasses didn’t make his other senses more acute. Rather, they dimmed as well. His nostrils twitched, hunting the fleecy sense of renewal known to lurk in a bathroom’s steam. None was found. Instead a salt-and-vinegar gust poked the overhead light, dicing from the bathwater the sort of dapple sent by the seabed on unlucky days.


One eye curled to the door. ‘Is this how we’re supposed to be now, for ever?’


‘Well, you be how you want.’


‘I mean to say. A fiver for this bollocks? They’re taking no end of widdle. I think I’d best have a crack at the shopping.’


‘Well, I’m sorry but we can’t just live on frozen breaded things. That’s just not on.’


‘Would it be on if I jammed a lardon up your bastard chuff?’


‘I won’t even dignify that.’


‘I mean to say. Is there not just a crumpet? I’m at a loss to grasp you since we came down. Complete bloody loss.’


‘Well, it’s called a life,’ spat Blair. ‘You wouldn’t know.’


‘Another post-modern lozenge, how au fait.’


‘It’s nothing to do with post-modern, it’s about informed choices.’


‘Describe for me then – a Cuitlacoche Tip.’


‘Oh piss off.’


‘Petit bourgeois intimidated by the cappuccino menu, that’s you, sunshine. Northern man of mystery out of his fucking depth.’


No reply. The television in the sitting room was on, though it sounded unwatched. Still it squeaked frights from December’s medley of perils – the Al-Masur virus, neo-natal depression, and, even as Bunny rankled in the bath, the jagged harmonies of either the ‘If You Care – Beware!’ anti-terrorist campaign, or an old Boris Karloff film. Bunny craned a little farther out of the bath. ‘Just fetch us something common or garden, to take me tablets with. Mate?’


No reply.


‘I say, Blair? Me chest’s a bit dicky this morning – best get me tablets down.’


No reply. Blair would be at the mirror again, beside the kitchen night-light. Its glow warmed the scornful penis his face had become. Then sounded a creak from the computer chair. Blair was on the internet. Bunny tossed the bag out through the door. ‘Bollocks then. And try and not spaff the desk, I’ve writing to do later.’


‘Well, that’s bang out of order, I’m looking something up for work.’


‘No, pet, you carry on,’ Bunny’s drone coiled into a whine. ‘Have yourself a fiddle, you’ve been up nearly an hour. It’s a wonder you haven’t jizzed yourself involuntarily.’


‘It’s for bloody work!’


‘Diversifying, are they? Rear-action Teens?’


Blair jumped so forcefully from his chair that it left the ground in his wake. He crashed to the bathroom door, and stabbed a finger into the mist. ‘I’ll bloody have you in a minute.’


Bunny’s eyebrows popped like crusts of toast. ‘How urban,’ he said, reaching for his Stephenson’s Rocket nail brush. ‘How street-credible.’


‘I mean it, Buns. This is the end. You’ve done my head in.’


‘I mean to say – you can wank yourself into a coma for all I care.’ Bunny leant away into a corner of the gothic tub. ‘How are you so prickly all of a sudden?’


‘Well, it’s called privacy. A basic global human bloody right.’


‘Global, eh?’ sniffed Bunny. ‘Off you go then.’


‘And don’t come the sacrificial lamb over it either.’


‘Fine, off you go.’ 


An explosive sigh shunted Blair to the edge of the bath. ‘I’m not playing any more, Bunny. We’re thirty-three. This is our first real crack at life and I’m sorry if I’ve given the impression I might spend it withering away with you, but I’ve heard a clock ticking and it bloody ticks for me.’


‘Tolls for me.’


‘I’m speaking!’


‘Sorry, it’s actually a bell that tolls. Tolls for thee, my mistake. “Send not to ask for whom –”’


‘Shut up!’ Blair smacked a bottle of detergent into the water, whipping up a mighty splash. ‘I’m not allowing you away with this. We’re here now. It’s the world. I don’t know what your hang-up is, but I’m jumping in.’


‘You’re the one with the hang-up, pal.’


‘No, Bunny, you’re the one with the hang-up – every step I take sends you into a bloody panic. Look at yourself. You should be happy I’m off out to make a future, you should be overjoyed we’re finally free.’


‘Don’t be daft, we’ll be back next month. Ahh, Albion, verdant cradle –’


‘I’ll not be back. Make no mistake.’


‘We’re on four weeks’ supervision, Blair. Don’t run away with your bloody self. I’m not even unpacking me bag.’


‘Nice one, Bunny, very clever. You’re just going to sit there and pretend that whole discussion with the facilitator never happened. That’s how you’re going to pass it off, by just spinning things out of the picture. Because you listen to me: I’ll never forget a word of that meeting.’


Bunny began opening and closing his legs, forcing little tsunamis over his belly. ‘I only said we’re on four weeks’ supervision. Not much equivocal about that.’


‘Say what you like, we were told to go out and integrate. Why do you think I’ve been found a job? Do you honestly think they’d place me in a job if I were off back into care in four weeks’ time?’


‘What, that sandwich activator bollocks? Making sandwich activators is hardly –’


‘They’re sandwich applicators, and they’re made overseas. We’re head office, we only do the global market strategies.’


‘I mean to say, you’ve only shown up once. Jammy bit of graft, that. Anyway, what would you bloody know about it?’


‘Well, that’s not the point – the point is it’s a job. Don’t confuse us with the hard cases, Bunny. Under privatisation it’s just not profitable to keep everyone in care, the government just won’t come at it. They’ve lowered the overflow valve, whether you can deal with it or not. And I, for one, intend to overflow.’


Bunny chuckled darkly. ‘Soft cases now, are we? Talk to me about spinning things out of the picture.’


‘Well, what I’m telling you is we’re perfectly rational and ambulant – at least I bloody am. There’s nothing to say I can’t join the wider community. The governors are clearly waiting to see who takes the initiative and gets a life up and running, and who flounders about crying to go back. I, for one, intend to count myself among the former.’


‘Count yourself among the former, eh? Is that the sort of bollocks you’ll tell the assessor on Saturday?’


‘Well, nobody’s even said he’s an assessor! It’s the day of the social, he’s probably just an escort.’


‘He can still assess us over sandwiches and Ribena.’


‘Rubbish, the social’s an introduction to the local care scene, a friendly drink. And I doubt it’ll be Ribena. For God’s sake, you’re acting like an escaped prisoner.’


‘I feel like one and all. Prisoner of bloody war. Shouldn’t wonder they’d assess us for post-traumatic fucking stress, sending us to London.’ 


‘Oh stop it, there’s not been an incident all week.’


‘There has, last Friday.’


‘Well, I mean, this is the state of play in the world, you can’t just cower away. We have to get involved, exercise our rights, stamp out the scourge of terrorism. I’m sorry if it’s not soothing.’


‘Be a good lad, then – after you’ve stamped out tourism, can you grab us a pork pie and a bottle of Gordon’s at Patel’s?’


‘God, you’re such a pathetic liberal. Have you heard yourself lately? You’ve become such an absurd hippie, it’s a joke. And after the sacrifices this country’s made for your safety – you should be bloody ashamed.’


‘You’re the one should be ashamed, sunshine. It’s your type made the fucking tourists in the first place.’


‘Well, no actually, Bunny, it was your kind of piss-weak complacency. If your type hadn’t been so busy rescuing foxes, we could’ve jumped on the threat while we had a fighting chance!’


‘Jumped on it, eh? Where?’


‘Well, I mean – the Middle East, for bloody starters.’


‘I think we did that, mate, to be honest. I think we poked them with a fucking great stick, then ran back home and expected them to think they deserved it for being poor and not letting their women flash their arses on the street.’


‘Such a pathetic little hippie, Bunny, I can’t believe it.’


‘You want fucking assessing, you do.’


‘You’re the one wants assessing.’


Bunny sat up and blinked. ‘You admit he’ll be an assessor then, this man on Saturday?’


A yard of breath collapsed through Blair’s nose. ‘For God’s sake! Nobody cares about assessments! They only want to stop these nasty special-needs stories running in the papers! I mean, it’s just so clear, Bunny. If anything, I’d say Saturday’s visit is to ensure we’re not only comfortable but bloody ecstatic. They need us to be a success, to set an example. They’ll do anything to make that happen.’


‘Crap, they’re only worried about royal baby stories.’ Bunny clapped the bones of his knees together, squirting a wave up his chest that lapped into his ears. ‘Every bugger knows it. Do you honestly think they give a toss about the rest of our stories? A few mad raspberries with slightly wrong paperwork? No, mate. Royal baby. Smell it a mile off. I’d say we’re only out because we had the room by the stairs. Handy view of Dreadnought security door.’


‘Right, forget it, there’s no point bloody talking to you.’


‘Look, royalty’s always parked dicky bairns in the countryside, out of the way. It’s what the Establishment’s all about, covering things up for one another.’


‘Well, the Establishment’s been privatised, Bunny. Get used to it.’


‘And what do you think the annexe is for, round the back of Albion? Fucking bingo? Mate – dodgy royal babies. Stories like that don’t come from nothing, you know, you don’t get smoke without fire.’


‘Honestly, Bunny, for God’s sake. And I suppose this theory’s seeped out of the Mail.’


‘Don’t knock the Daily Mail, pal – they’ve got your kind read like a fucking dictionary.’


‘Well, just you tell me when, in thirty-odd years at Albion, you’ve ever seen a royal baby.’


‘Well, they’re not going to fucking tell you which one it is, are they? Do you think they’ll stamp a royal warrant on its head?’


‘What I’m bloody saying to you is that as a resident of the institution where all this is supposed to be happening, I haven’t heard a single credible rumour about a royal bloody baby.’


‘If you ask me it’ll be the lass down the dark end of Dreadnought, with all the machines. The one that’s just a head with sort of gills.’ Bunny put a finger to his cheek, dragged down a solemn eyelid. ‘Mark my words: royal bairn.’


‘Oh very funny, and that’s why they’ve released a thousand residents across Britain, because of what some of us might know about one bloody baby? For Christ’s sake, Bunny. It’s absurd. There are enough curiosities locked away in these places to keep the papers going for a century, never mind royal babies. I mean, for God’s sake, there’s been a high-functioning, fully ambulant human spider on Empire wing for at least two decades, and they dress it in black fur for the Hallowe’en party – what do you think the papers’d make of that?’


‘Her name’s Eva, Blair, before you run away with yourself. And she’ll not get in the papers just for being disadvantaged.’


‘What I am saying to you is that half these people’s files expose embarrassing if not criminal healthcare mistakes dating back to their births. Ours as well: can you imagine the fuss – healthy twins waiting thirty-three years to be separated? Healthy lads, institutionalised for life? They’d never hear the end of it. Now look at the sequence of events: privatisation throws up the files for all to see; we’re suddenly sent on leave. Does that not suggest something to you?’


‘Gammy royal bairn.’


‘Oh piss off.’


Bunny rested a gaunt arm along the rim of the bath, and settled back with a knowing air. ‘Look, pal, if they were so worried about us telling stories to the papers, d’you think they’d set us loose in London? Up the road from fucking Fleet Street? Give over, I mean to say. They’d have us overseas in a flash, they’d concoct an excuse for a holiday, or some other bollocks. Face it: you could tell any bugger our story and he’d not bat an eye. Nobody cares about our stories, Blair. We’re just decoys.’ 


‘Well, first of all there aren’t any papers left on bloody Fleet Street, so there’s that argument shot down in flames. And anyway, don’t let your twisted assessment of things lull you into thinking you can swan about telling our story, do you hear?’


‘And why not? There’s no shame in it. I should think we’d be better off getting things out in the open, we’ll only get sussed out.’


‘Well, we’ve been pointedly warned not to. And if you’d just behave normally for a minute, we wouldn’t get sussed out at all.’


‘And what is there in my behaviour that’d give our background away? Fucking nothing. You tell me one thing that says anything about our background.’


‘Ballroom dancing for a bloody start.’


‘Oh, now, Blair, I mean to say – is that why I’ve not had you up the last five Saturdays?’


‘Three Saturdays.’


‘It’s five Saturdays, pal, ever since that bloody meeting. I should’ve known. Tango not butch enough for you any more? Does it not fit your dashing new Biggles-type image?’


Blair snapped at the waist and hung emptying words like chunks of litter into the bath. ‘Well, I mean, I’m sorry, but come on, what would people think? It’s unnatural. And if you ever bring it up in front of third parties I will bin your sodding disc collection, do you hear?’


‘Mind, you’d be hard pressed to find a royal bairn as light on its feet as us.’


‘Give over! The bloody point is, having let everyone out, for whatever reason, do you think the governors would rather we integrated and got on with building a constructive future, or lolled about in the bath all day whining for a cooked breakfast?’


‘Aye, cracking future you’ll build in four weeks.’ Bunny reached for the hot tap, grunting. ‘Probably have your own polenta factory after a fortnight.’ 


‘You just haven’t a bloody clue, have you? It’s all too much for Buns. Threatened a bit, are we, Bun-Marie? On the hobble from ourselves? Because let me tell you something: they’ve not let us out to be the way you are. They’ve let us out to find a genuine sort of social integration.’


‘A shag, you mean.’


‘I mean the establishment of emotional connections other than the tedious psychological loops you’ve designed to prove to yourself that you’re better off not bloody doing anything!’


‘Save a fortune on tissues, a shag.’


‘Right, that’s it.’ Blair stamped a pointless circle without quite exiting the bathroom.


Bunny lifted his glasses, rolled his eyeballs to his brother. ‘Blair – I mean to say. Be serious for a minute. I know what skips through your little mind. Forget it, right? Don’t get hurt. You’ll not be a cosy nuclear family by the end of four weeks. You’ll not be out shopping for fabrics. And they’ll not leave care patients swanning about indefinitely, will they bollocks. They’ll round us up when the heat’s off in the papers, if we haven’t wafted back through the courts. I mean to say – whose bed-sit do you think this is? We’ve been parked here, Blair. It’s just another care room. Mark my words: if you start prancing about like a twat you’ll be the first one back. Do us both a favour. You’ll have a smashing time if you just fucking lighten up, and take the thing for what it is: a month’s laff in the Big Smoke.’


Blair’s face tightened to bone. ‘Well, first of all we’re care clients, not patients.’


‘Are you going to be a wanker all your life?’


‘And I’m sorry but I’ll tell you this only once: stand clear of me, Bunny, I’m on the move.’


Bunny returned a volley of blinks. He gave his lips an exploratory chew. ‘Well, I’m glad we sorted that out.’ He went back to scrubbing his fingertips. ‘Just to recap: it’s a shag, Blair. You’ve three and a bit more weeks to get your end wet.’


Blair stood twitching with friction. With a grunt he erupted, sweeping a bedpan from under the sink, and hurling it at his brother. Bunny crashed underwater with a clang, unleashing a wave that crested over the lip of the bath and clapped across the floor, engulfing the dressing-gown camel. Blair pulled himself back and hung a stare on his brother’s hair, swirling in the choppy bathwater. Then he turned and thundered out.


A pain twinkled in Bunny’s chest when he surfaced. He spun about to smooth the flannel that clung to the tub’s rim like a slice of ragged ham.


The pain twinkled on.
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