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The Birthday

I sat on the cliff edge with my legs dangling over the drop, in a gold lamé dress barely long enough to cover my arse. My bare thighs crawled with goose bumps. I’d wrapped a winter coat around my shoulders and my blond wig was perched beside me on the cliff edge like a small, extraordinarily long-haired animal, maybe a mutant guinea pig.

I never took care of wigs because I hated them. They itched and got in my way and I thanked my lucky stars whenever I got hired to double for a brunette actress or one who wore a hat. Usually if the hair people knew me, they’d hang on to my wigs until the last minute so I wouldn’t lose them in a bush or something. But last night Joanne-from-hair had been in the Purple Armadillo club with us, drinking Car Bombs, and therefore this morning she’d done my hair as quickly as possible before disappearing off to the back of the trailer to nurse her hangover.

Below me, the yellows and browns of the desert stretched out in a wide arid sea. Cactuses and rocks cast long blue shadows. It looked cold, but not as cold as me. The sun had only just come up over the peak of the mountain and the film crew, bussed in from Barstow at this god-awful early hour, huddled over their equipment. They were swaddled in jumpers  and anoraks, clutching paper cups of coffee and wreathed in halos of steam.

I yawned and kicked my feet in my driving shoes. It was a long way down to the sand and rocks. People thought that making a film was all glamour and excitement, even if you were a stunt woman, but mostly it was a lot of waiting around at inhospitable hours until it was time to do something. I could have done with an hour or two more of sleep. I rummaged in my coat pocket, found my tube of extra-strong mints and was about to pop one into my mouth when I heard the crunch of gravel behind me.

‘Nice dress,’ said Allen.

‘I’d rather be wearing a snowsuit.’

‘Got any chicken in there? I could do with some more breakfast.’

I glanced down at my cleavage, unenhanced by any inserts, of the poultry variety or otherwise. I hated those more than the wigs; there was nothing quite like being in the middle of a fight sequence and having half your tits fly out of your bra into your opponent’s face. ‘Thank God, the chicken is off the menu today. She’s only a B cup.’

I heard him climbing over the guard rail behind me. ‘Sure it’s safe out here?’

‘No. But that’s the fun bit.’

His big, familiar body sat down next to mine on the cliff edge, on the other side of me than the wig. ‘Brought you some more coffee.’

‘Thanks. I can use it.’ I took the steaming paper cup from him. He made sure our fingers touched.

‘Nice view.’

I shrugged. ‘It’s a desert.’

‘I was talking about your legs.’

I laughed. Allen could leap off skyscrapers without  flinching, he could trash me in a fair fight and he could always make me laugh even when I didn’t feel like it – last night, for example. He rubbed his hand through his cropped black hair and then across the stubble on his chin.

‘Fun night last night,’ he said.

‘Yeah, it was.’

‘I’m feeling a little worse for wear, though. You?’

‘I’m fine.’

‘You seem on edge, if you don’t mind me saying.’

‘Well, I am half-dangling off a cliff.’

He chuckled in his big Texan way. ‘I wasn’t talking so literal.’

‘I’m just waiting for the car to get here,’ I said, which was at least one-third of the truth. ‘I can’t wait to see it.’

‘Yep, she’ll be a beauty, all right. Liza, I really did have fun last night.’

I knew from the way he said it, the way the tips of his fingers touched the bare goose-fleshy part of my thigh, that he wasn’t talking about the drinking session at the Purple Armadillo with the crew, but about what had happened afterwards in his hotel room.

‘It was lots of fun,’ I said, and that was the whole truth. ‘Thanks.’

I smiled over at him. He’d broken his nose too many times to be handsome, but I liked the way his skin crinkled around his eyes when he smiled, and I liked his hands, and I liked how he’d stopped me from feeling lonely last night. He was one of the good guys, though more often than not he doubled for a villain onscreen. Affable and laid-back and far too nice for me.

‘So, are you a fool or not?’ he asked.

‘What?’

‘It’s the first of April. Is it your birthday today, or was it  yesterday? I couldn’t quite tell with all the celebrating last night.’

‘Oh. No, today’s my thirtieth birthday. Yesterday was my sister’s.’ You’d think that with the cold and the hangover and the muscles pleasantly aching from a night of strenuous and athletic sex, I’d be numb to the little stab of pain and guilt when I mentioned Lee.

‘That’s cool. You were born a day apart?’

‘We were born ten minutes apart, either side of midnight. Her birthday’s the thirty-first of March and I’m the first of April.’

‘Twins? Do you look exactly alike?’ He raised an eyebrow in a comic impersonation of a leer.

‘Don’t even think about it. We’re completely different, and we don’t share men.’

‘Twins with different birthdays. So you always got two parties, huh?’

‘One was more than enough.’

‘Too bad you’re working this year. You must miss her, right?’

‘She’s busy. And I – haven’t seen her for a while.’ I picked up a rock and tossed it over the side of the cliff. I watched it fall downwards, bounce off a tussock and fly out of sight. ‘I wish that Enzo would hurry up and get here. We’re going to lose the light if we wait too much longer, and I don’t want to get up this early tomorrow.’

‘Did you have a fight?’

‘I don’t want to talk about it, to be honest, Al.’

‘I’ve got four brothers and we always used to fight. But we’d wrestle it out and then go out for a few beers. Girls are different, I guess.’

‘My sister isn’t big on wrestling or beer. Hey, look, that’s the truck.’ I pointed to a silver vehicle in the distance, kicking  up a pillow of dust behind it on the desert road. I began to get up, but Allen stopped me with a hand on my wrist.

‘I’ve been thinking, Liza.’

Oh no. My stomach sank.

‘Seems silly you and me both live in LA and we never see each other except on a job. We should get together sometime.’

‘Al, I like you. And last night was fun, but that’s all it was. We were drinking, I was a bit lonely, we hooked up. Let’s leave it there, okay?’

He shrugged. ‘Seems like you shouldn’t have to be lonely. We got a lot in common, we live in the same town, we’re good in the sack. We could probably give it a shot.’

I took a deep breath. ‘Al, you know that’s not my thing.’

‘It seemed to be your thing when we were in bed together last night.’ He ran his thumb up my arm, bare under the coat. ‘Think about it for a few minutes.’

‘I don’t need to. You’re a stunt man, I’m a stunt woman, we work on the same films – it’s so cosy, isn’t it? It’s very lovely and all that, but it’s too safe. I know all your moves and you know all of mine. It’s like pretending to fight.’

‘It doesn’t have to be that way. I think we could really build something, Liza. We could be a good team.’

I shook my head. ‘I’m not a team person. I like being alone.’

‘I thought you said you were lonely.’

‘Well, you know, nobody likes to be alone on their birthday. But I’m not in the market for a relationship, not with you or anybody. I’m not a settling-down person.’

‘In other words, it’s not me, it’s you.’ Al’s face and voice were as laid-back and friendly as ever, but I saw a dull glint of pain in his blue eyes. He shrugged. ‘Sure. I’ve heard that  before. I get it. No hard feelings. So you think you might want to celebrate your real birthday with me tonight? We can get cake and ice cream or something.’

I really did stand up this time, snagging my wig on the way. ‘I’m sorry. I don’t like ice cream.’ I dropped my hand onto his broad shoulder. ‘Let’s leave it with good memories, all right?’

‘Sure. Okay.’ He stood up, too, brushing down his clothes. Bits of dirt and gravel fell off his trousers and bounced off the edge of the cliff. We both stepped over the guard rail and walked towards the circus of vehicles and trailers and tents, where the rest of the crew were suddenly active, getting ready for the truck that was about to pull up.

I finished off my coffee and crushed the cup in my hand. I really could have done without that conversation this morning. Or not the conversation so much as the obvious fact that Al was putting a bright face on it. Not when I was already thinking about the birthday card, probably pink, that was doubtless lying on the doormat of my apartment back in LA. Lee always sent a card. No matter what happened, what had gone between us, she always remembered. She’d feel good that she’d sent a card, that she’d fulfilled a duty, done the right thing.

And I remembered our birthdays too. I couldn’t help remembering them. But not the same way. It was only one of the many aspects in which we were different. She sent cards, made phone calls, and I went out partying and got laid and thought about what she was doing without me. It was already lunchtime in Stoneguard; she was at work at Ice Cream Heaven, a bunch of fresh flowers on her desk. She’d have plenty of cards, lined up in a neat row.

I’d bought one for her. It was still sitting on my table in my apartment in Los Angeles, because I’d forgotten to send it  before I left. Maybe I should call her. Yes, I should definitely call her. It was past time.

The problem was, I so rarely wanted to do what I should do. Just look at Al, walking beside me.

‘So you’re feeling all right?’ he said.

‘Fine. Great. Why?’

‘I was thinking – ’ I made to interrupt him, and he continued over me – ‘it wasn’t about us, it was that I’m not sure I’d want to do a stunt with a hangover like the one you’ve probably got on you.’

‘I’m not hungover.’

‘Nobody will mind playing it safe, you know. It’s an expensive car. And this is a dangerous road. We can do it tomorrow. I’ll say it’s my fault, if you want.’

I stopped walking. ‘I am fine, Al. I’m doing the stunt.’

‘If you’re sure.’

‘I’m one hundred per cent, totally sure. Are you giving me a hard time because I won’t go out with you?’

For as long as I’d known him, Al had always been smiling. Always Texan good-natured, even in the middle of a stunt. Suddenly, he wasn’t. His mouth straightened and his face looked grim, the broken nose a sign of violence.

‘No,’ he said. ‘I’m asking you a couple of questions because I’m a professional. I saw you were drinking last night and I’m concerned about your safety. I’d ask anyone else the same thing.’

‘You can go ahead and ask anyone else, then, because I’m also a professional and I know perfectly well when I’m safe to drive.’

I jammed my wig on my head and stalked away from him, tossing my winter coat aside. I hardly noticed the cold air hitting my bare arms and upper chest.

Todd, the second unit director, met me on my way to the  others. He was a tall and geeky guy, wearing a woolly hat and rubbing his thin hands together in excitement and cold. ‘It’ll be here in five minutes,’ he told me.

‘I know, I can’t wait.’

‘The Pipe King’s coming, too; Gloria’s going to try to get him out of the way so we can start shooting. Apparently he needed a haircut this morning, that’s why it’s late getting here.’

I rolled my eyes, but said, ‘I guess you want to look your best to see your car being the star of a major motion picture.’

‘Something like that. You going to be ready to roll?’

‘No problem.’

We joined the entire second unit, who had assembled along the side of the road waiting for the truck. I sensed rather than saw Allen join us, a few metres away. The usual early-morning griping faded into murmurs as the silver vehicle and its long trailer pulled up with a rumble and a whoosh of hydraulic brakes. ‘Seems like it would have got here a bit quicker if he’d driven the Enzo himself,’ I muttered. ‘The thing does happen to go over two hundred miles an hour.’

‘Doesn’t want desert dust on the paintwork,’ Todd murmured back. ‘I’m not sure the owner drives it, anyway. I think it’s a trophy thing.’

‘It is a crime to own a car like that and never drive it.’

‘Maybe he’s a lousy driver.’ Hogan, the stunt coordinator, was standing behind us. ‘How you feeling today, Liza?’

‘I’m great.’

‘Should be smooth sailing this morning anyway; you just have to make the car look good, which isn’t hard with a vehicle like this. No need to book it, just go on the edge of caution.’

I nodded. I’d worked with Hogan plenty before and he  knew what I could do. The stunt business is built on trust and contacts, knowing the right people and doing a good job for them so that you’ll get called to work again. We watched as the truck driver opened the trailer and extended the ramp. And then there was the car, being unbuckled from its tethers and set free.

Redder than sin and glossier than temptation, low to the ground, like a predator. It looked fast even when it was standing still. It came to life with a roar and rolled down the ramp to the road and I licked my lips in anticipation. The driver’s side door opened like a wing.

Of course, then the bloody Pipe King had to go and spoil it.

He leaped out of the car, a short guy with thinning hair and rimless glasses, and shouted, ‘Hey, guys! How about it, huh? You likee?’

‘It’s a pity that all the really expensive supercars have to be owned by rich people,’ I said quietly to Hogan. Todd hurried up to shake the Pipe King’s hand.

‘All you have to do is make a fortune out of pipes, and this too could be yours,’ he answered.

‘You know, right now that’s looking like a viable career ambition.’ I walked up to the car. Up close, it was even more gorgeous, glorious low-slung high-tech speed, crouched on wide tyres. I touched the rear spoiler and slid my fingertips up the sleek red surface.

‘The car’s the star,’ the Pipe King was telling everyone who would listen, in a hammering voice. ‘The car’s the star. You know, I had to be personally invited to purchase this baby: there were less than four hundred made, for special customers only. I went to the factory and saw it come off the line myself. I fell in love right there and then.’

I peered down into the engine compartment. Six-litre,  aluminium-block V12 engine, every part pristine, emblazoned with the Ferrari stallion. I shuddered with lust. The Pipe King might be a tosser, but he had a point. This car was a star.

‘Six-sixty horsepower, top speed two-nineteen. Zero to one-oh-oh in six point six. Purrs like a lion kitten. I’m telling you, once you’ve driven one of these, you never look back.’

‘Have you got it up to full speed?’ I asked. The Pipe King looked at me with surprise that anyone else could do any talking.

‘Not exactly, not that fast, no. I like it too much to risk it. Every time someone crashes one of these, the value of mine goes up another few hundred thou!’ He chuckled. ‘It’s enough to feel all that power behind you, and the looks when you drive this baby out on the roads.’

I caressed it, walked around to the bonnet and followed the long line of it with my eyes. Imagine having a car like this, one of the fastest on the planet, and never driving it full speed. Imagine caring more about how people looked at you in it and what the figures were, than feeling the rush, the adrenaline, the power. Imagine calling it baby.

This car was most definitely adult.

‘I can’t wait to get behind the wheel,’ I said.

‘Of course, we’ll be going nowhere near the full speed today,’ Todd jumped in quickly to reassure the Pipe King.

‘Sure, sure, I can’t wait to tell everyone that’s my car up there on the screen. I thought Carmen Clare was driving it, though?’ The Pipe King craned his neck, peering around for a genuine honest-to-goodness movie star.

‘I’m her stunt double,’ I told him, holding out my hand for a shake. ‘Liza Haven.’

‘Oh. Oh, nice to meet you, I thought I’d be meeting Carmen today.’

‘She’ll be on set tomorrow to do the pick-ups in the car,’ Todd told him.

‘Oh, okay. I just thought—’

I knew what he’d thought. His fancy car would get him in with one of the most beautiful and famous women on the planet. Instead, he had me in a blond wig. ‘If we’re ready, we can get going,’ I said to Todd.

‘Sure, we’re all set up, and I don’t want the sun too high. Nice if we could get it in one take, otherwise we’ll have to do it again tomorrow.’

‘Shouldn’t be a problem.’ The hair and make-up crews descended upon me, tutting about my wig, and while they were faffing I reached for my walkie-talkie.

‘Practice run first at halfspeed,’ Hogan told me.

‘I can do it without, we’re pressed for time.’

Hogan frowned. ‘You driven one of these before?’

‘It’s a car, Hogan. I can drive it.’

I heard a subtle sound behind me, like a cough. I glanced back: Allen.

‘Will you be shooting the practice run?’ I asked Todd. He nodded. ‘Then I’m good to go.’ I screwed up my eyes for a last powder-puff assault and then headed for the open door of the car.

The interior was stripped-down, stunning in its simple functionality. I slipped into the carbon-fibre racing seat and adjusted everything for my size. I was slightly taller than the owner. The edge of the seat was warm from the Pipe King’s backside, especially compared with the chilled bare skin of my legs.

‘You beauty,’ I said to the car.

‘Practice run first,’ Hogan said to me, leaning in through the door. ‘And remember, we’re not testing the car, merely making it look good. Go on the edge -’

‘ – of caution. Got it.’ I closed the door, turned the key in the ignition and pressed the start button on the dash.

Oh, heaven. The engine growled into life behind me, thrumming through the seat into my spine. Oh, yes. I touched the throttle, the merest touch with the tip of my toe, and it roared.

The way cleared in front of me and I drove the car, all restrained sleek power, to the starting point. The tracking vehicle was already waiting, cameras mounted. I couldn’t hear anything above the engine, but I knew that Todd was shouting orders, alerting the camera crews along the road that we were ready to begin. Film sets: hours of waiting, and then everything happens at once.

I sat and looked at the car, felt it alive around me. Found the controls, learned its tricks. Of course a car like this could only show you its true identity once you had it on the road, at speed. I glanced at the road ahead of me; it was a curved course down the mountain, with a sheer drop on the left beyond the guard rail. For a moment I pictured hitting the accelerator without warning, jumping from nought to sixty within a heartbeat, scattering the crew waiting for Hogan’s signal. I could roar past the cameras, forgetting ‘the edge of caution’, and once I got down the mountain to that glorious, long straight stretch of desert, opening up the engine and seeing what she could do. Just me, and the car, and a long fast ride to nowhere.

Of course, I wouldn’t do that. Making off on a joyride with the fabulously expensive principal car was a one-way ticket to unemployability – if not a jail sentence. But for an instant I closed my eyes and imagined it. Then I opened them again, and waited for the signal.

The walkie crackled. ‘All ready, Liza,’ said Hogan’s voice. The car leaped forward, pressing me back into the seat, and I began to smile.

The waiting crew passed by in a blur. The rising sun gilded the rocks of the cliff edge on my right.

‘Practice run,’ Hogan’s voice said. ‘Take it easy, get used to the car.’

I shifted gears with the paddles on the wheel, enjoying the sequential transmission. The steering was tight. Nice. It would be nicer in race mode; I hit the button and the engine instantly kicked up a notch and the steering got sharper. The car ate up the first few bends like a bead rolling over a ribbon - smooth, fast, frictionless.

It was too easy. A car such as this liked to be pushed; it probably never had been pushed, with an owner like the Pipe King. I had quite a way to go before I was teetering on the edge of caution, and Todd was shooting already; if I was lucky I could get this right on the rehearsal, and we could all go home.

I leaned harder on the throttle and let it rip. Not all the way, no.

But more. Always a little bit more.

Maybe a lot more.

‘Slower, Liza,’ said Hogan.

The Ferrari arched gracefully around the curves. Below me, the shadows were disappearing from the desert. I was mid-descent, but still high enough so that it felt as if I pressed the throttle a little harder, I could fly. Right up into the lightening sky, among the effortless clouds.

‘Happy birthday to me,’ I said, my voice lost in the thunder of the engine, and I edged it faster. The car growled in appreciation. The road straightened for a short stretch, dipping downward, and I used the straight to pick up some more speed.

What had Allen been talking about, anyway? I knew my limits, I knew my abilities. I knew who I was, and I had never felt better in my life.

‘Slow down, Liza,’ crackled Hogan. ‘Now.’

‘Yeah, right,’ I said, though he wouldn’t be able to hear me.

A camera and crew were perched near the guard rail on the bend ahead, waiting to pick up the wide shot as I passed. I’d cut it fine, kick up some gravel for them. I smiled, reached for the handbrake for the turn, and it was at that exact moment that I realised I was going faster than I’d thought.

‘Shit,’ I muttered, maybe I yelled it, I don’t know because the car was so loud, and I turned the wheel and engaged the handbrake and the car began its sideways slide, gravel spitting exactly as I wanted it to. All I had to do was power out and away – it would be fine. Fine.

Shit.

At times like these, everything slows. I saw Rory, that was the cameraman’s name though I didn’t know I’d known it, and Wanda beside him wound in a yellow scarf. Rory’s face was obscured by the camera but Wanda was focused on the car, smiling with her eyes screwed up. She had no idea anything was wrong. Don’t take a camera out, that’s the first rule, but the rule should be Don’t take the camera crew out.

I needed the throttle or I’d plough sideways into both of them and carry them over the cliff. I punched it and the car, the amazingly responsive car, shouted and sprang as more petrol fed into its hungry engine. The front tyres gripped the tarmac and sped me away from the crew and I held tight, tried to keep it on the road but I was going too fast.

‘Fuck, Liza, what the fuck are you doing?’ yelled the radio.

The back end of the car slid and I steered into it, but there was a cliff wall ahead of me and a drop-off behind me, not quite sheer at this point, no, but enough to tumble me into the desert, and I felt the moment when the car decides it’s going  to spin and there’s not a bloody thing you can do about it, nothing but ride it out and hope there’s enough room.

There wasn’t. I braced my body against the back of the seat.

I saw every last rock and scrubby bit of brush on the side of the road. A small weed, spitting pink flowers. I heard gravel flying from the tyres. I got a glimpse of Wanda’s yellow scarf far off to the left, safely out of the way, and then I felt the crunch of the guard rail against the side of the car and a sickening tilt.


April Fool, I had time to say, or maybe only to think, and then the car was flying.

An endless now. No past and no idea of the future. Gravity gone, and control.

My insides contracted with something that could be fear. Could be joy.

The noise of the engine seemed to have disappeared and all I heard was the rush of air. A strangely empty sound. Outside, the world should have been a blur but I saw tree branches scraping against the nearside window like skeleton fingers and then a jolt as if someone had unexpectedly kicked me. Then a crack. Then a long endless shivering squealing. Something snapped, I felt it snap inside me. The side of the bonnet crumpled in slow motion, the windscreen starred and the side of the hill was unnaturally close and getting closer. Just outside lay a crushed Diet Coke can. If not for the windscreen, I could have reached out and touched it. In a minute I would be it.

The airbag exhaled into instant huge life around me. I didn’t feel any pain, and at that moment, while I was feeling nothing, my breath stopped itself in panic and the car rolled over, hit something and then stopped, the right way up.

I should feel it. I should feel pain. I looked down at my legs  and I couldn’t see them, only the white airbag, and then I made myself breathe and smelled the fire.

‘That’s another few hundred thou on the value of the Enzos that are left,’ I said, my voice flat against the airbag, and I reached down and unbuckled my seatbelt. I could do that, at least. Then I braced my hands, which seemed to be unhurt, and my arms unhurt too – at least, I couldn’t see any blood – I braced them on the seat and pushed myself up as hard as I could, because if the car was on fire I needed to get out sharpish.

I couldn’t move.

Something warm trickled into my eye. I blinked and it rolled downward. When I tasted it with the tip of my tongue it was blood. I’d hit something with my head, but that was the least of my worries, if I couldn’t feel from the waist down. It must be a rib that had snapped. It had to be a rib. Not my spine. Please.

But it had been further back than my ribs.

I tried to twist my legs, tried to brace them against the car floor, while I grabbed a hand hold and pulled. It was getting hotter and I smelled petrol, smelled burning plastic and hot metal, and I could see the flames now, to my left beyond the suffocating embrace of the airbag. I pulled, gained half an inch. Pulled harder.

There was shouting now in the distance, and sirens. I pictured the Pipe King tearing out what little hair he had left. The loudest voices, though, were those inside my head as I struggled against the car.


The edge of caution, said Hogan.


We could probably give it a shot, said Al.


These are my lists, said my mother.

Loudest of all was that pink card, lying on my mat inside my door in Los Angeles.

I pulled. And gasped as the fire reached my leg, the skin of my bare right leg, but I didn’t scream because the pain was good. It meant I was still there from the waist down, and if I could get out I’d be okay, if I could only pull harder and push with my toes . . . Agony shot up both my legs, as if the fire had reminded me how to feel again. Black spots grew in front of my eyes, merging together, blotting out the flames from my vision.

‘Liza!’ I heard, coming from the opposite direction than I’d expected, and then through the blossoming blackness I saw Al very close, grabbing me under my arms. He heaved backwards and I slipped out of the crushed car, from underneath the airbag, as easily and as reluctantly as a baby leaving her mother’s womb.
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Real Life

Four and a half months later

 



The phone rang as I was unlocking my apartment door, and I dropped my shopping so I could get in more quickly. Which wasn’t quite as quick as it used to be, not these days, but at the moment I was far too distracted by the ring of the phone to mind my limp. It was a sound I hadn’t heard for an unfeasibly long time.

I snapped up the receiver. ‘Hello?’ I practically yelled. There was a pause, and I repeated, only slightly more desperately, ‘Hello?’

‘Oh, good afternoon. I am calling on behalf of Laurel Leaf Insurance and I was wondering if you could spare a few minutes to talk to me. Do you happen to have a dog or a cat or other pet in your home?’

I slumped. Junk phone call. ‘I don’t have any pets and I’ve spent enough of my life talking to insurance companies lately,’ I said, more politely than I felt, and hung up.

‘Damn.’ I wiped a film of sweat off my forehead and checked my answering machine. The display said No messages but I pressed play anyway, in case it was malfunctioning. There were no messages, not even from the insurance  companies who’d been hassling me for actual good reasons.

‘Double damn.’

Three weeks now I’d been making phone calls, letting people know that I was all healed up, as good as new – nearly – and looking for work. Before the accident, I would only have needed to ring a couple of people and word of mouth would have landed me enough offers so I could take my pick. This time, several people hadn’t even bothered to hide the fact that they were laughing at me.

And the phone hadn’t rung, though I’d had my mobile with me twenty-four-seven, even beside me on the pillow when I slept, in case someone in a different time zone wanted to ring. I’d trashed that Ferrari and my career in one fell swoop.

I wiped my forehead again, and the top of my lip. It was way too hot inside this apartment. I listened. It was also suspiciously quiet. I went to the nearest AC vent, put my hand in front of it, and felt no cold air. Los Angeles, in August, with no air conditioning.

There was no point in swearing again, but I did it anyway. Then I went out to the corridor to pick up my groceries and bring them into the kitchen. I threw away the dried-out cheese and wilted lettuce from the fridge, before I replaced it with fresh lettuce that would wilt and new cheese that would dry. I mostly went grocery shopping to use up some time; I’d been eating not much other than cold cereal, bananas, peanutbutter sandwiches and takeaway sushi for the past few weeks. Enough to keep me fuelled up. I’d never been a foodie, and certainly never a cook.

I stuck my head in the refrigerator for a few moments to feel the cool. I’d have to go out again in a few minutes and buy a fan to keep me sane until I could harass the super into fixing the AC. I grabbed a bottle of water and went into my living room to stretch out while I was on the phone.

Physical therapy is a bitch, but she’s a generous one if you respect her. After the shattered bones in my legs and foot and spine had healed, she’d given me back the ability to walk and even run, if I didn’t mind going a little crooked. My once-constant pain had reduced to a level that I could kill with a couple of ibuprofen. Marv, my bald and muscle-bound PT, who was the toughest person I’d ever met and who sang in a cabaret every night after our hydrotherapy sessions dressed as Marlene Dietrich, said I was his success story of the year. Of course, I’d been very fit before the accident, which helped, but mostly it was Marv and the generous bitch who made me work so hard to get me back to something close to myself. Despite my scars, my missing spleen, and the memories of the crash that haunted my dreams more than they should.

Pity I couldn’t get any work.

My living room, like the rest of my one-bed apartment, was spartan and bare. I had only what furniture I needed: a small couch, a wide-screen telly, a futon in the bedroom. I ate my meals usually perched on a stool at the breakfast bar, or standing up in the kitchen. There was a mat on the rug and a rack of weights for working out, and a table with some files on it where I could put my laptop. I’d stayed in more lavishly decorated Holiday Inns. I had lots of stuff I could put up if I wanted to – certificates, photographs, stills from stunts, autographs, things like that – but it all seemed like too much trouble. Normally, I hardly spent any time here; I was on the road, on set, and the apartment was my stopping-off place between jobs. A little pause in my real life.

Except lately, it was my real life. I hadn’t left it for any amount of time since April, aside from my PT sessions, and those had finished weeks ago. There was only so much time you could hang out in the gym, even in LA. Of course, now I  didn’t have air conditioning, and the place was stifling. I called the building’s super and left a blistering message, and then considered what to do. I’d already worked out, I’d already done my shopping, I didn’t feel like going to see a movie, and it was too hot to stay in here. Days like this, I used to go for a ride on my Triumph Bonneville, up Route 1 to Malibu and beyond, as fast as I could go.

My hands dampened. Not today. Maybe some other time.

What I’d really like to have done was go sit in a cool bar somewhere and have a beer and shoot the shit, the sort of thing I used to do with the other second unit crew on our days off. The problem was, of course, who to do it with. I scrolled through the contacts on my mobile, ruling out names as I went. She was working; he was out of the country; she was a bitch; he was an alcoholic; she hadn’t called me in over a year; she had this thing where she believed I’d stolen her gig just because it was offered to me first. When Allen’s name came up on the screen, I scrolled forward quickly. He’d visited me in the hospital after I’d come to, but as the second sentence out of his mouth after ‘How are you?’ was ‘I told you so’, I hadn’t given him the warmest of welcomes. Well, okay, I’d thrown his bouquet after him.

I had nobody to call, nobody to hang out with. LA was my pause-place. I lived my real life while I was working. I saw Marv’s number, and shrugged and called him. Maybe he’d finished torturing people for the day and wanted a beer before he got dressed up in his gown and diamonds.

‘Hi, it’s Marv, I’m crunching someone’s bones, so leave a message and I’ll get back to you, unless it’s you, Mom, in which case, please don’t, or you, Tyler, because I’m never giving those Jimmy Choos back to you and you can just twist in the wind and wait. Byesie!’

I hung up without leaving a message. What was I thinking? He was my physical therapist, not my friend. I hadn’t even known that he had a mom to ignore. Let alone a shoe freak called Tyler. He had a whole life beyond the time he spent encouraging people to get better, and I had . . . this.

I stretched out on the mat on the floor, with no friends and no work and nothing to do but sweat.

I liked being alone. I chose to be alone. I’d spent most of my formative years, including all those months in the womb, being connected to another person, and that was enough. And then there was growing up in Stoneguard; that was enough to make anyone run screaming for privacy.

A little bit of loneliness was a small price to pay.

I got up and checked my email. I had two pieces of spam offering me sex-enhancing drugs and college degrees, and one email from my sister.



To: Liza <willcrash4food@ymail.com> 
From: Lee Haven <emilyhaven@icecreamheaven.co.uk> 
Date: 14 August, 11.34.56 PM 
Subject: I bet I know . . .

 



. . . What you had for breakfast. Scrambled eggs on 
toast? That’s what I had. It was delicious. 
Love, 
Lee xx



I smiled. It was a long-running joke: my sister would try to prove that we had a psychic link by showing that, for example, we’d had the same thing to eat on any given day, despite the five thousand miles, eight time zones and an ocean between us. It never worked. I wasn’t sure if she actually believed that it would one day, or if it was her excuse to stay in touch. A  game we could play by email and text and phone, without having to scrape ourselves on the deeper differences between us. I leaned down and typed.



To: Lee Haven <emilyhaven@icecreamheaven.co.uk> 
From: Liza <willcrash4food@ymail.com> 
Date: 14 August, 12.42.08 PM 
Subject: RE: I bet I know . . .

 



I had two blueberry Pop-Tarts and a can of Diet Coke. 
Wrong again. Nice try, though. 
L xx



I laughed to myself as I typed it, picturing her dismayed reaction to my junk-food diet, but as soon as it disappeared into the ether my smile disappeared too.

Sharing genes didn’t mean that my sister and I shared thoughts, or dreams, or even tastes in lunch. A fact that had only been proved by what happened in April. Any psychic twin worth her salt should know when her sister got into a life-threatening accident – and on her birthday, no less – but Lee hadn’t rushed to my bedside. Nor had she sent me a Get Well card out of the blue. She would have done these things, I had no doubt, if she’d known about my accident, but she didn’t because I hadn’t told her.

It was enough that I was the laughing stock of the entire Hollywood stunt industry. I didn’t need her pity, too.

Texts and emails and even phone calls could hide a lot, if you wanted them to.

I lay back down on the floor, stretched for a bit, and then gave up and lay there looking at my ceiling. It had a crack in it. One day there was going to be an earthquake and the whole thing would come down on my head, because if I didn’t get  some work very soon, I could end up spending my entire life right here.

From the corner of my eye I saw movement, and turned my head in time to see a shiny brown cockroach scuttling across the blue carpet. I reached out my arm for something to throw at it, but only found last week’s TV Guide, which was too fluttery a missile to do any good.

‘There’s some yummy dried-out cheese for you in the kitchen bin,’ I told it instead as it disappeared into a tiny hole under the skirting board, en route no doubt to join its millions of cockroach friends and spread the joyous news about the desiccated Velveeta.

I got up on all fours and crawled to the phone. This way, I was at eye-level with it. I crouched there, about a foot away, and stared at it as hard as I could.


Ring, I told it, deep inside my mind. Ring.

It was a silver digital phone in a silver cradle. I bulged my eyes at it. I thought, Ring-ring-ring-you-bastard-ring-ringring-before-I-chuck-you-across-the-room-and-break-your- smug-little-buttons.

It didn’t ring. This was pathetic.

I had to do something new. I’d never been one to save for a rainy day, and what I had wouldn’t last forever. I needed work. And I had to get away from this apartment, get away from this town, before it drove me mad. I was healthy and fit, and if work wasn’t chasing after me, I could chase after it.

London was as good a place as any to start.
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Stealing Beauty

She’s not sure why she does it, and that in itself is a scary gift, because she knows why she does everything these days. Walking through the bright showcase of a department store, her canvas bag of purchases over her arm – nothing exciting, sheets and some scented lotion – she sees the sweet-shop display of make-up and she stops. Her eyes are drawn not to the pinks, but the reds and purples. A single bottle of nail varnish in an unnatural turquoise, something a teenager would wear with a T-shirt and ripped jeans.

She reaches out and picks it up. It’s small, rounded, hard and cool – definitely real, and fits in the palm of her hand. Quickly, she moves her hand over her bag and drops the bottle in. It lands amongst the plastic-wrapped sheets and doesn’t make a sound.

Her breath’s coming faster, her heart’s beating loud. She doesn’t look around, starts walking for the door, trying to keep her gait normal, but she can feel the stiff expression on her face and she knows that people must be looking at her. Nudging each other, whispering, ‘Did you see that?’ She keeps her eyes trained forward and tries to think about nothing, certainly not the security guards or the strange column things on either side of the exit, designed to catch shoplifters.

Then she’s through, getting away with it and walking fast, an incredulous gasp of laughter escaping her lips as she heads for the lift to the car park. She can’t believe she’s just done that.

By the time she’s halfway home, she’s swearing she’ll never do it again, and trying to forget that she’s done it before.
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The Reunion

Lee was waiting in the lobby of my hotel when I came down, sitting in one of the armchairs with a newspaper in her lap and a cup of tea on the table next to her. Her handbag was beside her chair, heedless of London thieves. She had her back to me, but I recognised her from behind. She’d tucked her straight dark brown hair behind her ears and she wore our grandmother’s pearl stud earrings.

Identical twins are amongst the few people in the world who know what the back of their own head looks like. I stood near the lift, impulses warring. I wanted to run to Lee and hold her. I wanted to walk out of the door again.

She lifted her head, turned it, and saw me. For a split second I thought I saw the same feelings on her face that I had inside, but then she smiled, a big warm Lee-smile, and I couldn’t believe that she’d ever had any doubts about anything.

‘Liza,’ she said, and came round and hugged me. Our heads rested on each other’s shoulders and our hands touched the same spot on each other’s backs. I hadn’t touched my sister in over a year and a half. She smelled of vanilla and tea, and her cardigan was soft. Then we both retreated to arm’s length and looked at each other.

‘You’ve grown your hair,’ she said. ‘I was expecting it short.’

I touched it. ‘Yeah, I couldn’t be bothered to cut it. You’ve got a fringe.’

‘So do you. They’re the same.’ She laughed and pointed to our reflection in the mirror on the wall by the check-in desk. ‘Oh my God. That’s hilarious, we have the same haircut. And look at your nails, you’ve grown them too!’

‘They sort of did it themselves.’ More likely, I hadn’t done anything to break them. And filing them used up some time. I took her in. She was wearing a white sleeveless top, a pinkand-white striped flared skirt, and pink kitten heels. She looked like a bowl of strawberry ice cream.

I remembered comparing my sister’s body to my own, in those expectant awkward days when we were both waiting for adolescence. Afterwards, too. I didn’t know then, but learned, later, that every woman makes this surreptitious comparison. But sameness creates a microscope that lets you see the smallest of differences. It exaggerates advantages and magnifies faults.

‘You look great,’ I told Lee. ‘Have you been working out?’

She shrugged self-consciously. ‘Oh, Candace has got me doing yoga.’

‘It’s working. You’ve got a lot more muscle definition in your arms.’

‘It helps me relax. I’m obviously not as fit as you are – I mean, I taste ice cream for a living, and you do all that physical stuff.’

Like pacing my apartment, and going on pointless errands. ‘Well, you’re probably a hell of a lot more flexible.’

‘And relaxed?’ She twisted her mouth up in half a rueful smile.

‘That goes without saying.’ Though there were small lines around her eyes that hadn’t been there the last time I’d seen her. Her skin didn’t glow quite as much. She looked tired.

Maybe she’d been as anxious about meeting up again as I was.

‘This is hilarious,’ she repeated, gazing at our reflections in the mirror again. ‘Last time I saw you, we looked nothing alike. And now, if you took our heads off our bodies, you wouldn’t be able to tell who’s who.’

‘I think anyone could tell the minute we opened our mouths.’

She took my hand in hers. ‘Liza, I’m so glad to see you. It’s great that you’ve come to London. I’ve missed you.’

I squeezed her hand in reply. ‘Fancy a drink?’ I asked quickly, before the topic got dangerous.

‘Oh no, I’ve got a cup of tea, thanks. Do you want me to order one for you?’

‘I mean a drink drink. I’ve got the mother of all jetlag, I need a pick-me-up. Come on, let’s go into the bar.’ I led the way; Lee picked up her bag and her cup and saucer before following me.

‘How was your flight?’

‘Wretched. It’s always wretched. Fourteen hours of no leg room and breathing other people’s air.’

‘You got in yesterday?’

‘At the crack of dawn this morning.’

‘Well, I hope the trip is worth it for you. Is this new film exciting?’

I focused my eyes on the row of gleaming bottles behind the bar. ‘Extremely. What do you want to drink?’

‘I’m fine with tea, thanks. So what’s the film about?’

I ordered a rum and Diet Coke for me and another cup of  tea for her. ‘Oh, it’s an action flick,’ I said breezily. ‘Nothing you’d like to watch, I’m sure.’

‘I rented The Sucker Punch a few months ago. I couldn’t recognise you in it, though.’

‘Bloody wig and boob inserts.’ I paid the barman for our drinks. ‘There’s a table in the corner over there.’

‘So are you here in England for long?’

‘I’m not sure,’ I said truthfully. ‘I flew over on a one-way ticket. It depends how long it takes.’

She shook her head. ‘I don’t know how you do it, living so unpredictably.’

‘I don’t know how you can stay in the same place all the time, doing the same job.’ As soon as I said it, I saw her bite the inside of her lip. I’d touched a raw spot, too soon. ‘Anyway,’ I said, ‘I’m glad you could get down from Stoneguard at short notice.’

‘Of course I would.’ She dropped her gaze to her tea cup. ‘It’s been too long.’

I swallowed my drink. For a moment neither of us spoke or looked at each other.

The trouble was, there were too many raw spots. Too many things we’d avoided talking about in careful phone calls and frivolous emails.

‘So, the Haven sisters hit the town at last,’ I said finally, making my voice cheerful. ‘What are we going to do?’

‘Well, I don’t know what you wanted to do, but I assumed that we’d need to eat, so I made us reservations for dinner. I hope that’s okay.’

‘That’s fine,’ I said, though quite frankly I’d have preferred a noisy bar somewhere, a club with thumping music. Less opportunity to talk.

‘We can have a good chat and catch up,’ Lee said. ‘Actually it’s quite exciting. I’ve got us into Jett, in Chelsea.’

‘Where?’

‘Jett. It’s hugely popular, you can’t get in for love nor money, apparently, but the owner and chef is a customer of ours, so I pulled a few strings. I think you’ll like it. But if you’d rather go somewhere else . . .’

I shrugged. ‘You know what I’m like with food. As long as there’s wine, we’ll be okay.’

‘If you want to do something else, just say so. I’m really easy, it’s all about spending time with you.’

‘No, dinner’s fine. You’re right, we need to eat anyway. Will I have to wear a skirt or something? Because I haven’t got one.’

‘I think you’ll be all right in those jeans, but have you got a dressier top?’

Of course what I was wearing wouldn’t be good enough. I swallowed back my reply and said, ‘I might have something upstairs.’

‘That’s great. I could do with freshening up.’

‘So, are you staying tonight? I have an extra bed in my room. You’re welcome to it.’

Lee shook her head quickly. ‘Oh, I’d love to, Liza, but I’ve got to catch the last train.’

‘The last train to Stoneguard is at something like half past ten; the night won’t even have started yet.’

‘No, I couldn’t possibly leave Mum overnight.’

‘I thought she had someone with her all the time.’

‘She does, but—’ She bit her lip. ‘I’d just prefer not to. Anyway, I’ve got to work in the morning, and I’m assuming you do too?’

‘Well.’ I shifted in my seat. ‘Actually this is more of a fact-finding mission. I’m meeting with some people, talking about the film.’

‘And then you’ll be shooting it later?’

‘Yeah.’ The lie came out without any effort or thought. But with any luck, it would be the truth eventually anyway. If not this film, then something else, soon. Maybe some television, or an advert or two. Surely one of my old contacts in England would be willing to give me a chance. I was considering this hotel bill as an investment, until I could recoup the spent money. And the peak-season plane ticket, purchased at great cost at the last minute. It was the principle of risking a little money to make a lot. Probably safer than the stock market, these days.

If I got work, that was. And why was I worrying about lying? I was practically a professional at it.

I downed the rest of my drink. ‘Well, are you ready to get going? We can nip upstairs and I’ll get changed.’

‘All right. The reservation’s for half seven, anyway. Jett’s not far from here, we can walk across the park.’

‘We can take a cab, nature girl.’ I stood up. ‘I’ll never understand your preference to get everywhere as slowly as possible.’

‘I suppose I don’t see the need for speed.’ She stood up too, and smoothed her skirt down.

‘And that, my dear sister, is why nobody would mistake us for each other. Come on, I think there’s still some gin left in the mini-bar.’ I started off for the lift, only stopping when I realised she wasn’t following me. When I looked, she was still standing next to the table, watching me.

‘What?’ I said.

‘What’s wrong with your back?’

I put my hand in the small of my back, and then took it away. ‘Nothing. Why?’

‘You’re walking oddly.’

‘Oh. I’m just stiff from the flight. I’ll stretch out a bit and it’ll be fine.’

I must have been convincing, because she nodded slightly and joined me as we walked to the lift. Paying attention to every step, I didn’t limp at all, and fortunately within a few steps it became second nature. I hit the lift button and smiled at my sister, the everything’s-fine-everything’s-perfect smile that I’d learned from seeing it on her face so many times.

‘I worry about you,’ she said quietly. ‘You’ve got such a dangerous job. One day you’re going to hurt yourself badly.’

‘Nonsense. I’m a pro. My job is one hundred per cent about safety, or else I wouldn’t be doing it.’ I was grateful for the lift arriving at that exact moment.

‘I don’t understand how you enjoy risking your life like that, every day.’

‘It makes you feel more alive.’ I punched the button for my floor. ‘Anyway, like I said, I know how to do these things, and I’ve got all the safety precautions. I’m safer in a burning building than you are crossing the road.’

‘Ah, but remember, the roads I cross are in Stoneguard.’

‘My point exactly. You’re constantly in danger of marauding tourists or wandering tractors. Let alone Derek Hunter’s Boston terriers. Does he still have them?’

‘Yes. Cheeky died, but Derek got two more to replace her.’

‘See? If I ever hear a news story about beasts savaging a small Wiltshire community, I’ll know it wasn’t werewolves. It was Derek Hunter’s Boston terriers, and their thirst for human blood.’

The doors slid open and I walked, again paying attention, to my room. I was sure I’d been walking fine in LA. Damned wet British weather. I slid the key into the slot and let us both in.

‘This is nice,’ Lee said, putting her bag on one of the beds, the one where I hadn’t pulled back the bedclothes, and going  to the window. ‘It must be so much fun to stay in London.’

‘It’s only London. You make it sound like it’s an exotic thing to do. You’ve done it plenty of times.’ I went to my suitcase and flipped it open.

‘Not for a while. I’m so busy. Haven’t you had time to unpack yet?’

‘I’m not a big unpacker.’ I drew a black silk top out of the bag. ‘How’s this?’

‘It’s pretty. Here, I’ll unpack for you while you get changed.’

‘There’s no need, I don’t have anything that can’t be worn wrinkled.’ I snagged a better bra out of the top of the case, and then reached for the hem of my T-shirt to pull it over my head.

Then I hesitated. ‘I’ll change in the bathroom for a minute, you can use it after.’

I thought for a second that Lee would question me, since whatever our desires for privacy might have been growing up, we’d never been modest around each other. What would be the point, when we were exactly the same? But she didn’t say anything, just put my case on the bed and opened the wardrobe to take out hangers.

In the bathroom, I shut the door behind me and leaned against the counter while I popped out two ibuprofen from the stack of blister packs in my toiletries bag. Pain is your body’s way of telling you to take it easy, I heard one of my early martial arts instructors telling me; but I’d as soon not listen to my body at the moment. The ache wasn’t bad, nagging in my lower back, but if Lee had noticed a limp I’d do as well to get rid of it. I swallowed both tablets at once, without bothering with water. For some reason, the bitter chalky taste always seemed to make them work faster.

I changed quickly into the bra and shirt without looking in  the mirror, ran a comb through my hair, and grabbed my makeup bag before Lee could arrange all my socks and underwear into perfectly-folded, colour-coordinated order. Though when I got out, it was too late. She was surveying her work in the open drawers, looking pleased with herself.

‘There,’ she said. ‘Now you can find everything.’

‘Chance would be a fine thing. I could never find any of my stuff after you tidied up our room in Stoneguard.’

‘And I could never find any of my stuff before I tidied it.’ She closed the drawers with a soft, satisfied bump. ‘Oh good, is that your make-up bag? I forgot my lipstick.’

‘The perfect twin forgot her lipstick?’

‘I’m not always so perfect,’ Lee said, her voice quiet, her gaze on the bedspread. Immediately I felt sorry about sniping at her. She’d been trying to help me, in her organised, tidy Lee Haven way.

‘You can borrow mine, no problem,’ I said to her.

She straightened, as if she’d just woken up, and smiled at me. ‘Thanks, Liza.’

‘What are sisters for?’ I said, handing her my make-up case.

She didn’t answer, and we fell into silence, again. I sat on the bed, pretending to examine my boot, hearing the small plastic sounds of her looking through my makeup. I tried to think of some crack to make so that Lee would laugh. I’d usually been able to make her laugh, even when she was angry or disappointed, even when I was wrong.

But not always.

‘Actually,’ she said, and then she cleared her throat and started again. ‘Actually, you know what would be fun? Remember when we used to do each other’s make-up?’

It was a peace-offering. I nodded. ‘I remember teaching you how to put liquid eyeliner on properly.’

‘You had a head start on me.’

‘Only about four years.’

We scooted around on the bed so we were both sitting cross-legged on it, facing each other with the make-up case between us. ‘Remember the first time Miss Hanson sent me home?’

‘She said you looked like a prostitute clown.’

I laughed. ‘She was being cruel with the clown part.’

‘Whatever happened to you that time? Mum was not keen on the make-up.’

‘Nothing. I never told her. I took the train to Swindon and spent the day playing fruit machines.’

‘In your school uniform? Where’d you get the money for the train?’

‘Lee, as far as I can remember, I never paid for a train ticket until I was at least twenty years old.’ I looked into her face, examining each of her features. Taken in bits, the resemblance between us wasn’t so obvious. ‘You need a bit more eye-shadow and some foundation – do you mind?’

‘No. You can do what you like if I can, too.’

‘Sure.’ I put some foundation on the back of my hand, dabbed a sponge in it and began applying it to her face.

‘You’ve got some great make-up here,’ she said, picking through the tubes and brushes and compacts.

‘The make-up girls give me tips. No, I knew you’d go for that one, but don’t use it. It’s too pink.’

‘Too pink for me or for you?’

‘For either of us.’ I held up a tube of deep scarlet. ‘This would look great on you.’

She raised her eyebrows. ‘Do you really think I could get away with that?’

‘I do, so you can.’

She selected another lipstick, thankfully not the pink one,  and laid it out next to the other cosmetics she’d chosen. ‘Remember that time you convinced me to go to the dentist instead of you and I ended up having my teeth cleaned twice in two weeks?’ she asked.

‘And the time you did my geography project for me. It was the only time I ever got an A.’ I knew what was happening - we were making a safe little blanket of reminiscence to smooth over the rough spots.

‘And that tourist boy, remember – who sat outside the Heavenly Scoop all day waiting for me because he thought I was you? What was his name?’

‘I don’t remember any of their names.’

We sat facing each other, our knees touching. Our hands danced around each other, our eyes focused on each other. She paused to shut her eyes while I brushed on eye-shadow. She blinked her eyes in sympathy with me as she applied mascara to my lashes. For a moment, when we were both colouring in each other’s lips, it felt as if I were looking in a mirror, putting the lipstick on myself.

This was what I missed, when I missed Lee the most. The rare moments of effortless harmony, where we worked as two halves of the same person. Times we didn’t need to compete, where we filled in each other’s gaps instead of emphasising them. We shaped each other’s faces and when we were done, we went to the mirror together to see.

‘We’re going to have such a nice night together,’ Lee said.

Our eyes met in the mirror and we both looked away.
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A Sister Bonding Thing

The food at Jett was weird. It was one of those places where every ingredient had been made to look like something else or have a different texture or something, lots of foams and jellies and little fiddly bits arranged in precise mini-artworks. Personally, I was more interested in the wine. I reached for the bottle in the ice bucket and filled our glasses before our tooattentive waiter could get a chance.

‘Don’t you think you should take it easy?’ said Lee. ‘You’re working tomorrow, aren’t you?’

‘And you could use a drink or two to loosen up.’ I held up my glass to hers. ‘Cheers.’

‘Cheers.’ She drank, a delicate little sip which she immediately diluted by taking a drink from her water glass.

‘So how’s Stoneguard?’

‘I don’t suppose you’d say it’s changed that much,’ Lee answered, poking at one of the things on her plate. ‘This watermelon comfit is amazing - would you like to try?’

‘No, thanks. So, still full of tourists and busybodies?’

‘You’re so dismissive, Liza. People in Stoneguard are nice. And tourists are our lifeblood.’

‘I like that image. The people of Stoneguard battening onto  all the tourists, sucking the blood out of them, like a giant leech of quaintness.’

‘You are so cynical.’

‘Well, you know I never liked it there. It’s not a surprise.’

She shook her head. ‘So how’s Los Angeles, then?’

‘Hot. And exciting. There’s always something going on there, you know?’

‘There’s always something going on in Stoneguard, too.’

I snorted. ‘Yeah, like Morris dancing and meetings of the Ley Line Preservation Society.’

‘You can’t compare it to a big city, Liza.’

‘You’re right. It doesn’t compare in any way to LA.’

‘Do you even know your neighbours in California?’

‘No. And that’s the way I like it. I had enough curtaintwitching growing up to last me a lifetime.’

She sighed. ‘Well, I keep busy there. And people are always looking out for you, in a small town. They know who you are.’

I knew we’d never agree about Stoneguard, so I changed the subject. ‘How about your love life? Are there any decent men to date in Stoneguard – or in all of Wiltshire, come to think of it?’

‘There are plenty of decent men. And my love life is fine, thank you. That looks incredible, can I have a taste?’ I pushed my plate towards her, and she took a forkful of my food. She put it in her mouth, closing her eyes as she savoured it. ‘Mmm. That’s really, really good.’ She wiped her mouth with her napkin.

‘You were always the one who was keen on falling in love and getting married and having babies. Remember when we were growing up you had a massive crush on Lord Naughton’s son? Whatever happened to him, anyway?’

‘He’s back in town now, doing a big restoration project on the Hall.’

‘What a twat he was. And weren’t you going out with some bloke the last time I saw you? What was he, some furniture restorer or something?’

‘An antiques dealer. I don’t see him any more. Do you like your dinner?’

‘It’s fine.’

‘The chef, Edmund Jett, has two Michelin stars.’

‘Well, you know, there’s only so much you can say about an Eiffel Tower made out of crab.’ I poured myself some wine. ‘Maybe we’d better get another bottle.’

‘Are you sure that’s a good idea?’

‘No, but when did that ever stop me?’ I caught the waiter’s eye.

‘I don’t want to—’

‘You don’t have to drink any, don’t worry.’

‘No, what I meant was I don’t want to argue. Not tonight. We haven’t seen each other in so long, I just want it to be nice. Please.’

Anger boiled up inside me. It had been my companion nearly as long as Lee.

‘What you mean is that it was my fault we argued last time, and my fault that we haven’t seen each other.’

‘No, what I meant was—’

The waiter reached our table. ‘Another bottle, please,’ I said to him, and he went away. Across the table, my sister’s cheeks were pink. Arguing in a public place. How embarrassing for her.

‘We’re sisters,’ she said quietly. ‘Is it so hard for us to get on with each other for one night?’

I sighed. And drank the last of the wine in my glass. ‘No. Okay. Don’t worry.’ Though I noticed she wasn’t contradicting  my statement that it was my fault we’d argued, she had a point. I’d missed her, although I wouldn’t admit it. ‘I’ll finish up my dinner like a good girl and then we can talk about whatever you want.’ I loaded the remains of my food onto my fork, put it all in my mouth together, and chewed.

When I looked up, Lee was staring into her water glass, her knife and fork laid neatly across her unfinished food.

‘Aren’t you hungry?’ I asked her. She blinked.

‘I’m saving myself for dessert.’

‘That’s right,’ I said, ‘this place serves your product. How’s it going at Ice Cream Heaven, anyway?’

‘Fine. It’s busy – you know.’

I didn’t, nor did I want to, particularly, but I nodded, because this was another of those raw areas and I was happy to skim over it as quickly as possible. The waiter came back to take our plates and leave dessert menus. I didn’t glance at mine, but poured more wine from the new bottle while she ran her finger down the menu, her face the picture of absorption. Lee took her sweets seriously.

‘What are you having?’ she asked me.

‘I’ll stick with the wine.’

‘I’m going for the Knickerbocker Glory. I’ve heard he does really interesting things with it.’

Ice cream. Of course. Lee smiled at the waiter and placed her order.

‘So one of the things I’ve been busy with is organising a charity ball,’ she said, with the air of a woman bringing up the most interesting topic in the world.

‘That so?’

‘Well, really it’s more like a disco. It’s not black tie or anything, and it’s in the school hall, but everyone’s pitched together and lots of people are coming. It’s this coming weekend.’

‘Mmm.’

‘You wouldn’t think such a little thing would take so much planning, but it’s taken weeks! There’s so much to think about, all the food and the music and the lighting, and of course the invitations and getting the word out. But I really hope it’ll be a success. It’s a bit different from the usual barn dances that get put on all the time – you know, a little bit more up to date.’

‘You mean you’ll be playing music that’s less than three hundred years old?’

‘Yes. Nigel Peach is doing the music, he had a stint on Radio Wiltshire a few years ago. He’s doing oldies right up to the present day. It should be lots of fun. Everyone’s been talking about it constantly. And it’s all to benefit Alzheimer’s research. Because of—’

‘Right.’

‘I wanted to do my bit, and it seemed like something I could do.’

‘You want to be careful, you’ll be turning into Ma Gamble next.’

‘Don’t worry about that, there’s only room for one Ma Gamble in Stoneguard. Can I tell you something awful? I purposely scheduled it for next weekend because I knew she’d be in Bristol for her great-niece’s christening.’

‘Shock and horror! An event without Ma Gamble, what is the world coming to?’

‘I know,’ she said, ‘but she does tend to take over things, so I thought it would be easier. She’s insisted on doing the catering and she donated the food so we couldn’t say no, but at least we get to set it out ourselves. Anyway, maybe - maybe you’d think about coming too, if you’re free this weekend.’

I nearly choked on my mouthful of wine. ‘What?’

‘I’ve got a spare ticket you can have. It could be like a sister  bonding thing – you could stay at mine for the weekend. You’d have fun, and see all kinds of people you haven’t seen in ages.’

‘Lee,’ I said, putting down my glass, ‘I couldn’t wait to get away from all those people. That’s why I left Stoneguard in the first place. I’d rather fling myself under a bus than go back there. In fact I have, several times, and it’s much more enjoyable.’

Her smile, which had been the widest I’d seen it since we’d got to the restaurant, froze.

‘I don’t mean you,’ I said quickly.

‘Right.’

‘Really I don’t, and I’m not fighting, I’m being honest. I’m enjoying being with you tonight, and it’s been too long, I’ll admit it. But don’t ask me to go back to Stoneguard for fun. You wouldn’t want me to be there, anyway. I’d be completely miserable and sulky and spoil your good time.’

‘You’d have fun if you let yourself.’

‘Honestly, Lee, I’d poison myself with gin and end up sleeping with old One-Eyed Pete the caretaker. You know I would.’

‘Fine.’

Her dessert came, a series of cubes and swirls on a vast white plate, and she beamed at the waiter. ‘This looks amazing, thank you.’

‘Don’t be like that,’ I said, as soon as he’d stepped away. ‘It’s not about you. I don’t like Stoneguard, that’s all. Besides, I’m bound to be completely busy the whole time I’m here.’

‘Of course you are. Forget I even asked – I should have known you wouldn’t fancy it.’ She put one of the little cubes in her mouth. ‘Mmm, this is gorgeous.’


It must be great to be a twin, people used to say. It must be so  much fun to have another person exactly like you, to be so special, to never be lonely.

Bollocks.

I drank some more wine and watched her eat. I wasn’t going to argue. So there.

‘So,’ she said, her voice still light and lovely, sweet as dessert, ‘you haven’t asked about Mum yet.’

I sighed. It was going to come to this sooner or later, and I could only be thankful that it was happening now, when I had a substantial amount of white Burgundy inside me to cushion it. ‘How’s Mum, then?’

‘She’s more or less the same.’

‘Right.’ What exactly is ‘the same’? I thought of asking, but I knew I should have asked that question long ago, and therefore I should have known the answer already. ‘So she’s . . .’

‘She’s got good days and bad days. And of course she’s healthy as a horse. There’s nothing wrong with her body, or nothing more than any other seventy year old’s. It’s just her brain.’

‘Right.’

‘Did you read all the material I sent you?’

‘I – haven’t had time.’

‘Well, generally the course of the disease is quite predictable. They say the most recent memories go first, and that’s what’s happened with Mum. She forgets I’m in charge of Ice Cream Heaven now, even though that was her decision, and then she does things like insist I leave the books with her overnight so she can go over them, and she comes up with all these completely imaginary objections to things she thinks I have or haven’t done. Last week she kept on asking about Peachy Keen, which was a summer limited-edition flavour back in 2001. I couldn’t convince her we didn’t sell it any more.’

‘Right.’

‘And it’s scary for her. She gets very angry, sometimes. And she’s taken to wandering in the night.’ Lee put another cube of ice cream in her mouth, and waited until it had melted until she spoke. ‘She asks for Dad.’

‘A bit late for that,’ I said. ‘He’s been in Australia for over twenty years. I can’t recall her ever making much noise about wanting him back.’

‘And when I tell her, she looks so . . . puzzled. Helpless.’ Lee twisted her spoon in her hand. ‘Anyway.’

‘But she’s got full-time care, right? I mean, you’re not actually looking after her yourself, are you?’

‘Well, she has someone in for a few hours every day, and someone for the night times. But it’s still a lot of work. And a lot of . . .’ She sighed. ‘You’re right, we shouldn’t talk about it. It’s fine, everything’s fine, I’m handling it. There’s nothing you can do. Let’s talk about something else.’

‘Okay.’

‘You’d see her if you came home for the dance.’

‘Lee . . .’

‘We don’t know how much time there is, and you should see her while she still remembers who you are.’

‘I thought you said you didn’t want to argue tonight.’

‘Emily Haven!’

We both looked up. A blond man in chef’s whites was approaching us across the crowded monochromatic dining room. He looked vaguely familiar, like someone I might have seen on late-night TV once, when I’d been desperate enough to watch cookery programmes. He got to the side of our table and stopped, looking from one of us to the other, the familiar, comical surprise on his face. ‘There are two of you?’ he said. ‘Which one’s Emily?’

Lee stood up quickly. ‘I’m Emily Haven. How are you, Edmund?’

His surprise dissolved into a white smile. ‘Excellent. Lovely to see you.’ They exchanged air kisses and he held his hand out to me. ‘You must be Lee’s sister, then. I’m Edmund Jett.’

‘Liza Haven.’ I gave him a firm handshake.

‘I’m sorry about confusing you. It took me by surprise and the likeness is extraordinary.’

‘We’ve been enjoying our meal very much,’ Lee said. ‘Thank you for fitting us in at such short notice.’

‘I’m always happy to accommodate my favourite suppliers. You had the Knickerbocker Glory, didn’t you? What did you think?’

‘It’s different from the way we serve it in our own ice-cream parlour.’ Lee laughed, charmingly breathless, as if she were dazzled by the chef.

‘I love your product, simply brilliant stuff. And you’re twins. How fascinating. Does a love of ice cream run in the family?’

‘I hate it,’ I said.

‘It skipped Liza,’ Lee said, ‘but of course our mother was the one who founded Ice Cream Heaven, on the site of her father’s dairy farm.’

‘Fantastic, fantastic. I remember your mother, brilliant woman, she’s the one who sold me your product in the first place. These small family-run businesses are the heart and soul of good British food. I’ll let you into a secret.’ He leaned closer to me, close enough so I could smell the odour of spices and butter. ‘I hate cuttlefish. Can’t stand the stuff, never could. Yet the cuttlefish risotto is one of the most popular dishes in this restaurant. And do you know why?’

‘I really have no idea,’ I said.

‘Because I can understand the ingredient. I’m not blinded by my own personal taste. I can examine it, and dissect it, and  draw out the fullest flavour of it, precisely because I would never choose to eat it myself.’


Okay, you’re weird, I thought. ‘Ah,’ I said.

‘That’s really interesting,’ said Lee.

‘Isn’t it?’ He smiled at us both. The chef was very good-looking, blond and floppy-haired and utterly full of himself, with the over-groomed look that I recognised from the entertainment industry. ‘What are you working on now?’ he asked. ‘Some incredible flavour, no doubt.’

‘Well, um, we, that is to say . . .’

If I didn’t rescue us, we’d be here talking to this windbag all night.

‘Beetroot and horseradish flavour,’ I said. ‘Yum yum yum.’

His eyebrows drew together, and he appeared to be giving my random selection the most serious of consideration. ‘Beetroot . . . and horseradish. How original.’

‘Isn’t it?’

‘And of course,’ said Lee quickly, ‘we offer all the traditional favourites. Those are the backbone of our business, after all.’

‘Of course you do. And that’s why I so dearly love your product. It’s so nostalgic, ice cream, isn’t it? Listen, I’ve got to get back to the kitchen, but it’s great to see you again, Lee, and lovely to meet you, Liza. Enjoy the rest of your evening. Ciao!’ He exchanged more air kisses with both of us and left, pausing to speak with several more patrons on his way back to the kitchen.

Lee sank into her chair. ‘Oh my God, isn’t he amazing?’

‘Pretty unbelievable, all right.’

‘What was that about beetroot and horseradish?’

‘It was a joke. He thought it was pretty funny, I think.’

She frowned at me. ‘Do you?’

The waiter appeared at our table with two coffees and two liqueur glasses. ‘From Mr Jett.’

‘Oh. How nice.’

‘Do you fancy him?’

‘No. Anyway, he’s married.’

‘Never stopped me.’ I drank the liqueur, which was sweet and spicy. ‘Do you want yours?’

She shook her head. ‘I’ve got to go in a minute.’

‘You really could stay overnight,’ I said. Though I was becoming less convinced that I wanted her to. All of this avoiding tricky subjects and swallowing down what I really thought was getting pretty tiring.

‘I really can’t. Listen, before I go, I’ve got something for you.’ She reached into her handbag and pulled out a small package wrapped in silver foil, trailing a curly ribbon. ‘It’s because I missed your birthday.’

‘Oh.’ I paused with my glass halfway to my lips. ‘I – I didn’t get you anything.’

‘That’s fine, I wasn’t expecting anything. I saw this and it was so pretty, I thought of you. Go on – open it.’

I took the package. ‘You weren’t supposed to get me a present, I don’t want anything.’ I looked down at the silver wrapping, the pretty ribbon. A little shiny stab of guilt. Had she done it on purpose? To remind me of my failings? Of all the annoyances I’d been hoarding up all evening?

‘I just wanted to give you something,’ Lee said. ‘You don’t have to take it if you don’t want to, but I’d like it if you did. If it makes you feel any better, I bought one exactly like it for myself at the same time. So it’s hardly a present at all, only a little fairness thing, so we’re even.’

Of course she hadn’t given me a present to make a point. She’d given me a present because that was the sort of thing Lee Haven did. She was always getting little things for people,  thinking of small ways to brighten their days, to bring them closer together. Something I would never think of doing in a million years.

And of course that didn’t make me feel any less guilty about it.

But I opened the package. I even opened it carefully, not tearing the paper or breaking the ribbon, putting them aside on the tablecloth in a careful offering to the semblance of sisterly harmony. Inside was a slender bangle made out of hammered silver. Lee held up her own wrist, to show me she wore the same thing.

‘That’s pretty.’ I slipped it on my wrist. ‘Thank you.’

‘You’re welcome. Happy birthday.’

‘To you, too.’

She got up from her chair and hugged me, her standing up, me sitting down. She was a hugger, Lee. She knew exactly how to do it so you felt warm and cared-for, and I’m not sure where she learned it from, because hugs were not everyday commodities in our house while we were growing up. Maybe from Nana; maybe she’d inherited that easy affection along with her pearls. But if that was so, why hadn’t I?

‘Well, I’ll get dinner, anyway,’ I said.

‘No no no, this was all my choice. I know you don’t really care about eating out, and it was good of you to go along with it. Besides, Edmund Jett and I have worked it out between us already.’

She let me go, looked at her watch, and took a last standing sip of her coffee. ‘I’ve got to catch my train.’

‘I’ll help you get a cab.’ I got up, took a wild guess at how much the meal must have cost and took out several notes from my purse and put them on the table for a tip. Then we left our cosy table for two with its orchids and its empty plates and glasses and went into the shining damp of a London night.

I touched the silver bangle. Thirty seconds before she’d given me her gift, I’d been thinking about how I wanted her to leave. I was a crap sister.

I remembered a time when we were about six, when I’d upset Lee by taking her favourite doll and putting ‘make-up’ on it with permanent markers I’d found in our mother’s office. My little-girl hands weren’t all that skilled, and by the time I was done, Priscilla looked like the Joker in Batman. Then I thought she might look edgier, cooler, if I gave her honeyblond hair a short cut with our mother’s scissors. That didn’t work at all, so I hid Punk Priscilla at the bottom of my closet.

When Lee found her, she was so upset she refused to speak to me and her silence made me so upset that I couldn’t speak at all. We moved through the big house on the hill like identical ghosts in separate rooms. We lasted all afternoon until we broke down and flew apologising into each other’s arms.

Even then, I knew that what I had done was so much worse, that the pain quotient was nowhere near equal. Lee and I were supposed to be the same, but I’d always known that I had much more capacity for doing damage.

A cab approached, the orange light on its top glowing like the eye of an animal. Lee raised her hand to hail it.

‘Did you say that Ma Gamble definitely isn’t going to be at your disco thing?’ I asked.

‘No, she’s not, but Liza, look, here’s my cab.’

‘I’ll try to come, then.’

She grabbed my arm as the cab pulled up. ‘Really? Do you think you can? That’s wonderful!’

It felt good to make my sister smile. I could understand why everyone wanted to do it. ‘I’m not sure if I’ll be able to make it. I might end up having to work.’ If I’m lucky. ‘And I’m not going to spend the weekend hanging around reliving old  times with the rest of the village. But if you want me to come to the disco, and you want me to stay with you for the weekend, I’ll try to do it.’

‘That is so great! Thank you so much.’ She gave me another hug, this one swifter but warmer, and kissed me on the cheek. ‘Call me and tell me what time you’re coming on Saturday, or you can come on Friday if you want. Whenever you like.’

‘All right. Don’t miss your train.’

She got into the cab, but didn’t shut the door. ‘Oh, I’m so pleased you can come. Maybe this means we can put all of this behind us.’

I shut the door behind her, and stepped back onto the wet pavement. She waved at me from the back of the cab as it pulled away, taking her back to where she belonged, and I didn’t.

‘Maybe,’ I said.
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The Horrid Christmas

When we were in school, Lee used to read these paperbacks called Sweet Valley High. She got through them as if they were sweeties, sometimes rereading them if she couldn’t find the next one in the series fast enough. The central characters were blonde, beautiful American identical twins, one good and one bad. I picked one up once and threw it down in boredom about twenty minutes later. I wasn’t a huge reader anyway, but when I did read, I preferred to read about action and adventure rather than silly girls gossiping about silly boyfriends.
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‘Warm, fun and totally addictive. b
" I adored it!” Miranda Dickinson
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