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PRELUDE



We’re holding hands and walking up a hill. Our hotel sits at the top. A messy red plait hangs down her back and her summer dress is too short so it keeps riding up. She doesn’t notice, or maybe she doesn’t care because we’re on holiday. She’s pulling me along, and as my heart starts pounding I regret not keeping up with swimming, keeping up with anything. I wish I had her discipline, her strength. My pink flip-flops are digging into the sides of my feet and sand nestles in a new blister; my calves ache from walking on the beach today. I’m so full of pizza I beg her to sit down. 


We sit on the edge of a grassy mound and catch our breath as the sun goes down. The sky is splashed with neon pink and orange like a painting. She points to the setting sun. 


Her: That was lucky – 


Me: I planned that.


Her: Come on, up we go –


Me: Hannah, I can’t, please –


Her: You can –


Me: Let’s just stay here for another minute and watch the sun go down –


Her: It’s gone. But there’s always another one tomorrow. 


She sprints ahead in the dark, laughing. I sit still, unable to move without her, refusing to move without her. She comes back. Of course she comes back. 


* * *


List of weird things I’ve done in the last eight months:




	Severely burnt my tongue on microwaved lasagne and got so angry that I threw it out the window. It landed on top of a bus stop and was eaten by pigeons for days and days.


	Stuck gum on my wall as I went to sleep each night because I couldn’t be bothered to get up from bed. Slowly I accumulated a ‘gum mountain’ which is now home to six dead flies. 


	Bought ingredients in the middle of the night for carrot cake even though I hate carrot cake. I tried to give it to a homeless person, but I couldn’t find one who’d take it. 


	Fell asleep in the bed department of John Lewis. Had a graphic nightmare and woke up screaming, surrounded by three sales assistants and an uninterested policeman. 


	Incorrectly completed multiple Sudoku puzzles in newspapers and wrote slightly aggressive and cryptic things like I STILL KNOW WHAT YOU DID LAST SUMMER next to them.


	Masturbated to Location, Location, Location with an expensive vibrator that I stole from my sister.
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Heathrow Terminal 5
2019


We’re in Departures and I’m waiting for her to get off the phone. I know she’s speaking to him because her lips curled up at the sides when she saw who was calling. She knows that I find the ‘in love’ version of her annoying, so she slides off on her own for the call. I watch her leaning on a metal rail. She got Mum’s legs; I got Dad’s thighs. I pretend for a second that she’s not my sister and I wonder if I would look at her and find her attractive, from behind, at first glance. I think I would. 


I’m in an old grey Adidas tracksuit, huge pants and no bra. My usual travel attire. My sister is wearing a short brown skirt to annoy me. She always wears tight skirts on flights, and says she doesn’t dress intentionally sexy to annoy me, but she absolutely does. She’s also wearing a tight ribbed white T-shirt and thin grey tights. It’s slightly too early to ruin the holiday so I won’t say anything about her outfit. I’ll just wait until we board the plane. We’ll get settled in our seats, then she’ll look around sheepishly and undo the top button of her skirt. I’ll turn to her and say, ‘If it’s uncomfortable then why are you wearing it on a flight?’ She’ll insist she’s totally comfortable. She’s a liar, but then I am too. 


I don’t have a person to call like she does, so I go and get our coffees. We have this ritual now of getting to the airport early and sitting with a coffee and watching the planes. She makes me guess the place we’re going. I always guess wrong, and then feel surprised about where we’re going because it’s never that cheap. She insists on paying for everything, and I protest, even though I have no money. She insists that she’s the big sister, she’s the one with a salary, and that she loves me. I don’t know why she loves me – I’m an awful person. 


I slept over at Hannah’s last night. She has a spare room for me but I never use it, I always sleep in her bed. I had a bath while she read an article to me – an article I didn’t understand but pretended to – then she got in the bath and I got out. It’s gross, but she gets a kick out of saving water. I wrapped a towel round my bottom half and lay on the floor, pretending to be a mermaid. No one laughs at me the way she does, it’s like a superpower I have which only works with her. 


As kids, we pretended to be mermaids by squeezing both of our legs into pyjama bottoms and swivelling and swishing along our bedroom floor, like we were trying to escape. I think it was an amalgamation of The Little Mermaid and a heist film. We made each other laugh, our parents less so, but at least they would watch for a second before going downstairs to start their evening. I only realised relatively recently that quite often they would leave to go out as soon as we were quiet. We wouldn’t be asleep though, we would still be giggling softly in the dark, unable to stop. 


In adulthood, I tend to go through phases of becoming a new person for about five days at a time before I get bored and give up and stop trying to be better. I go over to Hannah’s to lie in bed with her and she tells me what I need to do to get my life in order again: who to stop texting, what foods I should eat to give me more energy, and which conditioner I should be using. She draws bullet points in the air in soft strokes and I follow the path of her fingers. 


Her flat is way too nice for her age, in a converted warehouse in King’s Cross. She’s four years older than me, and although I hope that I’ll have a flat this nice by the time I’m her age, when I’ve got my shit together, I highly doubt it. Her pictures are in frames, not just blu-tacked or taped to the wall. She has mirrors to make the rooms look bigger, vinyl records, a weird cactus and a fireplace with real wood which scares me. She’s even got her own lamps – fancy ones with light bulbs so specific that you have to order them online, not just shitty lamps left behind by the previous tenants, like mine. 


My flat is quarter the size of Hannah’s, nearby in Caledonian Road. It’s an ex-council property that our parents bought when they had some extra money in the nineties – the one sensible investment they’ve ever made – and it was supposed to be insurance that we would have somewhere to live when they became extremely rich and famous and had no time to worry about us as adults. 


I never think about money. Hannah does. She plans and she saves but she isn’t anal about it. She doesn’t buy new clothes very often except fancy power-suits for work. She goes to charity shops, and she gives to fucking charity shops, to homeless people. Sometimes I tease her by saying she only does that to seem benevolent, but then secretly goes in the next day in disguise to buy her stuff back. She doesn’t like it when I say that. We have a very different sense of humour when it comes to moral integrity. 


While she snored soundly in a giant T-shirt she’s worn for a decade (the faded Betty Boop one which used to belong to our mum), I sat restlessly in the bathroom and stared at her endless collection of products. I was bored so I tried some of them out. She has so many hair creams and stylers and serums for curly hair, which I find funny because I know that her hair is naturally quite straight. As I was inspecting the ingredients of a bottle labelled ‘Eternal Radiance Goddess Hair Oil’ I noticed that there was a man’s deodorant in the bottom left shelf. This is the first time any of her boyfriends has left a trace of himself behind. 


I order our coffees at Costa – the barista doesn’t speak to me, he just turns the iPad towards me to pay. I look at another Costa employee hanging up wall art above the bit where you can get sugar, sweetener and those little sticks that hurt your tongue. The picture he’s hanging is a generic shot of London. Black-and-white apart from a bright red post box. It’s devoid of meaning and ugly, but I kind of like it. 


I sit down and wait as Hannah’s decaf oat latte gets cold. I’m having a mocha with an extra shot, the grown-up’s hot chocolate. I start drawing on a Costa napkin. At art school, they told me I should try drawing something other than my sister, but I said I wanted to keep trying until I got her just right. She finally gets off the phone and sits down opposite me – I wait for her to glance at my cup and tell me off about my choice of drink. So much sugar, she’ll say, after which she’ll google exactly how many grams of sugar there are in a large Costa mocha with an extra shot because she genuinely finds that kind of thing fun. But she doesn’t. Instead she looks at my doodle with a glowing smile, takes my pen and draws me in less than a minute, on another napkin, capturing me perfectly. I’m enraged by the ease of it. 


I don’t ask her about the phone call. She gets out a bunch of plastic folders with our passports, boarding passes and travel insurance as well as everything else we need. I let her keep my passport in her bag because I lost it once before boarding and we missed our flight. She didn’t get angry, and we found it in the toilets an hour later, but she hasn’t trusted me with my own since. We have to get them renewed soon. They will expire shortly after this holiday and Hannah will put them safely in her collection of our old passports. She likes collecting things. 


We watch the planes in contented silence. The sounds of the airport soothe and excite me. 


Her: I need my books! 


She likes crime novels. We go into WHSmith; some pop music is playing and she’s bobbing her head and humming as she reads the backs of books and puts them down again. Finally she picks two. I’ve forgotten to bring the book about philosophy I’ve been pretending to read for six months, but I don’t think I’ll have time to read anyway. I’ll be having too much fun. 


She goes to the self-service counter to pay and I try to add some sweets for the plane, a bag of fizzy Haribo. She holds the bag up with her thumb and index finger, like it’s a mouse, and doesn’t let me buy them. She pointedly pulls out a huge bag of almonds from her tote bag. 


Hannah: They’re good for you, vitamin E is great for your skin. 


Me: Vitamin E! Wow, thank you. 


Hannah: You’ll thank me later.


I really regret not wearing a T-shirt and not wearing a bra. I’m already boiling like an idiot and don’t know what I was thinking, getting dressed so early. Why didn’t I put on a T-shirt? Hannah tucks her hair behind her ear and I see she’s wearing the faded gold hoop earrings I got for her from Claire’s years ago. We both share a taste for cheap hoop earrings that look slightly dirty. As she bends down to put her books in a bag, I see a man look at her bum. I scowl at him but he doesn’t flinch. I am used to feeling invisible standing next to Hannah. 


I know people see us together and assume we’re sisters because we have similar faces, lips and eyes, though all of her features seem more pronounced, fuller, more finished. We even have similar voices though hers is more high-pitched and nasal, which I like to tell her often. I look like the one who hasn’t tried. Hannah sometimes buys me clothes in an attempt to get me to dress more ‘for my shape’ – but I insist that I have no shape. I’m slim but somehow still formless. I tie my mousy hair back up, and a strand of hair sticks to my sweaty forehead. Hannah turns around and unsticks it for me. 


Her: Have you got the factor fifty? 


I nod. I have it in my bag, the same bottle I took with me on our last holiday. We’ll have to get a new one for our next holiday, probably later on this year – as long as Hannah isn’t pregnant or married by then. I feel bad that I hope she won’t be. I don’t need the factor 50 as much as she does. She’ll have gained a hundred freckles by the time we’re home. 
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1999


I suddenly realised I wasn’t wearing any pants. Mum and Dad had just started letting Hannah take me to school on her own, she was in Year 5 and I was in Year 1. It was a sunny day, but really windy. I knew we were already late and there was no time to run home. I burst into tears and told her I was scared that I’d get found out and be told off. Hannah led me behind a tree, checked no one was looking, took off her knickers and gave them to me. They were too big and had purple butterflies on. Then I held onto on her backpack string (we called it a ‘lead’) and she started running, towing me along all the way to school. It felt like I was on a fairground ride. 


I waited for her to pick me up at the end of the day. Her classroom was on the other side of school, so I was usually the last to be fetched, waiting with a teacher who had glossy black hair with a white streak in a tight bun. I don’t remember the teacher’s name but I remember that she wore the same long blue skirt every day and smelt of lavender soap. When I saw Hannah running towards me, I held my arms open, lunch box in one hand, ready to be swooped into her arms. 


Her: Did they stay up?


Me: What?


Her: The pants. Did they stay up?


Me: Yes. 


Her: Good. I was so worried. 


We could see cigarette smoke clouds and smell bacon when Mum opened the front door in her fancy sunglasses, with a teacup of wine in her hand. She’d wear these sunglasses most days, and liked telling the story of how she’d stolen them from a shop when she was twenty, and felt so terrible about it that she wore them every day to make up for it. 


My parents were having one of their afternoon parties, full of actors, writers and people masquerading as producers or casting directors. People in flamboyant flamingo shirts were sitting on the piano or sprawled on our sofa. The TV was covered with one of Mum’s headscarves which confused me – why hide the TV? Even though I was only about six, I sensed that these people were dead behind the eyes when I was forced to say hello to them. All they wanted to do was keep telling everyone their audition anecdote rather than be interrupted by an uninterested child. 


Mum only kept us downstairs when she wanted us to perform for her guests. Hannah would be much keener than me to sing a song. I got nervous and watched her from the stairs. After she had done her duty we’d rush upstairs to our bedroom to make a fort. We liked it when they had parties because we had hours to play and no bedtime. 


Hannah would make us a ‘magical kingdom’ – bedsheets hung over high-backed chairs stolen from the kitchen, and piles of pillows stacked in every corner. Inside the kingdom we’d tell stories with a torch under our chins, distorting our faces. Or Hannah would get us to leave the fort and come back in, each time pretending we were in a different country, an exotic foreign place full of exciting things, putting on funny accents and describing the sights. She made me see these places, really see them. By the time we went to bed and Dad stumbled in to turn our light off with a drunken mumbled goodnight, we had travelled to faraway lands, told hundreds of stories and barely noticed that we’d forgotten about dinner. 


The next morning there would be a random man or eccentrically dressed couple asleep on the sofa as we ate a huge breakfast – two bowls of mixed-up cereal was our favourite. Crunchy Nut corn flakes and Coco Pops. Hannah tidied up while I took Mum’s headscarf off the TV and watched cartoons. When we said goodbye and looked in on our parents, Mum would most likely be gone already. Dad would sleep until we got home from school. When we asked how his day was he’d say he’d spent it ‘thinking’. 


I went to do an art foundation the year after sixth form. I got in easily, because my entrance portfolio included life drawings I had stolen from Hannah’s sixth-form artwork, which were amazing. She could draw better than me, paint better than me, but didn’t want to be an artist like our parents. I always had good ideas, I just didn’t know what to do with them so I let them disappear, let myself forget. Occasionally when I told her an idea late at night, she’d make me stop talking until I got my notebook and pen out. 


Her: You won’t remember if you don’t write it down. 


After my foundation, which apparently I excelled in, I started my fine art degree with hope, but I was quickly derailed by myself. I became obsessed with boys who weren’t obsessed with me. Rich boys who tried their very best to appear poor, hands and faces smeared with paint, charcoal fingernails. At the beginning this was basically every girl’s ‘type’ at art school, but gradually all the boys became tragic tattooed clones of each other, and most girls came to understand (as they thought more realistically about their chances of becoming the next Tracy Emin) that it was neither hygienic nor beneficial to their health to be fingered by one of these wannabe tortured souls. They moved on. I stayed behind. 





   




3



The Mediterranean


I wake up early because of the light. I see her by the window looking out to the sea, tying the curtains up. I can tell she’s already got her make-up on – I never catch her without gold eyeliner. She’s doing her chirpy morning yoga routine. 


Me: You’re just doing that to annoy me –


Her: No, I’m energising my soul.


Me: Your soul doesn’t need energising. 


Her: Let’s go and find a good spot –


Me: One more hour, please –


Her: All you have to do is get on your swimming costume and walk out the door –


I’m not ready to leave my pretend bedroom for the week. I want to stay in bed for a little longer, to take my time. I’m not a morning person like she is. On her way out, she closes the curtains again for me and strokes my cheek. 


I fall back to sleep and I wake up feeling anxious and want to rush to her. On the way to the beach, down the big hill, I text her some emoticons which I know she’ll understand are my way of saying ‘sorry for sleeping in’. She replies quickly with some emoticons to say ‘no worries’. Her happiness since she met him, even via text, is outrageous. 


I notice some beautiful flowers on the side of the hill. Bright pink and red; everything seems so much more colourful here. I crouch down to smell them but all I catch is the salty tang of the sea. I feel self-conscious that somebody will notice me trying to smell the flowers so I stand up and scan the beach below. 


I spot her immediately, wearing her fuchsia pink swimsuit which is a size too small, so that her bum pokes out of it slightly. She’s laying a towel on a beach chair. It feels urgent to shout her name, so I do, doubtful that she can hear me from up here:


HANNAH!!!!


But she does hear. She looks up and waves. I wave back and we stand there stupidly waving and laughing for a moment. She turns her back to me as soon as I arrive at the deck chairs she’s specially selected. This is my cue to spray factor 50 all over her.


Her: Nice sleep? 


Me: I don’t know what happened, sorry. I had weird dreams. 


Her: They’re always weird when it’s bonus sleep. 


Me: Were you bored without me?


Her: No. I had a nice little walk. Can you see those people jumping off that cliff over there?


She points to the huge cliff to our right. As I look I see a little person diving off it, so small it’s like watching a mini Lego figurine tumbling off the side of a table.


Her: Let’s do it!


Me: What? 


Her: Do what they’re doing, look –


Me: I am not jumping off a fucking cliff – are you mad? 


I buy one of those mini iced coffees you can only get on beaches, served in plastic shot glasses. It’s the most delicious thing I’ve ever tasted. 


Her: You should stop surviving on sugar and caffeine –


Me: Have you tried one of these, though? 


I make her take a sip. She smiles.


Her: OK, I had one earlier. They are amazing. 


Me: Ten of these would be my last meal on death row.


Her: You think about your last meal on death row too often. 


She gets up and runs to the sea. I dig a hole in the sand with my hands, put our phones in the little plastic bag we used for toiletries at the airport and bury it. Our own makeshift safe. I run after her and we swim out together. I swallow some seawater and start coughing. She gives me a piggyback, standing on a big rock while I recover. We see a jellyfish as we race to the buoy bobbing in the distance, about twenty-five metres away. I win, for the first time ever. 


Me: Did you let me win?


Her: Maybe. 


Me: Why are you being so nice? It’s disconcerting. 


Her: I’m not – 


Me: You are.


She splashes at me to shut me up, and then tells me some semi-interesting facts about jellyfish – ‘Did you know that the jellyfish’s mouth is in the centre of its body?’ – and I mimic her in a geeky voice. She loses her sunglasses under the water. We both try to retrieve them but fail. Usually she gets very upset about things like this – she hates losing stuff – but today she’s carefree. She gazes over at the cliff again, like it’s calling out her name.


We breaststroke back to the beach. She is humming, her usual song which I don’t know the name of. I hum along with her, off-key as usual. People on the beach are asleep in the lunchtime sun, burning obliviously. I observe the books people are reading, and notice that three women have the same one. 


Hannah holds my shoulders and stares at me with a wild look in her eyes that I’m not used to. The light from the sun is making the green that she insists is in her eyes (I maintain they’re just plain blue) glint beautifully. She looks like a goddess. I would hate her right now if I didn’t love her so much. 


Her: I have something to ask you, and I want you to know that if you say no, I’ll be totally OK with that. 


Me: Oh God, what?


Her: Well … I was wondering if you would mind – please don’t be angry – if Rowan came out? 


Me: What the fuck?


Her: I honestly don’t mind if you say no –


Me: ‘What the fuck’ kind of implies no, surely – 


Her: But can you just think about it. Please?


She lets go of my shoulders and smiles. She’s unravelling slightly; she needs me to say yes. I like the power shift. But the idea of them all over each other in front of me is unbearable, sitting on each other’s laps, kissing tamely out of politeness, whispering to each other in their secret language – even playing that out in my head is infuriating.


Me: No. I don’t want to have to make him like me –


Her: He already likes you – 


I collapse in a huff onto the beach. She sits next to me and puts her hand on my sandy knees, which are bony next to hers. 


Her: Look – he’s already coming. I’m really sorry – I genuinely thought you’d be fine with it. You seem so great at the moment – 


Me: What’s that supposed to mean? ‘At the moment’?


I flip too quickly.


Her: Please? We still have today, just us. Let’s get some lunch and go on a walk or something. I’ll buy you stuff. 


She’s chewing her lower lip. 


Me: You’ll buy me lots of stuff. 


Her: Is that a yes? It’s a yes.


Me: I need to eat.


Her: I knew I should have waited to ask until you’d eaten –


Me: We both know you were never actually asking me, bitch. 


As she hugs me she lets out a contented screech. We walk along the shore. She points discreetly at a tall brunette woman. Her body, a perfect hourglass, looks like it’s been moulded for her neon pink bikini. She has a deep tan, muscular thighs and such a round bum she could be a Kardashian. Men are staring at this woman from the other side of the beach. Hannah and I stop and stare too. 


Her: I don’t concentrate on my bum enough. 


Me: I think you have enough to concentrate on –


Her: But I’m thirty. I need to start doing more lunges. 


Me: You’re not thirty yet –


Her: I’m almost thirty, which is basically thirty.


Me: True. God, I can’t imagine being that old. 


Her: You will be. So you’ve got to get your shit together, OK –


Me: It’s too early for a pep talk –


Her: And I’m going to get a bum like that woman. 


She starts doing walking lunges in the sand, looking so silly. I imagine what it must be like to have a sister you have debates with about philosophy and politics, serious conversations about ways in which the world is ending. I’m sure she’d be well equipped to have those debates with someone else. But with me, she reveals her true self. My Hannah loves shitty reality TV, likes gossiping about celebrities and knows the exact calorie contents of a Twix, KitKat, Twirl and Mars Bar. I like being the one with whom she chooses to have the Mars Bar chats.


We continue to walk normally again as the woman with the good bum starts wading in the sea taking selfies. Hannah checks her phone and lets out a sigh. 


Her: I’ve never felt like this before about anyone – 


Oh but she has, she definitely has. She gets swept away and then forgets that she’s been swept away maybe nineteen or twenty times before. I don’t mind that she rewrites her history. 


Her: Honestly, this time it’s different. I love him. 


Me: You loved the other hims –


Her: He’s so, so different though. He’s vulnerable, he’s kind. He’s creative, he texts back straight away, he has a big –


Me: You said Brian was ‘vulnerable and kind’, you said Francis had a big –


Her: Yeah but I didn’t realise that his was actually average – really average – 


Me: You said –


Her: No, Ruth, this time, seriously, I think that’s it. I’m done looking around. He’s the One. 


Me: You said there’s no such thing as the One –


Her: I know, I know. But now that I’ve met the One – I know he’s my One. 


Me: Jesus. 


She points at the cliff again and we see people jumping off, one after another, some in pairs holding hands. They get separated as they fall. 


Her: I feel like doing something to challenge myself. 


The cliff would be good to draw. I like the sandy colour and its little splattered patches of grass and flowers; it already looks like it’s a painting. I promised myself I would try to do a drawing a day on this trip. She puts my hand into hers. 


Her: Come on. Don’t be boring. 


She knows that ‘boring’ is one of my trigger words. So she wins. We go back to our deck chairs. We dig our phones out of the hole again. As I’m tipping out some sand that’s crept into my phone case, I turn to tell her how hungry I am – but she’s already on a call. From the way that she’s walking I know she’s telling him that I’ve given them the romantic green light. 


I get another coffee shot and down it quickly before she can tell me off. She’s moving quickly, looking out to the sea. I try to catch up with her, but there’s no point. She’s too far ahead now. 
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As we start walking up the cliff, the blister on my foot begins to really sting. I must find a pharmacy later. When we get to the top, I’m weak and lightheaded and need to sit down. I notice a faded sign which someone has hung their bag on. The sign says something in Italian which I can’t be bothered to google translate, and it stands wonkily, like it’s been hit.


A wet young woman in a swimsuit goes up to the sign and unabashedly takes a photo of herself in front of it with a selfie stick. She has a bit of seaweed stuck to her calf. I watch Hannah look over the edge of the cliff and retreat. She’s scared. I realise this is my chance to get us out of here, to get us some food, to go back to our lovely air-conditioned room, away from the selfie sticks. 


Me: Please – let’s just go, Hannah. It’s too risky –


Her: Risks are good. 


She studies the people getting ready for their jump. Her competitive streak begins to show itself as my killjoy instincts flare. 


Me: What if we hit a rock –


Her: No one else has. Some people have done it two or three times. I’ve been watching this cliff all morning –


Me: Well, I’m not fucking doing it. I’m just not.


Her: Ruth! Relax. Everything is going to be all right. 


She grabs my shoulders and hugs me. I love it, I love her, and I let her down this morning by being lazy. I let her down too much.


Hannah starts doing star-jumps. The way she’s acting now reminds me of the slightly unhinged Hannah of her early twenties. I quite like it. I haven’t seen her like this since she was dumped by someone who looked like Brian from the Backstreet Boys. She went through a phase of sitting on the top deck of night buses with her head between her knees. I would stroke her back and look out of the window, glad I was on the night bus with her and not out there. 


She takes a sip from the communal water fountain, which surprises me because she’s a germ freak, and wipes her mouth with the back of her hand. She suddenly seems so young with her red cheeks, which are freckling already.


Her: Come on! Fuck it! Think of the photo! 


Me: We aren’t taking photos. 


Her: Everyone takes a photo, you just stand down there. See?


She points to a ledge just below the top of the cliff. We watch as someone takes a photo of his girlfriend mid-jump. We see her land in the water and wave up at him as he takes another. I wonder how different my life would have been so far if I was a boyfriend type of girl? How different would Hannah’s life be right now if she wasn’t?


She’s now doing side stretches as if she’s about to take part in an Olympic sprint. I taste salt in my mouth. It makes me think of our mum, who used to carry a little bottle of salt in her handbag because she liked everything to be ‘extra extra salty’, which made her sound like a fussy child when she said it. In her extremely superstitious actress phases she would throw salt behind her left shoulder on the street if she saw a magpie. Once it went into my eyes.


The woman who’s just done the jump runs up the rocky path to her boyfriend. They kiss and then look around for someone to take a photo of them. They ask Hannah because she looks more approachable than me; she looks like she could be friends with this woman, with her similar swimming costume and real-life boyfriend. She takes the photo of the giddy couple, both recovering from their epic jumps, and then another and another, just in case they want variation. They all have a conversation in Italian and I remember my sister can almost speak five fucking languages. Only the basic vocabulary but she’s amazing at improvising. 


Her: You go first? Or I’ll go first? 


It’s happening and I can’t stop it. The caffeine and sugar are just hitting optimum levels in my bloodstream, and suddenly I feel like I could run a marathon, or maybe a half-marathon. I’m not boring, I can do this, I can do this.


Me: I’ll go first. But I don’t want a photo of me – 


Her: But you look beautiful – 


Me: I just don’t want a photo, OK? 


Her: OK. 


I’m snappy, hungry and scared: a terrible combination. I step towards the edge of the cliff, I lift my arms out wide, feeling the sun on my face. I wave back at Hannah and for a moment I do feel beautiful, because she told me so. She shouts as I jump off –


Her: GO, RUTHIE!


I love it when she calls me that, though I pretend I hate it because I don’t want to seem babyish. As I fly through the air I think of doughnuts, I don’t know why. The sugar in me is calling out for more. Once Hannah has jumped, we should find a place that does doughnuts. She won’t have one, but she’ll let me because I’m letting her boyfriend come on our fucking holiday, intrude on our time. 


Then I’m crashing into the sea and feeling nothing. It doesn’t feel euphoric, I don’t feel giddy. I just feel like I jumped off a cliff. I try to open my eyes underwater but my body comes up too quickly. The first thing I hear is Hannah screaming for me.


Her: YOU DID IT! 


When I reach the top of the cliff again, panting and wet, she jumps me up and down and hugs me close. She smells of factor 50, which she’s just applied to her face. I rub in a patch she’s missed. She hands me our phones and the little plastic bag. 


Her: You were amazing! So amazing!


Me: OK, your turn now, bitch. 


Her: I’ve changed my mind. I’ve seen you do it which is enough – 


Me: What? You made me do it!


Her: You wanted to do it! You made it look easy! Let’s just –


Me: We are here because of you. You’re doing it. Go. 


Her: Let’s just get some food –


Me: After. Come on. It’s not fair. 


Her: OK. OK. Jesus, why am I so scared? OK. The photo better be fucking amazing. Take a few –


Me: Hurry up, I’m hungry. 


She tries to hug me but I push her away and point to the cliff edge. 


Me: Go on, stop procrastinating.


She does some more funny stretches as I go to the photo-taking ledge. I wave. 


Her: Love you!


Me: Love you too, stupid. Just jump! 


She tucks her hair behind her ears and blows me a kiss. 


Then she jumps. She seems to float in the air for a second. I take the picture. She’s smiling, she’s flying.


She crashes into the sea and I wait for her to come up, joyful. I check the picture I took of her, which is perfect; she’ll be happy. Now we can go back to the hotel, I can get a doughnut and savour the rest of the day. I remember about Rowan, and my happiness morphs into anger that he’s arriving so soon. Why couldn’t it be just us?


I get so angry I don’t notice how long she’s been underwater. 
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It became clear that I was avoiding meeting her new boyfriend, so one day, she tricked me. 


I woke up to condescending notifications that my fertility wasn’t being tracked properly, because I failed to put in some vital information about my vagina. I never meant to track my fertility in the first place, I just wanted to know the days I could have unprotected sex. I didn’t want to go on the pill because Hannah went on it once and she became an actual demon, and I have a deep-rooted aversion to condoms. 


I feel insecure about asking a man to use one, because I fear that the condom-finding-and-putting-on-pause will make him think twice about why he is having sex with me in the first place. I would forget about the app in my frequent bouts of no sex, so when these sporadic notifications popped up, it felt like it was taunting me. 


It was early morning, my neck was sore, and as my eyes readjusted in the light I quickly realised that I was not at my flat. I needed to leave before the man next to me woke up. He’d been hugging me all night and would have woken up, embarrassed by the intimacy and insistent on having sex again quite roughly from behind to regain some sort of power. I tried not to disturb him as I pulled my bra from under one of his feet and got dressed. I looked back at him as I opened the door. He flinched and opened his eyes for a second, then chose to pretend he was still asleep. I was insulted and relieved. 


I met this one – Alexis – on Tinder a few weeks ago. Alexis was into strangling and so I pretended I was into it too to make things simpler. He was very polite and had a big dick, which was a relatively new experience for me. I didn’t exactly enjoy it and it was quite painful, so I thought of it as a night of exercise, something that could be worthwhile in the end, if I stuck to it. He lived above a Starbucks so I always had a Frappuccino for breakfast. This was the fourth time I’d seen him and likely the last. It was a ‘less than five times’ silent arrangement. 


As I walked out of his building, ashamed of how compliant I can be, I wondered how many women from Tinder he strangled a week; how many women have come round at 2 a.m. for a five-minute blow job? Alexis will probably get married and have a baby one day. Will he strangle his wife ‘for fun’ with the baby in the cot asleep nearby?


I am not equipped to have a baby. Hannah has always been ready, having already had enough experience with looking after me. For years now, whenever we saw a baby, she would make me stop and look at it as it passed us by. It’s like she knew I didn’t have that natural instinct and wanted me to develop it. 


Me: I’ll just be the weird auntie to your kids, I’m fine with that. 


Her: A child would help you to be more –


Me: Normal? Ha. Fuck you –


Her: You know what I mean. 


Me: Who would want to have a baby with me? They don’t even want me to stay the night. 


Her: Oh God, it’s too sad. 


Me: I like being alone –


Her: No you don’t, you’re with me the entire time. Good men are out there, you know. 


Me: Just because you think you’re with a good man, doesn’t mean he is. 


Her: You need to meet him. Please? 


The person I might lose my sister to? No, I absolutely didn’t want to meet him. 


Hannah said she wanted to meet for breakfast before work, so I walked from Alexis’s flat in Farringdon with my Frappuccino. We met at a nicer-than-average Pret in Old Street. She was already there when I arrived, drinking a coconut latte and eating a dainty granola-and-yogurt pot. She looked beautiful in a new scarlet power-suit. I don’t know if it was actually a power-suit but she definitely looked powerful. She had a proper job I didn’t understand – something in the business sector involving the occasional conference in Germany and a swish lanyard. 


She had her own office I had only been inside once. It was strikingly bare, no evidence of her. I think that was because she was not really being herself in that job; her heart was in helping people, in her second job/vocation – PaperbackKids. She set up the charity scheme for kids while she was still at university, but still didn’t have enough money or influence to do it full-time. It was part of her much-hyped five-year plan before she wanted to go full steam ahead into philanthropy. I was not allowed to make any jokes about her philanthropic aspirations.


In her office she had a framed photo of Bill Gates, who she idolised. She loved that he was known to carry around a big bag full of books wherever he went, so she would try to do the same. Her bag contained titles on business at first, but then she began to keep children’s books in there. I was with her a couple of times when she saw a child on the Tube and left one for them on her seat when we got off. I called her a ‘Modified Mary Poppins’. We would stand on the platform and watch the child reach for the book as the train blasted away. 


She was quieter and less smiley inside the City office. I was wearing my Adidas tracksuit the day I visited and that’s probably why I wasn’t invited again. She insisted it wasn’t because of the tracksuit, it was because they weren’t actually allowed guests due to the security risk, but I knew she was lying. One day I tried dressing up really smart, in one of her power-suits and her heels which were too big for me, and meeting her outside the building without warning when she stepped out for lunch. She found it really funny but maintained the lie and I wasn’t allowed in. I walked home in my socks, holding her heels, feeling silly. 


She went to get me a coffee and another granola-and-yoghurt. I didn’t tell her I’d just had a Frappuccino. I watched her engage happily with a barista who had a chin piercing. She was so skilled at banal small talk, with everyone and anyone. Rowan arrived and I knew it was him from my stalking online and the odd photo she had sheepishly shown me. He snuck up to her and stroked her back. She didn’t turn round – she was still chatting shit – but when she took his hand behind her and squeezed it in such an intimate and familiar way, I suddenly felt embarrassed for looking. He picked up the coffee and granola and looked around to find me sitting there, watching him. 


Him: Ruthie?


Me: Yeah. Well. Ruth.


Him: She always calls you Ruthie, sorry –


Me: It’s fine. 


I tried to smile but I was insanely, repulsively tense, and annoyed by how handsome he was. Brown skin, black curly hair, dressed entirely in shades of navy. Skinny jeans rolled up to show his white sports socks and black Converse. A T-shirt which was shrunken and showed the top of his boxers. He held out his hand for mine, and I shook it limply on purpose. She joined us.


Her: Sorry, sorry. I know you’ll be angry – 


Me: I’m not angry –


Her: I just wanted you to meet each other.


I was angry already with the trickery but tried to sound upbeat. Rowan went in to kiss her and she kissed back with one eye on me. He looked her up and down. 


Him: Never seen you in a suit –


Her: Oh God, I know. I have to present to investors today and need to look – professional. 


Him: I love it. 


She went red. Beads of sweat were forming on her top lip. I could tell she was wearing more foundation than usual by the fuzzy orangey line at her jaw. Her gold-lined eyes were so wired, flashing back and forth between me and him. She wanted so much for us to get along. 


Him: So, what do you do, Ruth?


Me: Ummm – well, I –


Her: She’s finding her way –


Hannah liked to say that ‘finding my way’ was my job. It was infuriating. I rolled my eyes at her.


Me: No, I’ve found my way. To Wahaca. 


Her: You’re too talented to work in a chain restaurant –


Me: Why do you always have to mention that it’s a chain restaurant? Why do you find chain restaurants so –


Her: They’re just bland, unlike you.


Me: Maybe I like blending in. Are you the kind of cool person who hates chain restaurants too? 


He didn’t answer and I could tell he was uncomfortable with our critical yet sisterly dynamic – I think he thought we were actually fighting. Hannah hated that I worked at Wahaca. She hated it so much. And that’s probably why I stayed working there for so long. I know I could have done things, even if they weren’t the things I wanted to do like painting and drawing; I could have done something meaningful and efficient, like her. But I just wasn’t ready to make the leap yet, to expose myself and seem vulnerable by trying to do something I cared about. And there’s something wonderful about just fitting in sometimes. There’s safety in blandness. 


She checked her phone. 


Her: OK – well – I have to go, sorry. They need me to help set up the room – 


Me: You can’t be going already?


Her: You were late, Ruthie –


Me: Ruth –


Her: Ruth, stop it! Get better at time management.


Me: Stop –


Her: Where were you last night?


Me: I was being strangled –


Her: God, not again –


Rowan took an awkward sip of his coffee. 


Her: Look, I’m sorry. Stay, please – finish your coffee with Rowan. Do you want to go for dinner on Saturday with us?


This was an ambush. Rowan kissed her again, on the cheek, as he caught my studying eyes. Hannah got out of that Pret as quickly as she could. She didn’t hug me or look back at me because she knew. She knew how she’d played me. I watched her run away, her big, beautiful bum in the scarlet power-trousers swishing from side to side. I saw Rowan staring at it too. 


Then he sat down. We were at one of those tall tables with uncomfortably high seats. He began finishing her granola and her coconut latte as if it were his to finish. I sipped my flat white and looked at him. He had yoghurt around his mouth, which relaxed me a little, so I ate some of mine. We sat there just eating fucking granola for a bit. He didn’t seem to find it weird at all. 


Him: What are you up to today? 


Me: I don’t know yet. I might just – go for a walk or something. It’s weird being in the City so early. 


He smiled in agreement. A lovely smile, white teeth – good, straight teeth. Lucky Hannah. A large percentage of the men I slept with had awful teeth. I smiled back. 


We walked through the City afterwards, past Chancery Lane, towards the river, largely in silence. I remember that I liked him a lot by the end of the walk, and felt a tiny bit jealous of my sister. More jealous than usual, anyway. 
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On one of the first nights after we came home I got incredibly drunk and bought twenty lasagnes from Tesco.


When we were kids our mum rarely cooked, but once she went to the effort of making us a lasagne from scratch. It was disgusting; oil was gathered in little cheese holes, and there was too much tomato sauce so it was more like a lumpy soup. But Hannah ate it all – she wanted Mum to think she’d done a good job. When she wasn’t in the kitchen I crept away and poured mine into the bin. I didn’t realise at that moment there was no bin liner in the bin and when Mum found out she was so angry and rarely cooked for us again. 


A couple of nights ago I microwaved the first of the frozen lasagnes. I took a bite too soon and it burnt my tongue so badly that I considered going to A&E, but I didn’t want to go into a hospital again so soon. I was so upset I threw it out my window. Luckily it landed on top of the bus shelter, rather than on a passer-by. Pigeons immediately swarmed to it, and have continued to peck away at it since. I took photos of the pigeons eating the lasagne – I don’t know why. It’s still not finished. My tongue still hasn’t healed.


I go to her flat in the early hours, when the world is quiet and no one can find me, and I water her plants. I check that her fridge is working. I lie down in her bed, or on her sofa; sometimes I have a long shower there too. I use her hair products and put everything back exactly as she likes it. I can’t stay there for long before I start thinking too much, so I walk home listening to my Disney Princess playlist. 


I mainly just sleep, through most of the day and night. I am moving so little that I’ve gained weight, I’m slower. I don’t remember when I last had a glass of water. I bulk ordered five hundred Diet Cokes online one night when I was half-asleep, so that’s my main liquid now. The cans are littered all over my floor, a habit inherited from my father. I stepped on one as I sleepwalked to the toilet the other night and now I have a huge cut on my left foot which I’ve done nothing about. 


Hannah would leave her cuts until they got infected. It was confusing because she was so organised and meticulous in all other aspects of her life. I made her wash them, tried to get her to see a doctor if necessary, but she said she didn’t have the time. I pretend I can hear her talking. 


Her: These things get better on their own.


I feel silly that I can actually hear her. She had faint scars speckled all over her legs and arms from years of picking at scabs, scars that only I could see.
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I found myself in King’s Cross St Pancras at 5.00 one morning, just before the sun came up. I had spent the night eating Kettle crisps, drinking wine and walking aimlessly around London. I’d somehow walked over forty thousand steps to Ealing, where we grew up, and back. I had spilt wine on my ballet pumps. I looked at the train boards and felt comforted by the monotonous tannoy announcements, like they were giving me instructions, ideas about where I could go. I decided to go to Edinburgh, to visit Evelyn. We hadn’t spoken in a while and I didn’t know where exactly in Edinburgh she lived, but it felt like a good idea. I texted her as the train left to say I’d be arriving that afternoon.


Evelyn was in my year at art school. On the first day she told me she wanted to be a portrait artist and that she was asexual, and she was so nice to me that I just clung to her. She had extremely long hair and a completely flat chest. She didn’t drink or smoke and could draw and paint beautifully. She intrigued me, and I tried for a while to be as pure as her. Hannah didn’t like my friendship with Evelyn; she couldn’t believe someone so young and so beautiful could be asexual. She didn’t trust her; she said that she must lead a double life when she went home at the weekends.
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