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  CHAPTER ONE




  Bit by bit, Amanda is piecing Jo together.




  Jo was the baby they threw in the dustbin nearly twenty-two years ago. What a black, smelly, start to life, in that cylindrical tin coffin. Yes, it was a start and not a finish to life, because Jo is still alive today. Somewhere.




  Jo's guardians must have found her wrapped in an old Daily Telegraph under old tea leaves and rotting potato peelings. They will have wiped her free of tea stains and thought, Finders Keepers. They’ll have tried to make her their own but they’ll never have made her whole because Jo still bleeds from having her other half ripped off. She will share the pain of parting. She will know what it is to have grown up without her reflection.




  Jo is the twin sister Amanda has never seen, except in her mind's eye. It's in spiritual terms that Jo is most clearly defined. Jo's spirit is pearly-pink or green or blue. Iridescent. Amanda thinks every person has a psychic colour, although she’s not sure she has one of her own.




  She can't remember when she first became aware of that naked feeling all around her, that wind-chill sometimes to her left, sometimes to her right, but always spelling out the same lonely message: something is missing. Someone is missing. Jo. She no longer knows where the coast ends and where the sea begins with herself and Jo.




  Jo is her twin sister she has never seen. But she has seen her stepsister most days, for nearly ten years. She and Angie have been growing towards each other over time and today they’re not so unalike, though they have different surnames because her own mother, Rosalind, and stepfather, Neville, have never married. Neville's soul is sort of brownish in colour, but a nice unimposing brown, a bit like the man.




  Neville is an antique dealer. Rodney, the twins' real father was a lawyer when he was alive with an apt surname – Court - also her birthright. Rodney Court interests her a great deal because her mother rarely discusses him. She dismisses him in an instant. “It's so long ago now, Amanda, I simply can't remember.” Or, “The past is dead and buried. What's the point of raking it up?” Consequently Rodney has developed rather a green spirit - the colour of mystery and summer ponds. Or perhaps unripeness or verdigris. Her mother's redness naturally complements Rodney's green. Red is a colour that attracts and after Rodney died, her mother had another lover before settling for Neville. But for every male admirer, her mother has lost the equivalent in female friendship. She has never been your Coffee Morning or Tupperware Party person and as she isn't working she has few new routes to company.




  But at least her mother is complete which is more than can be said for her estranged twins. Amanda knows she can no longer wait for Jo to come home. She must go out and look for her, and soon. Very soon. Otherwise Jo might die in ignorance.




  * * *




  Billy Latham has only been going out with Angie Slattery for a matter of weeks although he knew her at school.




  He likes her a lot. He sees her as a fun-loving creature with serious undertones; more creative than clever-clever. He doesn't like girls who are clever clogses. Angie writes poetry, or so she says, though he hasn't been allowed to see any of it yet, but it seems to fit with that scatty way she has, like leaving umbrellas on buses or walking round town with her hem looped up - all part of her charm. Maybe neurotic would be a better choice of word - she certainly suffers from nervous heads and tight stomachs, a bit too frequently for his liking.




  He recalls the occasion he first noticed Angie. He was a sixth former dating a fifth form girl called Maggie Rice whose face he can barely recall now. One afternoon in the parent-free Rice household, two of Maggie's friends were dancing in brilliant sunshine on the rickety old balcony there. They were doing a ghastly rendition of ‘Strawberry Fields’ and proceeded to work their way through a host of other Beatles' songs, each one sounding more dreadful than the last. One of the girls had a banana as her microphone, the other a peppermill. That was Angie, with the peppermill. They were clearly having a ball and that appealed. He's always liked a girl who knows how to enjoy herself.




  The balcony cabaret was several years ago. He and Angie met again last summer, quite by chance. Even through his sunglasses, and several years of elapsed time he knew it was her. They were (and still are) both working in central Liverpool, he in the bank and she in the haberdashery section at the department store. They went for a few lunch-time drinks, reminisced about the good old teenage years, but it was to be October before they went on their first proper date. They went to Kirklands wine bar and on the way home kissed under the streetlamp on the corner of her road.




  He lives in Waterloo, Liverpool 22, she in the more select area of Blundellsands, Liverpool 23. It takes him about ten minutes to walk from his door to hers. He likes the walk and the way the houses change in style and grandeur as he moves nearer to Angie's. He also likes the sound of the trains approaching along the main Liverpool to Southport line that, at a distance, sound like the galloping of mechanical hooves.




  Angie's house has bay windows, three storeys and a name: Atherton House. He’s always thought it classy, a house with a name. Atherton House is a magnificent product of Victorian workmanship; vertical, dark and serious like the people of its day. Angie lives here with her stepsister, father, stepmother and the family cat, Tinker. Atherton House isn't what you would call welcoming. Neither is Amanda when she answers the door. If he described her as vertical and serious, that would be too generous - she is appallingly neutral. They have met a few times but much of it is unmemorable. Her voice is small, almost an apology for a voice, unlike Angie who gives life to her words. In fact, Amanda is a bit of an apology for a person, she is just there - quiet and tractable as a servant. Every time he meets her he has a job remembering her line of work. He knows it’s in some office but he can't remember any more than that, though she must have told him two or three times at least. But after being told so many times he dare not ask again.




  "Angie's got a migraine," Amanda says as he steps into the hall. It's a dark hall with antique furniture.




  "Not again," he says. "She had two last week. She knows I've got tickets for tonight."




  "For Cabaret, wasn't it?"




  "Yeah, a mate of mine has got a small part - and I've also booked a table at our favourite restaurant beforehand, so she's got to come."




  "She can't do anything when she gets a migraine."




  "Ah, she can't let me down now - she's known about this for ages."




  Rosalind appears from the lounge, cat at her heels. He likes Rosalind. She is both welcoming and confident.




  "Hi Billy," she says, offering him a cigarette.




  "I've given up, Rosalind."




  "The fags or Angie?"




  He smiles. "You may well ask. I hope she's not trying to give me the Big E or nothing."




  "Of course not. I'd come with you myself, Billy, only I'm going out myself tonight."




  "I've wearing my best kecks an' all."




  "You could always take Amanda," suggests Rosalind. "She's not doing anything this evening."




  * * *




  Billy wonders what on earth he has let himself in for as he waits with Amanda on Blundellsands station for the train into town. As he stands in silence on the platform, a good yard apart from the gauche Amanda, he wishes he hadn't sold his car. At least they would be half way to Liverpool by now. It seems an eternity before he hears that twang on the lines below, signalling an approaching train.




  Billy observes his fellow travellers, in an effort to pass the time: the men hiding behind their newspapers on their way home from work - no faces, no communication; the lads, like that one there, furtively reading that girl's book over her shoulder; those cheeky schoolboys, plotting mischief.




  It's not only the character of the people making the journey exciting. It's the character of the city, thickening as you near its heart - suburbs giving way to dockland. He points out his favourite landmarks on the way, laying a hand as he does so on Amanda's wooden arm, forgetting.




  They alight at Liverpool Central and he feels a sense of unease as they walk through town to the restaurant, almost ashamed to be out with such a dead-leg. When they arrive, the waiter takes Amanda's thick winter coat and shows them to their romantic table for two. The waiter lights the bottled candle between them and hands them each a menu.




  Billy looks across at Amanda. "What d'you fancy?"




  "What are you having?"




  "Kebab and rice."




  "I'll have the same as you."




  After the waiter has taken their orders and brought over their bottle of Mateus Rose - Angie's favourite - a thick silence descends. He can't help noticing the sensible navy blue dress Amanda is wearing - not like the black sexy number you can expect from Angie. And her hair is long and straight and dark brown - not Angie’s dark, wavy and exuberant plume. But he is stuck with Amanda for the evening so he may as well make the most of it.




  "Do you know Cabaret at all?"




  "I don't think so."




  "You've never seen it on the telly, you know, with Liza Minnelli? You must have heard the songs. Come to the cabaret old chum, life is a cabaret. No?"




  She smiles at least. Yes, he's noticed this about her - she smiles quite readily but it's indiscriminate.




  "D’you like plays?"




  "I don't mind."




  "D’you ever go and see any?"




  She gives a nervous laugh. "Not many."




  "So what do you like to do?"




  "I don't know really." She twiddles the stem of her glass.




  "How do you fill your spare time?"




  She shrugs. "The usual, you know. TV, music."




  "What about footie?"




  "Not really."




  "Tennis or athletics?"




  "I don't like sport much."




  "God, did anyone ever tell you you're hard work?"




  She smiles again. Infuriating. Every avenue of conversation seems to arrive at the same dead-end. What on earth made her tick?




  When the kebabs arrive they eat in silence. He finds himself sinking into introspection over Angie's migraines. Were they real? What if they turn out to be serious? What if she has another fella? What if, what if, what if.




  "Does Angie know what causes these migraines of hers?"




  "Stress she thinks."




  "Oh what, the prospect of going out for a meal and the theatre afterwards? Very stressful!"




  The silence returns, and he resumes his thoughts of Angie. So what if she has a migraine? It's no big deal. Doesn't her appeal lie in her complex and unpredictable nature? But he realizes he is not so much baffled by Angie's ailments as irritated at having a potentially interesting evening spoiled, and the sight of the ungainly girl across the table does little to alleviate matters. She could at least feel some sisterly obligation and try to compensate. Fat chance! She never shows any bold initiative. She never says or does anything to please or offend, she is incapable of making a simple decision unless someone else has endorsed it first, even down to her choice of food it would seem. Still waters run deep, they say, but her neutrality is a symptom of shallowness surely. He’s rarely seen her engrossed in a book or newspaper, which would account for her threadbare conversation and formless opinions. She has nothing to declare.




  He decides he can't bear to sit through another painful course and is grateful when Amanda follows his example and declines dessert.




  He is greatly relieved to get to Cabaret. Here he loses himself in the thrill of the music and colour and dance, and forgets Amanda is even there.




  * * *




  On a raw Saturday, late January, Angie looks up to an ice-rink sky. Winter birds fly across it, like pieces of charred newspaper from a bonfire. She tracks the telegraph wires, allowing herself to gaze skywards as she did as a child. She regrets that adult heads miss so much up there, moored as they are to matters on the ground: work and saving for this and that and rushing hither and thither. As far as she's concerned there's really only one person who's a footstool back to the heavens and that's Amanda. She can't really say the same about Billy though she supposes she might be Billy's footstool.




  Today is her twenty-fourth birthday. People all around her are breathing wintry wreaths on the air. Perhaps one or two of them even share her birthday. You are blessed on your birthday. You can do what you want. When she gets home she will ask Amanda a big favour - one Amanda won't be able to refuse her on her birthday.




  Once home, she goes up to her yellow bedroom on the top floor, the one across the landing from Amanda's pale green one, and lays out the black dress she has just bought on her bed where Amanda is sitting, waiting for her opinion to be sought.




  Angie tries on the dress and gives a quick twirl. "Well? What do you think?"




  "It's nice."




  Amanda is so sweet. She would never say if she thought it ghastly.




  "What about at the back? Does it look OK?"




  "Fine. Are you wearing it tonight?"




  "I think so. Billy says he likes me in black," she says, grabbing hold of her matching clutch bag, to complete the desired effect. She then undoes the zip and steps out of the dress. "I love birthdays. All the fuss and the cards and the cake and everyone being nice, don't you?"




  "No, I loathe it. I can't wait for it to be over."




  "Oh you always say that but you don't mean it." But she knows Amanda does. She knows Amanda despises the individual focus that birthdays bring, unlike Christmas, which is a celebration for all.




  "Amanda? I want to ask you a favour."




  "You want to borrow those earrings Neville gave me for Christmas."




  "No, nothing like that. Something different."




  "What's that?"




  "Well, I know this sounds mad…" Angie reaches for her lip salve and moistens each lip with it, buying herself a few crucial seconds of composure. "But I'd like to borrow some of your poems."




  "My poems? Why?"




  "Please don't say no, Amanda." Angie rubs her newly-salved lips together. "Not on my birthday."




  "I'm not. I just don't know what you can want with them. They're rubbish."




  "No they're not. Look, I don't know how to say this - it's just that I told Billy some time back that I wrote poetry. I don't know why I said it but I probably thought it would impress him at the time."




  "And now he’s asked to see some."




  "Put it this way, Amanda. He's expressed an interest. I've put him off so far but he just thinks I'm being modest. I wondered if you’d mind helping me out - if I get pushed into a corner."




  "That's OK. I don't mind."




  "Oh Amanda, you're an angel!" She reaches down and hugs her. "He just won't drop the subject. It probably won't be necessary though - with any luck he'll forget about it."




  * * *




  Several weeks later, Amanda sits behind the French window in the living room writing a poem. The mood only takes her now and then. She looks up and lets her eyes rove the garden where a robin has just landed on the rooted spade. Other birds too are hopping and stopping on the grey March grass. An inclement wind is now drying out the rain that, twenty minutes earlier, it had hurled in bucketfuls against the glass panes. Everything is late this year: there are still only snowdrops, not a crocus in sight, let alone daffodils.




  The house is empty but it's never quiet during these moments. It's like listening to air in a seashell. There's often an undefined sound behind the emptiness which she can't quite put her finger on. She gets up from her unshaped poem on the living room table and looks up at the servants' panel above the door. In the old days, if a bell sounded in the house, the servants would have looked to this panel to discover which room had rung: the dining room, bedroom one, bedroom two, and so on. Even today, the ring of a bell is accompanied by a vibrating marker in the bell panel, indicating the room concerned. Now, though there's no outward sound, there's a slight reverberation, an almost imperceptible shiver of movement from the little window in the panel, marked bedroom two.




  This is the spare bedroom on the first floor, opposite her mother's and Neville's room, where bits of old junk are stored, and where the rowing machine lives - its novelty having worn off for Neville and Rosalind, though they used to exercise on it twice daily. Tinker, the cat, also sleeps in this room. Amanda creeps up there and pushes the door open. She seems to know what she is looking for. She finds it peeping out from under the cat-litter tray - the fate of many an old newspaper. It's quite faded now and four months old, but there's something in here calling her attention.




  Then she finds it. It's an article about people who have been trying to trace a lost family member and there, embedded in the heart of the piece, is Jo's story. (Well, here Jo is actually referred to as Joanna. Funny, she always thought her Jo was a Josephine, but it just goes to show how mistaken you can be sometimes.) Joanna is appealing to find her real family. She is aged twenty-one at the time of writing, born and bred in Liverpool, now living in Devon. Her adoptive parents, now dead, knew little of Jo's family of origin. Apart from this, there is little more to go on, except for poor-quality photos of the appellants, some of them in virtual silhouette.




  Amanda waits for the feeling of shock to pass, and when it does she can hardly contain herself. It has taken her quest a giant leap forward. Some clues at last. This is what genealogical discoveries must be like, when, after pursuing a cold trail for months or years, you suddenly hit on that missing link. She knows she has to go to Devon. She has none of her usual second thoughts or trouble making up her mind. It’s suddenly all very clear. What is there for her here apart from a dead-end job in an antiquated office in Bootle?




  She will miss Angie lots, of course, but Angie isn't her true sister. Jo is. And Jo must take priority.




  * * *




  It surprises Rosalind a little that Amanda is telephoning around for hotel jobs in Devon. She sees Amanda is quite determined. She's always taken Amanda to be a sticker, not someone who acts on a whim or impulse - that is more Angie's style of doing things. But then perhaps Angie has unconsciously influenced her, shaken her out of her routine.




  People often say to Rosalind - on learning that it is in fact Amanda who is her blood relative and not Angie - "Oh really? I thought it was the other way round. Angie is a lot like you." And it makes Rosalind feel quite guilty if she enjoys the compliment, which she invariably does, because Angie is very attractive, Amanda more plain. From a physical perspective, it is fairly obvious why people make this assumption: Angie has the same thick, dark hair as herself and animated mannerisms.




  Rosalind, however, sees herself as a lot stronger than Angie. For instance, Angie seems to have some minor ailment every other day. Neville has suggested Angie go back to the doctor but Angie seems to share Rosalind's own horror of anything medical. Another overlap between herself and her stepdaughter…




  "I've got myself a couple of interviews," Amanda announces suddenly, pulling Rosalind up short. "In Paignton."




  



  CHAPTER TWO




  During her first fortnight at her new job in Paignton - a time period protracted and packed with impressions - Amanda makes a pledge to be the Angie of Devon. Each day, her chambermaid duties completed at the three star Heathfield Hotel, she takes a stroll along the shore. She refuses to waste the sun. That fresh woody scent of April stirs things inside her, something dry summer heat can never do.




  Today she follows her usual route and heads for the sea front. As she crosses the road she thinks, though it's only ten steps from kerb to kerb there's the road in between. She doesn't know why this thought should come into her head or what it means. She walks with the purposeless pace of the old, but her head is thrown back Angie-style, proud and bright as a sunflower. She finds the harbour pretty with its boats - red, blue, yellow - jingling and bobbing on a shrinking sheet of water that will soon become a sloppy floor of mud.




  The seasonal workers are unlocking everything for the first time since last year, in preparation for Easter. Out come the postcards, the beach balls, the luminous windmills, the seafood delicacies, the sticks of rock. Amanda walks around the harbour onto the sand-dusted promenade, plunging her hands deep into her pockets. The fresh salty air unwinds spools of hope, like invisible streamers behind her. She smiles to herself. She is happy walking alone. Happy and self-contained.




  The sea is medicine. It’s anonymous like she is. She likes the feeling of being unknown, it gives her power and lots of room for manoeuvre. She drops herself into the cobbled sand and looks along the coastline in the direction of Torquay. She imagines there might be small recesses and tucks along the way: dark moody coves with huge clammy boulders and cold mossy seaweed where in summer flocks of children will fish for crabs and starfish.




  Directly ahead, the tide is on the turn again. The odd dog sniffs at the strewn array of planks, bottles, ropes, dropped off by the last tide. She watches as the sands are devoured minute by minute by the waves, fanning and fizzing into a foamy braid. Some of the waves have a ragged hemline and the foam seems to float around like jaded dishwater...




  A small immortal child appears on the empty shore. She jets from the waves or did she crystallize from the clouds? The child plays, laughs, blossoming from dust. There's always a home for the child-Jo Amanda never knew. Jo loves the sea air. It's as if she can't breathe enough of it; as if she still tastes dustbin. Jo should have company and here they come: the children in their jumble-sale clothes. Like iron filings or the children of Hamelin they have been drawn out of their city Lego-blocks. Today they wear white robes and garlands of flowers about their heads. They are greeted and baptized by the Sacred Mermaid, the Anointed One, the Queen of the Sea. Tomorrow they will return to their cities with regenerated spirit. The ghetto will never again reflect in their eyes. Their eyes will be organs reincarnated. These children are young, pretty, aspiring - one of the girls was once a carnival princess and her brother played Joseph in a nativity play. They have the determination and spark of Anne Frank.




  But they grow, don’t they? A new generation saunters unceremoniously through the sand, scuffing it with their mighty clodhoppers, scratching inane messages in its fudgy surface. Tina luvs Darren. KL woz ere. Man United. They giggle. They are all of them awkward, self-conscious, vacuous. At the same time, showy. Big show-offs. They have jettisoned their early ambitions in favour of the peer group. Mutinous, stroppy nobodies, spitting and swearing. Something shocking has ravaged their purity, after all, like blood on snow. Adolescence.
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