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PART ONE










ONE





ZORA



We were joined at the hip – that’s not a metaphor. We walked with disjointed, ambling steps in perfect symbiosis, swaying from side to side, but never falling. We were dressed in two pink-and-white smocks that billowed into one from the waist down. There were no photographs, but I would picture us as babies, joined together, smiles wide.


I remembered every detail of the separation. Tubed and monitored, we shared a hospital bed side by side, the only possible position. You were a kicker; your left leg swung into my right at regular intervals all through the night. From our window we saw the Houses of Parliament and boats drifting down the Thames. The chimes of Big Ben resonated hourly, vibrating through our diaphragm (always referred to in the singular).


Our separation was the talk of the hospital. Piercing whispers circulated round us.


‘Aren’t they sweet?’


‘Such pretty little things.’


‘How does anyone tell them apart?’


‘Look at that black curly hair…’


‘… And those lovely dark eyes.’


‘Coo-ee. Come on, darlings, give us a smile.’


‘It must be strange for them.’


‘They don’t know they’re different. To them, all this is normal.’


‘They’re joined here, and here, you see? They’re very fortunate. No vital organs are involved.’


Doctors and nurses stood above us, proclaiming the phenomenon we were. They examined us minutely, measuring each response and finding new ways to emphasise our difference, a source of sorrow for you – you couldn’t bear the thought of us divided. Eventually they split us in two. I’ve always thought that two were better than one, but of course you begged to differ.


Our scars were long, fibrous lumps that ended mid-thigh. You would run your finger over yours, claiming it was testimony to the whole that we once were.


There was a wall in our bedroom filled with collages you’d made, each piece overlapping, faces doubled, carefully cut from magazines. Twin girls. They were there for years, even when we had outgrown them, because you were compelled to keep them visible. When I asked you about it you said that if you had been a doctor of medicine, or a psychologist, your need to study twins wouldn’t have been seen as strange, it would have been rewarded with research grants and sabbaticals. You always wanted to grasp why the pair of us existed. There was a documentary you watched that said identical twins were a kind of cosmic joke, God’s little prank on an unsuspecting world. You relished the description.


Our mother, Viv, found us exhausting. She’d only wanted one baby, but she’d got two. When our father Rudy came home from work, she looked at him tearfully and said, ‘They only want to be with each other, they’re hardly aware of anyone else. How can I look after them? They don’t even seem to notice me. I don’t feel like their mother. I don’t know what to do with them.’ Viv believed that we were everything to one another and had no need of her.


‘You’re exhausted, Viv, that’s all,’ Rudy replied. ‘Two babies at the same time when you already have a toddler would exhaust anyone. They’re doing fine, everybody says so. Just give it a bit more time. We’ll manage.’


‘Of course we will, Rudy,’ our mother said, though it was clear from the anxious look that was still on her face that she didn’t really believe it.


Our mother had pale, slightly freckled skin, and long, thick hair, parted in the middle. Each morning, she would brush it with impatient strokes. She disliked its auburn colour, but we knew it was beautiful – our mum was beautiful. Her smile was warm (though she didn’t allow herself to smile often enough) and she had long, slim legs; her hips swung elegantly when she walked. Our father was tall and muscular with tight black curls, brown skin and glasses that gave him the look of a Caribbean Clark Kent. I often hoped he’d turn into Superman. And then there was our brother: kind, generous Cal, the only other person we wanted to play with. Eighteen months older than us, he knew the best games. He had racing cars, planes and Meccano. He taught us to make cranes, complete with string, that would lift tiny objects when we turned the handle. We loved the story of Little Red Riding Hood, so our mother made you and me red cloaks from old velvet curtains, and a wolf suit for Cal, cut from an old fake fur coat, with pointy ears and a tail. At first he chased us all over the house, his growls loud and rumbling, but we soon tamed him, and he went to live in a den at the bottom of our tiny garden, where the Riding Hoods fed him biscuits and cake – much tastier than grandmothers or small children. Do you remember Cal? Do you remember how it was when there were five of us in our south London house?


Perhaps you don’t remember living there. Perhaps, in time, you won’t remember much at all. I will keep reminding you. But whatever happens next, I know you will remember Harriet. I know you will remember her.













TWO





SELINA



Lydia is late. The café is full. The only available table is squeezed into a corner by the door. Whenever anyone enters or leaves, I feel a blast of cold air around my neck. A small boy is running up and down the narrow space between the chairs. He jabs me in the calf with his action figure, laughing at the joke. He is impervious to my hard stare. The local mother and toddler group has commandeered most of the space. Women struggle to make themselves heard over the shrill sounds of free-range children. I feel out of place. The mothers are dressed competitively in designer casuals. Short jersey dresses with chunky lace-up ankle boots are the order of the day. My trousers are khaki-dull. My shoes are scuffed. My baggy shirt is frayed at the sleeves. I could have dressed up for this meeting but I’m tired of making an effort.


I peer out of the window onto the street, hoping to see Lydia. There is no sign. Perhaps she’s changed her mind about coming. I’ll give it another ten minutes, then go. I decide to get a choux bun from the counter. Anxiety fuels a need for cake. As I walk back to my table, I see that the small boy with the pointy toy has nabbed my seat. He is poking his finger into the dregs of my coffee cup. This time, he does respond to the stare I give him and scuttles off. The victory boosts my confidence, although the ability to suppress a three-year-old really shouldn’t count for much.


The smell of bacon fills the air as the mothers’ breakfast subs are carried to their table. They squeal about self-indulgence and the need to return to the diet tomorrow. They are all as thin as celery sticks, pretty and pale. At school, if we’d been contemporaries, they would have been a clique. They would have despised my awkwardness and the golden glow of my skin. They would have preferred Zora by a small margin, despite us being the same. They would have been fascinated by our twinship however much they would have wanted to ignore us. Lydia would have scorned them without mercy. Zora would have turned her back on them (literally). I would have stayed silent in the face of their contempt.


Just as I decide Lydia definitely isn’t coming, I see her pushing open the glass door. She is still recognisable after all these years. I doubt if the same can be said of me so I wave to get her attention. She peers at me as if she thinks that I’m an imposter. Then she smiles coolly. She embraces me before taking a seat at the table.


We were close once, Lydia and I. But I haven’t seen her for decades. I don’t know if I want to be here. I don’t know why I asked her to come.


‘It’s so good to see you,’ she says, but I’m not sure she means it.


‘You too,’ I reply, and yet I feel uneasy. Perhaps there’s a reason we haven’t kept in touch.


She orders coffee, speaking dismissively to the waitress, who responds with extra nods to ‘madam’, as if condescension is all she deserves.


Lydia has continued to be beautiful. Her hair is still dark, dyed expensively. There are subtle colour tones and small streaks of grey. Retained for… author something? What’s the word I’m looking for? I’ll have to concentrate. I can’t afford to use the wrong words. Lydia might see there is something wrong with me.


She is wearing a brown dress. Her jacket is the same shade of green as her eyes. Her make-up has been cleverly applied to emphasise her perfect mouth. I know my chin has sagged. My face has filled and coarsened with age. But Lydia’s has retained the fragility of youth. I am envious of her poise and her ability to put me in my place with barely a word. I feel fourteen again, wanting to impress, wishing I’d made an effort with my clothes.


‘So how have things been?’ I ask as the waitress brings the coffee to the table.


She smiles to convey the impossibility of summarising almost four decades in a sentence or two, surrounded by the young in a coffee shop. She doesn’t reply.


My fingers grip the corner of the tablecloth. I don’t want Lydia to see I’m anxious about this meeting.


She leans forward and her expression changes to one of concern. ‘I heard about Zora’s—’


I cut her off, panic rising. ‘We’re not here to discuss Zora, I’m not talking about her now.’ I don’t want to talk about Zora. I can’t.


Lydia leans back in her seat again. ‘What are we here to talk about, then?’ she says. ‘I was surprised when you got in touch. I wasn’t expecting to hear from you. But I am wondering why you asked me to come because it’s obvious that you still haven’t forgiven me, not even after all these years. I saw it in the fixedness of your smile as I came through the door. No one can hold a grudge the way you can, Selina.’ She drains her coffee cup.


‘Forgive you?’ I ask, hoping she’ll say more. I need to fill the gaps.


‘It was all a very long time ago,’ Lydia replies, gazing towards a point beyond my head.


She examines her empty coffee cup. She’s left dark red lipstick on the rim. Then she says, in a softer tone, still not meeting my gaze, ‘I do regret it, you know, but we were very young, all of us. And I am pleased to see you, Selina, though I know you find that hard to believe. It’s been too long and I’ve missed you. Rupert and Amy and my youngest daughter, Laura, visit every now and then, and the entire family comes down at Christmas. But it’s not the same.’ She waits, as if she is hoping I’ll say my life hasn’t been the same without her either. I remain silent. She changes the subject. ‘I’m to be a great-grandmother, did anybody tell you? Emily – my oldest grandchild – is expecting a baby any day now. Isn’t that extraordinary? You never expect to reach an age where such a thing is possible.’


I’ve also reached old age with some surprise, though the alternative would have surprised me even more.


‘There’s no point in denying it: we are old now, Selina. I’m feeling it far more than I used to. Perhaps I should have exercised more or drunk a little less alcohol – who knows? But most of all, of course, it was the cigarettes. Do you remember how we all smoked like chimneys when we were young? No one told us it was bad for you. It was a sign of sophistication. They even said it was good for you once upon a time – cleared the lungs. Well, I’m paying for it now.’


Does she mean she’s ill? Is that why she’s agreed to meet with me? I ask her if an illness has been diagnosed. She waves the question aside. ‘You don’t expect to be in the peak of health at our age, do you? What I mean to say is, life’s too short for holding on to grievances. Why can’t we put the past behind us? When I was younger, I could afford to be patient, but I’m too old now to waste time with someone who sees me as the source of all their ills. The past is the past, Selina. It’s time to stop wallowing in things that can’t be changed.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Did that sound cruel? Insensitive? I’m sorry, I’m just tired of all the blaming. I’ve fallen out with a lot of people over the years – you know me, I’ve never suffered fools gladly. But I don’t have the energy for it anymore and that’s the truth of it.’ She looks put out.


I start to ask Lydia what she means once more. Before I can get through the phrase, I’ve forgotten how to reach the end of it. I’m stuck, without words, somewhere in the middle, not quite knowing what I wanted to say. Lately I’ve had to adapt the way I think and speak. I can’t seem to do long sentences anymore. Only short ones. My sentence was too long. I change the subject as quickly as I can.


Lydia is looking at me in a funny way, though she says nothing. She rummages in her Mulberry bag and pulls out a pair of glasses. She glances at the menu. ‘I think I might have some lunch. Adrian is away at the moment, so it will save me bothering to cook later on.’


‘Adrian?’


‘My husband.’


‘Which number is he?’


Lydia frowns slightly and says, ‘Michael and I divorced in the early eighties, you may remember. I married Julian in 1986, but he died in 2008. I met Adrian a couple of years later.’


Husband number three, then. Or have I missed one? I can’t seem to hold on to details anymore.


‘He’s taken his grandsons – by his first marriage – on a boating trip. There’s no incentive to cook when it’s just me, it’s too tedious. I’m sure you know about that even better than I do. Or perhaps you’re with someone now?’


I decide not to answer her question. I don’t want Lydia to know I’m on my own. She’ll never see it as a choice. To her, it will seem like failure. I’ll be someone that she pities. ‘What happened between us?’ I ask softly.


Lydia stares at me. ‘What do you mean?’


‘Why did we stop being friends?’


‘I’m not sure we did stop being friends as such, we simply drifted apart. People grow up, nothing stays the same. And I went back to America, of course. When it’s no longer possible to meet up with people it’s just too difficult to keep in touch. Do you fancy something to eat?’


I shake my head. I’m still full from cake.


Lydia places her order. She snaps the menu shut and hands it to the waitress.


There was something that altered our friendship, I know there was. Maybe I blocked it out years ago because it was too painful to remember. Or perhaps my illness has recently sucked it away. It’s there, in the back of my mind. It was my reason for getting in touch with Lydia again. I need to find out what happened. There are too many gaps. ‘Was it to do with Harriet?’


Lydia doesn’t reply. She takes a cigarette from her bag. I expect her to light it. But then she seems to remember that smoking in indoor, public spaces is no longer allowed. She puts it back again.


I’m afraid of Lydia. No, not afraid – what’s the word? Weary? Not weary, something else. I don’t quite trust her. She gives me a sense of unease. And yet, at the same time, she is familiar. Since the diagnosis, retaining a sense of the familiar has become so much more important.


As the waitress brings her lunch to the table, Lydia says, ‘I can see I should have made more of an effort to keep in touch, phoned you perhaps, but these days most conversations only take place in my head, which at least saves the disappointment of dealing with replies; the usual responses are trite and simply prove that the person you’re supposed to be conversing with hasn’t been listening at all.’


Yes, this makes total sense. If anyone disagreed with Lydia, she always assumed they hadn’t been listening. Otherwise, they would have seen her point of view.


Lydia pushes her glasses to the top of her head. She says, ‘I’ve often thought of writing to you. Not a letter as such – nobody writes those anymore, which is a pity I think – but perhaps an email. Only I don’t have your email address, and I couldn’t find any trace of you on social media. I’ve become quite good with technology. I thought if a six-year-old can master it, how hard can it possibly be?’ Lydia picks at a lettuce leaf and adds, ‘You think any difficulties we had were rooted in some kind of game I played with you. They weren’t, you know. Amy will bore you to death on the subject of where I went wrong with her if you give her half a chance. She says I don’t care for anyone because I have no feelings. It’s unkind, obviously, but it’s also wholly untrue. I’m just good at concealing what I feel. It was expected of you when we were growing up. I don’t understand why everybody wears their heart on their sleeve so much these days. Who was that awful man? Jerry Springer? And that British version – Kyle somebody? – always getting everyone to air every little grievance. It’s time to let go of the past.’


I start to laugh loudly and I can’t seem to stop. I am letting go of the past. It’s all slipping away from me. And I’ve asked Lydia here because I am desperate to hold on to every bit of it. She is one of the very few people who can help me to do it.


Lydia glances at me. ‘Are you all right?’ she says.


‘Something did happen between us, didn’t it? Something to do with Harriet? Is she the reason we haven’t kept in touch?’


She looks at me quizzically once more, as if I’ve said something stupid. Perhaps I have. I am starting to feel unnerved. My hands are sweaty. I try to breathe in through my nose and out through my mouth. Or should it be the other way round? But I can’t control my fear. I have to leave. I run towards the door. But just as I try to open it, I feel myself fall.





I awaken in a strange bed. Shafts of light flicker through the half-closed blinds. My mouth is dry. My throat is sore. I can taste the salty, metallic tang of blood. There is something covering my face. I pull it off. My head aches.


There is an elderly woman sitting in a chair beside me. She leans over. ‘You’d better keep the oxygen mask on for now, at least until the nurse comes back.’


She looks familiar but I can’t quite place her. ‘Who are you?’ I say, aware that my voice sounds rumpled and strange.


The woman gives a tight-lipped smile. ‘It’s Lydia,’ she replies.


This isn’t Lydia. This woman is old.


And yet there is a resemblance to Lydia in the woman in front of me. The cut of the hair, sleek and bobbed – expensively dyed. Narrow shoulders, graceful in her movements, even though she must be at least seventy. I don’t understand. I try to sit up but I can’t. My head aches too much.


‘Just stay still,’ the woman says.


‘Is Zora here?’


She just stares at me, this version of Lydia, who seems to have come from my dreams. Perhaps she’ll tell me where Cal has gone. He argued with Zora and ran from the house. ‘Where’s Cal?’ I ask.


‘I think you’re confused.’ The woman gets up. ‘I’ll fetch a nurse.’


I look around and realise I’m in hospital. There are five other beds in this room. Each has a curtain and a bedside cabinet. Women in dressing gowns are sitting in armchairs. One is reading. Another is knitting. A girl in her late teens or early twenties is listening to music. Her oversized headphones look too heavy for her. She sways to a beat. At the far end of the stark, white space there are open double doors. They probably lead on to a corridor. My head hurts.


The woman called Lydia (who isn’t really Lydia) returns. She is with someone in a navy-blue top. Matching trousers. She says she is a nurse.


I want to ask why she isn’t wearing a uniform. She should be wearing a stripy dress and a white apron. A starched hat with a frill. I try to say this to her. I can’t form the words. Why won’t they come? Why is everything so strange? I am choked with fear.


A man comes over. He has a stethoscope around his neck, so I know he is a doctor. But there is no white coat. With rules so lax here it’s hard to believe they actually know what they are doing. I sit up. I need to know what’s going on.


‘Do you know where you are?’ the doctor asks. He has pale, freckled skin and light brown hair.


‘Hospital,’ I reply.


‘And can you tell me what day it is?’


‘Tuesday?’ I have a one in seven chance of getting it right.


He doesn’t respond, so I know I’ve got it wrong.


‘You fell over in the café and you hurt your head,’ says the stand-in for Lydia. ‘Don’t you remember? You asked me to come and see you. We met in the café by the bridge.’


I don’t recall a café. I just remember being in an armchair watching television. It’s happened before, being somewhere one minute and somewhere else the next. I’m like a time traveller moving through different dimensions at the flick of a switch. I’m in the future now. Maybe this Lydia is the real one after all. An old, more mellow version. Perhaps tomorrow I’ll travel to the past. I must be careful not to go back too far. I could end up being mistaken for a slave, like Dana in Kindred.


‘Mistaken for a slave,’ says Millie-Christine. She is standing by the nurse. I reach out to touch the bustle of her dress but she has gone.


Some words leave my mouth. ‘What happened?’ I ask. ‘Why am I here?’


‘You had a fall and hit your head,’ the doctor says, returning to my bed. He is wearing a turban and there is a stethoscope around his neck. ‘You’re concussed. You’ll need to stay in overnight and we’ll see how you are in the morning.’





‘Where’s Zora?’


She should be lying here beside me. We’ve had our tonsils out. At teatime we’ll be getting jelly and ice cream, the nurse promised. But not even the thought of ice cream is enough to stop me crying. Zora puts her arms around me. She says we’ll feel better soon. Our throat hurts.





‘When can I go home?’


‘Soon,’ the nurse replies.





Our home has cracked and broken windows and a roof that leaks. Down the street, our neighbours have put a cardboard sign in the window. We see it each morning as we walk to school. The writing is in thick black ink. There is a blot at the bottom of the page. Mum looks at it and makes tutting noises. She shakes her head. We know she is cross and it’s not about the blot. Zora and I read it out loud, both at the same time: Room to Let. No Coloureds. Are we coloured? we ask. I look at my hand, the one that is identical to Zora’s. We can’t be coloured. If we were coloured, our skin would be green or blue. There would be red stripes or polka dots. ‘Shush,’ says Mum, and she holds Zora’s light brown hand on one side of her and mine on the other. She pulls us away. As we hurry past the windows, Mum whispers the words ignorance and prejudice. We don’t know what they mean but we guess that they mean stupid.


Our dad always goes past without saying a single word. When we walk to school with him on his days off, we pretend not to see the window. We know the words make Dad sad.





Dad has a big red bus. We are six years old and we want to be bus conductors like our dad when we grow up. Cal says he wants to be a driver. Cal is nearly eight, so he will be grown up before us. He will be a good bus driver but he’ll have to be careful not to drive too fast. He likes to go fast on everything. When he puts on his roller skates, he goes very, very fast.





The bus jolts to a halt. I look out of the window. We’ve stopped at traffic lights but nothing is familiar. I don’t know where I am. Have I missed my stop? Did I get on the right bus? I can’t remember if I checked the number on the front. Perhaps I just got on without thinking. I stand up in panic. ‘Is this the number 35?’ I ask the woman sitting next to me.


‘Yes, dear,’ she says, pointing to an amalgamated sign above our heads. Clapham Common next stop. I start to feel better. I know where Clapham Common is. Where is the conductor? There doesn’t seem to be a conductor on this bus.





Dad hurries up and down the aisles of the bus calling, ‘Fares, please.’ His voice sounds like sunshine and the sea. We scoop up the tickets the passengers throw away as they get off the bus and keep them in our pocket. ‘They are souvenirs,’ I say to Zora.





‘What’s a souvenir?’ I ask, as we stick little red, white and blue flags called Union Jacks on the tops of the sandcastles we have built.


‘A souvenir is something that helps you to remember your holiday,’ Mum replies.


We don’t go on holiday. We just go for day trips sometimes to the seaside. The buses at Southend are different to our father’s London bus. The buses in London are red. We like red buses best.





We are sitting on Dad’s bus, Zora and me. A woman gets on. I grab hold of Zora, and get her to look. The colour of her face is just like ours. We stare and stare, joining hands. Zora’s thoughts and mine are exactly the same: this is what we will look like when we’re grown up. We’ve never seen a grown-up before who has one parent who is black and one who is white. We smile at her. We try to get her to look at us but she gets off the bus without noticing.





The bus is going too fast. It shudders to a halt, brakes screeching. We almost hit a… pedicure. I’m relieved there hasn’t been an accident. Clapham Junction. I’m so glad to recognise it, but Woolworths has gone. Everything looks shiny where it used to look grey. An orange car goes past. I once had an orange car but it was small… a Dinky car. No, not Dinky – Mini. The orange car is going too fast. The world is going too fast, I’m having trouble keeping up, everywhere is strange. I fumble in my bag and pull out that portable thing I can use to speak to people. I need to get away from here. I lean against a wall, trying to compose myself. I’ll speak to Zora. She will tell me where I am. I start to punch the numbers in. I must have done it wrong because there is nothing, her name doesn’t light up the… The ringing doesn’t sound. And then I remember; I can’t ring Zora anymore. The weight of it causes me to slide down the wall and I fall on my knees on the pavement.





‘You are in hospital,’ the doctor in the turban says. ‘You had a fall. Remember?’


I take the tablets the doctor gives me but the headache doesn’t stop. There is a cut, I think. They stapled it together as if I am a cardboard box. I’m prone to falls, they tell me. Perhaps I keep forgetting to look where I am going.


‘When can I go home?’


‘Soon,’ says the nurse.





The house is still where I thought it was. I feel a rush of joy as I recognise my home.


I’m relieved I’ve remembered my keys. It’s easy to forget to pick them up. I push open the door, kicking aside a small pile of… papers with advertising on. I fumble for the light switch in the dark.


At the hospital, they said I was concussed. I’d been afraid I’d slipped into my future – one of hallucinations, confusion – forgetting the people I know. But it was the bump on the head. Perhaps it was a taste of things to come, but I can’t afford to think like that.


It’s the thought of losing the familiar that scares me most. Not so long ago I took a bus to see my old home. Everything familiar had gone, even the house where we all used to live. It was as if it had only ever existed in my imagination – a bewildering feeling. I am often bewildered these days. Too many things to process and my processing tools are becoming less sharp.


There are notices all over the place, reminders of what needs doing. Trouble is, if I don’t remember to check them, they aren’t a lot of use. Rubbish and recycling every Wednesday. Grocery delivery on Thursday afternoons. Walk with Fran on Sundays. It’s more manageable if everything happens at the same time each week, as long as I remember what bloody day it is. A notice on the mantelpiece says: Date and Time: check your phone, as if I am an idiot. Sometimes I feel like one. Still, I’m managing – more or less. What day is it? Perhaps a souvenir would help me to remember. Check the phone. It isn’t in my pocket. It must be in my bag. Did I leave it in the hall? What time am I meant to be meeting Lydia? I’ll have written it down; I have to write everything down these days. The trouble is, half the time, I can’t remember where. But I’ve already seen her, of course I have. She was at the hospital. She was wearing a dark pink dress.













THREE





ZORA



We were playing ball when a girl in a deep pink dress peered over the top of the wall at the end of our small back garden.


We’d been talking to each other in our own language, the one we never shared, which made me go bright red; she must have heard. Her skin was pale, and her two long plaits had green ribbons on the ends of them. She flicked one across her shoulder and said, ‘We’ve just moved here. Our house cost a bomb, Daddy says, even though he got it cheap on account of the neighbourhood being so run-down.’ She pointed behind her. The house loomed; it was huge, like a castle. The branches of the tallest tree in her garden hung over onto our side of the wall; its leaves were turning brown and apples were starting to fall.


‘My name’s Lydia. What are your names?’


‘I’m Zora and she’s Selina.’


‘I heard you talking funny just now. Are you savages?’


‘No, we’re not, we’re as English as you are.’ I knew all about savages; I’d seen them on television. Tarzan lived in the jungle. He wasn’t savage; he was white. Mostly the savages left him alone, but every now and then they would appear, waving their spears and speaking gibberish.


She looked us up and down. ‘Well, you’re not really English, are you? Where do your mummy and daddy come from?’


‘Our mum is English and our dad is from Jamaica,’ I said. ‘And we were born here,’ I added, just to make sure she knew we definitely were English because it was sounding as if she didn’t believe us.


‘What language were you speaking just then? Was that African?’


‘Twinola,’ I replied. ‘It’s a very rare language, like gold is rare. Not many people speak it.’


‘My daddy is a very clever businessman. He has big piles of gold, in a bank.’


‘Prove it,’ I said crossly, aware that our mum and dad were definitely lacking in the gold department, though I could say, with total truthfulness, that our dad was very clever too.


‘You two are twins, aren’t you?’ said Lydia.


‘What gave it away?’ I replied sarcastically.


Lydia ignored this and said, ‘How old are you, then?’


‘We are nine. Our birthday was in June.’


‘I was nine in May,’ she said, looking pleased with herself. ‘You can come to my house if you like. There’s a swing we can play on.’


You went to go over the wall but I pulled you back. She was a show-off and she thought an awful lot of herself. ‘Not today, thank you,’ I said in the voice our mother used when she was cancelling the milk.


Lydia didn’t seem to care. She just said, ‘Which school do you go to?’


‘St Joseph’s,’ I answered.


‘Are you Catholics, then?’


‘Yes,’ I said to her.


‘I’m just a heathen. You should be heathens too, seeing as how you’re savages.’


‘We’re not savages!’ I answered angrily.


‘What are your teachers like? Are they nuns? My teachers are so tedious.’


Tedious. It was a good word, I had to give Lydia that much, even though I wasn’t sure what it meant.


‘I bet you can’t climb this,’ said Lydia, pointing to the apple tree.


‘I bet I can,’ I answered.


‘Go on, I dare you,’ Lydia replied.


I didn’t hesitate. I hauled myself onto the wall and looked up at the branches. They were sturdy enough and well within reach.


‘Don’t, Zora,’ you said.


‘She’s dared us,’ I replied.


‘You’ll never be able to do it,’ said Lydia.


I began to make my way up, you watching anxiously. We’d only just met, but I was determined to impress Lydia, especially when she was so certain I would fail. I climbed higher and higher, reaching up to grab the thickest branch that hung over our side of the wall. And then my foot slipped and I crashed to the ground, a burning pain coursing through my arm.


You ran towards me. ‘That hurt,’ you said, your face twisted with pain, as if you’d been the one who’d fallen.


I said nothing. I wasn’t a baby and I wasn’t going to cry; I didn’t want Lydia to see how badly I’d hurt myself.


‘Are you all right?’ Lydia asked, peering down at me from the other side of the wall.


‘Yes,’ I said, though the pain was so great I could scarcely squeeze the word past my lips.


A woman started calling Lydia’s name.


‘I have to go in now. Bye.’ She turned and ran off.


You put your arm around me and helped me indoors.


‘I’ve hurt my arm,’ I said to Mum.


‘We’ve hurt our arm,’ you echoed.


Mum took us to the hospital in a taxi, just you and me; Dad was still doing a shift on the bus and Cal had to finish his homework. We’d never been in a taxi before. If my arm hadn’t been hurting so much I would have savoured the journey.


‘How did you do this?’ the doctor asked as he looked at the X-rays that had been taken. You were mesmerised as he showed us the X-rays: photographs of the inside of the body. You couldn’t stop staring at them.


‘I tripped,’ I said, silently telling you not to contradict me. I didn’t want Mum to know I’d tried to climb the apple tree – she’d warned me about doing it too many times.


‘Well, it’s broken, I’m afraid. We’ll need to put it in a plaster cast.’


A cast. I was elated. For at least six weeks, I would look different to you, and everyone would see that I was Zora.













FOUR





SELINA



There are so many books in this library. I don’t know where to start. I used to know how to find things. There were index cards in cabinets, stacked alphabetically. Now there are computers. I used to be good with computers. But this library has a different system and trying new things is a lot harder than it used to be. I daren’t ask the librarian – a stern-looking woman in her forties dressed from head to toe in black. She might notice this forgetting thing. It’s embarrassing, my inability to remember.


Ironically, I want to find books on forgetfulness. I don’t want to use the proper name for my condition, it makes me too afraid.


Too many books. Once, Zora and I believed that too many books was an impossibility. We longed for too many. We wanted to read them all. We believed, when we were small, that we would find a book about the two of us. Two brown-skinned identical people joined together. Impossible, we thought, yet maybe one day…





I find the book in the college library. I open it and I can hardly believe that it exists, this book from America about Millie-Christine. Twins, born conjoined on a plantation. I turn the pages, expecting to wake up, but I am awake, it’s real. There is a picture of Millie-Christine on the cover. Their skin is darker than ours but the resemblance is clear. I slip it under my coat and take it back to halls. It’s mine, it’s meant for me, I haven’t stolen it. I read it from cover to cover. Then I read it again. Two identical people joined as if they were one. Zora’s absence hurts less and more at the same time as I study their picture on the front of the book. It’s comforting, but I wish with all my heart that Zora and I could share it. If only we’d found this when we were young and hungry for a book about us. Or, if not us, anyone who wasn’t white. There was next to nothing about children of colour back then, unless Little Black Sambo counts.





In the corner of our class, there are lots of books on shelves and in wooden boxes. Every week we are allowed to choose one. We look for books about us but we can’t find anything with coloured children in it. Only white children are in story books. Except one day I find one with a coloured boy whose name is Little Black Sambo. He has an umbrella and very bright clothes. He looks a bit funny. He has big red lips and curly hair that sticks right up and dark brown skin. I think he’s meant to look like us. Zora is cross. She says he doesn’t look like us, he is a mistake. He is horrible. She doesn’t like him. He comes in her dreams at night and makes her so scared, she is shaking all over. I have to cuddle her and say it will be all right like I always do when Zora is sad and scared. He makes her cry. I hate it when Zora cries, I feel like crying too.





‘Go back home!’ a man is shouting at me. He is following me down the street. His mouth is twisted with rage. ‘Leave means leave,’ he cries. The familiar slogan is becoming a personal attack. I hurry away from him. Where will I go if I have to leave the country of my birth? Will I become an asylum seeker, fleeing persecution, travelling to an unknown place in a boat? Will I be told to go back home again when I arrive?





After school, I tell Zora we have to go to our secret place – the falling-down house. Cal told us a whole street got bombed when the war was on. Nothing has been fixed up yet. We slip in through a small gap in the fence. The sun is out. We are too hot. Zora brushes the sweat away from her face with her hanky. Then she reaches across and wipes my face too. It feels nice. I take Little Black Sambo out of my satchel.


‘What are you doing with that?’ asks Zora, backing away from me. ‘Why did you have to bring that here? Did you steal it from our class?’


‘I took it when Miss Allison wasn’t looking.’


‘What are you going to do with it?’


‘You’ll see,’ I tell her.


‘I don’t want to see, I want to go home,’ Zora replies. ‘We have to go home now.’





‘Go home. Go back to where you came from.’





It’s not time to go home yet. We go into the tangled-up garden of the falling-down house. I’ve got a spoon – I nicked it from the hall at dinner time. I use it as a spade. I start to dig a great big hole. At last, the hole is big enough. I drop Little Black Sambo inside and cover it with earth. ‘Gone,’ I say, brushing the dirt from my hands. Now Zora won’t have nightmares anymore. Now she will feel much better.


When we get home, we are giggling and we can’t stop. Sad Zora has gone away now and happy Zora has come back. She whispers our special words, the ones that mean I love you, and I feel so glad. I have made Zora better again. I have made everything all right. At tea time, she holds my hand so I have to eat my spaghetti hoops on toast with my left hand and she has to eat them with her right. It takes ages and ages. Mum gets cross. ‘For goodness’ sake let go of one another and finish your food, it’s getting cold,’ she says. We just carry on giggling, which makes Mum even crosser. The things that hurt Zora hurt me too. When Zora is happy, I am happy. When she is sad, I am sad.





We are sad. Our throat hurts. I am sad because we are hurting. We lie in bed together and Mum takes our temperature. The doctor says we’ll have to go to hospital. We hold one another tight in case they try to separate us like they did when we were joined. When they try to take me away from Zora for the operation, I scream. When they try to take Zora away from me, she screams too. We are both screaming. In the end, they take us both away together to have the operation at the same time, lying side by side.





We are cut apart. It hurts. We start to scream.





Millie-Christine are joined. Two who are one – they look like us. We read about Millie-Christine side by side on the hospital bed. We look at the picture of them. We are the same as Millie-Christine, twins who have brown skin, even though our skin is a little bit lighter. No one could ever make them come apart. We are twins who are joined as well. No one will ever make us come apart either.





The phone rings. I must have fallen asleep. It’s Lydia. When did I give her my number? Her voice is different – deeper – and the vowels are less pronounced. Sometimes she hesitates. She never used to hesitate. She sounds old.


‘How are you?’ she says. ‘I was worried about you at the hospital.’


‘I’m fine,’ I reply.


‘I could come and get you in the car if you want to change your mind about staying with me.’


‘No, I’m fine. It’s a sunny day, I think I’ll sit in my garden.’


‘It’s going to be very hot. You might be better off lying down indoors where it’s cooler.’


‘No, the garden’s fine. It’s peaceful. There’s a… a… something to sit on by the tree. I can get some shade if I need it.’





In the garden we are eating the apples that have fallen on our side of the wall. Lydia hears us speaking in our special way and she jumps over to our side and lands next to us. She says we’ve stolen her apples and we must be savages. Zora is angry. She hits Lydia. ‘Don’t ever call us that!’ she shouts. Lydia is angry too. She hits Zora back and Zora falls into the wall. Our arm hurts so much. Our arm is broken, the doctor in the turban says.





I can hear Lydia lighting a cigarette. She inhales deeply.


‘There was an apple tree in the garden,’ I say to her.


‘An apple tree?’


‘In the garden of your house, the one that backed onto ours.’


‘Yes, there was an apple tree, wasn’t there? My father and his brother sold stuff on the black market during the war and when it was over, they bought houses that had been bombed with the proceeds, renovating them and selling them again. You said it was like a castle – or maybe that was Zora? The very first time we spoke, wasn’t it over the garden wall? When I asked your names, you said you were called Selzora.’


Selzora, the name we used to call ourselves to save everyone the bother of trying to distinguish between us.


‘Zora hated the Selzora thing, didn’t she? She used to get really cross when I called her that,’ Lydia continues.


‘I don’t remember Zora being cross. She was the one who thought of it first.’


‘Oh, she always said it was you. Well, look, enjoy your afternoon in the sunshine. It really is a glorious day; you should make the most of it. I might follow your example.’ She asks once more if I’m sure I am all right. It’s annoying, the way people check up on me. They assume I don’t know what I’m doing.


My fingers start to tingle. I’m gripping the phone too tight. ‘When we first met, did you and Zora fight? Was that how Zora broke her arm?’


‘Goodness, it was all such a very long time ago, I really don’t remember now,’ Lydia replies.













FIVE





ZORA



We were late and I was cross; you’d forgotten your camera. If you hadn’t gone back home again to fetch it, we would have been on time. I wasn’t sure Lydia would still be waiting for us. She was the kind of girl who would get bored and go off with other friends if we took too long.


You stopped dead. I almost tripped over you. I knew what was wrong; there were dogs in the park. One was bounding up to us, small and skinny, but still a dog. We held each other tight, unable to move. As the woman put the dog on the lead, we managed to start walking again. I looked around, praying that Lydia hadn’t seen us. She would never let us live it down. ‘It was tiny,’ she would say, and she would laugh and laugh.


Luckily, Lydia hadn’t seen anything. She was lying in the grass by the water, with a book spread out in front of her. A boy, taller and wider, whose posture mirrored hers, was lying beside her. They were each wearing khaki shorts and sunglasses. Lydia looked up as we approached. ‘You took your time,’ she said. She pointed to the boy beside her. ‘This is my cousin, Adam.’


He barely glanced at us. We murmured some sort of greeting that wasn’t reciprocated. Now that we were closer I could see there was a family resemblance. Both he and Lydia had thick, dark hair. Their mouths turned down very slightly at the corners, giving the impression they were always rather bored.


‘Say hello, Adam,’ said Lydia, giving him a nudge.


‘Hello Adam,’ he muttered, without looking up from his book.


Lydia laughed. ‘He’s so rude,’ she said, but she sounded proud of him.


‘Who are they?’ he asked.


‘They’re the twins. They’re called Selina and Zora Bunting, but they like to be called Selzora.’


‘That’s stupid,’ said Adam.


I turned red.


Lydia gave the kind of shrug that said he might have a point but she didn’t really care. ‘They live round the back of my house. Look at them, I told you they were very nearly the same.’


Adam raised his head and studied each of us, seeming to take in every twin-ish detail. ‘It’s the baby Buntings. Bye, baby Buntings,’ he said, and he waved his hand at us dismissively.


You looked unsure about what we should do but we still remained where we were. Lydia and Adam laughed so hard that Lydia got hiccups.


‘They’re interesting, aren’t they?’ said Lydia, as if we were exhibits in a glass case.


‘They are interesting,’ Adam replied. He gave us one final, penetrating stare and then returned to his book, continuing to read while we played catch with the big red ball Lydia had brought. ‘Keep the noise down, can’t you?’ he said intermittently.


I threw the ball at his head when he wasn’t looking. He sat up sharply and stared at the three of us. ‘Who did that?’ he demanded.


You looked worried and said nothing, but Lydia replied, ‘It was Zora, and she did it on purpose,’ as if there was nothing wrong with telling tales.


Adam jumped to his feet. He loomed over me. ‘Do that again and I’ll knock you into the middle of next week.’ His voice was disconcertingly quiet but I could see that he meant it. I wandered over to a patch of grass, a safe distance from him, acting like I wasn’t bothered in the least, and I picked some flowers for a daisy chain, threading them with dignified concentration.


‘It’s far too hot to keep on running about,’ said Lydia, flopping down and pushing the ball back and forth along the bumpy ground with the flat of her hand. She smiled as you took a picture with the camera you’d brought. You took one of Adam too.


He looked up. ‘Did I say you could take a picture of me?’ he said to you crossly.


‘She didn’t think you’d mind,’ I answered. I could see his hostility was making you anxious.


‘Well I do mind. She should have asked.’


‘Leave her alone, Adam, you love having your picture taken really. He’s so vain, you know,’ said Lydia.


Adam glared at her.


‘We go back to school the day after tomorrow,’ I said gloomily, tossing my daisy chain into the flower bed behind us.


‘I don’t start back for another ten days,’ said Lydia, sounding pleased with herself. ‘I’m being sent away to boarding school. Daddy says it’s to rub the corners off me.’


Adam looked across at us. ‘Best of British luck with that,’ he said, and Lydia put her tongue out at him.


I looked down at the grass; I was so bitterly disappointed that Lydia was being sent away that I could have cried. Lydia was the first real friend I’d ever had and I knew how desperately I was going to miss her.


We were thirsty. Lydia got bottles of ginger beer for her and Adam from the pink Tonibell ice cream van but you and I didn’t have any money. She gave us a sip each but it wasn’t enough. Our throats were so dry we were starting to cough. ‘We’d better go home now,’ I said reluctantly.


‘No, don’t go,’ replied Lydia. ‘Come back to my house instead. Joyce won’t mind, as long as we’re quiet, and it is nearly tea time. We’ve got proper lemonade, with real lemons, and we’ll put some ice in.’


‘Who’s Joyce?’


‘My stepmother. She’s very wicked you know. It’s why she made Daddy buy a house with an apple tree in the garden. It will come in very handy when she decides to bump me off.’


‘Never eat her apple pie, you’ll die,’ said Adam.


You and I looked at them, unable to tell if they were joking. Then they burst out laughing again.


Lydia said, ‘Come on, let’s go home. I’m dying for some iced lemonade.’


We didn’t even have a fridge, so we stood up eagerly.


‘They’d better not come back with us,’ said Adam, ‘not without your dad or Joyce saying it’s all right. We hardly even know them.’


‘I know them,’ said Lydia.


‘Well I don’t. We’ve only just met. They could be anyone.’


‘Well, we’re not anyone,’ you said, quite bravely for you. ‘We’re friends of Lydia.’


Lydia stared at you, surprised to hear your voice. You hardly ever spoke to anyone outside the family.


Adam looked us up and down again. Then he said, ‘My father doesn’t like coloured people. He says they’ve got no manners and they’re ruining everything, taking over the whole country. They eat funny food as well and the stink gets everywhere.’


You and I began to walk away, our angry footsteps in perfect sync.


‘Don’t go,’ said Lydia. ‘Adam didn’t mean anything, he was just being stupid.’


‘I’m not stupid,’ Adam answered coldly.


‘You are,’ said Lydia, glaring at him.


To our surprise, he backed down. ‘Oh, all right, I suppose they can come back to the house, but don’t blame me if Joyce has a hissy fit.’


I wasn’t sure I wanted to go back with Lydia and her cousin anymore, but the lure of lemonade was strong and Lydia said there would be biscuits too.


Lydia’s street backed onto ours, but it was called an Avenue. A long drive led up to each front door and fuchsia bushes hung over the walls shedding pink and purple petals over newly mowed lawns. I could tell you wanted to take a picture of Lydia’s house as we approached, but you remembered Adam’s anger and kept your camera in its case.


‘Don’t just stand there, come in,’ instructed Lydia as we hovered on the doorstep.


We followed her into a hall that had stained-glass windows that cast orange and blue light onto a tiled floor.


‘We’re home,’ called Lydia, but nobody answered. ‘Joyce has probably gone out and Daddy’s busy I expect. Let’s go into the kitchen.’


We went down a flight of stairs into a room that was almost the same size as the whole of the upstairs part of the house we lived in. A thin, sharp-faced woman was standing at a table. Her knuckles were pounding dough.


‘Is that your stepmother?’ I asked in a low voice.


Adam and Lydia laughed until they couldn’t laugh anymore. Then Lydia said, ‘Of course it isn’t. That’s the woman who does for us.’


‘What are you doing down here?’ the pastry-pounding person asked, suddenly paying attention. She was looking at you and me, waving her rolling pin with menace.


‘It’s all right, Billy, they’re with us,’ said Lydia.


‘Billy’s a funny name for a lady,’ I whispered to Lydia.


‘It’s Mrs Billington really,’ she replied, without lowering her voice, ‘but we always call her Billy.’


‘Does Mrs Russell know you’ve brought them here?’ Billy asked, still staring at us.


‘See? I told you not to bring them back,’ said Adam.


‘Don’t mind Billy, her bark’s worse than her bite,’ Lydia told us. ‘She’s a billy goat gruff.’


‘She can’t cook though,’ said Adam. He was chewing a home-made biscuit he had taken from a large glass jar and pulling a face.


They were talking as if Billy wasn’t in the room. We went red again. We’d never heard children speaking to a grown-up like that before.


‘Go on, be off with you,’ said Billy, ‘and take both of them with you. Who are they anyway?’


‘Selina and Zora. They like to be called Selzora.’


‘Do they indeed? Does your mother know you’re here?’ she said, looking at us both once more.


I said nothing. You shook your head.


‘You’d better be off home, then, hadn’t you?’


‘I want them to stay,’ replied Lydia imperiously.


Billy sniffed as she considered this. Eventually she said, ‘If they’re going to stay, don’t let them get up to anything. I know their sort.’


We didn’t know what she meant, but she’d obviously taken a dislike to us. Her lips were pursed and there was a frown across her forehead.


‘They never get up to anything. They’re pretty boring really,’ laughed Lydia, getting out some glasses and pouring lemonade from a jug in the fridge. She took a few more biscuits from the jar and handed them round. ‘Come on, we’ll go up to the playroom.’


We drank the lemonade in a room that had stuffed dogs and teddy bears piled up against a wall. An electric train set covered a large part of the floor. We knelt beside it, examining the metal station and the track with its signals and points.


‘Adam is staying here for a few days,’ said Lydia. ‘He didn’t think I’d have any decent toys so he brought that with him.’


‘And I was right, wasn’t I?’ replied Adam, gesturing towards the stuffed animals. ‘Do you want to see it working?’ He picked up a controller and put a train on the track. We watched as it circled a little model village.


‘Can I work it?’ I asked.


‘Girls can’t do train sets,’ said Adam scornfully.


This statement infuriated Lydia. She kicked the station master onto his side and threw a metal tree across the room. Adam launched himself at her and they fought wildly. Adam was much bigger but Lydia was speedy and her blows landed with greater precision; their shouts and screams filled the house. Billy burst into the room and pulled them apart. ‘What are you, a couple of savages?’ she said, with a pointed look at you and me, as if our very presence had caused the fight. ‘There’ll be no pudding for either of you this evening.’


Adam stood up, brushed his knees and said, ‘Leave us alone. You can’t tell me off. You can’t do anything to us, you’re not allowed. You’re supposed to be in the kitchen.’


‘Your uncle asked me to keep an eye on you today and that’s what I’m doing. I’ll be telling him all about this when he comes home.’


‘He won’t care,’ said Lydia defiantly.


‘No, he won’t,’ agreed Adam.


The two of them were united again in the face of Billy’s threats. We stood there awkwardly, not understanding why Billy didn’t tell Adam and Lydia off for being so rude. ‘We’d better be going home now,’ I said.


‘No, stay,’ replied Lydia.


We wanted to stay. There were so many things to explore; in addition to the stuffed toys there were shelves full of children’s books, all with colourful covers. It was like a library, only better – the books all looked brand new. But Billy was glaring at us again, as if the disruption was all our fault, so we made our way downstairs.


‘Come round again tomorrow,’ said Lydia, standing by the front door.


‘It’s Sunday tomorrow,’ I replied. ‘We’ll be at church.’


‘Monday, then.’


‘We’re back at school on Monday, I told you that already,’ I answered crossly.


‘Don’t be angry,’ Lydia said. ‘I’ll write to you when I go to boarding school and we’ll be together in the holidays. We’ll still be friends.’


I nodded; I so much wanted it to be true. Lydia was naughty and funny and she didn’t worry about things the way you did; when I was with Lydia, I didn’t feel I had to take care of her, I could just be myself. She never mixed us up; even Mum, Dad and Cal sometimes confused us with one another, if only for a moment. Lydia never did; she knew the difference between us, and I loved her for that.


In the weeks that followed, I ran to the front door each morning, hoping to find a letter from Lydia – not addressed to both of us; a letter just for me – but no letter ever came. You and I went round to the house in the Christmas holidays, then again at Easter, but no one was home. The house looked empty. There was a sign up outside: FOR SALE, it said. Lydia had gone and she hadn’t even bothered to say goodbye.


I remember crying while you slept, determined to keep my tears hidden because you wouldn’t have understood. You thought our bond was all we ever needed, but I wanted more; I wanted to be in the world as me, not one of a pair or two of a kind. Why hadn’t Lydia told me she was going? Why had she never even written? Had she cared about me at all? I felt the loss as an ache that lasted far longer than the broken arm I’d got when we’d first met, but when you asked how I felt about her departure, I only said, ‘I couldn’t care less about Lydia.’
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