Mirror Image - Lois Peterson

‘When my mother took us on the pier at Brighton, towards the jangle
of hurdy gurdie and the ping and rattle of mechanical toys, my sister
and I danced along the hollow boards, the sea licking the girders
below, the sun slanting across our cheeks above.

We were five years old in Sunday-best frills and polished like
bright wood, and with curls. We had boot button eyes and thin legs
with knees like walnuts. And we held hands.

Look at my hands. You will see capable hands, short and firm. The
nails are straight, the quicks white like the lick of surf across a sand-
packed beach. But look harder and you will see a mark along the edge
of the right thumb, no longer a scar, but something darker, like a
splinter of night. ;

When we were born, I came last and without warning. My sister
was expected and welcomed, and while my mother rested, sipping the
brandy my father had bribed a nurse to carry in to her, I advanced
along the dark, moist passage of her body and burst forth into the
light.

In those days, medicine's most reliable tools were the knowing
hand, the experienced eye, but neither had detected my presence or
my coming. My sister and I, the first born and the latecomer, were laid
together in a makeshift bed, a stone hot water bottle, inadequately
swaddled, between us. And this mark, a small burn, is mine to prove I
was there.

Until the day on the pier, pennies chinking in our pretty pockets -
Father bestowed them on us before he slumped low in his chair to
sleep off luncheon — my sister and I were happy together and seldom
apart. And when we were parted, we were in constant pursuit of each
other.

My mother walked alongside us on the pier. She enjoyed the smiles
that came to us from others who liked to see us, without needing to
know who was who or which was which.

We wanted to do only one thing after we'd done with leaning over
the rails to watch the salty sea roil below. We went into the noise of
the Hall of Games, past the glass cases with toys that rattled and
mechanical hands that grabbed at air or nothing, and past the big lady
who sat over a glass ball and drew from it stories that would never
come true.

We held hands. My sister drew me along behind her and mother
followed.

'The mirrors today. We have enough for the mirrors, do we
mother?' I asked.






