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Rain had drizzled down all afternoon, but this evening was clear and the stars were bright above the city.  As she crossed the street between taxis, she avoided the puddles out of habit, despite her sturdy black boots.  At the bus stop, a great red double-decker was lurching up to the curb.  The bus behind it sported a serene blue coat of paint – a background for the high-jumper advertising London’s bid for the 2012 Olympics, but Gail’s number seven was plastered with hair care slogans and West End musicals.
Scampering nimbly up the stairs, Gail had the second storey to herself for the moment – the bus had just begun its route.  She slid into one of the front seats, where she could see the city unfold in front of her.  The tube would have been faster, but every now and again, she liked this perspective.  The smaller streets in Bloomsbury were dark and fairly quiet, but as the bus neared the shops of Oxford Street and the West End theatres, light was everywhere and there was more than one pair of eyes could take in.
As her bus neared Piccadilly Circus, Gail grabbed the pole behind her seat to hit the stop-button and squeezed her way out of the now crowded bus.  Her boots hit the pavement and she was off again, taking a deep breath of the cool autumn air.  All around her people were talking and laughing, going to dinner, going home, going to the theatre as she was.  She smiled to herself and nodded to a friendly old lady.  In the pocket of her black leather jacket, she touched her ticket to The Phantom of the Opera.

Her Majesty’s Theatre was covered in production photos and bright signs, but even so, it blended in to the lights and noise of the city at large.  A glance at her watch told her that it was precisely thirty minutes before curtain time, and the ushers would be opening the house doors and taking the first tickets.  Gail joined the jovial crush in the theatre lobby, winding her way up to the galleries.  She took the stairs two at a time, had her ticket torn, and slipped behind a door clearly marked Stagehands ONLY, Please.
“Aaron?” she called softly, waiting to allow her eyes to adjust to the dim light.

“Roger that,” she heard from the shadows.  “Hi, Gail.  Come on up.”

Up one more flight of stairs, Gail entered the light box.  Perched on a tall stool in front of rows and rows of switches and buttons, Aaron Murchison was currently a resident techie for Her Majesty’s Theatre.  He had met Gail in Stratford-upon-Avon some years back when she was a student at Oxford and he was finishing his apprenticeship with the Royal Shakespeare Company’s technical crew.  They had bumped into each other at the bar of the Dirty Duck and discovered that both were bound for London – and both were somewhat intimidated by the prospect.  Gail had grown up in Oxford, where her father taught at the university, and Aaron was from a small town near Bristol.  They had helped each other adjust and had a common group of friends.
“I knew you wouldn’t be able to resist a new Phantom cast,” Aaron grinned as Gail closed the door at the top of the stairs.
“You know me too well,” she agreed, pulling up a second stool.  “Oh, you shaved your beard off!  You look like a new man.”  She reached out to run her fingertips over his cheek

“Eh, I got tired of it,” he shrugged.

“What’s the word over the headsets tonight?  Any new gossip?  Tell me about this Browning fellow.”

“Browning’s brilliant.  I think you’ll like his voice a lot better than the last chap.  But the funny thing is, apparently he’s got connections to a real Phantom sort of character.  The story I got from Linda – in Costumes, you know Linda – is that Browning’s girlfriend has a brother with some  weird skin disease, and the plasters on his face make a sort of mask.  Coincidence, eh?”

“More than you know,” Gail said, frowning.  “I went to school with a girl who had a brother like that.”

“Small world!  I wonder if she’s the same one.”

“Wouldn’t be surprised.  Supposedly, the skin disease is really rare, but he inherited it from his mum, who died from it when we were still pretty young.  I remember her – she was fairly normal-looking.  She just had it on the one arm, but the brother had it all over his upper body, and – well, when he had bandages all over his face, he was an eerie-looking child, and when he didn’t have them, it looked worse.”

“What happened to the poor kid?”

“I don’t really know.  I... haven’t been in touch with his sister in years.”
“If you like, I’ll try to get a chance to talk to Browning about it.  I bet we could stage a reunion-“

“No.”

“I’m sorry – I got the impression you’d been friends.”

“That was a long time ago.  Really – it wouldn’t be worth the trouble.  Don’t bother.”

“Never mind then.  Do you want to go for a drink later tonight?”

“Yeah, that’d be good.  I should go.  Look, you’d better be right about this Browning fellow!”

As Gail was catching the number seven bus, a pale-faced Ryan Browning was walking out of the Piccadilly underground station with Kendra Meadows.  “Won’t you at least give me a hint?” she said persuasively.
“No,” he said – shortly, because he didn’t quite trust his stomach.  “You’ll know when I walk onstage.”

“Can I at least buy the programme at intermission?”

“Not until.”  He hurried his girlfriend past a group with cigarettes – the smell would turn his innards for sure.  “Kendra, I feel horrid.”

She pulled a peppermint from the outside pocket of her purse.  “Here,” she said, “it’ll help settle your tummy.”  He fumbled it out of its wrapper as she opened the stage door for him.  “Can I give you a hand with your make-up at least?” she asked.  “You’ve got so little time, and feeling so sick!”
Ryan looked back into her concerned eyes, taking a deep breath of all the backstage scents that were better than perfume to him.  “I’ll be fine now,” he insisted.  “Go on, get your seat.  You do have your ticket?”

“Yes, of course,” she said, pulling it out of her purse.  “See, right here.  Get moving!  I’ll be cheering, whoever you are!”

With a head full of backstage gossip, Gail leaned over the railing at the front of the highest balcony.  The angle was such that no one could see from the balcony’s front row without leaning on the rail, so the theatre was happy to sell the seats at a bargin price.  In the three years she had been working at the British Museum, she had become a master of hunting out the best cheap seats in the West End.  Her friendships with stagehands like Aaron didn’t hurt either.
At intermission, Gail briefly considered buying a cardboard cup of overpriced ice cream, but reconsidered when she remembered the full extent of the extortion.  Nonetheless, she got up to stretch her legs.  But as she passed the usher on her way back to her seat, he stopped her.

“Ma’m?  I believe this is for you.”  He handed her a white envelope.  Frowning, she returned to her seat and pulled out the note.  She read it twice, then put it into an inner pocket of her leather jacket.  Leaning over the railing once more, she spotted someone she hadn’t expected to see.  What’s more, the woman in the yellow blouse was also studying a small white piece of paper.  Odd, thought Gail.  Very odd.
Kendra’s note had fallen out of the programme that she – as per Ryan’s orders – had waited until intermission to buy.  She had wanted to cheer when the Phantom made his first entrance, singing in her finace’s voice, but somehow, she found herself teary.  But nonetheless, the big glossy programme contained a handsome photo above what she considered a very impressive biography.  But then she had noticed the envelope that had fallen out into her lap.  On a plain piece of note paper ran the following missive:

Kendra-

Realized recently that I’ve been an ass regarding a certain bone of contention and I want to make it up to you.  If you’ve nowhere pressing to be, please meet me at the bar outside the Grand Circle after the show.  My congratulations to your Mr. Browning.

Gail
When the curtain had gone down on the Phantom’s lair, ovations had been given, and most of the crowd had cleared out of the theatre, a motley crew met by the Grand Circle bar.  Gail was the first to arrive, soon joined by Aaron Murchison, surprised that she wasn’t waiting for him in the street as usual.  Kendra had gone straight down to Ryan’s dressing room with the flowers she had arranged for a friend to bring to the theatre as a surprise.  When told about the note in the programme, he transformed into his street-self in record time and disappeared from the mob of congratulatory well-wishers in a manner worthy of the Phantom himself.
When Kendra entered the bar with Ryan at her heels, her mirror image was sitting at a corner table with a man in backstage black, whose eyes suddenly went wide.  Gail stood up and with one voice, the twins asked each other, “How did you do it?”
“Do what?”
“I didn’t do anything!”

“But you sent me a note-“
“You sent me a note!”
“Then where did they come from?”

Aaron and Ryan stared at the twins.  “You weren’t kidding when you said you’d gone to school with her,” Aaron muttered.

Gail moved away from the table and gave her sister a tentative embrace.  “It’s been so long.  I heard you were in London, but I didn’t think you’d want to see me after the things we said that Christmas.”
Kendra smiled weakly as all four took their seats.  “I don’t know what your note said, but if it’s anything like mine, I think someone wants to suggest that we’ve both been fools.  I know I said a lot of things that I regret now.  It was mostly my fault anyway.”
“No,” her sister protested.  “I wasn’t any better.”
“Well, whoever sent the silly things, I really am glad to see you again.  Gail, I want you to meet my fiance, Ryan Browning.”

“Fiance? Congratulations, that’s wonderful!”  Gail reached out to shake Ryan’s hand. “You were magnificent tonight, congrats on that, also.”

“Thanks awfully,” the actor said.  “I was afraid I’d never get to meet Kendra’s infamous sister.” 
“Ryan!” Kendra protested as her sister laughed, then gestured to Aaron.
“Kendra, this is Aaron Murchison, a friend of mine.”

“Charmed,” said Kendra.  “Gail, did you really not know I was engaged?”
“How on earth would I know?  We haven’t spoken in almost two years.”

Kendra pushed her note across the table, pointing to the last line.  “I just wondered.”

“But remember, I didn’t write that.”

“Oh, right.”  Kendra seemed not entirely convinced.  “I guess yours says I sent it,” she conceeded, “and I certainly did nothing of the kind.  I wonder if someone else is going to show up.”

“Could be.”  Gail scanned the other theatre-goers lingering at the bar, but no one looked familiar.  Kendra noticed and looked around herself.  Ryan took the opportunity to shrug the collar of his trenchcoat higher around his ears.  Publicity was all very well, but a little went a long way.
No one was looking at Ryan, though.  There was an elderly woman in a beaded dress who was complaining to her husband and a younger couple about how uncomfortable the seats were.  Two teenagers in bluejeans were holding an animated discussion about the merits of the production, and a map-toting tourist group had paused for a drink while they studied the route back to their hotel.  The only person who even gave Ryan’s table a glance was the curly-haired woman who was remarking to her companion, “Well, I’m glad you had a good time, but the chromatic line in the main theme was just way over-used.”

Kendra cleared her throat awkwardly.  “How’s Asher doing?” she asked.   As soon as it was out of her mouth, she knew it had been the wrong thing to say.  Gail’s face crumpled.
“I haven’t heard from him since last spring, and I haven’t seen him in over a year.  He wasn’t even home for Christmas last year –“ the last words slipped out before she could bite them back, “not that you would know.”

Five words ignited an old guilt into anger.  “I didn’t come because I knew I wasn’t welcome,” Kendra snapped.

“How would you know when you didn’t ask?”  Brushing tears from her eyes, Gail slipped out of sight.

Aaron glanced around the table uneasily, his stocky frame trying to make itself smaller in an attempt to disappear.  “I’ll go after her,” he said, clumsily getting up.  “Sorry about this.  Nice to meet you both.”
Kendra buried her face in Ryan’s shoulder.  “I’m an ass.”
Aaron leaned on the wall outside the ladies’ room for ten minutes before Gail emerged again.  “How about those drinks?” he asked.  Gail only nodded, letting her hair fall forward to shadow her red nose.

They walked in silence until suddenly Gail began to chuckle.  She glanced at Aaron, who looked puzzled.  “What do you say when a zombie introduces you to his girlfriend?”
“What?”

“Good God, she’s a dead ringer!”  Aaron groaned.  “And how do you know when a zombie is tired?”

“Ummm.  How?”

“When he’s dead on his feet!”

“Gail, those are really bad.”

“Mum used to tell zombie jokes.” Gail said.  “She had a morbid sense of humor.  Always making light of her skin, you know?”

“Now, what kind of skin disease was this, again?”

Gail sighed as if beginning to recite.  “My mother suffered from a very rare skin disease called necrodermatitis, which my sister and I don’t seem to have inherited, but our younger brother did.  It literally causes the skin to decay on the living body, but it also speeds up the growth of new skin tissue underneath, so that the affected skin is constantly both rotting and regrowing.”

“No offense, but eww.”

“I know.  But as I said before, her skin was only affected on part of her left arm, so it was easily kept covered.  But it was a lot harder on Asher.”

“That must have been a nasty blow for your mum.”

“Horrified.  She was always so afraid about our health.  Then her baby was even worse off than she was.  She died when he was six.”

“Of the necto...of the disease?”

“That’s what the doctors said.  I think she died of despair.  We were twelve then, and Asher had just got worse.  After that, he nearly always had to have bandages all over his upper body, covering whatever lotion or cream the doctors were trying.  Everyone always stared at him, and he got horribly picked on in school.”  Her mouth twisted into something like a smile.  “I developed a pretty mean punch.”
“I bet you and your sister faught a lot of battles for him.”

“I did, at least.  Kendra had other ideas.  She wanted to shelter him, protect him from the world.  Worst possible thing we could have done, as I saw it.  He had to learn to deal with the way things are.”

“And did he?”

“Well, I taught him how to fight.”

The following afternoon, Great Russel Street was bustling with people.  Kendra watched a family picnicing on the lawn outside the British Museum and mildly cursed them for feeding the pigeons.  A group of birds scattered as she passed the iron fence around the museum, no doubt heading for the free handouts from the tourists.  Kendra had forgotten them by the time she climbed the stairs and passed through the row of stone columns.  On her way in, she flicked a penny she’d found that morning into one of the barrels marked “Keep the museum free!”  Not exactly a fountain, she thought, but I can use all the luck I can get.
She passed through the darkened foyer into the courtyard, a circular space in the middle of the museum with a glass roof, allowing sunlight to make the white stone brilliant.  After a moment’s hesitation, she headed for an information desk.  “Pardon me,” she said to the young man, “I’m looking for my sister, Gail Meadows.  She works here.”
“Is she expecting you?”

“Er, no, actually.  I was hoping to surprise her.”

The young man summoned a security guard to escort her into the depths of the museum.  This is what I should have done three years ago, thought Kendra, instead of avoiding Gail all this time.  It had been a horrible Christmas, starting from a change in Asher’s medication that eliminated all of his bandages.  His girlfriend – his first girlfriend, depite being almost twenty at the time – had never seen much of his face, and though she gave other reasons for breaking up with him, everyone know that the real reason was his hideous skin.  Asher spent the Christmas season in deep depression, generally sequestered either in his bedroom or in a dark corner of the nearest library.  At home, the atmostphere became gradually more and more tense as the twins and their father repeatedly psycho-analyzed Asher and argued about what should be done about him, for him, to him, anything.  The air had finally exploded on Christmas Eve after Asher had put in a sullen, brief, and lifeless appearance at the dinner table.  Kendra had always disagreed with her father and sister, but that night, things were said in unforgivable terms, and Kendra had packed up and left.  Since then, she had written to her father and brother once or twice, but never to Gail.  Time made it all seem more foolish, though, and Kendra was damned if she was going to let the old argument drive them apart again.
She found her sister in a clinically clean room full of tables of Grecian urns.  Gail was perched on a stool with one gloved hand holding one of the vases for inspection while the other held a pen poised over a large notebook.
“Sorry to interrupt you,” Kendra said softly.  “I wanted to apologize.”

A carefully trained reflex made Gail put the vase down before looking up, which was fortuante because at the sight of her twin, her notebook slipped out of her hands as her pen clattered to the floor.  Kendra squwaked. “I’m sorry!  I didn’t mean to startle you!”
“No, it’s all right,” Gail said.  “It’s just – I didn’t expected to see you here.”

“I wanted to apologize about the other night.  I shouldn’t have snapped at you.”

“Nor should I.  Let’s forget it, Kendra.  Can we?”

“I’ve missed you.”
Gail smiled.  “Join me for a bite?”
“Love to!  What’s good around here?”

“Actually, I was going to try a new place around the corner.  A recommendation.”  Gail shrugged off her white coat and tossed it over a chair.  “And before we go, I want you to see this.  It was on my desk this morning.”  She tossed a small white envelope across the table at Kendra.

“Highly recommended:  The Patch and Anchor on Coptic and Little Russel Street.”  Kendra turned the note over, but the back was blank.
“It’s stupid of me, but I almost hoped it was from you.  But it isn’t your handwriting, of course.  I don’t know whose writing it is.  I just felt bad about the other night, I thought I’d take a chance on another note.”

Gail looked so confused that Kendra couldn’t help laughing at her.  “Come on then,” she said.  “Let’s go check it out.”
“And by the way, how’s your skin?  Still alive?”  The sisters were ensconsed in a corner table at the Patch and Anchor, a small-ish pub.

“Huh?”  Kendra looked up with a bite of jacket potato half-way to her mouth.  “Oh, sure, yes.  Yours?”

“Yes, I’m fine.  Always nice to know the genetic boogyman isn’t about to sneak up on me.”  Gail paused with a hand on her beer glass.  “So, are you living here in London now?”
“Yeah, I’m working with an advertising agency.  There’s a group of us who work on designs for billboards and bus ads and things like that.  Not something you’d like, I know.”

Gail only laughed.  “You would be so bored with my job.  If you’re happy with billboards, I’m happy for you.  Tell me about this hot boyfriend of yours.”
Kendra blushed.  “His brother is one of the people who works with me on billboards and all.  He introduced me to Ryan at a party thrown by some friends of ours.”
“Theatre friends or advert friends?”

“Oh, ad friends, definitely.  The theatre parties can get a bit strange, sometimes, but that’s another story.  This was a rather posh deal in Kensington.  I think it was last Christmas, actually.  I was feeling a bit depressed because I was— well, I was too much of a coward to go home, and I let John talk me into going to this party with his younger brother.  I was dating a couple of other guys at the time, just off and on, you know, but I agreed, and after a month or so, Ryan and I started dating exclusively.  We’ve been engaged since the first of October.”  
“I think that’s fantastic.”  Gail had had an eye on her sister’s left hand since setting eyes on Kendra the night before, but now her sister extended her hand to let her have a closer look.   
“And you?”  There was a mischevious glint to Kendra’s smile.
“And me what?  And do I have a boyfriend?”
“Of course!  Are you dating the fellow you were with last night?”

“Aaron?  God, no, he’s an old friend.  I was dating a guy named Dave for a while this summer, but we just couldn’t agree about anything and it was making us both miserable.  But I’m fine.  You don’t need to set me up with one of your fancy advert exec’s.”
“I don’t date the execs, silly!”

“I’m only teasing.  ‘Scuse me.”  Gail went to get another beer.  From the bar, she caught sight of a table across the room where a man was sitting alone.  He was staring at her.  Gail looked away and pointed him out to Kendra.  “He’s still staring at me,” she hissed.  “That’s creepy.”

“You know, he looks kind of familiar, but I can’t quite place him.”

“Do you think he’s someone you’ve met?”

“More likely he looks like someone I knew at university or somthing.  I don’t know.”  

Gail looked again.  “Oh, you’re right.  He looks like someone I’ve seen recently and I can’t think who.”

“That’s what happens when you live in a city like this, I guess,” Kendra shrugged.  “Though there’s also a red-haired man a few tables over who looks a bit like a guy I worked with in Birmingham, but Charlie’s hair was a bit darker and he wasn’t so good looking.”

Gail shrugged.  “Never mind, then.  Do you have a date for the wedding yet?”
Before Kendra could answer, someone came up to their table.  “I have some news you might like to hear,” he said.  “It’s about your brother.”  

“Who are you?” Kendra asked.  “What’s happened to Asher?”  Gail pushed out a chair for him.
He took the seat. “When you were younger,” he said, “Gail threw punches for your brother and Kendra sheltered him, but in the end, neither of your solutions was particularly effective.  He was feared and despised as a child, and what’s more, you let your differences tear you apart.  Is that a fair assessment?”

“Harsh,” hissed Kendra.  

“But yes,” agreed Gail.  “Asher, what happened?”

“Mum’s solution finally worked.”

“Mum’s solution?” Kendra asked, looking at him more closely.  
“After you both left home, I started going through her papers.  Did you know that she died as the result of an operation that she hoped would cure her necrodermatitis?”
Gail and Kendra stared at the handsome young man.

“Really, Asher?  Did you finally get rid of it?  Is this really you?”  
He smiled at his sisters.  “Sorry to stand you up the other night after sending you those notes.  I never expected you both to be in the theatre on the same night.  I knew you would both come to the show eventually.  The ushers just had a sort of standing order from yours truly.” He looked from one sister to another, smiling at Gail’s furrowed brow and Kendra’s open mouth.

“I remembered how you bragged when you first came to London, Gail, about how often you went to the theatre.  I rememembered that Phantom is a favorite of yours.  And I saw Kendra leave the theatre with Ryan Browning last March when he was still in Chicago.  But I never expected to see you there together, and I’m afraid I chickened out.  I – you’re going to laugh at me – I wound up listening to a woman go on for ages about how repetitive the music in Phantom is and by then you both had left.”

“We saw you!”  Gail smacked the table.  “I saw you there and I never guessed!”

“But you were right, just now,” Kendra reminded her.  “We had seen him recently.  Asher, you look fantastic.”

 “They fixed me up pretty good, don’t you think?  I wanted it to be a big surprise.”  

“How did it all happen?  And what were you doing giving orders to theatre ushers?”

“As to the first, I came looking for the two of you, of course.  I took a job as a theatre usher for the novelty of it, with hopes I might run into Gail.  Then after I saw Kendra with Browning, I started scheming to meet with you each on neutral ground and talk you into reconciling.  It all worked better than I planned.”
Gail laughed.  “You know, you are still the most pretentious little ass.”

“Thanks sis.  Glad to hear you say it again.”
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