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			To Peter Sieruta, who told me about Violet and Daisy Hilton, and to Michael Wilde, who made sure I remembered

		

	
		
			Contents

			
				Cover

				Also By Sarah Miller

				Title Page

				Copyright

				Dedication

			

			
				Part One

				
					Chapter 1

				

				
					Chapter 2

				

				
					Chapter 3

				

				
					Chapter 4

				

				
					Chapter 5

				

				
					Chapter 6

				

				
					Chapter 7

				

				
					Chapter 8

				

				
					Chapter 9

				

				
					Chapter 10

				

				
					Chapter 11

				

				
					Chapter 12

				

				
					Chapter 13

				

				
					Chapter 14

				

				
					Chapter 15

				

				
					Chapter 16

				

				
					Chapter 17

				

				
					Chapter 18

				

			

			
				Part Two

				
					Chapter 19

				

				
					Chapter 20

				

				
					Chapter 21

				

				
					Chapter 22

				

				
					Chapter 23

				

				
					Chapter 24

				

				
					Chapter 25

				

				
					Chapter 26

				

				
					Chapter 27

				

				
					Chapter 28

				

				
					Chapter 29

				

			

			
				Epilogue

			

			
				Photo Insert

				Author's Note

				Acknowledgments

				Notes

				Sources

			

		

	
		
		
			
			
				
					[image: Part One]
				

			

		

	
		
		
			
			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Of course their mother screamed when they were born. She screamed so loudly and for so long on February 5, 1908, the neighbors pounded on the wall to command her to stop. But twenty-one-year-old Kate Skinner could not help but scream. After fourteen hours of unrelenting pain, her baby had not come. It had not even seemed to budge. The midwife, Mary Hilton, began to fear that the unborn infant had died. She ran downstairs and out of the house to call for the doctor.

			As if impelled by the midwife’s alarm, the birth suddenly proceeded. For a few minutes, anyway. When the baby was finally halfway born, everything ground to a halt. Something was in the way. Twins, the midwife decided. There were already five sets in the family; Kate herself had been a twin. One baby must have been blocking the path of the other. But how, exactly, Mary Hilton did not know, until out came a pair of feet that could only belong to a second baby. It was as if both twins were determined to be born simultaneously—one headfirst and one feetfirst. The headfirst child prevailed. Then came a great deal of unusual twisting and turning until at last, two six-pound baby girls lay squalling on the bed.

			That was when the real shrieking began. One look at them, and Kate Skinner writhed and flailed and howled. She struggled so fiercely that Mary Hilton and her twenty-nine-year-old daughter, Alice, could hardly hold Kate still.

			
			The babies were pretty little girls, each with ten perfect tiny fingers and ten perfect tiny toes, the pair of them as alike as two flower buds on a single stem. Kate was not looking at their faces, however, nor their fingers and toes. Instead, she had seen the base of their spines: a raw-looking swathe of flesh that fused the newborn sisters back-to-back.

			Conjoined twins, we call them today—a rare type of identical twinning due entirely to a quirk of timing. Usually, identical twins occur when a single egg cell divides in half sometime during the first two weeks after fertilization. The two halves then grow into a pair of complete and genetically identical bodies. If an egg attempts to divide after fourteen days, however, the split will be incomplete, and the resulting bodies remain connected. It may happen at the head, or anywhere along the torso, causing some combination of skin, muscle, bone, and organs to be shared or intertwined.

			In 1908, such siblings were better known as Siamese twins, after a pair of world-famous brothers, Eng and Chang Bunker, who were born joined at the chest in 1811 in Thailand, which was then called Siam. As far as most people in the early nineteenth century were concerned, though, the simplest term for such people was freaks or monsters. And that was why Kate Skinner could not stop screaming. According to the teachings of her church, she had committed a sin by conceiving these children out of wedlock, and Kate had no doubt that God had doled out her punishment in the form of these monster-babies.

			

			—

			When Dr. James Rooth arrived, he tried to console Kate. More often than not, twins such as these died soon after birth, he told her. Any shared organs usually were not up to the task of supporting two bodies.

			
			Kate was not comforted. Her shame as an unwed mother had been great before. Now it had doubled, then doubled again. In the eyes of the world her babies were not only bastards, but freaks besides. Nothing and no one could compel her to hold her daughters. She certainly would not nurse them. She would not so much as look at them. She turned her face to the wall and waited for them to die.

			But Kate Skinner’s babies did not die.
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			Contrary to Dr. Rooth’s prediction, the fact that the Skinner twins were attached to each other affected the newborns’ posture and their movement, but it had almost no effect on the most critical factor: their bodies’ function. The bridge between them was relatively small—a portion of one twin’s left buttock was fused with a portion of the other twin’s right buttock. X-rays would show that their spines were connected in the most minor way possible, ending in a single shared tailbone. The last inch or so of their intestinal system was also joined. One twin’s colon ended in a sort of pouch, which jutted a little sideways to link with her sister’s. That combined inch of rectum ended in a single opening. (In other words, just one extra-long nappy would do for both babies, but it needed changing twice as often.)

			Everyone who saw the twins wondered the same thing: Could they be separated? Dr. Rooth had grave doubts. There was no telling what sorts of anomalies might be contained within that fusion, no way to learn how extensively their nervous and circulatory systems might be twined together, for instance. Did they share nerve endings or blood vessels? Could some portion of one twin’s blood travel through the bridge between them and circulate through the other twin’s body? Were there places on that bridge that both babies could feel? Dr. Rooth probed here and there, but he could not find a spot that made the sisters respond in tandem. That was promising, but it did not guarantee that their spinal cords were not somehow braided together, or that the vital fluid bathing the cords did not mingle. Rooth knew that in two other cases of twins with similar anatomy, the fusion of the spinal cords was “much more intimate and extreme” than anyone could have guessed. Slicing into them without understanding such things might very well mean death for at least one twin.

			
			From the day they were born, the twins’ only physical limitation was that they could not lie on their backs or their bellies. It simply wasn’t possible. They had to be placed on their sides. Yet because they were not joined across the full width of their backs, and because the connection was off-center, a small amount of hingelike movement was possible between them; they could lean a little away from each other, into a V shape—very much like a book laid spine up over the arm of a chair.

			

			—

			To Kate’s dismay, her twins not only lived but proved to be “a very healthy, lusty young pair,” who seemed “to possess an uncommonly vigorous life.” They took to their bottles of diluted cow’s milk with noticeable relish, putting on a full pound by the end of the first week.

			Still, she would not feed or hold them. She herself would not even eat. At the very least she should give them names, Kate’s mother insisted. Days passed before Kate finally surrendered to her mother’s pleas. As they lay facing her, she labeled the baby on her left-hand side Violet, the right-hand baby Daisy.

			Violet and Daisy. A sweet pair of names from a mother who was not willing or able to give them anything else. All Kate wanted was to be rid of them. But how? Orphanages did not welcome illegitimate children, believing they were fated to be as “immoral” as their parents. Adoption seemed Kate’s only hope. But who on earth could be persuaded to adopt a set of “double babies”?

			
			Mary Hilton, of all people, came to Kate’s rescue. It was not the first time, either. After Kate had lost her job at a local greengrocer, Mary Hilton engaged the visibly pregnant young woman to wait tables at her pub, the Queen’s Arms, when no one else would hire her. Never mind that Kate had not worked for pay. She had worked—and gratefully—solely in return for Mary’s promise to deliver her baby free of charge. It was an uneven trade, but Kate did not dare complain. Women in such straits were desperate, and Mary knew it. That was why her bar was so often staffed with young, pregnant women. She used that desperation to extort free labor and long, hard hours from her barmaids, even in the final months of their pregnancies. Raising four daughters of her own despite having been widowed twice before turning forty may have forged Mary into a formidable, resourceful businesswoman, but it had not made her especially sympathetic to others’ suffering.

			Now, though, what seemed to be a kindlier side of Mary Hilton was showing itself. Sometime during the first week after the birth, Mary began appearing regularly at the Skinner flat, often with her youngest daughter, Edith, to look in on the babies. Mary and Edith lent a hand in the feedings and diaper changes, providing Kate’s mother and sister with welcome breaks. While Mary sat at Kate’s bedside listening to her woes, Edith doted on Violet and Daisy. For the rest of her life, in fact, Edith would remember the first time those five-day-old babies were placed in her arms. She, more than anyone else, began opening her heart to them.

			All of these circumstances make it impossible to say for certain who was most thrilled by Mary Hilton’s offer to adopt Violet and Daisy. Despite Edith’s blossoming sense of responsibility and affection for the babies, Kate Skinner remains the most likely candidate. As Edith would remember it decades later, Kate threw her arms around Mary and sobbed, “Take my babies and care for them as a mother. Tell them you are their aunt and never tell them who their real mother is.”

			
			In that era, nothing more than a verbal agreement was necessary to transfer custody. No adoption laws or regulations would exist in England until 1926. Mary Hilton could have scooped up the two three-week-old babies and taken them home right then and there. Instead, Mary did something unusual—she took Kate Skinner to see a lawyer.

			On February 25, a formal adoption agreement was drawn up and signed at the office of J. G. Bramhall. Under its terms Mary Hilton assumed complete custody of and financial responsibility for Violet and Daisy, guaranteeing that Kate would bear no further obligation or liability for their care, support, or education. She was free. To Kate Skinner, it must have seemed a godsend. Not only was Mary Hilton willing to adopt her babies, but she was willing—eager, even—to legally vow never to foist them back onto Kate. A more traditional, informal arrangement would have provided no such assurance.

			The adoption papers granted Mary Hilton several protections as well. Kate Skinner had made it abundantly clear that she harbored not the slightest twinge of affection toward her daughters. Nevertheless, the agreement also carefully guarded Mary against any change of heart, any sudden swell of maternal tenderness or second thoughts that might unexpectedly overtake the birth mother. By signing, Kate agreed never to make any attempt to “regain the care, custody, or control” of Violet and Daisy nor “at any time hereafter molest or in any way annoy” Mary Hilton. If she violated that promise, the agreement required Kate to repay Mary Hilton ten shillings for every week that the children had spent under Mary’s care.

			Kate Skinner signed. So far as anyone knows, it was a decision she never regretted.
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			Almost simultaneously—and certainly not coincidentally—news of the unusual birth appeared for the first time in the Brighton Herald on February 22, 1908. Now that Violet and Daisy were legally hers, Mary Hilton was as eager for the world to know all about these extraordinary twins as Kate Skinner had been to forget them.

			To hear the newspaper tell it, that “motherly lady” who had helped to deliver them was as good as a saint, taking in two such extraordinary babies. Mary Hilton admitted to the Herald that at the moment of their birth, “her emotions were very perturbed when she saw what had come into the world.” Three weeks later, though, her excitement over her two little foster daughters was as plain as day. Never had she seen two finer babies, she said, perfectly delighted over their progress. Well before Violet and Daisy were two months old, Mary had them photographed, nestled tightly in a wicker pram with their long white dresses draped over the handle.

			They wore those same white dresses to their christening. It was a private affair, attended only by Mary Hilton; her husband, Henry; Edith; and, surprisingly, Kate Skinner. Edith whisked the babies, who were already becoming “tolerably well known” in Brighton, from the cab and into the church without attracting an iota of public attention. They were wrapped in “white robes, fastened at the sleeves with dainty white silk ribbon, and enveloped in a soft ample white woollen shawl.” As the group waited in the vestry for Reverend Gould, Violet dropped off to sleep. Daisy kicked up a fuss and was quickly hushed with a “comfy” to suck. Smack, smack, smack went her vigorous little lips as the reverend carefully cradled the pair of sisters on his left arm, as Mary had taught him beforehand, and sprinkled their identical foreheads with water. Violet slumbered on, oblivious.

			
			After Mary and Kate had signed the register and the reverend had offered “the kindliest words” to the children’s mother, Mary Hilton presented Reverend Gould with a picture postcard of the babies “as a souvenir of the most extraordinary Christening he is ever likely to perform.” Then the twins were bundled out of the church and back into the waiting cab as inconspicuously as they had come in.

			As soon as it was over, however, Mary told the Herald all about the christening in minute, satisfying detail. She had shrewdly guaranteed the paper’s interest by inviting reporters into her home earlier in the week, to admire Violet and Daisy firsthand.

			“They are as comely a little pair of babies as one could wish to see,” the newspaper observed, “with large dark blue eyes, and a goodly crop of fluffy brown hair.”

			At seven weeks old, Daisy had already captured the reputation of being the prettier one. Her chin was just a fraction narrower than Violet’s, lending her face an especially fetching heart shape. “Violet is not quite so bonny,” the Herald decided. Her coloring was not as vivid, her features somehow less irresistible. “Still,” said the Herald, “as she lies sucking her bottle, with her large deep blue eyes looking out wondrously into the world, she is quite a winsome and appealing little lady.” She had a habit of tucking her head against Daisy’s neck, and the two of them would nuzzle each other that way until they wore each other’s hair off. Violet’s “air of serene contentment” as she lay there next to her sister was so complete that she could make you believe that “one of the finest things in the world was to be a ‘Siamese Twin.’ ”

			
			Daisy was another matter. “When she is awake, she is very much awake,” the Herald reported, noting that Mary Hilton had dubbed her “a little terror.” Though the way Mary said it, it sounded “as if she were calling her an angel.”

			“I suppose you’re getting quite fond of them?” the Herald reporter asked.

			“Fond of them!” Mary replied. “Why, I wouldn’t part with them for anything.”

			She kept them beautifully dressed, in little lace-fronted frocks with lace sleeves woven through with narrow pink or blue ribbon. The dresses could not be fastened up the back as usual, a problem solved by a simple alteration: one side seam of each skirt was opened and fitted with hooks and eyes. That way the skirts could be fastened both above and below the bridge between the babies. (Eventually Edith would contrive a special undergarment, “a covering which resembled in shape the…connection between the girls,” to keep their skin from peeking between the seams of their dresses.)

			All these intimate facts stoked the public’s interest, and Mary Hilton welcomed the town’s inevitable curiosity with open arms. “The twins are not really on public view, but Mrs. Hilton is prepared to let interested persons see them,” the Herald article concluded, assuring the squeamish that apprehensions about encountering “anything unpleasant” at the Queen’s Arms were altogether unwarranted. Violet and Daisy were as ordinary-looking as could be, despite their status as “the most wonderful little couple in the world.”

			For a woman who claimed that she was not exhibiting her foster daughters, Mary Hilton was more than accommodating to such visitors, welcoming the curious seven days a week, between eleven and seven o’clock. There was no charge specifically to see the babies, but it was understood that anyone who bought a pint was invited to step back into the parlor and have a peek at the two little girls in their pram. All summer long the customers came, buying the requisite pints and often spending an extra few pennies to indulge in souvenir postcards just like the one Mary had given to Reverend Gould.

			
			This was almost certainly what Mary Hilton had had in mind from the very beginning.
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			Perched along the northern shore of the English Channel, the town of Brighton bustled with tourists during the warm months of the year. Its seaside hotels, restaurants, theaters, and piers had been attracting holidaymakers for well over a century by the time Violet and Daisy were born. With no effort at all, those two babies quickly changed the Queen’s Arms from just another pub to a popular destination. They were so good for business, in fact, that by the time Violet and Daisy were a year old, the Hiltons were operating a larger pub several blocks away, the Evening Star, where business continued to flourish.

			Though the girls were hardly old enough to form memories, the constant traffic left an indelible impression on Violet’s and Daisy’s senses. “Our earliest and only recollections,” Daisy would reveal years later, “are the penetrating smell of brown ale, cigars, and pipes, and the movements of the visitors’ hands, which were for ever lifting up our baby clothes to see just how we were attached to each other.” The babies were so pretty and their clothes were so cleverly made that many people did not believe the sisters were truly joined. Up went their skirts and down came their nappy, again and again and again. “The first thing I remember about my early childhood that I remember clearly,” said Violet, “and Daisy says she remembers it, too, was that everybody stared at us so much and old women used to poke their fingers at the spot where we were joined.”

			
			The public remained fascinated by the Brighton United Twins, as Mary had dubbed them, and on the occasion of their first birthday, the Herald obliged by reporting on their weight (thirty-two pounds combined), how many teeth each had (three for Daisy and four for Violet), and the amusing details of their out-of-sync bout with bronchitis. Daisy had fallen ill first, making Violet envious. Every time Daisy received a spoonful of medicine, Violet raised a fuss, “convinced that favouritism was being shown to her sister—that Daisy was having some little luxury that was being denied to her.”

			No longer was Violet the quiet, contented one. A complete reversal in temperament had taken place. “Possibly it was the extra petting Violet received, on account of her delicacy,” the Herald supposed. Now she was the little terror, “the more irritable and the more fractious.”

			

			—

			The idea that they could differ that drastically from each other so early in life strained the very limits of the public’s comprehension. For the rest of their lives, the world would debate time and again whether Violet and Daisy were one person, or two. Were they made up of two bodies joined together, or a single shared body?

			No one but Violet and Daisy themselves seemed able to grasp the possibility that they could exist simultaneously as distinct individuals and members of an indivisible unit. In their own minds they were not one or the other, but both.

			From a very young age, Violet and Daisy understood that they were unique. Yet at the same time, being joined together felt to them entirely normal. They harbored neither resentment toward each other nor envy toward those who were not similarly joined. Quite the contrary. “We were never permitted to play with other children,” they said, “and when we looked over the sill of our window and saw little girls walking alone we felt quite sorry for them because they were not as we were.”

			
			Their first awareness that they were different from other children had come when they’d learned to crawl. In the beginning it was an advantage to be joined. Together they moved faster, propelling each other across the room. “Then something happened!” Violet and Daisy recalled. “We discovered to our dismay that we could not pass when the leg of the bed, or table, was between us!” They tried over and over again, until they frustrated themselves to tears. Defeated, they turned to their building blocks, only to be thwarted anew when they inadvertently knocked down each other’s towers with a stray knee or elbow. Spurred by exasperation, their minds sparked into action in a way they hadn’t before, and Violet and Daisy experienced their first conscious thought as they came to a simultaneous realization: “One of us would have to be allowed to build her house alone while the other remained motionless. Which one? Why, the one who wanted more to build.”

			The one who wanted it more. That simple precept would govern the rest of their lives. Violet and Daisy did not yet know the word for compromise, but before they learned to stand up, it had become as vital and intuitive as breathing, a process so elemental, it did not require a name. “The thought did not take such clear form until later years,” they explained. By the time it did become clear enough to articulate, their tearful fits of frustration were a distant memory and the concept was permanently ingrained: Take turns giving in, or give up altogether.
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			It would seem that by mid- to late 1910, Mary Hilton had stopped showing off Violet and Daisy at home and turned to exhibiting the toddlers across the British Isles. Perhaps in Brighton the novelty of the United Twins had finally worn thin after two years. After all, Brighton had no shortage of theaters and piers full of other amusements to lure tourists away from the Hiltons’ pubs. Or, perhaps, Mary Hilton did not want to blatantly exhibit her foster daughters for cash in the town where she had so carefully cultivated her image as Violet and Daisy’s rescuer.

			The truth was that Mary Hilton was not at all what she seemed. Under her care, Violet and Daisy had grown plump and happy-looking—“as good and lovable as they are pretty.” Watching them play pat-a-cake and coo for Dadda and Mamma as they banged their brand-new dollies like drums on the tray of their high chair, the Brighton Herald could only conclude “that they are treated with the utmost fondness.” But the girls’ delectable little dresses, the specially made double-wide high chair, and the pairs of dolls and teddy bears were all for show. Behind closed doors, a side of Mary surfaced that was never exposed to the press or the public. This was the side that Violet and Daisy came to know best.

			“There was a speech repeated to us daily, over again like a phonograph record,” they remembered. “It was spoken by a big, curly-haired woman who bathed, dressed and fed us. She never petted or kissed us, or even smiled. She just talked.”

			
			“Your mother gave you to me,” Mary intoned. “You are not my children. Your mother gave you to me.”

			Mary told Violet and Daisy she was their grandmother, though she instructed them to call her Auntie. As they grew, her daily speech become more elaborate.

			“Your mother was afraid when you were born and gave you to me when you were two weeks old. You must always do just as I say.”

			Though she was tall and attractive, with lovely long hair, the sisters’ most vivid and lasting memory of Mary Hilton would be her wide leather belt with its large metal buckle. With one quick jerk, she could release that buckle. Her temper was vicious, a volatile thing that could not be calmed by her daughter or her husband. When the two sisters disobeyed, Mary Hilton yanked that ever-present belt loose and flailed Violet and Daisy with the buckle end. Always, the blows landed on their shoulders and backs.

			“She’ll never hit your faces, girls,” Mary’s husband, Henry, told them. “The public will not be so glad to pay to look at little Siamese twins with scarred faces.”

			Henry Hilton was right. If “Auntie” loved anything at all about Violet and Daisy, it was the money they could make for her. The one thing she would never do was jeopardize their earning power. Where money led, Mary Hilton would follow, and whatever the reasons may be, the money led her away from Brighton and toward Scotland in 1910.

			

			—

			Records of Violet and Daisy’s earliest United Kingdom engagements, if they exist at all, have yet to be uncovered, making it impossible to trace their route across the country. For an amateur act working alone, without the benefit of a manager, booking agent, promoter, or advance man, or any show business experience whatsoever, it was sure to be an arduous and haphazard way to earn a living. Violet and Daisy certainly remembered it that way: “We lived in dingy European boarding houses,” they said, “traveling at night between exhibitions at bars, fairs, carnivals, and circuses.”

			
			Conjoined twins in those days were billed as “freak” acts. All that was required of a so-called freak act was a willingness to be stared at. “A lot of the freaks just stood up and said ‘Look at me, here I am,’ ” longtime sideshow promoter Ward Hall explained. Those who cared to go the extra mile could captivate an audience simply by demonstrating how they carried out everyday tasks. A performer named Prince Randion, born without limbs, famously rolled and lit a cigarette with his lips, for instance. Violet and Daisy’s act consisted of no more than playing with their toys, for they had not even learned to walk yet. They could stand only with the help of a little wooden frame for support.

			At outdoor venues like carnivals and fairs, people with physical anomalies were generally exhibited in pit shows, which also showcased exotic animals and performers such as sword-swallowers and fire-eaters. For potentially dangerous animals like snakes and alligators, the pits were actual holes dug into the ground and framed with a waist-high railing that acted as a fence. Striped canvas hung from the railings to prevent anyone outside the open-sided tent from sneaking a free peek. Human beings had the added luxury of a six-inch-high stage to raise them off the ground. All day long, carnival-goers wandered among the pits, peering at the contents for as long as they cared to look.

			Did Violet and Daisy feel like freaks when strangers leaned on the railings and stared down at them? They never reflected publicly on their earliest show business engagements and would only barely acknowledge that they had ever appeared in pit shows. Whether this was because they were traumatized by the experience itself or because they were too embarrassed by their lowly beginnings, it is impossible to know.

			
			Only one thing is certain: the two little girls always appeared happy. They were so young and had seen so little of the world outside the back room of the Hiltons’ pubs that playing within a rectangle of striped canvas under the passing gaze of hundreds might not have felt particularly unusual to them. Strangers’ eyes had been a regular feature of their daily lives since earliest infancy. “We were always being looked at,” they remembered. Only the surroundings had changed. Starved as they were for affection, it is even possible that Violet and Daisy found some enjoyment in the cooing and exclamations of their audience, for they never failed to delight onlookers. Moreover, as long as they were in public, they were safe from the lashings of Mary Hilton’s leather belt.

			Nevertheless, Violet and Daisy were hardly more than babies, unable to resist, much less consent to being put on display for hours on end. What Mary Hilton was doing with them was exploitation, plain and simple, and she had no intention of letting up.

			

			—

			When the seasons changed and the weather became inhospitable, theaters, music halls, museums, and waxworks offered more opportunities for Mary Hilton to turn a hefty profit. The going rate at the turn of the century for such “rare novelties” as Violet and Daisy was £20 a week or better (nearly $3,000 in modern American money), though whether an amateur like Mary Hilton could have commanded such a salary is debatable. Through luck or skill, she managed to get the two-and-a-half-year-olds booked for the holiday season of 1910 in Stewart’s Waxwork on Edinburgh’s High Street, where they just might have caught the eye of world-renowned magician Harry Houdini.

			
			No one in all of show business was more famous at the turn of the century than Houdini. He was the greatest escape artist of all time—no handcuffs or jail cell could hold him. Strap him into a straightjacket, bind his ankles, and dangle him upside down over a bustling city street, and Houdini would squirm free in as little as three minutes. Padlock him into a box made of wood, plate glass, or metal; wrap it in ropes; and drop it into a river, and just when it seemed he must surely have drowned, a triumphant Houdini would bob to the surface. His fame extended from his childhood home of Appleton, Wisconsin, to the far corners of tsarist Russia and the coasts of Australia.

			As the story goes, when Houdini saw the two curly-haired moppets playing at Stewart’s, for once it was his turn to be entranced. He, like the rest of the world, must have been familiar with Eng and Chang Bunker of Siam, Millie-Christine McCoy of North Carolina, and Josefa and Rosa Blažek of Bohemia, but never had he seen a set of conjoined twins so darling as Violet and Daisy. He knew just the man to tell all about them, too—the very man who handled Houdini’s own European bookings, the talent scout and impresario Ike Rose. When Rose arrived in Scotland, Houdini met him at the train station. Anything that could excite Harry Houdini must have been worth a look, and Ike Rose promptly went to Stewart’s to see what all the fuss was about.

			Violet and Daisy were apparently everything Houdini had promised, as authentic as they were adorable. Rose would have signed them up right then and there, if only Mary Hilton had been willing to close up her pub back in Brighton to travel the European continent.

			On the surface it seems an odd refusal, a veering from the moneymaking path Mary had so clearly embarked upon—all the more so because of the Houdini connection. To be associated in any way with Harry Houdini brought tremendous prestige; to be discovered by Houdini would lend Violet and Daisy lifelong bragging rights. And so a story like the Hilton-Houdini connection, which seems to have materialized in 1928, two years after Houdini’s death, requires a moment’s skepticism. Once he was gone and unable to provide evidence to the contrary, performers of all kinds felt free to concoct serendipitous tales of Houdini encounters in hopes of piggybacking on his fame.

			
			Even so, the Hilton-Houdini story just might be true. Houdini was indeed booked at Edinburgh’s Empire Palace Theatre for the six days leading up to Christmas of 1910, and Ike Rose was in fact touring the United Kingdom in late 1910 and early 1911, with none other than the Blažek twins, whose bodies were fused in a fashion similar to the Hiltons’. Violet and Daisy themselves would recall that their first professional appearance had been in Scotland at the age of two and a half, and Edinburgh Evening News advertisements confirm that they were breaking records and drawing “enormous crowds daily” at Stewart’s Waxwork during the first two weeks of January 1911. Every piece is tantalizingly close to fitting neatly into place. Even Mary Hilton’s refusal has a certain logic upon closer inspection. Despite her reputation for unbridled greed, there were several practical as well as emotional ties that might have kept her from jumping at Rose’s offer. She and Henry had a new pub to run—a larger, presumably more lucrative pub that they had owned for less than a year. That pub was also providing shelter and support for Mary’s seventy-six-year-old father, as well as for Edith. Henry Hilton, who coincidentally was also seventy-six, was not in the finest of health and possibly not up to managing the business on his own. Grandchildren were beginning to arrive on the scene, too, thanks to Edith’s three elder sisters.

			Regardless of how he first came to encounter Violet and Daisy, Ike Rose was determined to have them. The Blažek sisters were already making him so much money, he needed a suitcase to carry it home each night and a secretary just to count it; adding another set of twins to his troupe promised to double his riches. Thus it was that the summer of 1911 found him in Brighton, enjoying a pint and a look at the Brighton United Twins at the Evening Star. This time, Mary accepted Rose’s offer. As Violet and Daisy would later tell it, Mary “rented” them to Rose for a paltry weekly sum of £4, allowing him to tote the three-year-old girls from one country to another while she stayed behind to tend her pub. That was not the case. Ike Rose paid a reported $60 a week (about $1,600 today) for the chance to exhibit Violet and Daisy in Europe. Rose also invited Mary; her husband, Henry; and her daughter, Edith, to accompany the girls on what he promised would be an all-expenses-paid tour of the Continent. They departed for Germany by sea in July or August 1911.

			

			—

			The voyage was anything but glamorous. “Our earliest lessons in getting along were taught to us in the tiny cabin of a ship,” the sisters remembered. Mary and Henry spent a good deal of the voyage quarreling, and the most popular topic seems to have been Violet and Daisy. If Mary had had her way, she would have kept the children shut inside the cabin for the length of the trip. Henry Hilton thought the toddlers should “be taken into the air” above decks to enjoy the sun and the sky and the sea and the wind like any other passenger. He also believed they ought to attend religious services. Mary disagreed. Letting people so much as glimpse the Brighton United Twins for free, she argued, would undermine their moneymaking potential. Mary always prevailed, leaving Henry’s anger and frustration to fester within.

			The Hiltons’ disputes and the animosity that lingered afterward made a lifelong impression on Violet and Daisy. “We decided early that a grudge was the lowest form of emotion,” they said. At three years old, they already understood the price of physical opposition with each other. “We soon found that if one wanted to go in one direction, and the other pulled in the different way,” Daisy recalled, “nobody got anywhere. That is a lesson a great many people who call themselves normal have not learned yet.” They also came to realize that other kinds of hostility would come with a cost even steeper for them than for Mary and Henry. “Mental as well as physical resistance by either of us would prove fatal,” they decided; “the other can retaliate with the same policy too easily.” Yet total agreement in every little particular was too much to ask of themselves. Harmony, though—blending their different traits and expressions into a balanced whole—became a characteristic Violet and Daisy honed ever after.

			

			—

			By late August, Ike Rose had brought the Hiltons to Berlin, with an eye toward exhibiting them at the biggest German fairs in Hamburg, Munich, Dresden, and Leipzig. After that, virtually no news of Violet and Daisy would reach the English-speaking world for the next eighteen months. Later reports would claim they had toured not only Germany but also Italy, Russia, Austria, Belgium, Holland, and Switzerland, and had been presented to the crowned heads of Europe. Though no proof of a royal audience has ever turned up, the prospect is not entirely outside the realm of possibility. The chance to see a single pair of conjoined twins is rare enough; the sight of the Brighton United Twins and the Blažeks would perhaps have been an opportunity too unprecedented even for royalty to pass up.

			Most of these later reports, it should be said, were carnival ballyhoo—colorful sales pitches laced with exaggerations specifically designed to tempt the curious into parting with their nickels and dimes. How much Violet and Daisy actually traveled or performed with Josefa and Rosa Blažek is in fact something of a mystery, though a formally posed photograph of the two pairs of sisters, said to have been taken in Bavaria in 1912, strongly suggests that they were indeed exhibited together in Europe at least once.

			
			In Germany, Ike Rose put up an innovative venue that sounds tailor-made for just such a double act. It was a two-sided theater, the building itself mirroring a pair of sisters joined together. Each side held an audience of three hundred fifty spectators. When the first half reached capacity, Rose opened the other. How exactly these two sides were utilized during a performance is unclear. Were there two separate stages? One for the Bohemian Twins and one for the Brighton United Twins? Did the two sets of sisters perform simultaneously, then switch stages to entertain the other half of the audience? Rose himself specifically mentions only the Blažek sisters’ performance, leaving us to wonder whether Violet and Daisy appeared in the double theater at all. It’s difficult to envision what they could have done onstage, at age three, to enrapture an audience of three hundred fifty.

			For Josefa and Rosa Blažek, on the other hand, drawing a crowd was almost effortless. Curiosity about the Blažeks had turned lurid in April 1910 when Rosa had reportedly given birth to a son. All the Blažek sisters needed to do was show off baby Franz and let the audience’s imagination run wild. If the Blažeks were indeed performing alone, their earning power was formidable. Running sixty to eighty shows daily in his double theater, charging the American equivalent of six to twelve cents per person, Ike Rose reported to Billboard that he was collecting $500 to $1,000 a day ($12,500 to $25,000 today). On “ladies’ day,” when Josefa and Rosa were exhibited in a custom-made set of tights that outlined every contour of the union that linked them, the price of admission was hiked to a quarter apiece, doubling or quadrupling the day’s take.

			Violet and Daisy could hardly compete with such salacious ploys. As long as the two little girls sat among their toys while Mary Hilton recited facts about their lives, they could not hope to attract any more attention than the typical freak show. Years later, Ike Rose would claim he “positively could not make a dollar” on the toddlers until he teamed them up with the Blažek sisters. But as Violet and Daisy would later recount it, in a tale that, like so many others they often told, flouted reality, this was when they began training for an act of their own—one that could rival Josefa and Rosa Blažek’s popularity.

			
			Music would be their ticket out of obscurity. “Teach the girls the hard way, professor,” they remembered Mary Hilton telling their instructor. “They’re strong and tough, old for their years.” Three-year-old Violet was assigned piano, Daisy the violin. Music immediately appealed to them. Not only were the melodies pleasing, but the instruments created unique physical responses as well. When Daisy played her violin, the vibrations of the strings thrummed down her spine and across their connecting bridge to Violet, allowing the sisters to feel every note in tandem. The shared sensation delighted them. Violet’s piano notes did not travel in the same way; no matter how hard she banged the keys, the instrument was “too detached” to create the same effect for Daisy. Nevertheless, Violet practiced just as hard as her sister to perfect their routine.

			If the music itself had not been a joy, the grueling schedule might have broken them. Violet would remember rehearsing a waltz for two and a half solid hours in preparation for their debut, while Daisy practiced violin and learned to wield a conductor’s baton. “It was amazing how much training was crammed into our early lives,” the two remembered. “When Auntie discovered that we could stand in a chair, rock until it turned over and flip in the air without falling, she added dancing lessons to our long days of study.”

			This would have been an entirely different tactic than Ike Rose had taken with Josefa and Rosa. While the Blažek sisters’ act revolved around tantalizing people’s curiosity about their physical union, it became Violet and Daisy’s goal to captivate an audience so completely with their talent and charm that the spectators would forget the sisters were conjoined at all.

			

			—

			In order to spread the word about his latest set of twin performers, however, Rose fell back on his tried-and-true method: the medical examination. Berlin would forever be associated with doctors in Violet’s and Daisy’s minds, for Ike Rose could think of no better way to introduce the sisters to the German press than to invite the city’s most prominent doctors to study them.

			Doctors were nothing new to Violet and Daisy. From the time they were infants, Mary Hilton had allowed medical men into her pub to examine the children. It was not unusual for the two of them to waken and find surgeons or scientists staring down at them. The medical men didn’t just peer—they probed, too. Violet remembered them “stuffing candy in our mouths to keep us from crying.” Little though they were, Violet and Daisy knew without being told that no one, not even doctors, should have the right to stare between their legs and pass instruments into their bodies against their will. The looking and the touching made the girls half crazy. It happened so often that “the very bedside tone” of a doctor’s voice triggered a special kind of loathing. The sound of the first doctor they could recall hearing remained permanently embedded in their minds. “His voice was a cold, sharp blade through our hearts. To this day it symbolizes the aggregate of doctors’ voices, begging to experiment with us,” they said decades afterward. Every time, Violet and Daisy screamed and scratched and kicked until the doctors finished. When each examination was over at last, Auntie whipped them for misbehaving.

			The German exam was worse yet. Never before had Violet and Daisy been confronted by so many doctors all at once. Hundreds of them—the entire Berlin Medical Association—watched as Professor Otto Bockenheimer examined the two little sisters. In those days, such exams were still conducted in semicircular auditoriums called operating theaters, where row upon row of men could peer down at the procedure from tiers of seats. The ordeal was as terrifying as it was degrading. Lying there while Professor Bockenheimer hovered above, instruments in hand, lecturing in a language they did not understand, was a special kind of torture for the girls. All Violet and Daisy could do was wonder what might happen next as Professor Bockenheimer’s audience listened to him discuss the various ways they might be carved apart and debated whether or not they might survive such an operation at all. Would this be the time the knife descended? It seemed inevitable, for doctors were always more fascinated by the question of whether the girls could be split in two than by the prospect of learning how their bodies had evolved to function together.

			
			Whatever relief Violet and Daisy felt when they left the examination table in one piece was short-lived. Professor Bockenheimer had concluded that an operation to separate them was probably possible, though it would be best to wait two or three years to allow the girls to become stronger and the bridge between them larger and more flexible. No one appears to have deemed it necessary to ask Violet and Daisy themselves whether they wanted to exist separately, for no singly born person could feel anything but horror at the thought of being permanently joined to another human being. “I can hardly imagine a more blessed operation,” Professor Bockenheimer proclaimed, “than the separation by surgical means of two independently thinking, feeling, and functioning beings, whose lasting union with each other is robbing of every joy of life.” As with every doctor before and after him, Bockenheimer’s own revulsion toward their condition blinded him to the reality of Violet’s and Daisy’s absolute contentment with their shared body.

			
			Fear of surgeons and their scalpels haunted Violet and Daisy ever after. For them, the very notion of separation was abhorrent. It did not signify freedom, convenience, or independence, but rather a unique physical and psychological violence—a knife piercing the center of their shared identity and slicing it into two incomplete halves.

			“We would lie awake, crying silently, holding hands, wondering.” At just three years old, they knew perfectly well that Auntie didn’t love them, only the money they made. What if Professor Bockenheimer and his associates offered to make Mary Hilton rich in exchange for the chance to experiment upon them—richer even than Ike Rose’s contract? She would be able to stop traveling, stop troubling herself over their care and training.

			“I will never leave you, even though they say that they can cut us apart,” Daisy promised.

			“I never want to be away from you,” Violet whispered. If they could not live together, they did not want to live at all. “We can hold our breaths until we die.”

			Better to die together than live apart.
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