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					1 

				
				
					I remember the machine by his bed. It made a sound like sighing. Numbers twitched,
					unable to settle. A jagged line sawed across the screen. At least it was something
					to look at. Something that wasn’t him. They’d brushed his hair, as if he were already
					dead. A song came into my head, I couldn’t chase it away. ‘Girlfriend in a Coma’.
					I pretended to smile, pretended to be brave. Twin brother in a coma, I mouthed, I
					know it’s serious. He would have laughed. He would have been better at this. 

				
				
					‘Maybe you’d like some time alone with him,’ the doctor had said. I knew it would
					be like this, not knowing what to do or say, stranded. Watching his ventilator fog
					up every time he exhaled, humming some stupid song our grandfather used to sing.
					

				
				
					‘Hi.’ She stood at the open door. ‘I’m Maggie.’ 

				
				
					‘Rene,’ I said. ‘This is my brother.’ I pointed. ‘He’s pleased to meet you.’ Still
					trying to impress. How far gone do you have to be, before that stops? 

				
				
					‘I’m a psychologist here at the hospital, did the doctor explain?’ 

				
				
					I nodded. 

				
				
					He’d talked, I’d listened. His words had been lost in the fog. 

				
				
					‘So, when you’re ready, there’ll be some questions we need to—’ 

				
				
					‘I’m ready.’ Probably I shrugged. I don’t remember. 

				
				
					Maggie held the door open. 

				
				
					‘Can’t we just do it here?’ I asked. 

				
				
					‘It’s best we go to my office.’ 

				
				
					Her voice was gentle. It wouldn’t last. Her hair was pulled back so tightly it must
					have hurt. I wondered if she really needed her glasses. She was watching, to see
					how I’d say goodbye. The interview had already started. 

				
				
					I shuffled closer to the bed and took Theo’s hand in mine, tried to pretend the warmth
					of his flesh didn’t shock me. I leaned forward and kissed him on the forehead, whispered
					‘Wish it was me.’ I didn’t mean it. I almost broke, but didn’t. Couldn’t. 

				
				
					Maggie’s office was cool and sharp after the humidity of the ward. It suited her.
					Her blouse was off-white, her hair was as dark as her eyes. I looked at her elbows.
					The skin there droops as you age, there’s no way of hiding it. Theo told me that.
					Hers were tight, youthful. A small ear piece sat unobtrusive behind a stray strand
					of hair, filling her head with unseen voices. There was a framed diploma on her wall,
					telling the world she knew how young she looked, how unlikely. I was offended that
					they’d give me someone just starting out. When your world is falling apart, you want
					it to at least feel important. 

				
				
					‘I’d like to start by talking about your past.’ 

				
				
					Maggie’s chair had been pulled in front of her desk, angled to mine. If I’d stretched
					out my leg, it would have touched her knee. Her legs were crossed, one foot tucked
					behind the calf, the way boys can’t. 

				
				
					‘How far into the past?’ I asked her. 

				
				
					‘How about the beginning?’ 

				
				
					‘I don’t remember the beginning. I think they had to pull us out. I imagine there
					was screaming.’ 

				
				
					I was nervous. 

				
				
					‘You don’t have to try to impress me.’ 

				
				
					Her words were carefully formed, every sound in its place, as if she had trained
					for the stage. 

				
				
					‘You know why we have to do this, don’t you?’ 

				
				
					‘Of course I do,’ I said. 

				
				
					‘So tell me.’ 

				
				
					‘It’s a big decision. You have to make sure I’ve thought it through.’ 

				
				
					That much I understood. 

				
				
					‘You understand the nature of your brother’s injuries?’ 

				
				
					‘He’s fried.’ Covering up, the only way I knew how. 

				
				
					‘The electricity massively disrupted his brain function. It was thirty minutes before
					he got here.’ 

				
				
					‘I know, I—’ 

				
				
					‘His body, however…’ 

				
				
					She talked over me. She had a job to do, and only six hours to get it done. Any longer
					than that, and it wouldn’t matter what I decided. 

				
				
					‘His body, however, is entirely unaffected. Physically, he’s as healthy as you or
					I. But his brain—’ 

				
				
					‘Is fried.’ 

				
				
					She unfolded her legs, brought her hands together on her lap, and looked at me. 

				
				
					‘I’ve read your manuscript. I know you’re clever. But I’m not your professor. I’m
					not your girlfriend. I’m not here to grade your wit. My job is to assess your state
					of mind. Why not help me?’ 

				
				
					Because I don’t know how, I thought. Because right now I feel more alone than I ever
					knew I could feel, and the only thing there is left to care about is this. But I
					don’t know what it is you’re looking for, and you’re not allowed to tell me, so I’m
					just trying not to say the wrong thing, and that means trying to avoid the questions
					you need me to answer. Because this is impossible. 

				
				
					I shrugged. I think she understood. 

				
				
					‘People must have told you things, your parents for instance, about how they found
					it, having twins. You were their only children, is that right?’ 

				
				
					‘There’d been an earlier pregnancy, I think.’ Talking about other people was easier.
					‘Our mother had a miscarriage.’ 

				
				
					‘Do you always do that?’ 

				
				
					‘What?’ 

				
				
					‘Say our mother, instead of my mother. Did you notice?’ 

				
				
					‘Don’t tell me that,’ I said. 

				
				
					‘What?’ 

				
				
					‘Don’t tell me when you’re working things out.’ 

				
				
					Her stare was unblinking. She would have been the most terrifying date. And men would
					have tried. 

				
				
					‘And after the miscarriage?’ 

				
				
					‘She was told to wait,’ I said. 

				
				
					‘By whom?’ 

				
				
					‘The doctors. They said there was a chance of it happening again, if she didn’t get
					treatment.’ 

				
				
					‘Treatment for what?’ 

				
				
					‘That’s not the sort of thing you ask your mother.’ 

				
				
					‘But she had the treatment?’ Maggie asked. 

				
				
					‘No, she took a risk. That’s how my story begins, eighteen years ago, my mother took
					a risk with our lives.’ 

				
				
					‘That’s a bit a dramatic, isn’t it?’ 

				
				
					Maggie’s eyebrows arched. They were carefully shaped, but thick and strong. Another
					day, I might have thought about that long enough to like it. I looked out the window
					to the garden, and thought roses were a strange choice for a hospital. Fine in summer,
					but what about the rest of the year? 

				
				
					‘I want to see him again.’ My words caught me by surprise. 

				
				
					If you cry, she’ll think you’re breaking up. She’ll tell them you’re not fit. 

				
				
					If you don’t cry, she’ll think there’s something wrong with you. 

				
				
					That’s the way I remember it starting, a game I couldn’t win—had to win. I had to
					make her believe I hadn’t gone out of my mind, and I couldn’t let her know why it
					mattered. Because only an incompetent mind would want what I wanted. That was the
					first problem. Second problem, I was exhausted: that part of me not numbed by shock
					was beginning to fracture. Even forming simple sentences took effort. But I was
					a long-distance runner. I knew how to guts it out, make it to the finish line. 

				
				
					‘You can see him any time you like,’ Maggie said. ‘But we’re on a deadline. You understand
					that?’ 

				
				
					‘He’ll deteriorate,’ I said. 

				
				
					She gave an approving smile, to show she’d noted the change in my language. 

				
				
					‘Yes, he will.’ 

				
				
					I thought then, I remember this so clearly, I thought, Theo would have liked you.
					

				
				
					‘So, do you want to go back to him?’ 

				
				
					‘No, we should keep talking.’ 

				
				
					‘Thank you.’ 

				
				
					Another smile. I was using them to keep score. 

				
				
					‘What was it like for your mother, having twins?’ 

				
				
					‘I don’t know.’ 

				
				
					‘That’s not entirely true, is it?’ Maggie said. 

				
				
					‘I don’t remember what it was like early on. Nobody does.’ 

				
				
					‘But she wrote it down for you. She kept a diary.’ 

				
				
					There was a time, we were maybe nine or ten, when Theo and I read from it every night.
					And another time, when neither of us could bear to look at it. 

				
				
					‘How do you know that?’ I asked. 

				
				
					Maggie swivelled back to her desk. The side of her thigh was split by the line of
					the quadriceps. I wondered what sport she played, for her legs to look that way.
					Racketball, I guessed: away from the sunlight, nowhere for her opponent to run. She
					peeled off a sheet and handed it to me. 

				
				
					‘You’ve been in my files.’ 

				
				
					‘Of course.’ 

				
				
					‘That’s an invasion of—’ 

				
				
					‘The law allows it.’ 

				
				
					I knew, if I started to read, I’d end up crying. 

				
				
					
					
						October 21 

					
				
				
					
					
						Well, you’re eight months old now, and people keep telling me that very soon you’ll
						be sleeping through the night. I’m trying hard not to listen to them, because I’m
						pretty sure you’re not listening to them either. I lie to those people, so they don’t
						feel obliged to give me advice. I tell them that most nights you do six or seven
						hours. In truth, some nights, one of you does six or seven hours. Last night it was
						your brother’s turn. You woke five times. Twice to be fed, the other times because
						you can, I suppose, or because your stomach hurt, or your brain was fizzing or something—who
						knows what it’s like in there. I saw a woman yesterday, at the pool, whose little
						boy is only ten months old, and already walking. You’re still commando crawling,
						like you’re sure we’ve strung barbed wire across the room just above the level where
						your bum sticks up. If you could see yourself, you’d know your head is higher than
						your bottom, even with the nappies. It’s a big head. That might explain the way you
						move, holding it up must be difficult. Today you and your brother had your very first
						food fight. He won, by vomiting his carrot on your shoulder. Some day, when you’re
						old enough to read this, you’ll probably think he cheated. So do I. 

					
				
				
					Tears plopped onto the text; one, two, three. I didn’t sniff, or look up. 

				
				
					‘It sounds like she enjoyed being a mother.’ 

				
				
					‘How many of them have you read?’ 

				
				
					‘It’s only an hour since I was notified. I’ve skimmed a few things, that’s all.’
					

				
				
					‘She didn’t enjoy it,’ I said. 

				
				
					‘Did she tell you that?’ 

				
				
					‘No. We didn’t talk about it. I think, by the time I was old enough to understand,
					the pain had mostly passed.’ 

				
				
					‘What pain?’ Maggie asked. 

				
				
					I looked up and felt the sting of my bloodshot eyes. ‘I don’t know. It just seems
					like she’s trying too hard to make it sound good. That she’s writing it the way she
					wishes it was. That’s just how it feels to me. But I’m not a psychologist.’ 

				
				
					‘What about your father?’ 

				
				
					Maggie took the sheet back. There was a moment when the ends of our thumbs brushed
					against one another. Funny, the things you remember. A thousand little anchors,
					holding you in place. 

				
				
					‘He wrote lists, maybe you read them.’ 

				
				
					‘No.’ 

				
				
					‘He liked lists. Actually, it was a spreadsheet. The number of times he got up in
					the night for us, how long we fed for, whether we burped or pooed, how many minutes
					it took to get us back to sleep.’ 

				
				
					‘Why do you think he did that?’ 

				
				
					‘I dunno,’ I said. 

				
				
					Maggie waited. She was very good at waiting. 

				
				
					‘I think he liked the idea of being the very best father he could be, that a part
					of him wanted to believe he worked harder than other fathers. I think he probably
					liked having twins, because the game’s got more points in it that way.’ 

				
				
					‘You make it sound like pride,’ Maggie said. 

				
				
					‘It was pride.’ 

				
				
					‘Perhaps it was just generosity.’ 

				
				
					‘I think it was both.’ 

				
				
					I didn’t want to her to understand him. I’ve always felt the need to keep him for
					myself, and for Theo. 

				
				
					‘Tell me how your parents died.’ 

				
				
					‘I don’t see how that’s—’ 

				
				
					‘It’s an important part of your story.’ 

				
				
					‘I thought this was about my brother.’ 

				
				
					Maggie shook her head. ‘It’s about you. You’re his closest living relative. We can’t
					proceed without informed consent.’ 

				
				
					‘If this was about informed consent,’ I said, ‘you’d be informing me. But you’re
					not, you’re asking me questions.’ 

				
				
					‘Okay, it’s about more than consent.’ 

				
				
					‘You lied.’ 

				
				
					‘Sure, if you like.’ It didn’t seem to worry her. ‘It’s not about informed consent,
					it’s about capacity for informed consent. That’s my job, to see if you are capable
					of knowing what you want.’ 

				
				
					‘Is anybody?’ I asked. 

				
				
					‘There’s a scale.’ 

				
				
					‘You have to make sure the trauma hasn’t affected me.’ 

				
				
					‘Your twin brother is dying,’ she answered. ‘If the trauma hadn’t affected you, there
					would be something seriously wrong.’ 

				
				
					‘You need to be sure my decision can’t be challenged in a court.’ I knew a little
					bit. 

				
				
					‘That’s part of it.’ 

				
				
					‘How am I doing?’ 

				
				
					‘Until you asked that question, very well.’ 

				
				
					This time her smile was different. Like she’d just realised how nervous I was, how
					much I needed her to like me. 

				
				
					‘So how did they die?’ 

				
				
					‘Picnic, lightning.’ Her fault, for encouraging me. 

				
				
					‘You know, I’m sure I’ve read that book.’ 

				
				
					‘I only saw the movie. It was lightning though. We don’t know the circumstances.
					Only that Dad was driving, and for some reason he stopped and got out, even though
					it was pouring with rain. He was in the middle of the road when they found them,
					and she was half in, half out. Like she’d got out to drag him back in, or to see
					what he was doing, or…He had a torch. People had theories. I don’t think they were
					arguing. Neither does Theo. They didn’t argue much. With everybody else, all the
					time, but not with each other.’ 

				
				
					‘What did they argue with other people about?’ 

				
				
					‘How do these questions help?’ I asked. ‘What do they have to do with judging whether
					I’m in my right mind?’ 

				
				
					‘If I have to explain every question—’ 

				
				
					‘Just this one.’ 

				
				
					Maggie considered it, or considered me. I’ve never been that good at holding eye
					contact, especially when there’s silence. Three beats, and I have to talk or look
					away. Apart from with Theo. Theo was like looking into a mirror. 

				
				
					‘We ask about your past because it gives us a sense of how you see yourself. And
					the more we talk, the less guarded we become. In your case, your parents died suddenly.
					So this question can give me an idea of how you cope with loss. Essentially, I’m
					building a picture of you, and comparing it to reference pictures: of people who
					are suffering but competent, and of others who’ve lost their frame of reference.
					It’s imprecise, but it’s what we have. Is that enough information for you?’ 

				
				
					I nodded. 

				
				
					Imagine playing chess, and your opponent starts explaining all their moves to you.
					How insignificant would your skills have to appear to them, before they would be
					prepared to do that? 

				
				
					‘You’re recording this?’ 

				
				
					‘I’m sorry, I thought you’d been told.’ 

				
				
					‘Yeah, I had.’ 

				
				
					‘For clinical review, should my findings be challenged. In those circumstances the
					only person to access this would be another psychologist.’ 

				
				
					I nodded. 

				
				
					She left a gap for another question. 

				
				
					I let it close over. 

				
				
					‘So, your parents, what did they like to argue about, with other people?’ 

				
				
					‘Education, politics, how to raise children. The environment.’ 

				
				
					‘And you miss them?’ 

				
				
					‘Of course I miss them.’ 

				
				
					And, even though it was exactly what she wanted me to do, I slipped into a story.
					I needed my parents close. 
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					‘I remember one morning, a month before they died, we had breakfast together. That
					was unusual. Mostly it was four people running late, each sure the other three were
					deliberately making them later. But this day there was a strange coincidence, like
					when a room full of conversation suddenly falls silent, and we all sat down together
					at the table, by a window, looking out over the water. I watched people pushing into
					the wind, hurrying to get to the station, too busy to notice how beautiful the ocean
					is when it’s wild. The radio was on. We were the only people I knew that listened
					to radio. There was a panel discussion about the upcoming election. Theo asked Dad
					what something meant, I don’t remember what, something to do with economics. And
					Dad liked to lecture. In his head, I think he saw it as a discussion. We didn’t mind.
					He knew a lot of stuff, and it made us feel important, that he would want to explain
					it to us. He got up, turned off the radio, called up his work and told them he wouldn’t
					be coming in that day, because he had an infected toe. We told him that was worst
					excuse we’d ever heard, and he replied that it was so bad they’d assume it was true.
					He liked doing stuff like that, fake grand gestures. As if he saw himself as impulsive
					and reckless, when really he worked each day as a food technologist, rode in on the
					commuter line, paid his bills on time, slept with a hot-water bottle between his
					feet seven months of the year, and waited for lightning. 

				
				
					‘Mum did the school call, told them something important had come up in the family.
					Then we got five hours on the foundations of political economy. By the end, all we
					wanted to do was get up and run around a field. But we didn’t, because there was
					no way to do that without it making him sad. He wouldn’t say anything. He’d try to
					hide it from us, the way a father should, but we always knew. One Christmas, Theo
					and me got these amazing helicopter things, but Mum hadn’t realised you had to buy
					batteries separately. That’s how my father looked when we failed to meet his hopes
					for us, like they’d left out the batteries. Sorry, I don’t know why I told you that.’
					

				
				
					‘He sounds like a great father,’ Maggie said. 

				
				
					‘No he doesn’t, but it’s nice of you to say it.’ 

				
				
					There was thick snot mixing with my tears. And talking about my parents was the easy
					part. I’d had a while to get used to it. 

				
				
					‘And when they died, they were having a weekend away, is that right?’ 

				
				
					‘They often had weekends away.’ 

				
				
					‘Away from what?’ 

				
				
					‘Us. It started when we were little, when our grandparents were still alive. Back
					then, I think they did them to survive. And later they became like holidays.’ 

				
				
					‘You don’t feel guilty?’ 

				
				
					‘Why would I?’ 

				
				
					She was trying things out, seeing which wires were still connected. 

				
				
					‘Well, if they hadn’t been away that weekend—’ 

				
				
					‘I didn’t cause the lightning. Guilt would be ridiculous.’ 

				
				
					‘That’s a very adult response.’ 

				
				
					‘Thank you.’ 
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					When I was fourteen, I had a teacher who looked just like Maggie. For an elective.
					I did codes, Theo chose cooking. The codes teacher was like Maggie. Not in the way
					I look like Theo. If you analyse it, feature by feature, nothing matches up. But
					considered as a whole, they’re the same person. They have the same feel about them.
					I only had that teacher for three months, but she was my favourite. I had a sort
					of crush on her. 

				
				
					‘Did the death of your parents make you and Theo closer, do you think?’ 

				
				
					‘We were already close.’ 

				
				
					‘That doesn’t answer the question.’ 

				
				
					‘Have you heard of the Pauli exclusion principle?’ 

				
				
					I hoped she hadn’t. I hoped it was the sort of thing only people with mothers like
					mine knew about. 

				
				
					‘If any two electrons are too close,’ Maggie said, ‘then the combined probability
					of them being anywhere cancels out. It’s only through being apart that they can exist
					at all.’ 

				
				
					‘It’s why you and I don’t fall through the floor.’ 

				
				
					I was disappointed—I wouldn’t get to explain it to her. 

				
				
					‘Even though we’re mostly made up of empty spaces. Because there’s a limit on closeness,’
					I said. 

				
				
					‘Do you believe in God?’ Maggie asked. 

				
				
					‘I think we’ve got more important things to talk about,’ I said. 

				
				
					‘More important than God?’ 

				
				
					‘Yeah.’ 

				
				
					‘I was wondering, when your parents died, if you didn’t blame yourself, perhaps you
					blamed Him? Maybe it made you question His existence?’ 

				
				
					‘No,’ I said. ‘I’ve never believed in that sort of a God.’ 

				
				
					There was a knock at the door. An old guy, older than my father would have been if
					it hadn’t been for an electrical storm, waited at the end of his trolley. 

				
				
					‘Tea, coffee, biscuit?’ 

				
				
					‘I’d like a water,’ Maggie said. 

				
				
					‘Same, please.’ 

				
				
					The man poured two glasses of water. We both got a biscuit we hadn’t asked for. The
					man moved slowly, like he had a pain in his shoulder. He smiled at us, longer at
					me than at her. Maybe because I was the patient, or because he knew the whole story:
					identical twins, orphans, one of them in a coma, an experiment. It’s the sort of
					thing people talk about. 

				
				
					‘This biscuit is awful,’ Maggie said, when the door had closed again. 

				
				
					‘I like it.’ 

				
				
					‘Excellent.’ She passed me hers. 

				
				
					I put it in my mouth and explored the bite mark with my tongue. 

				
				
					‘What happened to you, once your parents had gone?’ 

				
				
					‘There was money. And the house was paid for. We own it, really. Once we’re twenty,
					it’ll…’ 

				
				
					I hope it never happens to you. I hope death never comes so unannounced. But if it
					does, this is how it will be. Without warning, the smallest thought, the least consequential
					sentence, will take your feet from under you, and you will fall, and keep on falling.
					Your head will hurt, the world will go small and dark, and your eyes will fill with
					water. Sometimes, you will vomit. 

				
				
					Next thing, you’ll be on your knees, wiping dribble and bits of somebody else’s biscuit
					from your chin, apologising for being disgusting, even though you both know you can’t
					be held responsible. 

				
				
					‘No, please, it’s absolutely fine.’ 

				
				
					There was a spot, about as big as a thumbnail, on her skirt, and I was trying to
					wipe it away with my sleeve. She was pulling back, but politely, careful not to push
					me away. The pool on the floor between us spread. I remember it was mostly clear.
					I hadn’t had much to eat, since I heard. Maggie stood. 

				
				
					‘I, I’ll get somebody. I won’t be a moment.’ 

				
				
					She hurried out and I finished her water. I considered leaving, but couldn’t think
					of anywhere to go. 

				
				
					The first few passes of the cleaner’s mop drew up most of the vomit: viscous, helpful
					stuff. I watched her swirl it into the bucket, then pull the mop back through the
					ringer. I remember thinking it was like a mathematics problem from school. The next
					splash of the cleaning water must have been part vomit. There’s no escaping that
					without a second bucket. And cleaners never have a second bucket. Slowly, one cycle
					at a time, the floor and bucket vomit ratios were equalising. If the bucket contains
					fifteen litres, and the vomit has a volume of 1200mL, and the mop on average transfers
					400mL of liquid, write a differential equation to describe…I didn’t go that far,
					but I was aware that part of the cleaner’s task was to spread my vomit over a wider
					area. 

				
				
					‘But you weren’t left to live alone in your house,’ Maggie said, when the cleaning
					was finished. ‘You were only twelve.’ 

				
				
					‘Our auntie was in charge. Our uncle wanted to move in with us but there was a line
					she wouldn’t live beyond, so many thousand kilometres from the equator. I can’t remember
					the exact number, but we were on the wrong side of it. It was to do with mosquitoes.
					She had a map, showing the progress of tropical diseases as the climate warmed. I
					don’t know if it’s true, I don’t know that much about diseases. But we never saw
					any mosquitoes near our house, and the people we knew died of normal stuff, and lightning.’
					

				
				
					Maggie didn’t smile. ‘So you think your auntie was using the mosquitoes as an excuse?’
					

				
				
					‘No, I think she really believed it. She was that age, the generation that grew up
					online and lost their perspective. I think she thought if she came to look after
					us, ultimately a mosquito would kill her, and it would be her own fault for having
					been so careless. So she hired a—we never knew what term to use—a nanny, an auntie
					substitute, a Mrs Struthers. I guess my auntie didn’t worry quite as much about the
					mosquito getting Mrs Struthers.’ 

				
				
					‘Or you.’ 

				
				
					‘We didn’t take it personally.’ 

				
				
					‘What was Mrs Struthers like?’ Maggie asked. 

				
				
					It was a difficult question. I’d always had so many different feelings about Mrs
					Struthers, and no matter how I tried, I could never get them to line up. 

				
				
					‘Kind. But she had too much time for us. I think that was the main thing. Normally
					parents are busy earning a living so they can look after you, but in Mrs Struthers’
					case, looking after us was how she earned her living. I don’t think that’s the ideal
					balance. Luckily, she couldn’t tell us apart, or we might have suffocated.’ 

				
				
					Maggie nodded. A nod was different from a smile, was different from a stare, was
					different from the deliberately suspended moment before she exhaled, was different
					from the first joint of her index finger pushing briefly against her top lip. I had
					no idea what the differences meant. Possibly they all said the same thing and the
					only real variable was the length of the pause. Considering the urgency, she did
					a lot of pausing. 

				
				
					‘How did your mother feel about you being twins?’ 

				
				
					‘Are you going to ask about our father, too?’ 

				
				
					‘Your parents. How did your parents feel?’ 

				
				
					‘I don’t know. I don’t know how to answer that.’ 

				
				
					No pause. Not even long enough for me to blink. 

				
				
					‘Did they treat the two of you differently?’ 

				
				
					‘They tried to.’ I corrected myself. ‘Mum tried to. We weren’t allowed to wear the
					same clothes. Not just at the same time, I mean we had entirely separate sets of
					clothes. Right down to the cloth nappies we wore: his were blue, mine were red. Or
					that’s the way I’m told it. If people referred to us as the twins she corrected them,
					made them say Rene and Theo.’ 

				
				
					‘Not Theo and Rene?’ 

				
				
					‘Probably she mixed it up.’ 

				
				
					‘Do you think she loved one more than the other?’ 

				
				
					She doesn’t like you. And she doesn’t not like you, either. She’s doing her job.
					

				
				
					‘I don’t know. Maybe. But if she did, she was good at hiding it.’ 

				
				
					‘Did you wonder if it was you?’ 

				
				
					‘No.’ 

				
				
					I was sure she didn’t believe me. 

				
				
					‘So you never dressed the same. What else was different?’ 

				
				
					‘Not the shoes,’ I said. 

				
				
					‘Sorry?’ 

				
				
					‘We had this thing, once we were walking, where we always wanted to wear one another’s
					shoes. So we’d end up in one of each. One red, one silver. That’s how it is in the
					pictures.’ 

				
				
					‘Do you think you were rebelling against your mother’s desire to see you as separate?’
					Maggie asked. 

				
				
					‘I think we were two and wanted shit we couldn’t have.’ 

				
				
					‘Do you think you grow out of that?’ she asked. 

				
				
					‘Have you?’ 

				
				
					‘Not really.’ 

				
				
					Stories never come loose cleanly; everything’s always tangled up with something
					else. You talk about shoes and there, dangling off the end, is a haircut. We used
					to do that, Theo and me, lie in our beds and talk for hours, and then at the end,
					try to trace our way back through the conversation, all the way to the beginning.
					

				
				
					‘I remember, we were maybe four, not quite at school. Theo had long hair down to
					his shoulders, mine was just over my ears. I have a photo of it. We both said we
					wanted short hair, but Mum wouldn’t allow it. I must have screamed louder than Theo
					did, because I got taken to the hairdresser. That night, when we were meant to be
					in bed, I found some scissors and hacked Theo’s hair as short as I could. He asked
					me to do it. I made a mess of it, of course, and then he made a mess of mine. That’s
					the sort of thing people should take photos of. Mum was furious. She got the clippers
					out and reduced us both to fur. There was no other choice. Later, Dad saw us sitting
					together on Theo’s bed with our foreheads touching, rubbing each other’s hair. The
					sight of it made him cry. I remember the tears in his eyes, although I’m not sure
					I really saw them. It became a story, you see, the sort you use as Christmas decoration,
					so it’s impossible to know for sure.’ 

				
				
					‘Does that worry you?’ Maggie asked. 

				
				
					‘What?’ 

				
				
					‘The difference between what you remember, and what really happened.’ 

				
				
					‘No, I think it’s good,’ I said. 

				
				
					‘How’s it good?’ 

				
				
					‘Stories are good,’ I said. ‘They make it more real.’ 

				
				
					She laughed. She was beautiful, and she had laughed. It felt like a victory. 

				
				
					The longest pause so far. Her head tilted slightly, and her glasses became opaque.
					

				
				
					‘How were you different? Tell me about your personalities.’ 

				
				
					Past tense. It wasn’t her job to make things easy. 

				
				
					‘That’s a hard question.’ 

				
				
					‘There are going to be a lot of hard questions.’ 

				
				
					‘I mean, there’s an easy answer, but it’s wrong.’ 

				
				
					‘Tell me why it’s wrong.’ 

				
				
					‘The easy answer is the way other people always describe us,’ I said. ‘When you’re
					a twin, people make too much of the differences, because they’re trying so hard to
					prove they see you as individuals. Then those differences grow into stories, and
					the stories start to choke you.’ 

				
				
					‘How do people describe you?’ 

				
				
					‘They say I’m the sensitive one, and he’s the charmer.’ 

				
				
					‘And that’s not true?’ 

				
				
					‘Our first three school reports all said it. They used teacher phrases, but it’s
					what they were getting at. But I know for a fact our first two teachers couldn’t
					even tell us apart.’ 

				
				
					‘Why did people think you were the sensitive one?’ 

				
				
					‘Maybe I got upset more easily. Dad said it was more that when I got upset, people
					noticed, because they were already looking for it. They said I liked detail. With
					jigsaw puzzles, and drawing, and then reading, I would stay at one thing for hours,
					and if it didn’t go right, or they made me put the lights out halfway through a chapter,
					I’d have a fit. Theo’s myth has him jumping from one thing to another. He always
					knew when people were watching him, that part’s true. He made them laugh, he made
					me laugh, all the time. I don’t think he was restless, I think he was just trying
					to entertain them. The word teachers used for him was resilient. I craved that word,
					it took on a magical quality. If only somebody called me resilient, then everything
					would be all right. I was sure of it.’ 

				
				
					‘But they didn’t?’ 

				
				
					‘No, it was already spoken for.’ 

				
				
					‘What word did they use for you?’ 

				
				
					‘Gifted.’ 

				
				
					‘That’s not so bad,’ Maggie said. 

				
				
					‘No.’ 

				
				
					‘Do you think Theo craved your word in the same way?’ 

				
				
					‘Of course. Because every time they called me gifted, they were really saying he
					was stupid. And every time they called him resilient, they meant I was fragile. Every
					way you can find of praising a person is also a way of insulting anyone else who’s
					listening. Twins understand that.’ 

				
				
					‘But would you say you were different?’ 

				
				
					‘Compared to what?’ 

				
				
					‘Compared to each other.’ 

				
				
					‘No, I mean, what do you compare our difference to, to judge its significance?’
					

				
				
					‘I see.’ 

				
				
					She didn’t. So I’d have to tell her about the magic bedroom. I would have anyway.
					

				
				
					‘We were eight. We slept in the same room. I had a poster of a dinosaur on the wall
					above my bed. Theo had a racing car. Really we both liked fire engines, but Mum made
					us each choose something different. One night we sleepwalked. It might not have been
					exactly like that. Maybe, one of us sleepwalked and half woke the other. Or maybe
					Theo set the whole thing up, as a trick. But I don’t think so. Theo was a good liar,
					but not that good.’ 

				
				
					I wondered how long she would let me do this: jump from one story bough to the next,
					hoping to climb high enough that none of the ugliness could reach me. Soon she would
					have to call me down. We both knew that. 

				
				
					‘I opened my eyes and there was a racing car above me where a dinosaur should have
					been. Across the room I could see Theo still asleep, just beneath the watchful gaze
					of the diplodocus. For a confused moment I thought I was looking at myself. Then
					Theo woke up, and looked at me, and for the longest time we just stared at each other.
					

				
				
					I think we must have sleepwalked, I whispered. 

				
				
					Maybe we didn’t, Theo whispered back. Maybe this is a magic bedroom. 

				
				
					‘We loved that stuff. Not magic, but stories about magic. Although when you’re seven,
					the distinction hardly matters.’ 

				
				
					I could see Maggie liked the story. Everybody did. 

				
				
					‘Theo decided we had to let the magic run its course. When night fell, we could return
					to our proper beds, and the spell would be broken. Until then, we were each other.
					And that was the day I first understood.’ 

				
				
					‘Understood what?’ Maggie asked. 

				
				
					‘The way we’re made.’ 

				
				
					‘I think you should tell me about that,’ she said. 

				
				
					‘At first it was easy, because it was just Mum and Dad, and I assumed they knew and
					were playing along. We had to eat each other’s normal breakfasts, which for Theo
					was peanut butter and banana on toast. I remember chewing and chewing, thinking I’d
					never be able to swallow it, while Theo grinned at me across the table. It was just
					another one of his games. 

				
				
					‘But travelling in on the transport, with our friends all around, that was different.
					Theo’s clothes felt itchy and strange, and I was sure everybody was wondering why
					I was wearing them. I tried to remember what he sounded like, and how he sat, and
					which window he looked out, and all that trying froze me up. I waited for somebody
					to ask why I had Theo’s pink T-shirt on. But the thing is, nobody did. We see what
					we expect to see, most of the time. I didn’t know that.’ 

				
				
					‘You were seven.’ 

				
				
					‘Once you know it, it seems impossible that you ever didn’t.’ 

				
				
					‘Knowing’s like that,’ Maggie said. 

				
				
					There’s a way some people have, of listening to you like what you’re saying matters,
					like you matter. They’re the ones you fall in love with. 

				
				
					‘Before that day, I thought there’d be no point trying to be like Theo, because I’d
					never be able to pull it off. But all it really took to fool people was a T-shirt.
					Sally sat next to me and asked me if I’d done my homework. I lied and said I hadn’t,
					but that it was okay because Rene’d just go twice, like last week. Sally laughed.
					We’d been in the same class for a whole year, and I’d never been able to make her
					laugh. At the other end of the seat, William was asking Theo to help him with his
					maths. Who knows how that worked out. 

				
				
					‘There was a bigger prize waiting at school. The vote for class captain. I’d forgotten
					about it. So had Theo. We walked into the room and saw the extra chairs; the senior
					council got to vote as well. The election was between Theo and a girl called Jennifer
					Storm, who told us she was going to be a famous actor. All week everybody had been
					talking about the vote, trying to guess which way their classmates would lean. Theo’s
					slogan was: Vote for me, get my brother free. It meant, “I’m funny, and he’s smart,
					what more could you want?” I was happy to be included. The class captain only had
					to give speeches, and help the council decide what to do with fundraising money,
					or how to use celebration days. Smart and funny should have been plenty. 

				
				
					‘But Jennifer’s father had fought in the war. He had new arms and legs, from those
					experiments where they grew replacement limbs. I don’t know if you remember the guy
					who was meant to run at the Olympics, but he was banned. That was Jennifer’s father.
					The army took the Olympic Committee to court, because they said it was discrimination
					against fighting men and women, and didn’t we have any respect? We were too young
					to understand the details, we just knew Jennifer was the girl whose father could
					run fast and was always in the news. We’d even watched footage of the operations
					in class, and when Jennifer started a movement banning the class from watching any
					of the Olympics, we were proud to play along. At school, anyway. We still watched
					at home, because Theo and I liked to pretend we were the Lopez twins; we dreamed
					of running the marathon. 

				
				
					‘So it was Theo’s famous charm versus Jennifer’s charming fame. Everybody agreed
					it would be tight. On the morning of the vote, the candidates got to give a speech.
					I’d been telling Theo all week he needed to get one written, but he said he did better
					just thinking it up on the spot. Which would have been fine, if I hadn’t been wearing
					his pink T-shirt. 

				
				
					Tell them you need to go to the toilet, I whispered. We’ll swap back. 

				
				
					Can’t do it, he said. Not ’til we’re back in the magic bedroom. 

				
				
					Why not? 

				
				
					That’s how it works. 

				
				
					‘Arguments are a lot simpler, when you’re eight. 

				
				
					‘I sat at the front, watching the class watch Jennifer, sick with the knowledge that
					I was next. Jennifer’s pitch was mostly pictures of her and her father together,
					meeting famous people. I watched the eyes of my classmates widen in amazement. I
					needed to pee. I wanted to run away. But the teacher was calling Theo’s name, and
					everybody was clapping. 

				
				
					Sorry, I don’t have any pictures, I said. 

				
				
					‘It wasn’t meant to be funny. I was just trying to explain why the screen was blank,
					and to apologise for how boring I was about to be. If it hadn’t been for the pink
					T-shirt, I think people would have understood. But they thought I was Theo, and when
					Theo says: sorry, I don’t have any pictures, it sounds like he’s making a joke. It
					sounds like a clever way of saying: all Jennifer had was pictures, and why would
					you want to vote for a picture? So they laughed, and the more people laughed, the
					easier it was to be funny. 

				
				
					My father wasn’t in the war, I said. He’s still got the arms and legs he was born
					with. But he did grow them himself, and he uses them for lots of other things. Like
					chasing me and Rene. But he can only go after one of us at a time. So that’s why
					you should vote for Theo, because they’ll never catch us both. Buy one, get one free.
					

				
				
					‘More laughing. I knew I wasn’t the funniest guy in the room, but they didn’t. 

				
				
					‘Normally, I knew what I wanted to say, but not how to say it. Mum said it was because
					I was thinking up too many different ways of expressing myself, and I couldn’t choose
					between them. She was being kind. The truth is I was scared of not being as funny
					as Theo, so it was safer not to try. That morning, I had so much to say the teacher
					had to ring a little bell to get me to stop. At first I pretended I hadn’t heard
					it, which people found hilarious, and the second time I froze in the middle of the
					sentence, like the bell had cast a spell on me, and that got me a standing ovation.
					

				
				
					‘Forty-three people voted. Twenty-nine of them chose me. Dad was so proud. He said
					I deserved a reward, and I should think of somewhere he could take me that weekend.
					After Dad died, I found out he’d once stood for the local council, but he’d campaigned
					on making people pay for the things they wanted, and nobody had voted for him.’ 
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					‘That night, when the lights went out, we swapped back into our own beds. Theo whispered,
					do you believe in magic now? and I told him I did.’ 

				
				
					‘Do you think you became Theo?’ Maggie asked. 

				
				
					‘Of course not.’ 

				
				
					‘You said they voted for you. They didn’t. They voted for Theo.’ 

				
				
					‘It’s just a way of talking,’ I said. 

				
				
					‘An unusual way of talking.’ 

				
				
					‘I was describing an unusual situation.’ 

				
				
					‘Okay.’ 

				
				
					She kept hold of the second syllable, stretched it out in disbelief. 

				
				
					‘Have you ever done any acting?’ I asked her. 

				
				
					‘Not really.’ 

				
				
					‘What about when you were getting dressed for work this morning, when you put on
					those glasses and pulled back your hair and chose those sensible shoes? Didn’t you
					become somebody else? Isn’t that how it works?’ 

				
				
					I liked being the one asking the questions. 

				
				
					‘It’s hardly magic,’ she answered. 

				
				
					‘My point.’ 

				
				
					‘You told Theo you believed in magic.’ 

				
				
					‘They’re not the words I’d choose now.’ 

				
				
					‘What words would you choose?’ 

				
				
					I’ve thought about that a lot. As time went by, Theo and me became more and more
					proficient at swapping into each other’s lives. I stopped feeling I was an imposter.
					More, I felt as if I was returning to a place where I’d always belonged. But I still
					don’t know how you explain that to somebody who hasn’t experienced it. 

				
				
					‘Theo had a theory,’ I said. 

				
				
					‘I’m more interested in your theory.’ 

				
				
					Maggie sat perfectly still as she waited. Her toes didn’t tap, her face didn’t crinkle,
					her hands remained together, one placed over the other, passive on her knee. I’ve
					never been able to do that. 

				
				
					‘It’s complicated,’ I said. 

				
				
					‘I’m fairly smart.’ 

				
				
					‘Look at your hands.’ 

				
				
					She glanced down. 

				
				
					‘How do you know they’re yours, and these are mine?’ I waved mine before her, like
					a bad magician. 

				
				
					‘They’re attached to my arm?’ 

				
				
					‘So if we put a cloak over your arms, with only the hands poking out, you wouldn’t
					know they were yours?’ 

				
				
					‘I’d still know.’ 

				
				
					‘How?’ 

				
				
					‘Feedback mechanisms,’ Maggie said. Which was what I wanted to tell her myself. I
					think, even with all her training, there was a part of her that couldn’t resist showing
					off. We weren’t so different. 

				
				
					‘Clench your fist for me,’ she said. 

				
				
					I did as I was told. 

				
				
					‘Now, when I watch you do that, some of the very same neurons that fire when I clench
					my fist will be activated, just by watching yours. Mirror neurons. They allow us
					to put ourselves in another’s shoes, to imagine what it is like to be someone else.
					They help us understand, anticipate, manipulate even. But clearly, we couldn’t function
					if the signal from these neurons was so strong that we failed to distinguish between
					our own hand, say, and somebody else’s. So, the boundary of self is established via
					feedback. Which is to say, there are other neurons in play when I clench my own fist,
					those that signal the sensation of my skin folding, for example.’ 

				
				
					Maggie closed her hand slowly. The skin turned taut and smooth. I imagined that skin
					passing gently over my cheek. Mirror neurons tingled their pleasure. 

				
				
					‘When there is a mismatch between the two sets of signals, one giving movement, the
					other none, my brain concludes that the hand in question is not my own. The lack
					of a movement signal overrides the mirror signal.’ Maggie smiled, realising she
					had taken over. ‘Sorry, it was my research topic, at university. There are simple
					experiments you can do that…’ 

				
				
					‘The mirror box,’ I said. ‘We had one at school.’ 

				
				
					‘What did they do with it?’ Maggie asked. 

				
				
					This was a good place to hide: no death at our shoulder, no tests, no decisions to
					make. 

				
				
					‘You put one of your arms outside the box, behind the mirror. And in that mirror,
					exactly where your own arm should have been, there was the reflection of another
					person’s arm. Then they got you to move the arm you couldn’t see, and the reflection
					person would mimic those movements, so the reflection was moving in exactly the same
					way your arm was moving, and you saw it exactly where you expected your own arm to
					be. So your brain believed the reflected arm was its own. It was an amazing feeling,
					like…’ 

				
				
					‘Magic?’ 

				
				
					‘After a minute or so—we were drawing, with a pencil I think—the reflection person
					was told to do something different. It just felt crazy, as if suddenly you’d lost
					control of your own hand and it was doing its own thing.’ 

				
				
					‘It’s a most unusual feeling, isn’t it.’ 

				
				
					‘Me and Theo tried to make our own box at home, but there were two mirrors involved,
					and we could never get the angle right.’ 

				
				
					‘And you think that’s what happened when you swapped places? It was like a mirror
					box?’ 

				
				
					‘Not exactly.’ 

				
				
					Somehow, the fact that she knew about these things only made explaining more difficult.
					I needed vagueness for the idea to work. I needed her to get the taste of the thing,
					not the detail. 

				
				
					‘You mentioned feedback. That it’s how we build our picture of ourselves, by compiling
					the incoming data, and the feedback loops we use to test them. But what if that’s
					all there is, feedback loops. What if feedback loops aren’t the way we discover ourselves,
					but rather they are the self? What if we are nothing more than the process by which
					we discover ourselves?’ 

				
				
					‘I’m not sure I understand.’ 

				
				
					‘No, neither do I.’ 

				
				
					I’d lost sight of the point I was trying to make, and in my eagerness to impress
					her, my mouth had got away on me. 

				
				
					‘There were some interesting cases, in the documentary about Jennifer’s father and
					his operation: soldiers who grew new arms, but the arms never felt as if they were
					their own. They demanded they were removed, because it felt hideous, to have this
					lump of meat attached to them. Or the one I really remember, a man who had lost his
					leg, and in the hospital bed next door was another soldier who had lost his sight.
					And because he knew the other guy was blind, the amputee didn’t feel bad about watching
					him all the time. But then he became obsessed with the blind man’s leg, and began
					to believe it was own missing leg, and that the blind man had stolen it. That sounds
					crazy—it is crazy—but it got to the stage where, when the nurses came to bathe the
					blind man, the amputee could feel the water trickling down his missing limb. They
					had to move him in the end, because he tried to steal the leg back. At night, when
					he wouldn’t be seen, although given the guy was blind…It was that sort of a documentary,
					funny and sad all at once.’ 

				
				
					Maggie waited the polite length of time before asking, ‘How does this relate to you
					and Theo?’ 

				
				
					‘Where we begin and end: it’s not as simple as it looks.’ 

				
				
					‘You think you and Theo are the same person?’ 

				
				
					‘I don’t.’ 

				
				
					I was beginning to get frustrated. She intimidated me, that was the problem, and
					all my thoughts shrunk foolishly small before her. And I was scared that if she knew
					what was happening inside my head, she could never tell them I wasn’t crazy. Because
					the thing I was thinking was craziness itself. My balance was gone; everything I
					reached for was moving. There was no place to stand. 

				
				
					‘I’m an actor,’ I said. ‘Well I’m trying to be. It’s what I’m training for. And on
					a good night, when everything falls into place, I can feel the audience’s absolute
					belief in the person I’m pretending to be. The actor can’t do that alone, it takes
					a collective act of imagination. That’s what I’m trying to explain.’ 

				
				
					‘I don’t quite follow.’ 

				
				
					‘We exist because the world tells us we exist, it sends us constant signals, to assure
					us we have been noticed. I was never Theo, and he was never me, but the more feedback
					we shared, the more the line between us blurred. That’s where the magic lies. Theo’s
					been helping me write a monologue about it for drama school. It’s about a guy who
					wakes up and discovers he’s the last person alive. He doesn’t die, he just fades
					away. The only feedback he gets is from the sun and the wind and the rain, no more
					than a tree could expect, and, bit by bit, he disappears into the landscape.’ 

				
				
					‘It would be difficult to do that on stage, I would think.’ 

				
				
					‘That’s what my tutor said. She said it’s more of a film. But I don’t like film.’
					

				
				
					‘Why not?’ 

				
				
					‘No feedback.’ 

				
				
					Something was puzzling Maggie. She tried to hide it by smiling at my joke, but I
					noticed. She apologised and swivelled back to her desk, to flick through her screen,
					or maybe just to regather. I watched her closely. 

				
				
					I’ve never known whether women understand the way we look at them. Theo thought they
					did, but I’m not so sure. When I hear women talking about the male gaze, it seems
					to me they get it all wrong. When we were fourteen, there was a fashion for writing
					quotes across our shoulder bags, things we thought made us look clever. Theo had
					‘The only thing we can know is that we do not know, and it is important that we know
					this.’ Socrates, I think. I had ‘A poet looks at the world in the same way a man
					looks at a woman’. I didn’t understand it then, I just liked the feel of it across
					my ribs. Now, I think it’s a bad way of explaining poetry, but a good way of explaining
					men. 

				
				
					Looking at Maggie was like looking at a poem. I imagined her stretching out, reaching
					over to the back of the desk. She would have been the perfect shape to paint on a
					vase. 

				
				
					Maggie turned back, and I looked away. 

				
				
					‘What is it?’ I asked. 

				
				
					‘Nothing.’ But a frown formed. ‘Remind me to ask you more about drama school, later.’
					

				
				
					‘I can tell you now if…’ 

				
				
					At the time, I wondered if it wasn’t just another part of the game, designed to unsettle
					me. I could never have guessed the truth. 

				
				
					‘When you were being Theo,’ Maggie returned to her task. ‘When you were acting being
					Theo, did it ever feel better than being you? Did you ever think it would be more
					fun not to go back?’ 

				
				
					‘You’re always you, even on stage.’ It would have been easier, explaining it to an
					actor. 

				
				
					‘When you swapped. Was it always for the whole day?’ 

				
				
					‘Those were the rules.’ 

				
				
					‘Whose rules?’ 

				
				
					‘Ours. Theo’s. Apart from one time.’ 

				
				
					She didn’t ask. I suppose she knew we’d get back to it. 

				
				
					‘And you agreed to these rules?’ 

				
				
					‘I didn’t always want to. One time there was a test in class. I did better at tests
					than he did. So it didn’t seem fair.’ 

				
				
					‘What happened?’ Maggie asked. 

				
				
					‘Being him made me worse at tests; being me made him better. It was the only time
					we ever got the same grade.’ 

				
				
					‘How much better did you usually do?’ 

				
				
					It wasn’t important. They were only tests. 

				
				
					‘Theo wasn’t stupid. He was in the top half of the class, and it was a good school.
					Nationally he was on the 85th percentile, most of the time.’ 

				
				
					‘Where were you?’ 

				
				
					‘95th was a bad day.’ 

				
				
					She understood. She’d had days like that too, although probably not as many. 

				
				
					‘How often did these swaps occur?’ 

				
				
					‘Not often. Maybe three times a year. Theo thinks the number’s higher, but when we
					try to remember them, that’s all we ever come up with. It sounds right to me.’ 

				
				
					‘Did either of you ever use it as a chance to do things you wouldn’t otherwise do?
					I mean, did you ever use the fact that you wouldn’t be the one getting in trouble?’
					

				
				
					‘Not on purpose.’ 

				
				
					‘Tell me about the time it happened by accident, then.’ 

				
				
					‘I don’t know. There was nothing really.’ 

				
				
					I felt myself closing down. Anger, as unannounced as vomit, rose up in me. 

				
				
					‘Why are you only interested in us being twins? What about me? What about how I’m
					feeling about all of this? Isn’t that what you’re meant to be finding out?’ 

				
				
					‘You’re raising your voice,’ she said. Calm and steady. Exactly the way we were taught,
					in conflict-resolution classes. As if she thought I might hit her. 

				
				
					‘I’m angry,’ I said. 

				
				
					‘I know you are. I would be too.’ 

				
				
					‘Why? Why would you be?’ 

				
				
					‘Your brother’s dying,’ she said. 

				
				
					‘He’s dead.’ 

				
				
					‘Not yet.’ 

				
				
					‘That’s a lovely way of putting it.’ 

				
				
					I knew it was mistake, to let her see my rage. 

				
				
					‘I didn’t do it, Rene,’ she said. 

				
				
					The same trained voice. I wanted to take hold of it, twist it until it broke. 

				
				
					‘I’m not to blame,’ she said. 

				
				
					‘You’re all I have to work with.’ 

				
				
					‘We can take a break, if you like,’ she said. ‘Would you like to take a break?’ 

				
				
					‘No.’ 

				
				
					She turned away anyway, and pretended to flick through her screen. On the wall was
					a slide of pamphlets, the kind you find in any hospital office: genomic diets, how
					to wash your hands, grief and resilience. The last one reminded me of the introductory
					week of drama school, a live-in workshop where we slept side by side on the floor
					at night, and by day pretended we were pairs of lovers. The script had us in a hotel
					room, trying to decide whether to tell our partners about the infidelity or break
					off the affair. We were told to reinterpret the scene using the five stages of grief,
					an old twentieth-century model of loss. Denial. Anger. Bargaining. Depression. Acceptance.
					I worked with Christy, a mature-age student, who confided in me that she’d hoped
					the course would give her a new lease of life, but being around so many young people
					was making her feel old and ugly. She didn’t say how old, maybe thirty-five, me and
					Theo added together. I told her she was pretty, and she laughed at me. 

				
				
					On the last night, after our shared meal and breathing exercises, we performed back
					to the class. Christy decided that we’d end the piece with my hands on her breasts
					and her hands on my wrists: a frozen ambiguity, she called it. She didn’t warn me
					that during the scene she would undress in front of me. She’d lied about feeling
					old and ugly; she was as vain, and as terrified, as the rest of us. 

				
				
					Denial? No. From the first moment I got the call from the hospital, the accident
					had had the bitter taste of truth about it. Anger? Sure. Not the anger I used on
					stage: the clenched up, thrust out, anger-at variety. This was the internal, misty-red
					version. Anger-from. And it was coming on again, pushing me out of my chair. 

				
				
					‘I’m glad I’m not you,’ I said. 

				
				
					Maggie kept her back to me, as if she thought she could wait it out. 

				
				
					‘I’m glad it isn’t my job to deal with people who need me to care, when all you’re
					allowed to do is pretend.’ 

				
				
					She turned back to me, her eyebrows raised above the rim of her glasses, more curious
					than surprised. ‘So why are you training to be an actor?’ 

				
				
					You can’t punch against funny. The fury hissed out of me. I said sorry, a twelve-year-old’s
					apology: back straight and hands folded on my lap, like in the family photo we had
					taken the one time my auntie visited (she slept inside a mosquito net). 

				
				
					‘I didn’t mean to be—’ 

				
				
					‘I know you didn’t.’ 

				
				
					‘It’s not you.’ 

				
				
					‘No.’ She nodded. ‘I know that too.’ 

				
				
					‘It’s grief.’ 

				
				
					‘Probably.’ 

				
				
					‘He’s dying,’ I said. 

				
				
					‘He is.’ 

				
				
					‘Anger, the second of the five stages—’ 

				
				
					‘We don’t believe in those anymore,’ Maggie said. 

				
				
					‘What have we replaced them with? Tell me it’s alcohol, and happiness.’ 

				
				
					She had a great smile. 

				
				
					‘Tell me about drama school,’ she said. 

				
				
					‘What about it?’ 

				
				
					‘I’ve seen your records. You were on an academic path. A very good academic path.
					Drama school seems a strange choice. People must have said that to you. They must
					have tried to talk you out of it.’ 

				
				
					‘Sure.’ 

				
				
					‘Why didn’t you listen to them?’ 

				
				
					‘Why do we do anything?’ I shrugged. 

				
				
					‘Various reasons, I suppose. What were yours?’ 

				
				
					‘I just wanted to act,’ I lied. The truth was too ugly, too monstrous to admit just
					then, although I knew she would find a way of getting it out of me. 
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					There was a knock at the door. Doctor Huxley stood before us, taking in the scene:
					my bloodshot eyes, the smeared floor, the way Maggie shifted in her chair when she
					saw him. He acknowledged us both with the slightest raise of his head, then dragged
					a chair forward, so we made up three spokes in a wheel. 

				
				
					It was Doctor Huxley who’d first taken me in to see Theo. He was older than most
					of them, maybe in his sixties, his thick hair proudly white. His eyes were hooded,
					and there was a dimple at the centre of his chin that might have been a scar. He
					had the body of a thin man who’d grown heavy, the weight concentrated at his middle.
					When I first met him, I noticed how carefully he chose his words. I couldn’t imagine
					him dancing, or ordering a second dessert. Maggie didn’t bother with formalities.
					The time was his. 

				
				
					‘I would like to give you more details about the procedure.’ 

				
				
					‘Me, or her?’ I asked. 

				
				
					‘Sorry?’ 

				
				
					‘Does she need to be here for this?’ I said. ‘Or can you tell me without her?’ 

				
				
					‘It will be useful for Maggie to listen.’ 

				
				
					‘And watch.’ 

				
				
					It was my default setting: pretending not to be impressed by people. 

				
				
					‘Transplants we all understand,’ the doctor began without preamble. ‘I see you and
					your brother each have your own stem cell bank. Had it been a case of him having
					damaged a heart, or a lung, there would have been little problem growing a replacement.
					The brain, however, presents a larger problem.’ 

				
				
					‘It contains information.’ 

				
				
					I didn’t want him to think me stupid. 

				
				
					‘Perhaps more than contains.’ 

				
				
					A mild rebuke, a needless show of power. 

				
				
					‘It is only a small exaggeration to say that our brain is information. The brain,
					more than any other organ, is constructed of its own past. Its key nutrient is experience:
					it grows through interaction with the outside world. Your brother’s brain is the
					way it is because of the life he has lived. And that means, unlike the heart or the
					lungs, we can not grow a substitute in the laboratory. Or rather, we can not grow
					a substitute that would function as Theo’s brain. When the brain is damaged, there
					seems to be no option for transplantation.’ 

				
				
					This much I already knew. It wasn’t complicated, and the project had been controversial
					enough to make it into the news. I was still my father’s boy: I liked the news. 

				
				
					‘As you are aware, your brother’s case is not our ultimate target. What has happened
					is a one in a million occurrence, so even if we could save him, the flow-on benefits
					would be very small. Forgive me if this sounds unsympathetic, but I must be clear
					on this point. We are not proposing the procedure to help your brother, nor indeed,
					to help you. Rather, we are asking you to participate, in the hope that it might
					one day help others. Do you understand that?’ 

				
				
					I did, at least in the abstract. But understanding is more than abstraction, and
					the other part of me, the part that grasps truth by taste alone, knew Theo was the
					only thing that mattered. The same part of me knew how important it was to keep this
					knowledge to myself. 

				
				
					‘And so I would ask you,’ the doctor continued, ‘to consider who the ultimate beneficiaries
					might be. The type of brain injury your brother has suffered, the catastrophic shut
					down, is rare. Much more common, indeed the fate of most our brains, is that of slow
					decline. For the lucky, it will occur as nothing more than small lapses in memory,
					or occasional difficulties concentrating. But for millions, the process of ageing
					is less benign. I speak of the grandmother who no longer recognises her grandchildren.
					Of the man who has loved his wife faithfully for fifty years and now must watch her
					fade from the world, until all that is left is a shell to be ministered to. Quite
					apart from the massive burden of care, there is the tragedy of such a shabby farewell.
					We deserve better. 

				
				
					‘And now, at last, something better is on the horizon. Our early detection of degenerative
					disease is excellent. The challenge ahead is to develop the technology that allows
					us to harvest information from the still-functioning brain, transfer it to a transplant-ready
					laboratory substitute, and then complete the physical exchange. The patient would
					receive a new, disease-free brain, grown from their own cells, containing the old
					brain’s information, but not the structural weaknesses. Animal tests have been most
					encouraging. The impossible is within our grasp. This is the opportunity for medicine
					to bring the same dignity to the end of life we long ago mastered for its beginning.
					We don’t want to extend lifespan necessarily, despite what the protesters might say,
					we simply wish to allow every individual to flourish within their allotted span.
					If the measure of a civilisation is the way it treats its most vulnerable, then this
					research can be thought of as a most civilised act. Does that make sense to you?’
					

				
				
					‘Of course.’ 

				
				
					I knew there were protesters, I’d seen a group outside when I drove into the hospital.
					They were calling it the Immortality Project, accusing the researchers of crossing
					the line, of seeking to deny nature and turn themselves into little gods—the same
					accusations medical research had faced for hundreds of years. 

				
				
					‘Why Theo?’ I asked. ‘Why not start with a patient showing early signs of dementia?’
					

				
				
					Doctor Huxley looked at me, as if trying to assess how much I could be expected to
					comprehend. 

				
				
					‘There is a saying in the brain sciences, that the easy problems turn out to be difficult,
					and the difficult problems turn out to be easy. Before the breakthrough with compression
					matrixes, it was always assumed that the transfer of brain data would prove impossible,
					while the physical transplant of brains seemed to be just around the corner. Now
					we are in the curious position of having managed the impossible task, while being
					stumped by the easy one. Animal trials continue to provide hurdles to the task of
					successful acceptance and interaction. So in the case of a dementia patient, even
					if the reading and transfer of information were successful, we would be left with
					a brain without a body, which would make it extremely difficult to verify the fidelity
					of the transfer. To get to the point where transplant is feasible, a great deal of
					funding is required, but funders are reluctant to back projects that remain so uncertain.
					You and Theo provide a unique opportunity for us to demonstrate a proof of concept.’
					

				
				
					‘We could unlock the money you need.’ 

				
				
					‘Quite so.’ 

				
				
					‘And the second problem?’ I asked. ‘You said there was a second problem.’ 

				
				
					‘Experiments on animals also suggest a risk, to the brain being read.’ 

				
				
					‘What sort of risk?’ I asked. 

				
				
					I heard the tremor in my voice. 

				
				
					‘With animals, it is almost impossible to measure minor damage, specific memory loss,
					subtle alterations in personality. But in some cases, there were more extreme reactions.’
					

				
				
					‘Did any of them die?’ 

				
				
					‘Two, from a hundred trials. One of those was almost certainly attributable to an
					error with the anaesthetic.’ 

				
				
					‘So there’s a one per cent chance this could kill me.’ 

				
				
					‘No,’ the doctor answered. ‘With humans the procedure is markedly different.’ 

				
				
					‘More complicated?’ I asked. 

				
				
					‘Of course.’ 

				
				
					‘So more risky.’ 

				
				
					‘Yes.’ 

				
				
					The doctor’s hands were mottled, veins and ligaments clearly visible beneath the
					thinning skin. I wondered if this was the thing that kept him up at night, the fear
					of losing his mind. 

				
				
					‘I don’t expect the procedure will harm you in any way, but that is not something
					I can guarantee. Does that answer your question?’ 

				
				
					‘Sure.’ 

				
				
					More risky than one per cent, but not so risky that it wasn’t just a number, waiting
					for a story to be wrapped around it. The story I told myself was this: I would be
					all right. I could trust these people. If I decided to go through with it, no harm
					would come to me. I wanted it to be true, and I had no good reason to think it wasn’t.
					Sufficient for belief. 

				
				
					‘Which brings us,’ the doctor said, ‘to the details of the procedure. Tell me what
					you understand of this.’ 

				
				
					‘I don’t know any more than what you told me earlier,’ I said. 

				
				
					‘That will do.’ He leaned slightly forward in his chair. ‘We need to assess your
					understanding.’ 

				
				
					‘You will take a scan of my brain.’ 

				
				
					I tried to mimic his cool detachment, but I’ve always been squeamish about brains.
					I only have to think about my own, squeezed beneath my skull, to experience an intense
					coolness at the base of my neck. If I visualise a particular spot, top centre, near
					the back, the simple thought of it being touched brings on a gag reflex. There was
					a time, when I was younger, when I would imagine my own death, and it always happened
					the same way: sudden and unexpected, a great focussed force on the top of my skull,
					pulverising everything I am. In a science class, the teacher told us the brain has
					the consistency of a firm custard, that you could scoop at it with a spoon. I felt
					so ill I had to leave the room. Later I tried to convince people Theo was the one
					who’d fled. 

				
				
					‘You will use the scan to reconstruct my connectome.’ 

				
				
					‘And what is a connectome?’ 

				
				
					I felt foolish. He was the world expert, alert to my every error. ‘Imagine you’re
					explaining it to a friend,’ he said. 

				
				
					I tried to be accurate and analytical, so that Maggie would consider me sane. Now
					I can see how easy it would have been for her to see through me. 

				
				
					‘The scan takes visual slices of the brain, each one no thicker than the width of
					an individual cell. The connectome is the pattern of connections between those cells.
					It defines the way the brain functions, the memories that are held, the dispositions
					of thought, the personality, the beliefs. It is…’ I struggled for the right expression.
					‘The connectome is us, we are our connectome.’ 

				
				
					He didn’t contradict me. ‘And then?’ 

				
				
					‘In the case of Theo, his brain has been scrambled, vital connections have been
					lost. His connectome is…’ 

				
				
					The fit of words was hopelessly loose, absurd even. 

				
				
					‘His connectome is dead. What you are hoping to do is equivalent to the first stage
					of the dementia experiment. Theo’s brain is the laboratory recipient. You have developed
					a method for reprogramming the brain, for taking my connectome, and re-establishing
					it in his head. Because his brain is intact, there’s no need for a transplant, only
					the information has to be transferred. If the connectome embeds, then he will function
					normally. You will have the evidence you need, that this is a viable research path
					to cure dementia.’ 

				
				
					‘Very impressive.’ 

				
				
					That pleased me. I won’t pretend it didn’t. 

				
				
					‘So, I’m capable of giving informed consent?’ I asked. 

				
				
					‘It’s not for me to make that judgment. It is important that judging your competence
					and performing the operation remain separate functions.’ 

				
				
					‘Rene.’ Maggie’s face gave nothing away. ‘Your description of the procedure isn’t
					complete yet, is it?’ 

				
				
					‘I was hoping you wouldn’t notice.’ 

				
				
					‘If the operation is a success,’ she chose her words carefully, ‘nothing will have
					changed for you.’ 

				
				
					‘No.’ 

				
				
					‘But for…’ 

				
				
					‘Theo,’ I said. ‘For Theo, a successful procedure means he wakes up with my memories
					in place of his own. It means he wakes up from the operation thinking he’s me.’ 

				
				
					‘And who will he think you are?’ Maggie asked, leading me towards the conclusion
					just as a nurse had led me to Theo’s body: gently, but insistent. 

				
				
					‘He’ll think he gave me his memories, to keep me alive.’ 

				
				
					‘And is that why you’d be doing it?’ Maggie asked. ‘To keep him alive?’ 

				
				
					She’d tricked me into saying it, and I couldn’t take it back. How could anyone think
					me sane, when my plan was so senseless? He, his connectome, was gone forever. My
					throat constricted. Two me’s. My head hurt. 

				
				
					‘No,’ I said, denial my only option. But they had noticed, surely, seen the truth
					break free. 

				
				
					‘That’s not why I would be doing it.’ 

				
				
					And yet they didn’t challenge me. Perhaps Doctor Huxley’s allotted time with us had
					simply expired. Perhaps my lie was so clumsy there was nothing more for them to ask.
					Whatever his reason, the doctor stood and shook my hand. 

				
				
					I looked into his eyes. He had about him the measured calm of a man certain of his
					own importance, the sort that makes a handshake seem an act of generosity. I felt
					inexplicably lucky to have met him. 

				
				
					‘Rene, I wish you all the best.’ 

				
				
					‘Thank you.’ 
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					It wasn’t until I was sitting again that I noticed the way Maggie was looking at
					me: as if she was expecting me to start crying. 

				
				
					‘Are you all right?’ she asked. 

				
				
					‘I already knew all that,’ I answered. 

				
				
					‘It can take a while, to sink in.’ 

				
				
					‘It’s in,’ I said, but I had to look away. 

				
				
					‘You understand the risk this procedure poses to you?’ 

				
				
					I nodded. 

				
				
					‘And the benefits are largely for the hospital.’ 

				
				
					‘And for the people who might one day be cured.’ 

				
				
					‘Do you feel you have a duty to do this?’ 

				
				
					Now I looked at her. ‘No, it’s not like that. I want to help.’ 

				
				
					I’m sure she knew I was lying. Still, I had no choice, I had to try. 

				
				
					‘Tell me how you came to be at drama school,’ she said. 

				
				
					‘I already told you.’ 

				
				
					‘I didn’t believe you. Are you all right?’ 

				
				
					My foot was pulsing, and my knee danced to an unreliable tune. My hands began to
					shake and then, weirdly, my jaw too. I clamped my mouth shut, pushed my foot into
					the floor, heard a noise something like gargling take hold of my throat. I looked
					down, embarrassed and frightened. 

				
				
					‘If you need to take a short—’ 

				
				
					‘Sorry,’ I said. ‘It’s just, with the doctor, I…’ 

				
				
					‘What?’ 

				
				
					‘It doesn’t matter.’ 

				
				
					‘You don’t get to decide that.’ 

				
				
					She put her hand on mine, over my knee, and the trembling subsided. 

				
				
					‘Do you think I should do it?’ I asked her. 

				
				
					‘What I think isn’t important.’ 

				
				
					‘You might help me understand.’ 

				
				
					‘Understand what?’ Maggie asked. 

				
				
					‘Everything.’ 

				
				
					‘The doctor asked if you had any more questions.’ 

				
				
					‘It’s not a doctor question.’ 

				
				
					I could feel myself on the edge of letting go: forgetting what the interview was
					for and allowing the words to take over. I suppose that was what she was counting
					on, fear getting the better of me. I could feel the sweat building up, between her
					hand and mine. She pulled back gently. Her gaze didn’t falter. 

				
				
					‘What do you need to know?’ 

				
				
					‘Two people wake up, after an operation, and both of them think they’re me. Does
					that…does it make any sense to you?’ 

				
				
					Safe territory, in a way. If I hadn’t asked her eventually, she would have wondered
					why not. No, she would have decided I was hiding it from her. 

				
				
					A long pause, as if she was trying to find me an answer. ‘That’s the question, isn’t
					it.’ 

				
				
					‘I would say it is,’ I admitted. 

				
				
					Another pause. She watched me, the way a cat watches a bird. Only the bird flies
					away, when it realises. 

				
				
					‘I don’t think I can help you with that,’ she said. 

				
				
					‘You’re a psychologist, aren’t you?’ 

				
				
					‘It’s not that sort of a question.’ 

				
				
					‘What sort of a question is it?’ 

				
				
					‘A question for philosophers, I would say.’ 

				
				
					‘So how would a philosopher answer it?’ I asked her. 

				
				
					‘They’d ask you what you meant by making sense.’ 

				
				
					That was a joke, I suppose, and an attempt to sidestep the question. But I had started
					now. 

				
				
					‘Is it going to do my head in?’ 

				
				
					‘That’s closer to my area of expertise.’ 

				
				
					‘And?’ 

				
				
					‘I don’t know. There are no precedents.’ 

				
				
					‘Your guess then.’ 

				
				
					‘I don’t know enough about you,’ she said. 

				
				
					But the way she looked right through me, it felt like there was nothing she didn’t
					know. She was playing me, and she was so much better at the game than I could ever
					be. But Theo needed me. I had to try. 

				
				
					‘We have a little more time. Tell me about drama school.’ 

				
				
					‘What would you do?’ I insisted. ‘If it was you. What would you do, to help you understand?’
					

				
				
					I watched the slight inflation of her nostrils, and the slow flattening of her chest
					as she let the air go. 

				
				
					‘I suppose I would try to accept that it’s beyond understanding. I think I would
					try to make peace with my ignorance.’ 

				
				
					‘Is that possible?’ I asked her. 

				
				
					‘We live with many mysteries.’ 

				
				
					‘But this?’ 

				
				
					She shrugged. 

				
				
					Tears stung my eyes. 

				
				
					‘Take me to Theo, please. I need to see him.’ 
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					Three people were in the room when we got there—doctors, researchers, scientists,
					I don’t know what to call them. We watched through the window. They were preparing
					him for the operation, getting ready in case. 

				
				
					‘Get them out of there.’ 

				
				
					Maggie nodded and moved into the room. They listened quietly, made a few last adjustments
					and filed past me without making eye contact. 

				
				
					It was a great relief to cry the way I did: deep from the stomach, the sheet on his
					bed clumped in my fist, wet with my tears. I felt awful, but also, for the first
					time since I’d arrived in the hospital, human. I no longer saw an accident, a patient,
					a problem to be solved. Now I saw Theo. My brother. My other half. 

				
				
					I don’t know how long I stayed that way. At some stage I stood, stroked his hair,
					and kissed him—on the bridge of his nose, so its tip pressed against my chin. 

				
				
					Lips, chin, nose. Rare, medium, well done. Theo taught me that. I backed into the
					middle of the room, intending to leave, but unable to look away. As if that would
					be the final betrayal. I have never felt more hopeless. 

				
				
					Maggie stood three steps behind me. Giving me space, I suppose. 

				
				
					‘Would it fucking kill you?’ I asked. 

				
				
					‘Would what kill me?’ 

				
				
					My shoulders were hunched, cramped into the crying position, as if they might never
					straighten. ‘To hold me. To help me.’ 

				
				
					‘I’m not here to…There are people, if…’ 

				
				
					For the first time I sensed discomfort in her voice. 

				
				
					‘Why aren’t you here to help me?’ Now I turned. Blazing and unguarded. ‘What’s wrong
					with you?’ 

				
				
					‘I have job to do. I can’t do it if…’ 

				
				
					‘How do you know you can’t?’ 

				
				
					‘I don’t know,’ she said. 

				
				
					Her restraint repulsed me. 

				
				
					‘But it’s my profession’s best guess. It’s how we operate.’ 

				
				
					My knees were buckling. Would she think it an act, if I fell? She didn’t move. 

				
				
					‘And if it wasn’t your job, if it was just you and me, would you hold me?’ 

				
				
					‘If it wasn’t my job, I wouldn’t be here.’ 

				
				
					‘No, you wouldn’t,’ I said. 

				
				
					‘That’s not what I meant.’ 

				
				
					In my memory, she looks around, to make sure there’s no one outside, but I suspect
					I’ve added that detail since. She takes me in her arms and lets her collar grow wet
					with my tears. Her neck smells of shampoo; her skin is warm, like a mother’s. I lean
					against her. 

				
				
					I could have stayed there, and let time pass until there was no decision left to
					make. 

				
				
					‘We need to get back.’ Her voice tickled my ear. 

				
				
					I nodded and wiped my eyes with my sleeve. ‘Thank you.’ 

				
				
					Theo would have loved her. 

				
				
					I turned back to him. I looked at his face, properly. My living, breathing mirror.
					Almost living. With his eyes closed, the eyelashes were even more striking. Long
					and thick, like a girl’s, curling upwards. 

				
				
					‘I always wanted to be him,’ I said. I don’t know if she heard me. Maybe she thought
					it wasn’t for her. ‘I watched the way he was with people, the way people were with
					him, and I never admitted it to him, but I spent a lot of time trying to work out
					how he did it.’ 

				
				
					‘Maybe he wanted to be like you, too.’ She put her hand on my shoulder. 

				
				
					‘Maybe.’ 

				
				
					It was the kind thing to say, but it wasn’t true. I wasn’t even sure, if he’d been
					given the choice, he would have wanted to be a twin. I never asked him. The millions
					of words we spent, like we thought we’d never run out, and I never asked him. But
					I wouldn’t have changed it, not for the world. 

				
				
					‘It must have been good,’ she said, ‘to have had someone always looking out for you.’
					

				
				
					‘Don’t you?’ 

				
				
					She didn’t answer. 

				
				
					‘There was one time, when he could have died, trying to help me.’ 

				
				
					Her hand tightened at my collar. 

				
				
					‘We were in the forest, with Mum and Dad. They liked to take us camping. For Mum,
					it was the quiet she loved; it was a place she could sit and sketch. For Dad, it
					was to do with us all being together. I remember one night when we were still young,
					and he had all four of us sleeping beneath a fly strung between two trees. A storm
					came, and the fly flapped loose. We ended up out in the sheeting rain, trying to
					tame the beast. Mum looked wet and miserable—that’s how I remember it—but Dad was
					laughing the whole time. Like the storm was the whole point. It always seemed right
					to me, that he died in the rain. This time though, there wasn’t a storm. Mum went
					off to draw something, and I followed her, and Theo thought I’d gone missing, so
					he followed me. Dad found me and Mum, but not Theo. 

				
				
					‘They panicked. We all panicked. Mum and Dad wanted me to go to the road with some
					people we met on the track, but I wouldn’t leave them. Someone must have called Search
					and Rescue. I remember us all shouting his name out, until we had no voice left.
					When the calling stopped, there was that silence you only get in the forest, a silence
					filled with sounds—of the wind moving through the trees, and the river easing over
					the rocks—sounds that go on forever. 

				
				
					‘It took four hours to find him. The Search and Rescue woman had come to tell us
					we had to get back to our car, because soon it would be dark. Dad was refusing, and
					Mum had begun to howl. Then I saw his jacket, a flash of blue amongst the green,
					on the other side of the river. Just a moment, and it was gone. I knew they didn’t
					believe me, but it made a good negotiating tool. We would cross the river, have ten
					minutes looking, and then we agreed we would head back. We linked arms for the crossing.
					The water wasn’t high but Mum and Dad weren’t about to lose another one. I was between
					them, lifted off my feet for most of it. 

				
				
					‘Theo tried to pretend he hadn’t been crying. At some point he’d abandoned his pack.
					He didn’t know where. The cold that night would have killed him. That’s how close
					we came to not being twins anymore. I’ll never forget the look on his face. It wasn’t
					relief that we’d found him, but relief they’d found me. He jumped up and clung to
					me, and I was so tired I fell backwards. That’s the way I’ll always remember him,
					inches from my face, his eyes too big for his head, his face so pale. That night
					I first saw how delicate everything is, how easily it can come apart. In the background
					there was crying: Mum or Dad, maybe both. But Theo and me, we were already laughing.
					

				
				
					‘I’ve thought about it so often, imagined Theo alone on the other side of the river,
					calling out my name until his throat hurts, feeling the chill of damp moss where
					he’s settled, the cold of loneliness. If someone told me I’d got it the wrong way
					round, that I was the one who’d got lost, it wouldn’t be hard to believe. That’s
					what it’s like, having a twin brother. In case you were wondering.’ 

				
				
					I couldn’t look at him anymore, him or the machine or the hospital bed. I closed
					my eyes. 

				
				
					‘He loved you.’ Maggie said. 

				
				
					I felt the past tense settle on us, like a blanket. 

				
				
					‘Yeah, he did.’ 

				
				
					I turned away, knowing it might be the last time, and walked out before the thought
					took my legs from under me. 
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					‘It’s cold in here,’ I said. Maggie turned to her desk and tapped the screen. Warm
					air whispered over us. 

				
				
					‘Now tell me how you came to be a drama student.’ 

				
				
					‘I already told you.’ 

				
				
					‘I thought you might be ready to give me the truth.’ 

				
				
					‘If you already know…’ 

				
				
					‘I don’t,’ she said. 

				
				
					‘Then I’ve told you the truth.’ 

				
				
					‘I don’t think you have.’ 

				
				
					She didn’t seem to have much trouble, slipping back into role. 

				
				
					‘We weren’t always close.’ 

				
				
					I wanted the other story to be true, the easy story: two for the price of one, loyal
					to the end, inseparable. 

				
				
					‘What happened?’ 

				
				
					‘Nothing special,’ I said. ‘School, girls.’ 

				
				
					‘Do you want to explain that?’ 

				
				
					‘I don’t want to, no.’ 

				
				
					‘I think you should,’ she said. 

				
				
					I tried to take a breath, but it wouldn’t go in. I felt the panic rising, prickly
					and familiar. I tried again and this time my chest froze completely. I thought back
					to what I had been taught to do. I counted to three, and told myself this airlessness
					was normal. I swallowed, mouth closed. You’re okay, you’re okay. 

				
				
					Slowly, as if to creep back up on life before it realised the trick, I let air leak
					in through my nose. It expanded me. I felt giddy, present, almost hopeful. A second
					breath, easier than the first. The third almost normal. It had passed. Maggie watched
					closely, but it didn’t matter. She’d seen my file. 

				
				
					‘School was fine, at first,’ I said. I would ignore the incident if she did. ‘We
					each had our roles to play. Theo’s was to be charming, confident, unshakable. Even
					when Mum and Dad died, Theo stayed calm. As if he had always expected it. 

				
				
					‘I was the clever one, that was my thing. After Mum and Dad died, I tried even harder,
					I suppose as a way of saying thank you. Early school was good, and middle school
					too, because there they have a way of letting you know that test scores don’t really
					matter. As long as you say please and thank you, show kindness, and always do your
					best, you’re doing fine. Our reports always said we were doing fine. 

				
				
					‘We had a good group of friends. Theo had the friends; I had Theo and they came as
					part of the package. If it’d stayed like that…’ 

				
				
					I felt the shadow looming over me. 

				
				
					‘But it can’t stay like that, can it?’ Maggie said. 

				
				
					‘Maybe it can,’ I said. ‘But it didn’t.’ 

				
				
					‘When did you first realise?’ 

				
				
					‘First day of finishing school.’ The real story had begun. Soon, there would be no
					stopping it, not until we hit the bottom, or collided with the truth on the way down.
					

				
				
					‘We’d always been in the same class. It was a given. Mum had insisted, which was
					strange for her, but I think she knew how much we needed it. After Mum and Dad died,
					the middle-school teachers decided it was even more important to keep us together.
					

				
				
					‘But finishing school was different: bigger, too busy for anyone to distinguish between
					waving and drowning. Walking through the gates was like walking into a storm. It
					was the noise, the movement, but mostly the sense of being swept away. There were
					more than four hundred first-year students. On the first day we were led into the
					hall for our entry tests. I remember the visors. The masks were too big, and smelt
					of sweat and fear; the slide screens were sticky and slow to react. It lasted an
					hour, orange numbers ticking down in the top left corner. 

				
				
					They told us the results would be used for our class allocation. When I heard that,
					I could hardly breathe.’ 

				
				
					‘You could have done poorly, if you’d wanted to. You could have deliberately given
					false answers.’ Maggie didn’t miss much. 

				
				
					‘Yeah, I could have.’ 

				
				
					‘But you didn’t.’ 

				
				
					‘I was equal second. Theo scored forty-third. He tried harder in that test than he
					ever had in his life. He wanted us to stay together even more than I did. 

				
				
					‘The top class was treated differently. We had the best teachers, got the best equipment,
					went on trips no one else was offered. They said it was reward for how well we were
					working, but everyone knew it went the other way. The rewards produced the behaviour.’
					

				
				
					‘Feedback.’ 

				
				
					‘I should have been top, it was a couple of stupid mistakes, that’s all. Maddy was
					smart, beating her wouldn’t be easy, but at least I had something to focus on.’ 

				
				
					‘What about Theo?’ 

				
				
					‘He’d overachieved in the entry test, and the second class was too hard for him.
					He started to struggle.’ 

				
				
					Sadness settled deep in my stomach. My eyes were scratchy, my throat dry. 

				
				
					‘Did it worry him?’ Maggie asked. 

				
				
					‘He said it didn’t.’ 

				
				
					‘Did you believe him?’ 

				
				
					‘No.’ 

				
				
					‘And that worried you,’ she said. 

				
				
					‘Of course.’ 

				
				
					‘What did you do about it?’ 

				
				
					I wanted to be able to give a different answer. I wanted to say I’d been a better
					brother. 

				
				
					‘I suppose I pretended we weren’t growing apart. At lunchtime, or during releases,
					I’d find him, and we’d act like nothing had changed. Some things hadn’t. People still
					wanted to be with him and, at a school that big, that gave him a lot of choice.’
					

				
				
					‘Who did he choose?’ 

				
				
					‘Anyone who could make him feel special. See, I liked the classroom. I liked plugging
					in and listening to people who knew more about the world than I did. And then composing
					responses, and the feedback sessions, taking each other’s work apart—to me class
					time and break time were all the same, a succession of games I enjoyed. Theo wasn’t
					a listener. He’d either say, I already understand so why listen, or I don’t understand
					and listening doesn’t help. I told him there was a sweet spot, just at the edge of
					understanding, and that learning’s just the art of finding it, but that’s not the
					sort of thing that makes sense until you’ve been there. 

				
				
					‘His was a small group, just five or six of us most days. None of them were properly
					bad. They knew how to cause trouble, but not enough to be excluded. Just stupid stuff.
					One of the girls, Harriet, had a pet ferret, and she was told she couldn’t bring
					it to school, so they all went and caught some ducks at the park, and dumped them
					in the staffroom.’ 

				
				
					‘Why?’ Maggie asked. 

				
				
					‘I think it was a protest.’ 

				
				
					‘I don’t understand.’ 

				
				
					‘None of us understood.’ 

				
				
					‘You helped?’ 

				
				
					‘I tried, but you know how, when something you’re holding wriggles to get free? I’m
					the sort that lets go.’ 

				
				
					Maggie nodded, as if that much was already obvious. 

				
				
					‘What else did they do?’ 

				
				
					‘They liked drugs,’ I said. ‘That was a big part of it. Canisters mostly, stuff you
					could come back from quickly.’ 

				
				
					‘They or we?’ 

				
				
					‘It wasn’t optional. But I was careful. I looked into it. They called me the professor.
					People I didn’t know used to ask me for advice.’ 

				
				
					‘Did it affect your grades?’ she asked. 

				
				
					I shrugged. ‘Maybe.’ 

				
				
					‘But you still did well?’ 

				
				
					‘Sometimes first, sometimes second.’ 

				
				
					‘How did second feel?’ 

				
				
					‘Much like first,’ I said. ‘That surprised me. Once I realised I could beat her,
					it stopped mattering.’ 

				
				
					‘Do you think Maddy knew you could beat her?’ 

				
				
					‘She certainly hated me; that could have been why.’ 

				
				
					I wanted to ask again, what her method was. Why she lingered on these things, when
					all the time the clock was ticking. But I didn’t, because I didn’t want her to think
					she was getting to me. 

				
				
					‘And you got in trouble, sometimes, I imagine,’ Maggie said. ‘A group like that.’
					

				
				
					‘A little. The others more than Theo or me. Theo had his charm to hide behind, which
					worked with most of the teachers, and I was their top student.’ 

				
				
					‘How did you feel about the others? Did you like them?’ 

				
				
					‘Why wouldn’t I?’ 

				
				
					It came out too quickly. 

				
				
					‘Because they were taking your brother away from you.’ 

				
				
					‘He didn’t go anywhere he didn’t want to go,’ I said. 

				
				
					It wasn’t true. 

				
				
					‘Where was that?’ 

				
				
					‘He dropped down a class, from two to three. That was when other people started to
					get interested.’ 

				
				
					‘Other people?’ 

				
				
					‘Counsellors. Duty teacher. Mrs Struthers.’ 

				
				
					‘You don’t talk about her much.’ 

				
				
					‘She was worried, but she didn’t know what to do about it. I suppose that’s normal,
					for adults. She threw a party. That was her best idea.’ 

				
				
					‘A party?’ 

				
				
					Maggie’s eyebrows rose up above her glasses. I liked the way they came and went.
					

				
				
					‘Not a party for dropping classes. She wasn’t that hopeless. A party for his athletics.
					We both loved to run. He trained harder than I did; he had a way of getting lost
					inside his head. He could go for hours.’ 

				
				
					‘And he had some success?’ 

				
				
					‘He won a couple of races at the regional level. It wasn’t a big deal, he’d done
					it before, but Mrs Struthers thought she should accentuate the positive. She told
					us we could invite any friends we wanted to, only we didn’t want to, because we could
					see in advance it was going to be a train wreck. Which made it an empty-train wreck,
					I suppose. 

				
				
					‘Our uncle and auntie flew in for it, which rather blew the “only about athletics”
					cover. And Mrs Struthers didn’t understand the school cloud properly, so she posted
					a message, inviting people, but, I almost don’t want to think about it—it went… 

				
				
					‘There’s an academic flow, where only the disconnected gather, and that’s where the
					invite ended up. They all turned up, seven strangers who were not used to getting
					invitations. Then there were some people from the street, and at that stage Mrs Struthers
					worked part-time at the boat club, she was a cook, so some of her workmates came.
					The food was the only good thing. 

				
				
					‘Imagine a cake in the shape of running shoe, with candles on it. And there’s no
					song to sing, and nobody’s thought whether you’re meant to blow the candles out,
					or give a speech or clap. Nobody knows anybody else, or where to look. The only thing
					we had in common was the knowledge that this was Mrs Struthers’ desperate way of
					saying to Theo, it doesn’t matter that you’re not smart, like your brother is. 

				
				
					‘We’re so very proud of you, is what she finally said, before the wax met the icing.
					Theo wanted to disappear, and so did I. Mrs Struthers knew it was a disaster. That’s
					what killed me. She came to me in the kitchen and whispered—we’re proud of you too,
					you know that don’t you? 

				
				
					‘I said, thanks for the party, Theo really appreciates it. Then I had to leave, because
					I could see if I left that big lie hanging there, one of us was going to start crying.’
					

				
				
					Telling that story was as excruciating as it had ever been. I don’t understand that,
					the way the awkward moments never lose their cutting edge. With something big, like
					your parents dying, the pain dulls with time. Somehow the simple act of living absorbs
					it. But that party could have happened yesterday. 

				
				
					Maggie understood. There was a look in her eyes, not sadness exactly, but perhaps
					regret, that she’d made me tell it. Understanding. Was she letting her guard down,
					or was I just getting better at reading her? It was hard to tell. 
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					‘You said two things changed,’ Maggie said. ‘School and girls. Tell me about the
					girls.’ 

				
				
					We’d arrived at Harriet. From Harriet, it was a single jump to Emily, and one more
					would land us in this room. I felt the past rushing up at me, compressing in a Doppler
					howl of pain. It was Maggie’s job to make me stand and face it. 

				
				
					‘Harriet was the girl with the ferret, and I had a crush on her. You asked me before,
					how I felt about the group. At first it was about being loyal to Theo. Then it became
					about being with Harriet. The first time I skipped a lesson, it was for her. She
					let us know she was going to play sick and was looking for company. A gap opened,
					and I stepped through. 

				
				
					‘We sat under the trees by a stream that ran along the edge of the property. It was
					one of those spring days where the heat of the sun takes you by surprise, and suddenly
					everything seems possible. I suppose I’d imagined we’d sit and talk and she’d be
					surprised by how funny I could be. Mostly though, we lay on our backs and looked
					up at the willows, and let the ferret run all over us. Its feet were sharp and it
					smelt of piss. I hated it. 

				
				
					‘In picture books, it’s the creatures with small heads you can’t trust. But I didn’t
					complain, because wherever it walked, Harriet watched: along my chest, my stomach,
					down my leg. She studied every centimetre of the journey. Then she took it, and held
					it up to her chin and kissed its treacherous little nose, and it was my turn to look
					at her. 

				
				
					‘Her black shirt matched her hair, a night sky for the star sparkle of her silver
					chains. The ferret climbed over her breast, and I stared. It tiptoed across her ribs
					and traversed her stomach. I watched in delight, observing the spring in the skin
					beneath her naval. There was a strip of flesh, two fingers wide, between the end
					of her shirt and her jeans. She could have pulled her T-shirt lower, but she didn’t.
					The ferret scampered across the shiny point of her hip bone, and there was a moment
					when one of the feet disappeared into the gap between waistband and girl. Even as
					I watched, I knew I’d never forget it. The image would always be a part of me.’ 

				
				
					I stopped, embarrassed to have told more than the story needed. I remember being
					aware that I was presenting myself to Maggie, giving her permission to stare. 

				
				
					‘What happened?’ she asked. 

				
				
					‘I fell in love, I suppose.’ 

				
				
					‘Did you tell her that?’ 

				
				
					‘No, I had to get to the next class.’ 

				
				
					I blushed when Maggie laughed. 

				
				
					‘And later?’ she asked. 

				
				
					‘With Harriet and me? Nothing. We were friends. She said I wasn’t like other boys,
					that she felt like she could talk to me about anything, which at thirteen sounds
					more hopeful than it is. Perhaps she was just playing with me. I’ve never been able
					to work that out.’ 

				
				
					‘But Theo knew.’ 

				
				
					I still don’t know how she worked these things out so quickly. 

				
				
					‘You want to tell the story?’ I asked. 

				
				
					‘I’m sure I wouldn’t capture the mood. What did he do?’ 

				
				
					‘Theo?’ I asked. 

				
				
					Maggie nodded. 

				
				
					‘Short answer: he fucked her.’ 

				
				
					Now came the sex questions, and I would answer or I wouldn’t. And if you’d asked
					me before, if you’d asked anybody who knew me, they would have said I’d go quiet.
					But there’s something about a woman just waiting, looking at you. A smart woman.
					I had her attention, and I wanted to be worthy of it. 

				
				
					‘Long answer?’ 

				
				
					Theo’s dying. That’s all this is about. 

				
				
					But nothing is ever only about one thing. 

				
				
					At first it was as if I wasn’t there. The voice was mine, but some part of me had
					left the room. 

				
				
					‘Theo and I had the same taste in porn. We preferred the old-fashioned images, women
					posing alone, in flat 2-D, sometimes without colour. He liked to project them onto
					the bedroom wall from his Palm. We’d lie back and take them apart, one detail at
					a time: the faces, the smiles, the curves and proportions. Once, Mrs Struthers walked
					in on us, to say it was late and we should be quiet. I remember her blinking into
					the blue light, oblivious to the invitation spread across her face. 

				
				
					‘Theo liked talking to me about girls: his latest obsessions, his elaborate plans
					to win them over. He had sex before I did, and he wasn’t shy about sharing the details.
					But he never asked me for my own stories, and I never offered them. I think he knew
					I needed protecting.’ 

				
				
					‘From what?’ Maggie asked. 

				
				
					‘Shame.’ 

				
				
					‘What did you have to be ashamed of?’ 

				
				
					‘Nothing, probably,’ I said. ‘But that doesn’t lessen the fear.’ 

				
				
					‘The fear of what?’ 

				
				
					‘Being ashamed.’ 

				
				
					She let it go. I think perhaps shame is different for men, more terrifying. 

				
				
					‘Things changed,’ I said. ‘After Mrs Struthers threw that party. That’s when I think
					of it starting. Theo became more fragile, easier to offend. At one stage I thought
					it was the drugs. I tried to talk to him about it, but he became aggressive, said
					I was scared of living. He said, if I didn’t relax soon, I’d miss out on being a
					teenager altogether. I’ve often thought, if you averaged out our two approaches to
					growing up, you’d have it about right. 

				
				
					‘We started to fight in a way that was new, more vicious. And afterwards, it wasn’t
					the hurt or the anger that stayed with me, but the loneliness. I was able to believe,
					for the first time, that he might not always be there. I’m sure he felt the same.
					That sort of loneliness is so dark, so frightening, there’s a part of you that wants
					to jump into it, before you’re pushed.’ 

				
				
					‘So you began to actively undermine the relationship?’ 

				
				
					‘No.’ 

				
				
					I wasn’t sure that was true. 

				
				
					‘But we both knew we could. The possibility of destruction hung there, like the
					gun over the mantelpiece in the opening act of a play. We understood the temptation.
					

				
				
					‘Then one night there was an image shining on the wall, a woman not much older than
					we were, staring out across the decades. I saw it straight away, and so did Theo:
					the uncanny resemblance to Harriet. Theo’s face lit up with trouble. 

				
				
					Look familiar? 

				
				
					Turn it off, I said. 

				
				
					You sure? You don’t want to look just a little longer. Harriet! Oh Harriet. 

				
				
					Shut up. 

				
				
					She would, I think, if you asked her. I think she’d let you. 

				
				
					‘He wasn’t trying to hurt me. He was just having fun. But that’s what hurt. That
					I was fun to him. And not just to him. If it was that obvious, then surely they all
					knew, Harriet too. That’s shame. Theo didn’t get it. He was confident with girls,
					and when it didn’t work out, that was their problem, not his. He moved on. Whereas
					I fell in love too easily.’ 

				
				
					A small shudder of shyness passed through me. Maggie pretended not to notice. 

				
				
					‘In Theo’s head, all I needed was a little push to get me started. He made it his
					mission to rescue me. I didn’t want rescuing, and, at the same time, I did. And it
					was better than fighting. I let it become his project, a way of pretending there
					was still a future where our paths didn’t diverge. 

				
				
					‘Theo would drag me along to parties where Harriet would be, but I was useless. He
					should have just given up, but the more pathetic I was, the more determined he became
					to be the hero. He organised a trip into the hills. He decided we’d go for the whole
					weekend: start at the gorge, get to the Forks before dark, then up over the ridge
					and back down the mountain track. Since Mum and Dad died, we’d hadn’t seen much of
					the forest. I only remember one time with a school group. 

				
				
					‘Mrs Struthers thought our plan was all part of the healing process, that we were
					looking to reconnect with our parents. And in that way adults have of dividing the
					world up into good and bad, she decided it was an excellent idea. I shouldn’t criticise
					her, I got it wrong too. When Theo told me we were going hiking, I imagined star
					prickled skies, burning calves, sausages too, and falling asleep exhausted. Until
					he explained he’d invited Harriet and Georgia along. Georgia was the second girl
					Theo’d had slept with, and they’d had an on-again off-again thing ever since. I liked
					Georgia. She said what she was thinking and took no shit from anyone, not even Theo.
					She wouldn’t complain about the walking, or the food, or having to dig you own toilet.
					Or the fact that this was no normal hike, that she was being used as part of Theo’s
					crazy project. Of course we started out all pretending there was nothing more to
					it than four friends and the call of the wild. Even I, beginner that I was, understood
					the way anticipation is sweetened by denial. 

				
				
					‘But then the pressure got to me. My pack grew heavy and I fell silent. I can’t explain
					why. Theo had done all he’d promised he would do. There was no work left, just play.
					But somehow I contrived to resent him for it. I’m stitched together from pride and
					fear, mostly. That’s the shameful truth of it. 

				
				
					‘Fear of what?’ 

				
				
					I don’t understand how Maggie could be so smart, and yet so stupid. 

				
				
					‘Embarrassment, confusion, rejection, public humiliation. Take your pick.’ 

				
				
					‘What happened?’ 

				
				
					‘During the walk, I disappeared inside myself. Theo overcompensated, telling jokes
					and playing tour guide, but I refused to come out. Inevitably, I suppose, I reached
					a place where everything looked different, even Harriet. I began to wonder why it
					was she’d agreed to come along, whether it was Theo she was really interested in.
					I was being a sulky little shit. It was nothing more complicated than that. Somebody
					should have slapped me.’ 

				
				
					‘So what did happen then, if not slapping?’ 

				
				
					‘You’re laughing at me.’ 

				
				
					‘I’m not.’ 

				
				
					Her face was serious but I didn’t buy it. 

				
				
					‘Do you regret the way you behaved?’ 

				
				
					‘I’d lain beside Harriet and watched her stupid little ferret leave its paw prints
					on her body, and I was being invited to repeat the experience, without the ferret,
					or clothes. And I ruined it. Yeah, I regret that.’ 

				
				
					I was trying to tell it the way an adult would, cool and detached, but my face was
					burning up. 

				
				
					‘What else do you regret about it?’ 

				
				
					‘Isn’t that enough?’ I asked. 

				
				
					‘How did you ruin it?’ 

				
				
					‘The campsite was a grass flat by the riverbed, broken up by clumps of young manuka.
					The scrub gave us an excuse to pitch the two tents well away from each other. That’s
					why Theo chose the spot. But I started to pitch right next to the other tent. 

				
				
					What are you doing? Theo demanded. 

				
				
					Putting up my tent. 

				
				
					Not here. 

				
				
					It’s flat. 

				
				
					Get the fuck over there. 

				
				
					I moved, but not far enough to make anybody comfortable. 

				
				
					‘After dinner Georgia and Theo had an argument. I didn’t hear the details, but I
					can guess. Georgia was the one he could never get over, the only person I ever saw
					him need. She would have helped convince Harriet to come along, as a favour to Theo,
					and Georgia’s favours came at a price. By the time the campfire was glowing, my mood
					had infected the group. Even a session of post-dinner canisters couldn’t bring us
					back together. Georgia tried to get a game going, this thing with a pack of cards,
					suck and blow, you have to…’ 

				
				
					Maggie’s look of determined tolerance killed any thought I had of explaining. 

				
				
					‘But the game hissed and fizzled like the flames. Theo still imagined he could rescue
					the night. And why not? Two boys, two girls, two tents. It shouldn’t have been that
					difficult. 

				
				
					Well, I’m knackered, he yawned. Who’s for bed? 

				
				
					Might just go for a wander up the river first, I said. I was moving before Harriet
					could suggest she join me. 

				
				
					‘Theo came after me, caught me at the first bend and pulled me round by the shoulder
					like he was setting me up for a punch. 

				
				
					Okay, what the fuck? 

				
				
					Already said, I’m going for a walk. 

				
				
					We didn’t come here to walk. 

				
				
					I’ve changed my mind, I told him. It was the truth, but not all of it. 

				
				
					Because? he asked. 

				
				
					She’s not my type. 

				
				
					So what? 

				
				
					You wouldn’t understand. 

				
				
					I understand you’ve got no balls. 

				
				
					Better than having no standards.’ 

				
				
					I could see from Maggie’s face that she didn’t understand, and I didn’t blame her.
					It wasn’t what we said, that night, standing on the riverbed with the water dark
					behind us. It wasn’t the words we chose, but the shape they fell into, the rut of
					a thousand conversations past. A poem of anxiety, accusation and denial, and the
					last line always there, but never uttered. 

				
				
					But that night, when he looked at me, I didn’t look away. I stared back long enough
					for there to be no doubt—too good for those girls, too good for you. And I turned
					and walked away. 

				
				
					I didn’t tell Maggie, because I didn’t want her to know. I wanted to pretend it was
					just the words and nothing more. 

				
				
					‘Then what happened?’ Maggie asked. 

				
				
					‘I walked for an hour and a half. The moon was three-quarters full and the valley
					was deep with shadows and, apart from the tireless chatter of river and rock, silent.
					I jerked off in the blue light, but it didn’t make me feel any better. When I returned
					to the campsite I was surprised to see the fire still burning red. I had my apology
					ready. I thought about suggesting another canister; I was thawing. Only the figure
					sitting up at the fire, prodding it with a stick, wasn’t Harriet. It was Georgia.
					I took a seat on a log set at right angles to hers. The wind bounced and swirled
					through the valley, breathing life into the embers, turning one face suddenly orange,
					shrouding the other in smoke. We could hear the other two in Theo’s tent, giggling.
					

				
				
					Guess you’re with me, I said. I was nervous and hoping to be funny. 

				
				
					Arsehole, she replied. 

				
				
					It’s a family thing, I said. 

				
				
					‘Later Theo gave me his version. When he come back from the river, Georgia had wanted
					to know why I wasn’t with him. He’d defended me, because that’s how family works,
					and she’d stormed off. Harriet had started crying, Theo had tried to comfort her…That’s
					how he told it. 

				
				
					‘I dragged my sleeping bag out to the fire. In the morning the bottom was soaked
					and the top was shot through with little burn marks. We got a ride out that afternoon.
					We travelled back in silence, each of us wanting to get home and wash the whole thing
					off. I clung to the insane idea that it was all Theo’s fault, that he’d stolen Harriet
					from me. He blamed me for destroying his relationship with Georgia. 

				
				
					‘We got over it though. Theo was always good at sorry: gracious and generous, when
					the time came. It was just a case of waiting. It took longer than usual, a week or
					so, but we got there. I apologised back; there was plenty of stupid to go around.
					Forgiven, but not forgotten. I think we both knew that. 

				
				
					‘There was the time before that weekend, and the time after, and the two halves never
					quite fitted together.’ 

				
				
					‘I don’t see what you did wrong,’ Maggie said. 

				
				
					I shrugged. ‘I broke something that didn’t need to be broken.’ 

				
				
					It was the only way I could think of explaining. 

				
				
					‘You didn’t have to have sex with her, if you didn’t want to.’ 

				
				
					‘I did want to.’ 

				
				
					She gave me that look, then. The look that people who’ve never been a teenage boy
					give to those who are. 

				
				
					‘So what do you think you broke?’ 

				
				
					I tried to find the right word. Fun, trust, hope, family… 

				
				
					‘Dunno.’ 

				
				
					‘Okay.’ 

				
				
					‘I still saw the others and said hello, but everybody understood we were drifting
					apart. I made friends in my class. Not good friends, I knew they wouldn’t outlast
					the seating plan, but it was the end of pretending. Harriet went into a transition
					project, and started training to cut hair. A year later I heard where she was working,
					but I never called in. I think I knew that if I saw her standing over a stranger,
					washing their hair, I’d fall out of love with her.’ 

				
				
					I’ve always done that, slipped too easily into nostalgia, one small step from bad
					poetry. But if you can’t be a bad poet at seventeen, with your brother dying just
					down the corridor, what hope is there for poetry? 

				
				
					I wondered how much of the time Maggie charged for consisted of waiting in silence.
					

				
				
					‘How am I doing?’ I asked her. 

				
				
					‘You haven’t answered the question,’ she said. 

				
				
					‘What question?’ 

				
				
					‘How does a top science student end up in drama school?’ 

				
				
					One step left. One small step. My problem was I wanted Maggie to like me and I needed
					her to hear the story. I couldn’t have both. 

				
				
					‘After the group broke up, Theo started to come apart too. There was a thing with
					a break in, and then a stolen car and a joy ride through the school. He came within
					a governor’s blink of being sent to an industrial training centre, but somehow he
					came out of the interview with an eleventh second chance. I say somehow: it was the
					smile, the handshake, his way of making people believe he was sincere, by believing
					it himself. I shouldn’t have been surprised when he came home one day and announced
					he had the lead role in the school drama production. 

				
				
					‘From the very first rehearsal, he changed. Changed back, I mean. The joker again,
					maker of plans, boy with a future. As if the awkward years had simply been deleted.
					Mrs Struthers reverse-aged in front of our eyes. The wrinkles I’d thought were age
					turned out to be ground-in worry, and her arthritis began responding to treatment.
					I remember one afternoon walking in on her and Theo practising a dance from the show.
					I watched them moving together around the room, and for a moment I could imagine
					what she was like when she was young. It was possible to believe she had once laughed
					and danced and felt beautiful. I wondered then what had happened to her, how she’d
					ended up with us. I didn’t ask. 

				
				
					‘Acting provided what athletics hadn’t. It made Theo whole again, by making him better
					than everybody else in the room. Somewhere in the past, Mum and Dad had managed to
					convince us we were special. I suppose they were trying to establish our confidence.
					They didn’t guess they were feeding us a belief that would become our addiction.
					

				
				
					‘The show was about a boy who’d created an imaginary friend. That was Theo, co-starring
					with a hologram of himself. That’s probably how he got the part. Mr Watts was the
					sort of drama teacher who had all the theory but no feel for the actual art of it.
					He could produce quotes out of the air from plays no one else had heard of, but when
					it came down to watching an actor on stage, and telling them what to change, he had
					no flair. So the possibility of working with an actor with an identical twin (he
					preferred to say doppelganger) was very attractive. Theo wouldn’t need to be directed,
					he could simply live out a version of his own experience on stage. Except that was
					all bullshit. What Theo brought was charisma, and the ability to imagine a character
					into existence. He’d been preparing for the role all his life. 

				
				
					‘It was Theo’s idea to include me in the show. There was a problem with the ending.
					It was a big musical number, designed to rise above all that had gone before and
					bring the audience to its feet. In reality, it was just a lot of people singing and
					dancing, for no apparent reason other than the time was up: an unearned moment, destined
					to fall flat. I imagine Mr Watts saw that, he wasn’t totally useless, but he didn’t
					know what to do about it. He hoped a bit more volume from the band and finding a
					way to drift the hologram out over the crowd would be enough to cover up the deficiencies.
					By then Theo was effectively operating as an assistant director and he suggested
					they write a new final scene, where the hologram came to life. A cheap trick too,
					but he wrote a beautiful little dialogue between the two characters and Mr Watts
					bought it. And that’s how, three weeks from opening, I was welcomed into the ample
					bosom of the Cook High Theatrical Company. 

				
				
					‘I’d never been involved with anything like that before. I’d been in debating club,
					played chess for the school; there was athletics, and I was once co-organiser for
					a charity drive, but drama’s different. I don’t know how to describe it, a sort
					of mass delusion: a group of people holding hands and running full tilt to the edge
					of a clifftop, convinced they can fly. Obviously, that’s not quite it, because in
					the cliff scenario everybody falls to the ground and dies a hideous death. On stage,
					there’s always the tantalising possibility of success. 

				
				
					There’s a certain type of person who needs to perform, and there’s a certain type
					of energy they bring, a sort of desperate confidence. Between you all, you construct
					the illusion of significance. From the outside, I’m sure it’s nauseating, but from
					the inside, it’s a room full of boys and girls and hugs and wishes. It’s seductive.
					

				
				
					‘I said Theo was the lead, but you don’t get a school musical without a love interest:
					in our case Emily Watts, the drama teacher’s daughter. And it won’t surprise you
					to hear that by my third rehearsal I’d fallen in love with her. Theo hadn’t. I asked
					him, just to be sure. He doesn’t lie about those things.’ 

				
				
					I could feel myself doing it, slipping back into the present tense. The closer the
					story got to the interview room, the easier it was to do. Or the harder it was not
					to. The seven-year-old playmate—he’s gone forever either way. But the guy I stood
					on stage with, only thirteen months before—death, not time, was stealing him away.
					And death, you deny. 

				
				
					‘Emily expected a certain level of attention. And the fact that Theo wasn’t offering
					it unsettled her. There was nothing dignified about what I did, offering myself
					up as a substitute. But if you could see her on stage, the way she has of making
					every last person in the auditorium believe she’s performing just for them—dignity
					wasn’t a big part of the equation. I fell in love with Harriet because she was there.
					I fell in love with Emily because I knew, as long as I lived, I’d never find another
					like her. 

				
				
					‘I checked again with Theo, before I made my move. 

				
				
					Are you sure there isn’t anything between you and Emily? 

				
				
					There’s nothing, he said, and if he’d been lying I would have known. 

				
				
					Why? Are you interested? 

				
				
					Maybe. 

				
				
					‘That was a first for me, admitting it so easily. Hearts do actually skip a beat,
					by the way. I suppose you know that. I felt it, kicking back in with excitement.
					

				
				
					‘Theo offered to help me, as if the camping trip had never happened. Reinvention
					is an easy trick—all you need’s an accomplice. 

				
				
					‘I loved those next three weeks, maybe more than any other time in my life. Theo
					was happy again, motivated and invincible. The two of us were working side by side,
					the way it was meant to be. And the whole time, slowly, carefully, I was edging closer
					to Emily. We were all of us caught inside the same bubble and the world couldn’t
					touch us. If you could have seen Theo, when he’s like that, everything revolving
					about his axis… 

				
				
					‘But bubbles burst.’ 
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					It was no good. Just when I was sure I’d managed to push it out of my mind, it came
					back, shocking in its power. The earth still spun, the heavens still pulled, the
					tide of him sloshed backwards and forwards. 

				
				
					Him, Theo. Dying. Or dead? Which word to use? There was pressure at the back of my
					throat: a physical reminder of that thing I couldn’t swallow. I tried to cough it
					away, but produced only the gurgling of a drowning man. No, a drowning boy. The woman
					watched, waited. Doing her job. 

				
				
					‘So what happened?’ Maggie asked. 

				
				
					‘I did what you do. Found excuses to spend time with Emily. She made it easy for
					me, told me she wanted someone to help her learn her lines, even though her lines
					were fine. One time they needed someone to pick up the food for a cast lunch, and
					that was us, and then we both volunteered to help out when the crew doing the backdrop
					got behind with their painting. It was obvious she was waiting for me to say something,
					but it still took me another week to find the courage.’ 

				
				
					‘What did Emily say?’ 

				
				
					‘She said, not until the show is over. I took that as a yes. I floated through the
					entire season. I’ve never been so high. And then he fucked her.’ 

				
				
					‘Or she fucked him,’ Maggie said. Cruel, and fair. 

				
				
					‘If we’re going to be accurate about it,’ I said, ‘they both fucked me. That’s what
					really happened.’ 

				
				
					‘Why would they do that?’ 

				
				
					‘The two of them on stage together. The school had seen nothing like it. Probably
					it never will again. By the end of the fortnight we were turning people away at the
					door. The last curtain call, we were all in tears. And it was straight from there
					to a party. I lost track of them, there was a lot happening. They were both high,
					on canisters and adulation. 

				
				
					‘I think of it like this. You never want a show to end. You cling to it, and sometimes
					that means you cling to each other.’ 

				
				
					‘That’s a very generous assessment.’ 

				
				
					‘Now. At the time I would have been happy to see them both dead.’ 

				
				
					The sourness came back into my mouth. Maybe it had never completely gone away. 

				
				
					‘But they weren’t thinking of me, they weren’t thinking of how it would hurt me.
					They knew, of course, but there’s more to decisions than the things we know, right?’
					

				
				
					‘What did you do?’ 

				
				
					‘I wallowed in hatred. First Harriet and now Emily, that’s how it seemed. If I’d
					been a better person, I might have found another way of looking at it. I might even
					have been pleased for him, noticed that the person I loved more than anybody in the
					world was happy again, maybe for the first time since our parents died. I might have
					worked out that the only way forward was to forgive him.’ 

				
				
					‘That’s an awful lot to expect of a fifteen year old.’ 

				
				
					‘Sixteen, by then. It was our last year.’ 

				
				
					‘Still a lot,’ Maggie said. 

				
				
					‘Either you forgive them, or you end up having to forgive yourself. That’s the way
					it goes isn’t it?’ 

				
				
					‘Yeah, it probably is,’ Maggie said. 

				
				
					What about you, I wanted to ask her. Who haven’t you forgiven? There’d be someone.
					There’s always someone. 

				
				
					‘Angry’s a tight-fitting, ugly little place to make your home. It infects everything,
					even travels backwards through time. He’s pushed you around your whole life, it told
					me. You’ve got to stand up for yourself. You’ve got to make it stop. So when the
					year ended and he applied for drama school, and Emily applied too, I did the same.
					Just to piss him off. Just to show him he couldn’t have it all. Which was stupid.
					He didn’t have it all, not by a long shot. Drama school was his only fucking option.’
					

				
				
					‘Were they together?’ Maggie asked. 

				
				
					‘No, it was a one-time thing. They both apologised to me. They wanted to make it
					all right. I wouldn’t let them. 

				
				
					‘The drama school’s an elite establishment. They only take twenty students each year,
					that’s from the whole country. Even though Emily and Theo were head and shoulders
					the most impressive performers in our school, it would have been remarkable if they’d
					both got through. And I was never a chance. I was just being an arsehole. 

				
				
					‘Other people understood my application was a petty act of emotional vandalism. It
					was the only time I remember Mrs Struthers getting properly angry. I walked into
					the kitchen while she was making pastry. She shook when she spoke. I thought she
					might hit me with the rolling pin. 

				
				
					‘Just imagine how Theo will feel, if you get selected and he doesn’t. 

				
				
					‘But I was angry too. 

				
				
					‘So, because I have a brother who’s a fuck up, I don’t get to do the things I love?
					I replied. 

				
				
					‘If I thought for one moment you loved acting, Mrs Struthers said, I would never
					have mentioned it. 

				
				
					‘I still don’t love it. And every time some eating disorder with a goatee tells me
					to feel the energy flowing into my body, it becomes a little less likely I ever will.
					But there you go, it’s done now.’ 

				
				
					‘Is it?’ Maggie asked. 

				
				
					‘Well, if you know how to turn back time, I’d be very fucking grateful if you’d share
					that. I’d take today back, to start with. Can I take it back for Theo too, is that
					how it works?’ 

				
				
					‘You’ve still got your life ahead of you. There are still choices,’ she said. 

				
				
					‘You don’t know anything about my life,’ I told her. 

				
				
					‘I’m trying to find out,’ Maggie replied. 

				
				
					I was angry, close to collapsing. Push me hard enough and I don’t push back. I crumple
					and cry. 

				
				
					‘So, what about school, what did your teachers say when you applied?’ 

				
				
					‘They told me I was throwing my life away. You could be anything you want to be,
					they liked to say. They meant Doctor or Physicist or Engineer, any job with money
					and a title worthy of a capital letter. I don’t know if that would be me either,
					to be honest. Does it make you happy, being a psychologist? Or do you wish you’d
					run away to the circus?’ 

				
				
					‘I’m scared of clowns,’ Maggie answered. 

				
				
					There were moments, when it was as almost as if we were talking to each other. All
					part of her method, I imagine. 

				
				
					‘But you applied anyway,’ she said. 

				
				
					‘I didn’t think I’d get in. I just knew that my applying annoyed him, and that was
					enough. I didn’t cheat. I didn’t try to mess with him, or give his name instead of
					mine at the audition. I did the only thing I knew how to do. I worked hard. I researched,
					spoke to people who made it through in the years before, rehearsed the two pieces
					I’d chosen until they felt part of me. 

				
				
					‘Emily struggles when people think badly of her. So when I suggested we prepare for
					the audition together, she agreed. That got inside Theo’s head. I knew it would.
					He came out of his audition fuming, said he’d blown it, but I didn’t believe him.
					I thought he was just being hard on himself. Later I talked to somebody who was in
					Theo’s audition group, and apparently he blew up at one of the examiners, just went
					nuts at him. My audition was better, obviously. I’d ground the roles into myself,
					and when they started directing, and asking me to do it different ways, it felt strangely
					natural. I’m good at exams, at being tested. That’s my environment. So I managed
					to convince them I was someone I’m not: an actor.’ 

				
				
					‘Doesn’t that make you an actor?’ Maggie asked. 

				
				
					‘It was a fluke, a one-off. That’s the risk of auditions. Emily got accepted too.’
					

				
				
					I looked down. My ears burned with shame. 

				
				
					‘And now you feel guilty,’ Maggie said. 

				
				
					‘Yeah.’ 

				
				
					‘Some people would look at what you did and they wouldn’t see anything wrong with
					it.’ 

				
				
					‘Some people are good at seeing what they want to see.’ 

				
				
					‘What if that’s what you’re doing?’ she asked. ‘What if you need to feel responsible
					for your brother? What if you’ve always needed that?’ 

				
				
					‘I am responsible for him,’ I said. ‘It’s how it is.’ 

				
				
					‘Why?’ 

				
				
					I wanted to swear at her. I wanted to stamp and throw things and tell her that had
					nothing to do with it, but I couldn’t. Because then she’d know how much I needed
					her to sign me off as competent, and from there she was easily smart enough to guess
					why. And once she knew that, she couldn’t sign me off. It was an impossible game.
					

				
				
					‘He’s responsible for me, too.’ 

				
				
					‘Is that how he’s behaved?’ 

				
				
					‘He went looking for me in the bush. He might have died.’ 

				
				
					‘He was a child then.’ 

				
				
					‘What are you saying?’ I was sitting on my hands, digging my fingernails into my
					legs. 

				
				
					‘You’re only responsible for your own actions, Rene. No one can blame you for things
					Theo chose to do. You can’t blame yourself for them.’ 

				
				
					‘Is this a condition of you finding me competent?’ I asked. ‘Do I have to stop caring
					about him?’ 

				
				
					‘No.’ 

				
				
					Just the one word. It could have meant anything. Mostly it meant, I’m not going to
					push this. I think it also meant, I shouldn’t have pushed this. Twice now, she’d
					seen my anger, and the tank still felt brim full. 

				
				
					‘Your story isn’t finished,’ Maggie said. 

				
				
					‘It feels finished to me.’ 

				
				
					‘Tell me about Emily. Tell me how it was that Theo and Emily came to be together
					today.’ 

				
				
					‘Do I have to?’ 

				
				
					‘No.’ 
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					I waited. I counted the eyelets in my boots. I looked at her feet. I pushed my knees
					up and down, felt my thighs hang loose above the chair, then fall and splay. I stared
					at the floor, and didn’t look up again until I was halfway through the explanation.
					

				
				
					‘I was angry with Emily, but I hadn’t fallen out of love with her. It started on
					the last night of induction camp, after my performance with the crazy naked woman.
					There was a party, and Emily and I contrived to stand apart from the preening crowd.
					We watched, passed comment, moved closer to one another. 

				
				
					Your piece was great, she said. You looked so genuinely lost, at the end, I wanted
					to give you a hug. 

				
				
					I was lost. I didn’t know she was going to take her clothes off. She didn’t tell
					me. I didn’t know where to look. 

				
				
					Smart move, from her then, Emily said. 

				
				
					Not too late for that hug, if you still want. 

				
				
					‘I held my breath. 

				
				
					‘There aren’t that many moments where you genuinely feel your future splitting in
					two. Either she would hug me, and I would cling to her, and there would be no pretending,
					or she wouldn’t. Those two paths would never meet. 

				
				
					‘I couldn’t look at her face. She moved first, and when we clung to one another,
					it was like we were already lovers. 

				
				
					I’m so sorry, she whispered. 

				
				
					Me too.’ 

				
				
					Maggie was frowning. It seemed an odd moment to let the mask slip. I’d told her worse.
					

				
				
					‘Theo wasn’t interested in her,’ I repeated, thinking that might have been the trouble.
					‘I wasn’t moving in on—’ 

				
				
					‘No, it’s nothing to do with that.’ She dismissed me with her hand, as if brushing
					away a fly. But there was a pale patch on her bottom lip, where she’d bitten at it.
					‘And you had sex?’ 

				
				
					‘Not then.’ 

				
				
					‘But later on?’ 

				
				
					‘Sure.’ 

				
				
					Maggie didn’t ask for details, and I wasn’t about to offer them. Some stories work
					best untold. Emily’s intensity took my breath away. I don’t know what I’d expected
					from her, not reluctance, but perhaps caution. I carry a fear that if I let my true
					feelings come to the surface, they will frighten people away. And yet the way she
					looked at me, the joy in her eyes, the vulnerability, it was startling. She taught
					me how to let go. What more could you ask for? 

				
				
					Emily lived in a self-contained unit beneath her parents’ house. For the next three
					months, so did I. It was like discovering another world, magically suspended between
					adulthood and childish delight, taking the best from each. Taking whatever we wanted.
					She’d walk around the house naked, and I would sit up in bed and watch her, and think,
					this isn’t true. This can’t be true. I have a memory of her walking away from me,
					into the kitchen, reaching up for a box of cereal. A poem. And it’s mine forever.
					It can’t be taken away from me. 

				
				
					We’d set the alarm for an hour earlier than we needed to get up, so we could fuck
					before breakfast. One of us always woke first, and turned it off. There’s that place,
					just between sleep and waking… 

				
				
					There was a park at the valley at the bottom of her street that spread out over the
					opposite hill. We’d walk together in the afternoon sun, oblivious to the world, but
					also secretly hoping it was watching us, feeling envious. First love, first sex,
					first glimpse of the possibility that I might be lovable. First time not being one-half
					of me-and-Theo. Walking in shoes of my own. Drunk. 

				
				
					‘And how did it feel,’ Maggie asked, ‘knowing she’d already had sex with Theo?’ 

				
				
					‘What sort of question is that?’ 

				
				
					How easy it is to reduce us. 

				
				
					‘A necessary one.’ 

				
				
					‘It didn’t matter so much.’ 

				
				
					‘So much?’ 

				
				
					‘I thought about it, sometimes. I didn’t want to, but I did. Then other things took
					over.’ 

				
				
					One more step. I wondered if Maggie already knew how it went, the last sordid twist
					of our doubled double helix. 

				
				
					‘What things?’ 

				
				
					‘Mrs Struthers called up and asked me to come back home. She was worried about Theo.
					He hadn’t enrolled in any of the courses he’d promised to look at. He was out all
					night and slept through the day. Women came and went. He’d moved on from the canisters;
					it was hit and miss whether you could even get him to talk to you. When he was lucid,
					he told us not to worry. 

				
				
					I’m waiting for the end of the year, he said. Then I’m going to join the army. 

				
				
					‘In our family, if you want to reject everything you are, and everything everybody
					who loves you believes in, you join the army. The threat was enough to get me out
					of Emily’s bed.’ 

				
				
					‘Is that why he did it?’ 

				
				
					‘I don’t know. No. No, he wasn’t thinking that straight.’ 

				
				
					‘Emily was great about it. She understood. She told me I had to move back home, just
					for a while, or I’d never forgive myself. She…’ 

				
				
					All I had left was the end of that sentence. I wasn’t going to give it to her. 

				
				
					Maggie let it hang. Emily, the unspeakable. Fuck. 

				
				
					‘What did you do when you got home?’ 

				
				
					‘Spent time with him. Got alongside him, tried to be his brother again.’ 

				
				
					‘How did that go?’ 

				
				
					‘It was slow,’ I said. ‘For a while it seemed impossible. I was at drama school,
					I was in love, I was happy and I couldn’t pretend I wasn’t. He was lost and miserable.
					I’d stolen his life. He didn’t have to say it. Mostly he pretended he didn’t care.
					But we both knew.’ 

				
				
					‘So what did you do?’ 

				
				
					‘Pretended it didn’t matter, made sure he never caught me crying. It ripped me to
					pieces, the way I could see all his choices setting hard around him.’ 

				
				
					I began to cry. A bad story, about to get worse. Maggie leaned forward and squeezed
					my shoulder. 

				
				
					‘I got him running again. That was my first success. There was a part of him that
					wanted my help, and another part too proud to admit it. Getting fit for the army
					became the excuse we’d both been looking for. Every evening we headed into the hills.
					I ran longer and harder than I’d ever run, matching him stride for stride, pushing
					each other on as a way of inflicting pain, and of making sure there was no breath
					left for talking. It helped. 

				
				
					‘The drug use wound back and he stopped sleeping through the day. Slowly it got so
					we could talk again, the careful talk of almost-strangers. No mentioning acting,
					or school, or the future, or Mum and Dad, girls. Just films, sport, music: wallpaper.
					He was bitter, and I deserved it. He told me it was a tragedy, that I’d given up
					so young. He said there was no such thing as love at seventeen. That seventeen was
					for fucking. Then one day I let him get to me. 

				
				
					You don’t know what you’re missing, I said. 

				
				
					Oh, but I do, he replied. That was the first time either of us had acknowledged it.
					

				
				
					‘Inch by inch, we crept back to normal. Eventually I told him I was sorry for auditioning.
					I’m so grateful I made it to sorry. That was Wednesday, so two days ago. We were
					sitting in the lounge, shirts off after a run, sweat seeping into the chairs. I saw
					Mrs Struthers hesitate at the doorway, perhaps thinking about telling us to get off
					to the shower, but she read the mood and walked away. 

				
				
					‘You can tell when Theo’s about to say something important. He has this half-amused
					smile, setting up an exit strategy should things get too uncomfortable. 

				
				
					Thanks, man, he said. Two words, but our whole world was contained within them. 

				
				
					What for? 

				
				
					Coming back. 

				
				
					I should have been here more. I got a little, you know, distracted, disappeared up
					my own arse. 

				
				
					Nah, that’s me, Theo smiled. You disappeared somewhere else entirely. 

				
				
					You’ll be okay. 

				
				
					‘Neither of us made any effort to hide our tears. 

				
				
					Yeah. 

				
				
					‘He nodded, and his expression then was of a man on a tightrope, three steps from
					the end, wobbling, freezing up, praying someone is going to reach out a hand. So
					I did.’ 

				
				
					I looked at Maggie, and wondered how to explain. I hoped she might just guess, but
					that was asking too much, even of her. 

				
				
					‘I wanted so badly to help him. At the funeral, he was the one who held me, and told
					me it would be okay. Since Mum and Dad died, we hadn’t swapped places. It was as
					if that was a thing from another time, from a world of magic and parents. But I knew
					how lucky I was. I understood what it meant, to have Emily look up into my eyes,
					and never see the smallest hint of doubt, a flicker of uncertainty. To be captured,
					just for a moment, in a bubble of gratitude was to be alive in a way I’d never imagined.
					The idea I had—the idea that perhaps could only ever make sense inside my head—was
					that if Theo could experience the same thing, just once, if he could see what it
					was like to be loved, it would give him something to cling to.’ 

				
				
					It sounded every bit as bad as I’d feared. I couldn’t look at Maggie, I couldn’t
					bear the disapproval. I heard a change in her breathing. 

				
				
					‘When? When did you do this?’ 

				
				
					I wanted to say I didn’t. I wanted to be able to tell her Theo laughed me out of
					the room, that it never happened. So many things I wanted, and couldn’t have. 

				
				
					‘Last night. I told him last night. We agreed today we’d swap. I don’t know why he
					said he’d do it. I think, if I’m honest, he might have thought it would give him
					some way of getting back at me. Or just the craziness of it, the danger, might have
					been enough…’ 

				
				
					‘So you’re saying that when Theo…’ 

				
				
					The colour drained from Maggie’s face. Her skin must have turned suddenly cold, like
					mine had when the hospital first called. Her hand moved to her earpiece, and her
					eyes half closed as if she was trying to decipher another language. She swung to
					her desk, flicked pages. Her movements were loose, chaotic. This was a different
					Maggie entirely. One that might cry, or laugh, or look confused. She scared me. 

				
				
					‘Fuck!’ she said. 

				
				
					I didn’t get it, but I could see she was panicking, and panic’s contagious. 

				
				
					‘They didn’t,’ I said, trying to bring Maggie’s eyes back up from the screen. 

				
				
					Her lips were moving: a silent, urgent conversation. 

				
				
					‘He went around, and they went straight to the park. The flat’s being painted, and
					we’d been planning a picnic.’ 

				
				
					Nothing, from Maggie. 

				
				
					I tried again. ‘They didn’t have sex!’ 

				
				
					‘Rene.’ Her face was grave, her eyes unwavering. ‘Jesus, Rene.’ 

				
				
					‘That’s me.’ I tried to smile. 

				
				
					‘There’s been a mistake.’ 

				
				
					‘I know. I should never have—’ 

				
				
					I still didn’t see it. 

				
				
					‘When your brother came in’—Maggie talked over the top of me—‘Emily was the person
					who filled in the admission details. She was the person who was with him. And she
					thought—’ 

				
				
					‘She thought he was me.’ 

				
				
					‘Yes.’ 

				
				
					I already knew that, it was one of the things that had registered vaguely, part of
					a long line of details that would have to be attended to later. Phone friends, apologise
					to Emily, choose songs for the funeral. 

				
				
					‘How did she react, when she found out?’ 

				
				
					When you’ve looked at a puzzle long enough, without seeing the solution, you become
					blind to it. 

				
				
					‘This has happened very, very quickly.’ Maggie’s bottom lip trembled. ‘The hospital
					has…There’s never been a case like this, and all our energy has gone into making
					sure this window doesn’t close before we’ve thoroughly—’ 

				
				
					‘I don’t know what you’re—’ 

				
				
					‘She doesn’t know.’ 

				
				
					Three simple words, yet somehow I couldn’t make a shape from them. Maggie locked
					her eyes on mine. I saw her fear. 

				
				
					She spoke slowly. ‘She thinks it’s you. Emily’s in the waiting room, and she thinks
					Theo is in here, talking to me.’ 

				
				
					‘I’m not Theo.’ 

				
				
					‘No, you’re not.’ 

				
				
					‘But you know I’m not Theo!’ I shouted at her. ‘Why didn’t you tell her?’ 

				
				
					Now I saw it, the thing that had undone her. Not my mistake, but hers. Maggie had
					made a mistake. 

				
				
					‘The files came through so quickly. Somehow, I read the names, without registering
					the mismatch, between the admission forms and…’ 

				
				
					Her hand went to her forehead. Long fingers worked the flesh. 

				
				
					‘You introduced yourself, in the room, and I was, I was trying to watch you, watch
					you with your brother, observe you. I’m meant to notice the details. It’s my job
					to notice the details. But I missed the names.’ 

				
				
					‘Our names? You missed our names?’ That seemed impossible. ‘But I’ve been using our
					names the whole way through.’ 

				
				
					‘Yes, yes, I know you are Rene, and I know he is Theo. I just didn’t register that
					Rene was the name they used when they admitted him. I assumed Emily knew who she
					was with. I assumed she could be trusted to identify her lover.’ 

				
				
					‘Well you assumed fucking wrong then, didn’t you?’ My head was turning fuzzy. 

				
				
					‘Yes, yes, I did.’ Maggie held up her hand, hoping, I suppose, to stop me. 

				
				
					‘So, how do you get to be so stupid? Didn’t it seem strange to you, when I told you
					about the two of us, that…?’ 

				
				
					‘We have been working under extreme pressure.’ 

				
				
					‘You’re under pressure? Try sitting here with your brother dying, and some bitch
					who doesn’t even know your name deciding the shape of your future.’ 

				
				
					‘It’s called confirmation bias.’ 

				
				
					For the first time Maggie didn’t meet my eye. Her hands had balled into little fists
					on her knees. 

				
				
					‘What you told me, fitted what I thought I’d read, I…’ 

				
				
					‘It’s called being fucking useless.’ 

				
				
					Maggie’s tears were magnified by her glasses. She stood up, and turned away. I noticed
					she wasn’t as tall as I’d thought. I watched her shoulders rise as she breathed deep.
					She held it in for four slow beats, and exhaled as she turned. Her mask was firmly
					back in place. 

				
				
					‘Rene, you are not the victim. Emily is the one who has been deceived.’ 

				
				
					‘You can’t turn this back on me,’ I said. 

				
				
					‘I fully acknowledge my part in this.’ 

				
				
					Her part. The smaller part. That was what she meant. She put her glasses back on,
					but she didn’t sit. 

				
				
					‘The bigger picture is unaffected. The time constraints are the same. The options
					are the same. My assessment of you will be based upon the same evidence. There is
					good cause to unpack this, for recrimination and reparation, but not good time. The
					thing that has changed is Emily. You need to talk to Emily. I can come with you,
					if you like.’ 

				
				
					‘You bet you’re fucking coming with me.’ 
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					The corridor refused to make sense. The walls wobbled, the floor swayed. Strangers
					smiled at me, their heads too big for their bodies. All I could think of was Emily,
					sitting in a room, surrounded by strangers, certain I was as good as dead. Going
					over and over her last moments with me. The picnic, the jokes, the last time we kissed.
					Not knowing it wasn’t the last time at all, that the last time sat off in some other
					place, maybe in the future, maybe in the past. And I was going to have to tell her.
					It didn’t leave much room for getting walls straight. 

				
				
					I stood in the doorway of the waiting room, with Maggie at my shoulder, as if she
					was using me for shelter. Emily’s father walked over, shook my hand, and looked at
					me with sorrowful eyes. 

				
				
					‘Theo, we’re all so very sorry.’ 

				
				
					I flinched at the name. 

				
				
					Emily remained sitting, her face wet and puffy. She gave me the sort of watery smile
					she would have given her lover’s brother in a time like this, trying to offer your
					grief is greater than mine, but unable to believe it. My heart turned small and frightened.
					

				
				
					‘Mr Watts, this is Maggie. She’s a psychologist. She’s been helping me.’ 

				
				
					He shook her hand. His face couldn’t settle on an expression. 

				
				
					‘Mr Watts, pleased to meet you. We need to speak to Emily for a moment please, if
					we could have the room?’ 

				
				
					‘Of course.’ 

				
				
					‘There’s coffee, down the—’ 

				
				
					‘Yes, I know. Thank you.’ 

				
				
					And then it was the three of us, sitting like cardboard cut outs in a room made of
					other people’s grief and donated furniture. On the far wall hung a painting of an
					icy landscape, beneath it old children’s toys spilled from a cardboard box. A one-eyed
					rabbit smiled goofily at me, as if anticipating the show ahead. The only window
					looked back onto the corridor. The couch, which Emily had been lying on, was upholstered
					in a gaudy floral fabric. The chairs were tidy, but unmatched. The overall effect
					was of a room thrown together, an afterthought. We’re busy saving lives, it said.
					You can help us by sitting here quietly and not getting in the way. 

				
				
					Emily was bent forward, as if her stomach was cramping. Maggie and I sat opposite
					her. She looked through us, through the wall, into the past. 

				
				
					‘Emily, this is Maggie.’ 

				
				
					‘I heard.’ 

				
				
					She wasn’t trying to be cold, or selfish. She was trying to survive. 

				
				
					‘Sorry if I smell,’ I said. ‘I threw up.’ 

				
				
					‘Me too.’ Her expression dissolved like a cheap digital effect. 

				
				
					She leapt at me, and buried her wet face into the base of my neck. Her fingers dug
					into my back. Her torso convulsed. She must have wondered how it was I remained so
					calm. Or maybe that was exactly what she expected, from Theo. I thought of Maggie,
					sitting beside me, aware of the clock sweeping time. I waited for Emily’s sobbing
					to subside. Eventually she straightened and wiped her eyes. She even managed half
					a smile. 

				
				
					‘I don’t how I’ve still got tears in me. Surely you run out of water eventually.’
					

				
				
					I raised an eyebrow in agreement. I thought, there are words that can get this started.
					There must be words. But I couldn’t think of a single one of them. 

				
				
					‘Have they told you, how it happened?’ she asked. 

				
				
					‘Not really, I mean, probably. I haven’t taken everything in.’ 

				
				
					I would have been more careful, earlier, not to admit that in front of Maggie. But
					just then what Maggie thought no longer mattered. There was another thing, a more
					difficult thing, to get through. Emily could talk, I would sit and listen. That would
					do. Eventually we’d get there. 

				
				
					‘We went to the gardens. Did he tell you? It was our anniversary. Well, six-month
					anniversary, what do you call that?’ 

				
				
					I saw the way she’d dressed for me, that morning. She knew I loved her in those shorts.
					

				
				
					‘We were having a picnic, and then later, we were going to…’ 

				
				
					Her lip began to tremble. I reached out without thinking and brushed a tear from
					her cheek. 

				
				
					‘We were watching a little boy flying a kite. He was with his father.’ Emily’s face
					screwed up, as if she’d just remembered something she didn’t understand. ‘It got
					caught. The kite, it got tangled, up in a tree, and Rene went over to help get it
					down. The father just stood there, like he didn’t know what to do. I remember thinking,
					maybe it would be better to leave them. Maybe if you climb up there, the father will
					feel bad that he didn’t. Maybe it will affect their relationship. But you know Rene,
					he has to help.’ 

				
				
					She couldn’t look at me. All I wanted was to hold her. 

				
				
					‘I didn’t think, what are those wires? Watch out for those wires.’ 

				
				
					She was crying again, bent over, her hair falling wet and tangled over her face.
					

				
				
					‘Emily, I have to tell you something.’ 

				
				
					She looked up at me. There was no hope in her eyes, or fear. 

				
				
					‘It’s, it wasn’t me.’ 

				
				
					‘What wasn’t you?’ 

				
				
					‘At the picnic. Up the tree.’ 

				
				
					I’d hoped it would be that easy, that she’d understand straight away, but her eyes
					remained empty. 

				
				
					‘Of course it wasn’t you.’ 

				
				
					‘No, I mean…remember how I told you, when we were little, me and Theo would swap
					places? We swapped. Just this one time, I swear. Just today. I’m him, I’m me. I’m
					Rene.’ 

				
				
					I was sure, if she looked at me, properly looked at me, she had to see. How could
					she not see? 

				
				
					‘You’re sick.’ 

				
				
					‘I know. It was an awful thing to…’ 

				
				
					‘How could…He’s your brother, Theo. Just for once in your life, have a little bit
					of fucking respect for him.’ 

				
				
					‘Emily, just…’ 

				
				
					She stood up, but there was nowhere for her to go. 

				
				
					‘And you shouldn’t, by the way. You shouldn’t go through with this sick plan of theirs.’
					Emily turned to Maggie. ‘You’ve told him that, right? You’ve told him the last thing
					this world needs is two Theos.’ 

				
				
					‘Emily, I need you to—’ 

				
				
					‘I don’t care what you need. I don’t owe you anything, okay? One pissy little night,
					I was drunk. I don’t even remember it. How many times do I have to tell you I don’t
					even remember it?’ 

				
				
					A small tear in the curtain, a glimpse of the world that had shadowed my own. Any
					other time, I would have asked. 

				
				
					‘Emily, please sit down.’ Maggie’s voice was calm and clear. 

				
				
					We both turned to her. The first sliver of doubt lined Emily’s face. She sank back
					into the couch. 

				
				
					‘Don’t take his side,’ Emily whispered. ‘You don’t know him. He’ll manipulate—’ 

				
				
					‘Emily,’ Maggie said. ‘I’ve come here to apologise to you. I should have done a
					better job of checking the details. That, in part, is how this has happened. We should
					have known much sooner. You should have been told.’ 

				
				
					‘Known what?’ Emily shook her head, as if trying to dislodge the possibility. ‘What
					didn’t you tell me?’ 

				
				
					‘Rene is telling you the truth.’ 

				
				
					Beneath every face, there is another face, the one revealed when the defences collapse
					and vulnerability turns to despair. When it’s a face you love, the sadness is overwhelming.
					

				
				
					‘You don’t know that. You can’t know that.’ Emily looked up at Maggie. ‘He is lying
					to you. Theo, you’re an arsehole. Tell her you’re lying.’ 

				
				
					‘We chose the new paint for the flat together,’ I said. ‘Last Tuesday. You wanted
					the peach, but the painter explained to you how much brighter it would be when you
					saw the whole wall.’ 

				
				
					‘Rene told you that. So what?’ 

				
				
					‘When we hold hands, you take your little finger and press it against my palm.’ 

				
				
					‘He tells you everything. I told him not to. I told him it isn’t healthy. You sucked
					him dry. You know that don’t you?’ 

				
				
					I could have thought of a hundred different secrets to tell her, but belief, in the
					end, doesn’t turn on evidence. And the truth was, she knew. She already knew. 

				
				
					Emily might have hugged me. She might have been so glad I was still alive, that nothing
					else mattered. A tiny part of me expected it. But she didn’t, and I knew then how
					hard it would now be to ever believe she had loved me. 

				
				
					‘If I had my time over,’ I said. 

				
				
					‘You’d do it differently,’ she replied. ‘Who the fuck wouldn’t?’ 

				
				
					Emily moved toward the door. I began to follow her, but Maggie’s hand was on my arm.
					

				
				
					‘You have to wait,’ Maggie said. ‘Let her come back to you, when she’s ready.’ 

				
				
					‘I need her now,’ I answered. 

				
				
					‘I know you do.’ 

				
				
					It felt as if I was the one still point in a world of flux: that every moment, past
					and future, was moving away from me. 

				
				
					‘Take me back to my brother, please.’ 

				
				
					Let me hold him. Let him anchor me. 
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					I crawled onto his bed. Maggie didn’t try to stop me. I left my tears on his cheek.
					I felt his hip bone dig into my stomach, his bony runner’s hip. At some point I stood.
					I looked down at the face that was no longer his. He was empty, a puppet abandoned
					by its master. The brow was as flat, the eyebrows as dark, the nose as straight,
					save for the slight rounding into a bulb at the end. The eyes, beneath the lids,
					would be as brown, the bottom lip was as full, but he was empty. I ran my fingers
					over my face, felt every matching detail. Later, I remember, I sat on the floor with
					my back against the wall, and the sight of the casters on his bed struck me as the
					saddest thing I had ever seen. The body, to be wheeled away, transient. Was that
					it? The connection has escaped me. I’m forced to invent. 

				
				
					I don’t know how much time Maggie let pass. I remember standing again, looking at
					Theo, trying not to think of the picnic. Failing. 

				
				
					‘In half an hour, they’ll need to take him away,’ Maggie said. 

				
				
					‘Who says I’ll decide to go through with it?’ 

				
				
					‘We’re not presuming that. We just need to have him ready, if that is what you want,
					when the time comes.’ 

				
				
					I thought of Emily, walking away from me. Fully clothed. 

				
				
					‘Do you think he ever knew?’ I asked. 

				
				
					‘Knew what?’ 

				
				
					‘That he was dying? Do you think there was a moment?’ 

				
				
					That’s what I wanted to know. That was the pinpoint of tragedy I needed to construct.
					Theo, all alone, as we all must be, in the end. Terrified. And me, not there to hold
					his hand, say it will all be okay, tell him lies. 

				
				
					‘What are you going to tell the doctors about me?’ I asked. 

				
				
					‘We have a little time left,’ Maggie said, ‘before I need to decide.’ 

				
				
					‘So you don’t know?’ 

				
				
					‘Not entirely, no.’ 

				
				
					I didn’t believe her. 

				
				
					‘You think I might be out of my mind?’ I asked. 

				
				
					‘That’s not the test.’ 

				
				
					‘I am,’ I told her. ‘I’m coming apart. I can feel it happening.’ I don’t know what
					I was trying to do. Find something else to break, I suppose. 

				
				
					My cheap theatre left her unmoved. 

				
				
					‘Shouldn’t you tell people what’s happened?’ I asked. ‘About your mistake, I mean.’
					

				
				
					‘I did, while you were talking to your brother. I went out into the corridor.’ 

				
				
					‘I wasn’t talking to him.’ 

				
				
					‘Okay.’ 

				
				
					‘I know he can’t hear. I understand that. I didn’t even notice you’d gone. How’s
					that a sign of sanity?’ 

				
				
					‘What will you decide?’ she asked. ‘Have you thought about it?’ 

				
				
					‘It hasn’t crossed my mind.’ 

				
				
					‘These jokes waste time,’ she said. 

				
				
					‘It doesn’t feel wasted.’ 

				
				
					‘What do you want, Rene?’ 

				
				
					As if I was going to tell her that. 

				
				
					The worth of my life, in that moment, was easily measured. Just three things mattered:
					Theo, Emily, and my memories of both of them. I’d lost one; the second, I suspected,
					wasn’t coming back; and the third they were asking me to give away. What did I want?
					What I wanted made no sense, and there was no way I was telling her that. 

				
				
					More silence. Our speciality. 

				
				
					‘I want him to live,’ I said. 

				
				
					‘He’s not going to live though, is he?’ Maggie said. 

				
				
					‘No.’ 

				
				
					Me and Emily must have been put together differently, because I was out of tears.
					

				
				
					‘What’s your next choice?’ Maggie asked. 

				
				
					‘I want to do what he’d want me to do. This is for him. I just want to do something
					for him.’ 

				
				
					It wasn’t true, but it sounded plausible, the sort of thing a young man still in
					possession of his mind might say. 

				
				
					‘What would you tell somebody else, if you heard them saying that?’ 

				
				
					All I had to do was turn it around, put myself on the bed, with Theo standing beside
					it. The way Emily had thought it was. 

				
				
					‘I’d tell them that was grief talking. And grief passes. It does pass, doesn’t it?’
					

				
				
					‘Often.’ 

				
				
					‘I still do though. I still want to do what he’d want.’ 

				
				
					‘And what’s that?’ Maggie asked. 

				
				
					‘He’d want me to walk away, scatter him down by the river, where we let Mum and Dad
					go.’ 

				
				
					I heard the truth in my words. If he could talk, that’s what he’d tell me. 

				
				
					‘But?’ 

				
				
					There’s always a but. 

				
				
					‘But if we swapped places, if this was him standing here, not me, he’d go through
					with the procedure.’ 

				
				
					‘So do unto others—’ 

				
				
					‘Doesn’t always work,’ I said. 

				
				
					‘No,’ Maggie said. ‘It doesn’t.’ 

				
				
					‘So what does?’ I asked. 

				
				
					‘You want me to give you a rule for living?’ 

				
				
					‘Sure.’ 

				
				
					‘I don’t have any.’ She shrugged. ‘Sorry.’ 

				
				
					‘What if I change my mind?’ I asked her. ‘What if we go through with it, and then
					I change my mind?’ 

				
				
					She wouldn’t look at me. 

				
				
					‘You might find it better to stop thinking like that,’ she said. 

				
				
					‘Like what?’ 

				
				
					‘Thinking of yourself as just one person.’ 

				
				
					It was like feeling earth crumble at your toes, and only then realising you were
					at the edge of the cliff top. I teetered, my head swirled, maybe my eyes closed.
					I remember Maggie took hold of my elbow. 

				
				
					‘Is that possible?’ I asked. 

				
				
					‘What?’ 

				
				
					‘That one of us changes his mind and the other doesn’t?’ 

				
				
					‘I think so, sure.’ 

				
				
					‘But if we’re identical,’ I said. 

				
				
					‘You’ll have the same memories, the same thought patterns. But inevitably there’ll
					be differences.’ 

				
				
					‘What sort of differences?’ I asked. 

				
				
					She looked at me, as if answering involved making an important decision. Her face
					was a stage, and back behind the wings another world busied itself with preparations.
					

				
				
					‘From the moment you wake up, your experiences will diverge, your feedback. And
					that will set up its own development cascades.’ 

				
				
					‘That sounds like something you just made up,’ I said. 

				
				
					‘I’m not an expert,’ she admitted. 

				
				
					‘Can I talk to one?’ 

				
				
					‘I don’t know there are any,’ she said. ‘Not yet.’ 

				
				
					I felt dizzy. My feet buckled. I reached out to her shoulder, leaned against her,
					sucking in my breath. 

				
				
					‘Let’s get back to—’ 

				
				
					‘No, I’m fine. I’m just, I’m hungry. I need to eat something.’ 

				
				
					It’s amazing to me, the way the mind finds ways of making sense of its fractured
					world. 

				
				
					‘Rene.’ 

				
				
					‘What?’ 

				
				
					She stood between me and the door, blocking my way. ‘This will definitely be the
					last time. You should say goodbye.’ 

				
				
					‘I already did,’ I lied. 
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					Maggie walked with me to the cafeteria, watching no doubt, taking mental notes the
					whole way. By then, my constant second guessing had become background static. What
					would a sane person order for lunch? 

				
				
					‘You know your way back to my office?’ 

				
				
					‘You’re not going to come in, take notes on the way I eat?’ I said. Confident, pugnacious.
					A sane person would be spoiling for a fight. 

				
				
					‘I’m sure you’ll report anything out of the ordinary.’ 

				
				
					Maggie’s eyes darted past me and settled for a moment on something behind my left
					shoulder. It had affected her, her mistake. Suddenly she was nervous, skittish and
					uncertain. 

				
				
					That’s the way it is: the more we are used to having control, the more we react to
					losing it. 

				
				
					‘Sorry,’ she whispered. ‘Come on, I can get food brought to us.’ 

				
				
					She tugged at my sleeve, a strangely childish action. 

				
				
					I turned to see what had spooked her. Emily. Waiting in line with her food on a tray.
					Beside her stood a man; he was somewhere between my age and her father’s. Young enough,
					in some other circumstance, for me to feel a stab of jealousy. The man was thin and
					casually dressed. His head was held high, as if he was aware of his good looks. He
					leaned forward, to whisper something to Emily. The body language was easy, familiar.
					She looked up, and caught my eye. 

				
				
					‘We need to go.’ I heard the urgency in Maggie’s voice. 

				
				
					‘Why?’ 

				
				
					Emily shook her head, not at me, but at the man. 

				
				
					‘That man she is with, he’s a journalist. An activist journalist. He shouldn’t be
					here. The hospital is supposed to be in lockdown. I’ll call security.’ 

				
				
					Maggie’s hand went to her earpiece. She mumbled her instructions. Too late, Emily
					and the man were coming over. I didn’t move. 

				
				
					Emily and I faced one another. There had been a moment in the musical, exactly like
					this; it wasn’t clear whether we would dance or fight. 

				
				
					‘You’re not permitted to be in the building,’ Maggie said. 

				
				
					‘Settle, love, I’m just leaving,’ the journalist replied. 

				
				
					I imagine Maggie and the journalist were staring at one another, too. All I saw was
					Emily. The truth had settled on her. I, Rene, was alive. Theo’s fate was less certain.
					

				
				
					Emily still bristled, but the anger was deeper now, more complicated. 

				
				
					‘There’s something I need to say to you,’ she said. 

				
				
					‘Rene, I think we should—’ Maggie leaned close, her hand on my arm. 

				
				
					‘Why, don’t you want him to hear it?’ The journalist’s voice was full of fight. ‘Do
					you want me to publish that you refused his girlfriend a chance to talk to him about—’
					

				
				
					‘You publish anything about what happens inside this hospital—’ 

				
				
					‘Careful now, threats make excellent headlines.’ 

				
				
					‘Security are on their way.’ 

				
				
					Emily turned back to the journalist, as if uncertain. He nodded his encouragement.
					

				
				
					‘Just say what you told me you wanted to say,’ he said. 

				
				
					‘Emily, you don’t have to do anything this man—’ 

				
				
					‘He’s dead, Rene,’ Emily spoke as if the other conversation was unrelated to ours.
					As if we were the only two people in the corridor. Her stage trick. ‘Theo’s dead.’
					

				
				
					‘I know that,’ I said. 

				
				
					‘I don’t think you do.’ Her voice was shaking. Her face took on an expression I’d
					only seen once before, when I’d paid her an unexpected visit, and she hadn’t heard
					me come in. That time she was on her knees, her eyes closed in prayer. I misunderstood.
					I thought she was just reaching down for something, under the bed. 

				
				
					How’s God today? I’d asked. It was meant to be a joke. 

				
				
					The expression was not one of embarrassment, although I think she felt that too.
					It was the look of having been exposed, or rather of the gap between us having been
					exposed. A gap too wide for either of us to reach across, so we’d ignored it. Her
					face then spoke of fragility, and the sadness that comes from understanding how easily
					everything can disappear. We covered it over quickly that time: an apology, a smile,
					a change in the conversation. But we both knew some unassailable fact of the future
					had leaked back into that moment. And now, the future had arrived. 

				
				
					Emily’d had her head shaved for an audition two weeks before, and the first millimetre
					of fuzz had recolonised her scalp. I liked to rub it; she would roll her tongue to
					make a sound like a purring cat. All those little intimacies that translate so poorly
					beyond four walls. Now I could no more reach out to her hair than I could rub my
					head against her breasts. Her eyes were bloodshot and her cheeks were dulled by drying
					tears. Her eyelashes were clumped and there was a red mark on her neck, just below
					her ear, small and angry, the beginning of a pimple. She was half a head shorter
					than me, a woman with her head tilted ever upwards, inquisitive, combative. 

				
				
					The guards, wherever they were, were taking their time. 

				
				
					‘You know the first thing Theo ever told me about you?’ Emily said. ‘It was at one
					of the early rehearsals, before you joined the cast. He told me about when you were
					little, and you found a bumble bee with a damaged wing. He said you kept it in a
					plastic container. You gave it flowers and honey and water, and a big overturned
					shell to crawl under. People told you they only lived a few days, but you insisted
					on looking after it, and you kept it alive for three months.’ 

				
				
					I got the feeling it wasn’t the first time today she’d told that story. Eulogy turned
					accusation. 

				
				
					‘Is that true?’ 

				
				
					‘Some of it,’ I said. 

				
				
					‘What did he lie about?’ Emily asked. 

				
				
					‘I’m pretty sure he was the one who found the bee. Why did he tell you that, do you
					think?’ 

				
				
					‘I think he was trying to sound sweet,’ she said. 

				
				
					‘Yeah, me too. So what’s your point?’ I didn’t mean to sound so aggressive. I watched
					her flinch. 

				
				
					‘Just to remind you, that that’s how you are,’ she said. ‘That you see something
					broken, and you immediately think it’s your responsibility to fix it. And sometimes
					you can’t.’ 

				
				
					The journalist leaned forward, as if to will the next sentence out of her. I heard
					footsteps, and turned to their source: two security guards—not huge men, but determined,
					business-like—approaching fast. 

				
				
					‘All right, sir, I need you to come with us now. Any recording devices you have must
					be—’ 

				
				
					‘Okay, okay.’ The journalist held his hands in the air, as if surrendering to a gun.
					

				
				
					‘And the girl?’ the older of the guards asked. 

				
				
					What was left of his hair was meanly cropped. I noticed a stud in his left ear, and
					beneath the cuff of his uniform, the beginning of a tattoo. Something reptilian.
					

				
				
					‘She can stay,’ Maggie said. 

				
				
					‘Come on, sir, this way.’ 

				
				
					As they moved off, the journalist tipped his head close to mine. 

				
				
					‘What will be left, Rene? When this is done, what stories shall we tell ourselves?’
					

				
				
					His head jerked backwards. The younger guard, a wiry man with a barely contained
					enthusiasm for violence, had the journalist’s arm behind his back in a flash, with
					the wrist locked backwards, tight enough for the sentence to finish in a grunt of
					pain. 

				
				
					And then there were three. 

				
				
					‘I’m sorry,’ Maggie said. ‘We can’t allow this to become a media event.’ 

				
				
					‘Too late for that,’ Emily said. 

				
				
					‘Perhaps.’ 

				
				
					Silence. I imagined the day as a theatre script. Pause. A silence. They wait. 

				
				
					Emily stayed quiet. Perhaps, without the journalist near, she had lost her confidence.
					Or perhaps she had never wanted to say it. And I had nothing to add but sorry. It
					was up to Maggie, to get us talking. 

				
				
					‘I feel terrible about the mix-up, and I will, in due course, do anything I can to
					help you, but right now, we have other—’ 

				
				
					‘Can I talk to him?’ Emily asked. ‘Just five minutes. Me and him, alone.’ 

				
				
					Her eyes filled with tears. She looked lost, diminished. I wanted to hold her. She
					was right: I did want to fix things. I wanted to fix this. 

				
				
					Maggie hesitated. ‘I don’t mean to appear unsympathetic, but time is—’ 

				
				
					‘Just five minutes, please.’ 

				
				
					Maggie was about to agree, but Dr Huxley appeared. His earlier calmness had gone,
					as if some strange vibration had passed through the hospital, knocking everybody
					from their equilibrium. He spoke quickly, the command cracking like the end of a
					whip. 

				
				
					‘Back to the office, both of you.’ 

				
				
					‘We just needed to see Emily,’ Maggie tried to explain. ‘The admission details became—’
					

				
				
					‘I’m aware of your mistake,’ he snapped. 

				
				
					‘Emily and I just need five—’ 

				
				
					‘There is no time. Theo cannot wait.’ 

				
				
					I can’t imagine it was accidental, the use of his name like that. 

				
				
					‘Say your goodbyes.’ 

				
				
					Emily wrapped her arms about herself, as if she was cold, and bit her bottom lip.
					She looked at the space between her feet and mine and spoke as if she were practising
					lines. 

				
				
					‘I love you, Rene. I wanted us to move in together, find a place. I was going to
					ask you, tonight, at dinner. I was terrified you’d say no.’ 

				
				
					‘I wouldn’t have,’ I whispered. 

				
				
					‘But if you do this,’ she said, ‘then who will there be for me to love? Can you tell
					me that?’ 

				
				
					‘Ms Watts, do I need to call the security?’ 

				
				
					I took Emily in my arms, and felt her wet cheek against my neck. 

				
				
					‘Me,’ I told her. ‘You can love me.’ My throat tightened. I held my breath, counted.
					

				
				
					‘Which one of you?’ 

				
				
					After the first time I’d stayed at Emily’s house for the weekend, Theo had asked
					me if it was love. I said I didn’t know. How would you measure it? He said, well
					if me and Emily were both drowning, which one would you save first? 

				
				
					I’d said, you’re a better swimmer than I am, and didn’t think about it again. 

				
				
					‘I’m not trying to hurt you,’ I said. 

				
				
					‘Don’t do it,’ she whispered. ‘Don’t let them.’ 

				
				
					I felt Doctor Huxley’s hand on my elbow, moving us apart. 

				
				
					I love the smell of Emily, the exact temperature of her skin against mine. Just
					thinking of it, even now, makes me want to cry. I let go and she didn’t meet my eye.
					She turned and walked down the corridor. 

				
				
					I waited for her to look back, so that I could wave goodbye, but she never did. 
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					When we got to the office, Doctor Huxley pulled Maggie back out into the corridor.
					I wondered if her mistake would cost her job. 

				
				
					I waited and thought of Emily, walking away, and what she’d meant by the bee story.
					I thought of the journalist, and what the other thing was, that he had wanted Emily
					to tell me. And I thought of Theo, because I had no choice. 

				
				
					And here, as I remember it, thought is the wrong word. Thought does not capture the
					feeling of simply receiving: of being bludgeoned, again and again, by the ugly, intransigent
					truth. 

				
				
					They didn’t leave me there for long. The clock was ticking. They hadn’t resolved
					their differences; Maggie’s lips were bitten-thin, her jaw locked, her eyes taking
					shelter behind her glasses. The doctor motioned for me to sit down. I’d been pacing.
					

				
				
					Huxley pulled up his chair and Maggie moved into hers, completing the triangle. He
					wasted no time. 

				
				
					‘As you know, Maggie has spent the last hours assessing your emotional and psychological
					state. The decision we are asking you to make is a huge one, and no person could
					feel adequately prepared for it. Nevertheless, there is a fine difference, an important
					difference, between a mind that is strained and one that is broken. This is not a
					perfect science, and everything the two of you have talked about has been carefully
					recorded, for future reference. You will have unrestricted access to this file,
					and will be able to share it with whomsoever you choose. Whatever you may think of
					this process, and I admit many aspects of it have been rushed and unfortunate, it
					is not the case, must not be the case, that it involves any degree of subterfuge.
					We have told you all you need to know, and you are free to ask any questions. The
					decision you make today will be yours and yours alone. 

				
				
					‘But, in the first instance, there is Maggie’s assessment. And so I have asked her
					now, to report back to us both on her findings. I would like you to understand that
					she has not yet told me what she has concluded.’ 

				
				
					He turned to Maggie, who nodded her confirmation. 

				
				
					‘Before Maggie begins, do you have any questions?’ 

				
				
					The room tightened, squeezed by need and impossibility. 

				
				
					‘The journalist, the one with Emily, he asked me, what stories shall we tell ourselves,’
					I said. ‘What did he mean?’ 

				
				
					I have many faults, they can be easily read in my story, but I’m not stupid. I watched
					the two of them squirming in their seats, preparing their lies. 

				
				
					‘Which of us are you asking?’ the doctor said. 

				
				
					‘You weren’t there,’ I pointed out. ‘But perhaps you can guess, as well as she can.’
					

				
				
					They looked at each other. 

				
				
					‘I don’t know what he meant,’ Maggie said. 

				
				
					‘And if you were forced to guess?’ I asked. 

				
				
					‘Are you forcing me?’ 

				
				
					‘I’m trying to.’ 

				
				
					‘I honestly don’t know, Rene. I’m sorry.’ She looked at the doctor. He nodded. 

				
				
					‘It’s the same for me, unfortunately. I couldn’t speculate.’ He met my eye with a
					steady gaze. 

				
				
					I thought at the time, and I think this still, that he wasn’t trying to be evasive.
					He wasn’t trying to hurt me, but neither was he trying to protect me. Because, for
					him, I was a small part of a greater good, a necessary negative element in a far
					larger equation. My mistake was not in trusting him, but in neglecting to turn the
					question back to Maggie. With her admissions error, a crack had opened through which
					I could peer. And for all I didn’t know about her, I knew she wasn’t like him. 

				
				
					‘Is there anything else?’ Doctor Huxley asked. 

				
				
					‘No, I don’t think so.’ 

				
				
					‘Then—’ he turned again to Maggie ‘—please deliver your findings.’ 

				
				
					When she spoke it was not to me, but to the doctor. I was there simply to bear witness,
					experience myself rendered in the third person. 

				
				
					‘Rene’s relationship with his brother, though at times troubled, can be characterised
					as extremely close and caring. Although Rene exhibits a range of classic shock symptoms,
					there is no evidence that he is in denial. He has grasped the implications of the
					brain death of his brother, Theo. He has, throughout our interview, displayed a
					keen intelligence, and I have never doubted he has the confidence required to question
					or challenge any part of this process. Rene carries significant guilt regarding his
					brother’s accident, which in my opinion he is yet to properly process. Nevertheless,
					it is also my opinion that the unprocessed nature of this conflict does not constitute
					a compromised capacity for informed participation in this procedure. 

				
				
					‘The situation leading to Theo’s accident has also placed great stress on his other
					key relationship, and in this respect Rene can be categorised as being especially
					troubled. Against this, the manner of the interactions I witnessed between the two
					suggest that, even in these circumstances, Rene has not lost sight of the values
					that he cleaved to prior to the incident. 

				
				
					‘Rene is understandably troubled by the philosophical and psychological complexity
					of the proposed operation but this, in my opinion, would be true of anybody, and
					as such can have no bearing upon the issue of capacity. 

				
				
					‘And so,’ she paused, even though the conclusion was now clear, ‘it is my professional
					assessment that Rene is, at this time, capable of making the decision required of
					him.’ 

				
				
					Relief flooded through me, followed immediately by fear. The effect was disorientating,
					like being dragged backwards through a familiar dream. From the moment I first met
					Maggie, the barrier had appeared insurmountable. That I would want to do this, take
					my every memory, my self, and dump it on my brother’s body, was surely reason enough
					to find me of unfit mind. And yet the waters had parted, without fanfare or drama,
					as if there had never been any intention to do anything but find me sane. Unnamed
					possibilities jostled offstage, seeking out the raw nerve ends of my fear. 

				
				
					‘And have any considerations, be they personal or professional, beyond the clearly
					defined terms of your investigation, influenced you in this decision?’ the doctor
					intoned. 

				
				
					I realised the recording was still in progress. And that, as much as my being there,
					might have been why he had taken her into the corridor for their earlier conversation.
					

				
				
					‘No, they have not.’ 

				
				
					‘Thank you, Maggie.’ 

				
				
					He turned to me, apparently uninterested in my reaction. ‘And now, young man, I will
					not insult you by explaining again how important, or complex, the decision ahead
					of you is. Nor am I able to advise you. You will be left alone now. You can press
					this button to call us back at any time, either to ask further questions, or to give
					your decision. At this point, it is not possible for you to speak with anybody else,
					and I must remind you that if, in the next ninety minutes, you are unable to reach
					a decision, then the window will have closed. In this instance, not to decide is
					to decide.’ 

				
				
					They rose as one, her job completed, he not yet knowing if his skills would be called
					upon. Doctor Huxley held the door open, so that his body formed a shield between
					Maggie and me. Yet, remarkably, she managed to thwart him: a note, scribbled on a
					piece of paper no bigger than a thumbnail, too small to make any sound as it floated
					to the floor. Had I not been watching her arse as she walked away, I’d have never
					seen it fall. 

				
				
					Pen on paper, the timeless tradition. Three words, crammed tiny across the white
					space. 

				
				
					Talk to me. 

				
				
					How? 

				
				
					I waited fifteen minutes, not for a better idea, but for a suitable interval that
					my first, desperate plan might appear credible. I pushed the call button. Maggie
					and the Doctor arrived together. Huxley appeared slightly harried. Perhaps I had
					interrupted his preparations. I was counting on it. 

				
				
					‘I need a toilet,’ I told them. Technically, the truth. A toilet, or some other place
					where two people might talk undetected, and unrecorded. I hoped she understood. Now,
					as I think back, I can’t say exactly why I needed to hear from her. It seems strange
					to me, from this distance. Part curiosity, I am sure, and part, although it speaks
					poorly of me, infatuation. 

				
				
					‘I’ll show you.’ The doctor stood back and let me pass. 

				
				
					I didn’t dare look at Maggie. 

				
				
					I hoped the doctor would be too busy or self-important to stand guard in the corridor.
					

				
				
					‘You know the way back?’ he asked. And then, as if an afterthought, ‘Are you all
					right, Rene?’ 

				
				
					‘As could be expected, in the circumstances.’ 

				
				
					Doctor Huxley nodded, apparently satisfied. I had no excuse to linger so I entered
					the bathroom while he hovered at the door. Perhaps he would wait, perhaps he wouldn’t.
					That was how it would be. 
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					The bathroom held no surprises: a large shower-room-and-toilet in one, with sturdy
					support rails screwed into the wall. A plain rectangular mirror was fixed above the
					basin. Beside it was a poster instructing users in the thorough washing of hands.
					My reflection had red, puffy eyes and blotchy skin. The lighting was honest and cruel.
					My hair, usually neat, had been anxiously fingered into shapelessness. I looked
					like death. 

				
				
					There was nothing to do but wait. I played unthinkingly with a shower control and
					was reprimanded by a burst of cold water, soaking my shoulder and neck. 

				
				
					There was a quiet knock. 

				
				
					Maggie moved into the room. She locked the door behind her. 

				
				
					‘You could lose your job for this,’ I said. 

				
				
					‘It’s not altogether clear I’ll be keeping it after today, anyway,’ she replied.
					

				
				
					A short pause, although we both knew we couldn’t afford it. 

				
				
					‘So, here we are, then.’ I spoke too loudly, and whispered an apology; it sounded
					puny and comical. I wondered if I should turn on a tap, to mask our conversation,
					the way they did in the movies. Like every other thing I could think of, it felt
					instantly foolish. 

				
				
					‘You shouldn’t do it.’ Maggie leaned against the basin. I stood in the middle of
					the room, unsupported. An orange shower curtain hung limply by my side. 

				
				
					‘You could have found me incompetent,’ I said. 

				
				
					‘They have the recording. It would have been clear to them I’d interfered.’ 

				
				
					‘Really? I lied to you, the whole way through. I’m not doing this for them, I’m doing
					it to save my brother.’ 

				
				
					‘I know you are.’ 

				
				
					‘And I can’t. That’s what they say, isn’t it? It won’t be him who comes back. So
					how can I be in my right mind, when I’m taking this risk to achieve something that
					is impossible?’ 

				
				
					‘How can you be insane, when you understand your own motives so clearly?’ 

				
				
					It could have been a trick, I suppose. The whole thing might have been set up to
					get this very confession from me, one last check. But I had come to believe they
					weren’t that interested in checks and balances. 

				
				
					‘By the time they reviewed the interview, it would have been too late,’ I said. 

				
				
					‘Not for retribution.’ 

				
				
					‘So you would let me risk my life for the sake of your own career?’ 

				
				
					‘I’m here aren’t I?’ 

				
				
					I nodded. She was. It was my turn to watch and wait. Her pulled-back hair made her
					forehead appear unnaturally large. I imagined her bald, as Emily had been. She would
					have looked like an alien. 

				
				
					‘I don’t think you understand what it is you’re being asked to do,’ she said. 

				
				
					‘So tell me.’ 

				
				
					‘I don’t think I understand either.’ 

				
				
					The way she looked at me was different now, as if my face was a surprise to her,
					a new thing to be considered. 

				
				
					‘I don’t think they’re going to let me stay in here very long,’ I said. 

				
				
					Maggie frowned, paused. The caution I had taken to be part of her technique was in
					fact native to her. 

				
				
					‘I would like to ask you some more questions, questions I wasn’t able to ask you
					in the interview. Is that all right?’ 

				
				
					I nodded. 

				
				
					‘I’m sorry if I am blunt, but time is— Assume the operation is a success.’ 

				
				
					‘Do you think it will be?’ I asked. 

				
				
					‘I don’t know. Probably, yes. I don’t think they have lied to you about that.’ 

				
				
					‘What have they lied to me about?’ 

				
				
					I gathered the bottom of the curtain in my hand and twisted it. I felt the moisture
					pool in my palm: water, sweat, dirt, dead skin cells, bacteria. Mostly, we are bacteria.
					

				
				
					‘When the operation is over, they have told you they will take Theo away, is that
					right?’ 

				
				
					‘At first. For twelve months. So that we are apart.’ 

				
				
					‘Why does that matter?’ Maggie asked. ‘Did they say?’ 

				
				
					‘They think, if we are left together, both with the same memories, both thinking
					we’re me, that it might, it might be confusing for us. But if we’ve had twelve months
					to accumulate our own histories, become our own people…It’s an unknown, that’s how
					they put it to me. They’re controlling an unknown.’ 

				
				
					‘Won’t you want to see him?’ Maggie asked. 

				
				
					‘They’ll bring him back eventually.’ 

				
				
					‘Yes, and there’s the problem.’ 

				
				
					She’d tried to lead me here before. I can see that now. 

				
				
					‘I don’t understand.’ 

				
				
					‘Let me ask another question. What if, during the operation, there was a mix up,
					and Theo was left here, with Emily, and you were taken away, to be rehabilitated?
					How would you feel about that?’ 

				
				
					‘I don’t know. Well, not good. I’d prefer to be back here. But, I suppose it depends
					upon what they have planned for the rehabilitation, perhaps it would be—’ 

				
				
					‘You’re not listening to me.’ Frustration squeezed her voice. ‘You’re not thinking
					about this.’ 

				
				
					‘Then tell me.’ 

				
				
					But understanding doesn’t work like that. You have to put the puzzle together yourself.
					There is no other way. 

				
				
					‘You’re smart. If you can’t see it, it’s because you don’t want to.’ She moved her
					weight off the rim of the basin, as if she was about to leave. I felt a surge of
					anxiety froth into anger. 

				
				
					‘And that’s it, that’s all you’re giving me?’ 

				
				
					She moved toward the door. ‘I need to get back, before they notice I’m gone.’ 

				
				
					‘You can’t.’ I grasped her arm. ‘You think not knowing who I am is going to do my
					head in.’ 

				
				
					‘No, not head.’ She paused for a moment, the way an actor might, in the moment before
					they exit. ‘Heads.’ 

				
				
					There are some things, when finally you understand them, it is as if you have always
					known them, as if a place had been set aside for their arrival. I turned to the basin
					and gripped its rim. I stared down the plughole. 

				
				
					‘The elephant in the room,’ I muttered. 

				
				
					‘Two rooms,’ Maggie said. ‘One elephant. One elephant in two rooms.’ 

				
				
					I felt her hand on the top of my back. I think, if understanding had come some other
					way, I might have resisted it. But coming this late, by the time I turned to fight
					it, it was already a part of me. 

				
				
					‘You see now, don’t you?’ Maggie asked. 

				
				
					I looked up at the mirror. Her face was small at my shoulder, watching intently.
					

				
				
					‘You said it once, when I was with him. You said I need to stop thinking of it being
					about him and me.’ 

				
				
					‘I shouldn’t have,’ she said. ‘It was a risk.’ 

				
				
					‘If it works, and we both wake up—’ my voice was small, as if spoken by somebody
					else, coming to us from across a great distance ‘—then I wake up twice. I wake up
					as two different people.’ 

				
				
					So obvious, so inevitable. It’s not that I hadn’t known, it was an inescapable part
					of the deal. What I hadn’t done, though, was experience the great coming apart of
					the self that would surely follow. You will wake up twice. I tried to imagine it,
					but it was like trying to imagine a round square, or a colour bigger than sadness.
					

				
				
					‘What will that be like, do you think?’ I asked her. 

				
				
					‘I don’t know.’ 

				
				
					I could see the deliberate patience on Maggie’s face, waiting for me to round the
					final bend. I turned to her. The mirror had been deceptive, we were almost touching.
					The space between us felt compressed, resistant. ‘Will I know what he is thinking?’
					

				
				
					As I asked the question, I knew how inadequate it was. 

				
				
					‘Yes and no.’ 

				
				
					‘I said he. I said will I know what he is thinking.’ 

				
				
					‘Yes, you did.’ 

				
				
					‘It’s because, I don’t know how else to think of it, except to think of it in a way
					that is wrong.’ I would get there, soon, arrive at that place where the emptiness
					expanding within me would have a name. First though, the terror. I saw Maggie’s relief.
					She had done what she needed to. I was informed. 

				
				
					‘That’s what you’ve been saying, isn’t it? Not head, but heads. After the operation,
					I will wake up in my own body, and I will wake up in Theo’s, and…which one will I
					be? Who will I be?’ 

				
				
					It was like a tangle of string with only one end: apparently simple, yet insoluble.
					‘I’m frightened.’ 

				
				
					‘Yes, you are.’ 

				
				
					‘You think I should be, don’t you?’ 

				
				
					‘Yes, yes I do.’ 

				
				
					‘Tell me honestly, what will this do to me?’ 

				
				
					She looked away, spoke to the floor. ‘I can only guess. It’s not as if there are…’
					

				
				
					‘Guess.’ 

				
				
					‘You’ll lose your mind.’ 

				
				
					‘Minds.’ 

				
				
					‘Yes. You’ll lose your minds.’ 

				
				
					I could feel the warmth of her words in my face. My back was to the basin now. It
					was up to her to step away. 

				
				
					‘Explain that.’ 

				
				
					So close I could see the flaws in her perfect skin, could finally imagine her and
					I walking the same street without one of us looking out of place. 

				
				
					‘My job is to help people stay intact, to keep them whole. That’s what I trained
					for. The first thing you learn about the mind is how delicate it is, how easily it
					can come apart. When we are well, the world feels solid, there are a thousand different
					certainties we can call upon to conjure up the self: that our memories are reliable,
					that our senses do not lie to us, that the world means us no harm, that we are loved,
					and capable of loving, that other minds share our world, that our words have meaning
					to them, that we can touch each other. That we exist. But the whole thing is a trick
					of balance and perspective, and knowing when to look away. The most surprising thing
					can trigger a crisis. In the old days we would have called it a crisis of faith,
					now we call it a crisis of being. Lose just one of those certainties, and you will
					quickly discover how many others it was holding in place. 

				
				
					‘I don’t know if this will destroy you, Rene. Perhaps you are particularly robust
					in your construction. But that, I have found, is highly unpredictable. If I had to
					guess, I would guess you will come apart.’ 

				
				
					‘We will come apart.’ 

				
				
					‘There’s no pronoun for what you will be. That in itself should serve as a warning.’
					

				
				
					‘What certainties? What will I lose?’ 

				
				
					A frown crinkled her nose and forehead. ‘I don’t know I can name it, exactly. That’s
					the problem.’ 

				
				
					‘But I should fear it anyway?’ 

				
				
					She shook her head. ‘No, I should try to explain.’ 

				
				
					In some other place, time ticked on, but in the bathroom, it waited patiently. Maggie’s
					eyes narrowed. The lines around them were delicate, barely drawn. 

				
				
					‘Are you afraid of dying?’ she asked. 

				
				
					‘You said so yourself, the chance of anything going wrong—’ 

				
				
					‘Not from the operation. I mean eventually. One day, you will be dead. The world
					will continue without you. Does that frighten you?’ 

				
				
					‘I try not to think about it,’ I said. 

				
				
					‘And days like today, when you have no choice?’ 

				
				
					‘It’s—’ I looked for the right word, knowing full well no such word existed. ‘I don’t
					like it.’ 

				
				
					She nodded, as if that was admission enough. 

				
				
					‘When I was a child,’ she said, ‘I developed a fear of falling asleep. I tried to
					explain it to my mother, but she didn’t understand. She thought I was just afraid
					I would never wake up, that I would die in my sleep. She told me how unlikely that
					was. But she’d missed the point.’ 

				
				
					‘What point?’ Although I already knew. Doesn’t everybody? 

				
				
					‘I wasn’t afraid sleep would lead to my death. I was afraid sleep was death. That
					every night, I died.’ 

				
				
					‘But we wake from sleep,’ I said. 

				
				
					‘Somebody wakes,’ she answered. 

				
				
					‘I wake.’ 

				
				
					‘How do you know it’s you?’ 

				
				
					I shrugged, reluctant to take the only move she had left me. 

				
				
					‘It’s obvious.’ 

				
				
					Maggie’s voice dropped. Neither of us mentioned the way I was shaking. 

				
				
					‘If, during this procedure, you die, but your memories are saved, and transferred
					to your brother’s body, so when he wakes it is just obvious to him that he is you,
					does that mean you haven’t really died?’ 

				
				
					‘I don’t know.’ 

				
				
					‘I think you need to know. Before you decide what to do, you have to be comfortable
					with your answer to that question.’ She stared at me, as if expecting, there and
					then, I might reach some understanding. ‘He holds your memories. The doctors lie
					to him, say the operation was a failure and Theo is dead. He wakes, and believes
					he is you. So does everybody else. If you knew that was going to be the outcome,
					would that be like dying, or like falling asleep?’ 

				
				
					I said ‘dying’ but the word didn’t fit. I tried ‘sleep’. Same problem. 

				
				
					Maggie pressed even closer. My certainty shrank before her. 

				
				
					‘I wouldn’t be afraid,’ I said. The words came first, then the shadow of belief.
					‘If my memories survive, so do I.’ 

				
				
					‘What if there are errors in the memories? If the replication is only approximate?’
					

				
				
					‘All memory contains errors.’ My raised voice bounced back at me, as sharp and unwelcome
					as her questions. 

				
				
					She pressed again. 

				
				
					‘So what if the transfer is unsuccessful, and you both die, but a madman wakes, having
					read your story, and believes he is you? He thinks the government has erased his
					memories, and left him to walk the streets. Now are you dead?’ 

				
				
					‘Of course I am.’ 

				
				
					‘Because?’ 

				
				
					‘My memories are gone.’ 

				
				
					‘He knows a little bit about you. He has some of your memories, just with a lot of
					errors.’ 

				
				
					‘That’s ridiculous,’ I said. 

				
				
					‘Yes it is. Somewhere, a line is drawn, between us and the world. And this operation
					challenges that boundary. What about an amnesiac, who awakes having lost his memories
					and must learn of his past from scratch? Has he died? How can we be just memories?
					How does that leave us with enough?’ 

				
				
					‘What else could we be?’ I asked her. 

				
				
					‘I don’t know, but surely something. Hope demands it.’ 

				
				
					I wanted her to hold me. I wanted her words to stop, and my tears. 

				
				
					‘I think that’s what you’ll lose first. That hope,’ she said. 

				
				
					I felt a first hint of what it might mean to come apart completely. 

				
				
					‘What if the glue that holds us together is a story?’ Maggie whispered. ‘Two people
					wake. The same, yet separate. A contradiction.’ 

				
				
					I couldn’t look at her. 

				
				
					‘You asked me if I thought he knew,’ she said. 

				
				
					‘Who?’ 

				
				
					‘Theo. You asked me if I thought there was a moment when he knew he was dying. It
					upsets you, doesn’t it, the thought of that.’ 

				
				
					‘Of course it upsets me.’ 

				
				
					‘Why?’ 

				
				
					Two hours before, I would have refused to answer. ‘I should have been there.’ 

				
				
					‘You couldn’t have saved him.’ 

				
				
					‘But he shouldn’t have been alone. Not then.’ 

				
				
					‘We die alone,’ Maggie said. ‘That’s how it is.’ 

				
				
					‘It would make a difference to me, to have him there, holding me. Give me something
					to focus on.’ 

				
				
					‘Something other than what?’ She was relentless. But she had to ask. 

				
				
					‘The fear.’ 

				
				
					‘And what is it we are afraid of? Why does death terrify us?’ 

				
				
					‘Because, it’s…’ I looked for the right words, and discarded every option. 

				
				
					I will miss it. In that instant of leaving, I will miss the life that I am to be
					deprived of, but that will quickly pass. I will be desperately sorry, that I cannot
					stay, that my love has reduced to its last measly portions, too meagre to go around.
					Knowing that they will cry, when I am gone, and I will not be able to reach out and
					hold them, that makes me desperately sad. I will regret all that I have not done,
					all that can not be done, all that can not be undone. All of that is awful, unbearably
					awful, but none of it is frightening. 

				
				
					So what is there to fear? I could think of nothing but the nothingness. The inconceivability
					of a world in which I did not exist. The inevitable impossibility of no longer being.
					

				
				
					‘My fear got worse and worse, until eventually I was staying awake most of the night,’
					Maggie said. ‘My mother took me to see her brother, who was a deeply religious man.
					My mother didn’t believe in God, but she thought her brother might be able to help
					me. Perhaps she thought that he would convert me, and it would last just long enough
					to get me past my problem. A temporary inoculation. 

				
				
					‘My uncle listened to my story, and then he said: I can’t help you with your fear,
					Margaret. I can only tell you why I don’t share it. You see, I believe I have a soul,
					and that soul is part of what helps me see and feel and know the world. I am not
					frightened of dying, because I believe the soul will outlast the body, and I am not
					frightened of sleeping, because when I sleep, my soul sleeps beside me. 

				
				
					‘I thought about it for a moment, and then I said to him, my mother doesn’t believe
					in the soul, but when she goes to bed, she isn’t frightened. Why is that, do you
					think? 

				
				
					‘I remember he reached out to me. He was a big man, and his hand covered my head
					like a helmet. A smile spread beneath his thick beard. 

				
				
					Maybe your mother just uses a different word, he said. 

				
				
					What word? 

				
				
					She doesn’t believe in her soul, but she believes in her self. You believe in your
					self, don’t you Maggie? You believe you exist? 

				
				
					I nodded. 

				
				
					Then sleeping isn’t dying, my uncle said. It can’t be.’ 

				
				
					Maggie stopped, as if there was nothing left to say. 

				
				
					‘Think about that,’ she said. 

				
				
					‘Think about what?’ I whispered. I didn’t want her to leave. 

				
				
					‘The stories we use to talk ourselves into existence.’ 

				
				
					Questions queued, jostled, foundered. Fragments of understanding jigsawed together,
					then dissolved. My mouth hung open. I could hear my own breathing: heavy, laborious.
					

				
				
					‘I don’t even know what—’ 

				
				
					There was a knock at the door. I jumped backwards and the tap handle bruised my spine.
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					‘Are you all right in there, Rene?’ Doctor Huxley’s voice. 

				
				
					‘Yeah, just finished, thanks.’ 

				
				
					I stared at Maggie. We both listened for his footsteps, but he didn’t move away.
					Maggie eased back, and quietly pulled the shower curtain across. I unlocked the door
					and slid it open, just enough to pass through. If Doctor Huxley had looked past me,
					there was no hiding the shape behind the curtain. 

				
				
					‘Have you decided?’ he asked. 

				
				
					‘I need more time.’ It was the truth. 

				
				
					‘There’s not much.’ 

				
				
					‘I know.’ 

				
				
					‘I’ll take you back to Maggie’s office. I’ll call again in thirty minutes, that’s
					the most I can give you.’ 

				
				
					He must have been tempted, in that moment, to try to sway me. To his credit, he left
					me with my thoughts, and thirty dwindling minutes. 

				
				
					The first five I wasted, waiting for Maggie to come back and explain herself. The
					next three I spent telling myself I needed to concentrate. Don’t panic. Don’t screw
					up. Don’t think of a polar bear. My father’s voice reached out through the years.
					If you don’t understand something, write down everything you think you know about
					it. It was all I had. 

				
				
					I turned to Maggie’s desk and selected a keyboard. Life and death, as best I understood
					it, reduced to bullet points. 

				
				
					
					
						• I want to save him. 

					
					
						• I can’t save him. 

					
					
						• I might be able to save something. 

					
					
						• Trying might kill me. 

					
					
						• It might not. 

					
					
						• Even if I do not die, I might lose my mind. 

					
					
						• If the operation is successful, I will wake twice: identical but apart, separate,
						both me. 

					
					
						• I cannot imagine it. 

					
				
				
				
					The list took me fifteen minutes to write. 

				
				
					Seven minutes left to decide. 

				
				
					I was eighteen, and my brother was dying. Or dead—a cat in a box, a matter of perspective.
					I looked at the screen. I read over the points, hoping to read something new there,
					something important. They might as well have been written by a stranger. 

				
				
					I knew nothing. I felt nothing but thrumming despair. Nature abhors a vacuum. A
					memory washed in, so sweet that it hurt. The hot sun burnt a hole in the sky. Seagulls
					wheeled and screeched: ugly, greedy creatures, freed from thoughts and memories.
					My skin was the deep brown of late summer. The salt from the sea had dried prickly
					on my back. My red shorts flapped as I ran. My feet reached, arched, flexed and sprang.
					My lungs burned. My body sang the song of youth, of possibility, of striving. 

				
				
					He ran beside me. My brother, my other. In the fast approaching distance, the log
					that was our finish line. I pulled ahead, turned to him, felt invincible. He came
					up again, his smile wide, his stomach ripped by exertion. He looked good, my mirror.
					Fit and beautiful. It was inconceivable that we would ever grow old. Sweat stung
					my eyes. My pace slipped; I had underestimated the distance. He pumped the air. I
					pushed forward, too late. He hurdled the log and his whoop swept ahead of him, up
					the headlands, past the windswept kanuka, tickling the blood red bloom of the Christmas
					pohutukawa. I followed him into the water. We dove together beneath the first set
					of waves. My lungs were empty but I held on, determined to outlast him. We broke
					the surface together. He hit me just below the chest, a shoulder charge that took
					us both off our feet. We wrestled, snorted oceans. We laughed. That moment lives
					inside me, still. 

				
				
					I watched the bullet points fade to an empty abstraction, while my brother’s body
					lay warm and ready. I did not feel the decision happen. One moment I did not know,
					and the next I did. We would run again, along that beach. Him and me, or we or them,
					it didn’t matter. They told me I couldn’t save him, but there was one thing I could
					never make them understand. What it is to run together, in sunshine and laughter.
					We would run again. 

				
				
					That much I would save. I loved him. I love him. It is enough. 
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					There were forms to sign and then the doctors took over, swarming about with strange
					instruments, talking to each other in code. I let it happen. It was a relief, to
					have handed responsibility on. I was exhausted, and even before they gave me the
					first shot, I could feel myself drifting away. Sleep. I just wanted to sleep. 

				
				
					Somewhere, in the last moments before they wheeled me away, Emily came to say goodbye.
					I know now how she managed to convince them. It was either that or she would run
					to the media with the hospital’s identity mistake. She’s little Emily, and she can
					make you think she’s so vulnerable, but she has the trick of turning exactly as tough
					as she needs to. 

				
				
					Emily leaned over the bed. Around us the medical staff continued their excited worker-bee
					dances. She kissed me lightly on the forehead. It drew me out of sleep and we hovered
					together at the surface. 

				
				
					She said, ‘You know I don’t want you to do this?’ 

				
				
					I nodded. 

				
				
					Her eyes burned with determination. ‘But you also know, I want you to be okay.’ 

				
				
					My grasp of the situation was so tenuous, all I could do was nod and smile. Other
					thoughts—how beautiful she was, how much I wanted this to be over so I could hold
					her again—drifted as fragments. 

				
				
					Emily pulled herself against me. I felt her hand slip inside my hospital gown. As
					if in a dream, or waking slowly together, the way it had been. And then, so strange,
					between her fingers, metal, cold and sharp. A razor blade. She cut me, a single stinging
					line in my armpit. The world was too busy to notice. Somehow I knew not to wince.
					

				
				
					‘Keep your elbow in,’ Emily whispered, ‘to stop the bleeding.’ 

				
				
					I did as I was told, marvelled at her strength, her cunning. She got off the bed,
					turned and blew me a last kiss. I did the same, using the wrong hand. I felt the
					first trickle of blood, and squeezed my arm against my ribs to keep the treacherous
					liquid from escaping. Both bodies would remember the blade, but only one would carry
					the scar. 

				
				
					I smiled to myself and faded into sleep. Disappeared. 

				
				
					[image: images/img-202-1.jpg]

				
				
					I’m told there were fifteen surgeons involved in the procedure, working in shifts
					of five. The head of one of the teams, a woman in her fifties with her grey hair
					tied back the way my mother used to wear it, delivered the news. By then I’d been
					knocking on the door of wakefulness for hours, struggling to sort the remembered
					from the dreamt, the fantastic from the necessary. Not yet lucid enough to scream.
					

				
				
					‘Hello Rene, how are you?’ 

				
				
					‘My head hurts.’ 

				
				
					‘There’ll be more painkillers coming soon.’ 

				
				
					‘What happened?’ I asked. 

				
				
					‘We were able to get a good copy of your data, Rene. That part was tremendously successful.
					The whole team is delighted.’ 

				
				
					‘And Theo?’ 

				
				
					Her eyes dipped. ‘We managed the transfer, there were strong initial signs that the
					connectome embedded, but we experienced complications. There was stem damage that
					hadn’t been apparent in the initial scans. Related to the electrical shock. But we’ve
					learned more than we expected. Your contribution to medical history, your brother’s
					contribution, it won’t be forgotten.’ 

				
				
					‘Theo’s dead?’ 

				
				
					And somehow, it was as if I’d always known, as if there had never been any other
					possibility. 

				
				
					‘I’m so very sorry.’ She didn’t look sorry. She looked excited, the way I imagine
					Doctor Huxley must have looked. I wondered if they had already opened the champagne.
					

				
				
					I imagined it: his face red with sodden veins, looking down at the press contingent,
					spinning my loss into his victory. 

				
				
					‘We will help you with all the necessary arrangements. For now there is nothing you
					need to worry about, but getting well. This was, of course, a significant procedure.
					We’ll keep you here at first, just until we’re confident you’re ready to return to
					your normal life. 

				
				
					‘And Theo? Can I just…’ 

				
				
					‘It’s not possible, I’m afraid.’ 

				
				
					The first hint of sympathy. For a moment I thought she might hug me. She offered
					me a tissue. 

				
				
					‘I’m sorry, I don’t mean to…’ 

				
				
					‘You’ve no need to apologise.’ 

				
				
					My eyes felt dry, despite the tears. The paper tissue rasped at them. 

				
				
					‘Can I have a mirror, please?’ I asked. 

				
				
					‘I don’t know if you really want…’ 

				
				
					She didn’t understand. She wasn’t a twin. 

				
				
					I had to hold the mirror in my outstretched hand to see the extent of the damage.
					My head was swathed in white bandages, as if I’d been dragged from the set of a cheap
					horror movie. My eyes were an angry scribble of red, the skin around them darkly
					bruised. I thought of Theo, wondered if they’d bothered bandaging him. He looked
					back at me from the mirror, the way it had always been. 

				
				
					The doctor watched me, and normally that would have made me self-conscious, but there
					was no normal in that room. I drew the mirror to my lips, kissed him. Whispered,
					‘Goodbye.’ 

				
				
					She waited the polite length of time, then gently took the mirror from my hands.
					

				
				
					‘Is there anybody you want to talk to? Our psychologist, Maggie, has come in today.’
					

				
				
					‘Is Emily here?’ I asked. I was vaguely aware I should have been feeling something
					more than this slow inward collapse. 

				
				
					‘Yes,’ the surgeon said. ‘She is waiting to see you. An orderly is on his way. 

				
				
					‘I’d like to walk. Is that possible?’ 

				
				
					‘We can try, if you like.’ 

				
				
					The orderly was short and wide. He helped me out of bed. There was a wheelchair waiting
					by the door. 

				
				
					‘He’d like to try to walk,’ the surgeon explained. The orderly nodded, and held my
					elbow to steady me. My legs shook, the feet were slow to respond, as if they didn’t
					belong to me at all. I shrugged him off. It felt right, to be stumbling alone. It
					was less than ten metres along the corridor to the waiting-room door, but I could
					see I’d have to do it in stages. My vision blurred, came clear, blurred again. A
					drop of sweat escaped my bandages and stung at my eye. I leaned against the wall.
					The orderly moved towards me, but I waved him away. I straightened, breathed in deeply
					and felt a crackling in my ribs. My hand went instinctively to the point of pain.
					I remembered. 

				
				
					She must have heard me coming. She’d moved out into the corridor. Her face was set
					in a smile neither of us could believe. My fingers moved up slowly, from my ribs
					to under my arm. I found the spot where the blade had been, traced its line with
					my fingers. The skin was perfectly smooth, unblemished. 

				
				
					Something made me turn. Somehow, I knew he was there. A glimpse, then another orderly,
					realising his mistake, trying to get between us. The lying bastards. I wanted to
					call out, but I couldn’t find my voice, and then he was being dragged away, we both
					were. 

				
				
					I screamed out my protest, but too late for him to hear me. Emily moved forward to
					comfort me, but I pushed her away. 

				
				
					I struggled against the orderly’s grip, but the operation had left me weak. 

				
				
					Then more orderlies arrived, security too, shouting their instructions, swarming
					all over us. They tore me apart. 

				
				
					A voice came to me, a memory not my own. 

				
				
					When this is done, what stories shall we tell ourselves? 

				
				
					I’m told there were fifteen surgeons involved in the procedure, working in shifts
					of five. The head of one of the teams, a man in his fifties with his grey hair tied
					back the way my mother used to wear it, delivered the news. By then I’d been knocking
					on the door of wakefulness for hours, struggling to sort the remembered from the
					dreamt, the fantastic from the necessary. Not yet lucid enough to scream. 

				
				
					‘Hello Rene, how are you?’ 

				
				
					‘My head hurts.’ 

				
				
					‘There’ll be more painkillers coming soon.’ 

				
				
					‘What happened?’ I asked. 

				
				
					‘We were able to get a good copy of your data, Rene. That part was tremendously successful.
					The whole team is delighted.’ 

				
				
					‘And Theo?’ 

				
				
					His eyes dipped. ‘We managed the transfer, there were strong initial signs that the
					connectome embedded, but we experienced complications. There was stem damage that
					hadn’t been apparent in the initial scans. Related to the electrical shock. But we’ve
					learned more than we expected. Your contribution to medical history, your brother’s
					contribution, it won’t be forgotten.’ 

				
				
					‘Theo’s dead?’ 

				
				
					And somehow, it was as if I’d always known, as if there had never been any other
					possibility. 

				
				
					‘I’m so very sorry.’ He didn’t look sorry. He looked excited, the way I imagine Doctor
					Huxley must have looked. I wondered if they had already opened the champagne. 

				
				
					I imagined it: his face red with sodden veins, looking down at the press contingent,
					spinning my loss into his victory. 

				
				
					‘We will help you with all the necessary arrangements. For now there is nothing you
					need to worry about, but getting well. This was, of course, a significant procedure.
					We’ll move you to a recovery facility, until we’re confident you’re ready to return
					to your normal life.’ 

				
				
					‘And Theo? Can I just…’ 

				
				
					‘It’s not possible, I’m afraid.’ 

				
				
					The first hint of sympathy. For a moment I thought he might hug me. He offered me
					a tissue. 

				
				
					‘I’m sorry, I don’t mean to…’ 

				
				
					‘You’ve no need to apologise.’ 

				
				
					My eyes felt dry, despite the tears. The paper tissue rasped at them. 

				
				
					‘Can I have a mirror, please?’ I asked. 

				
				
					‘I don’t know if you really want…’ 

				
				
					He didn’t understand. He wasn’t a twin. 

				
				
					I had to hold the mirror in my outstretched hand to see the extent of the damage.
					My head was swathed in white bandages, as if I’d been dragged from the set of a cheap
					horror movie. My eyes were an angry scribble of red, the skin around them darkly
					bruised. I thought of Theo, wondered if they’d bothered bandaging him. He looked
					back at me from the mirror, the way it had always been. 

				
				
					The doctor watched me, and normally that would have made me self-conscious, but there
					was no normal in that room. I drew the mirror to my lips, kissed him. Whispered,
					‘Goodbye.’ 

				
				
					He waited the polite length of time, then gently took the mirror from my hands. 

				
				
					‘Is there anybody you want to talk to? Our psychologist, Maggie, has come in today.’
					

				
				
					‘Is Emily here?’ I asked. I was vaguely aware I should have been feeling something
					more than this slow inward collapse. 

				
				
					‘No,’ the surgeon said. ‘She has requested a little time to get used to this. An
					orderly is on his way to take you to the transfer bay. 

				
				
					‘I’d like to walk. Is that possible?’ 

				
				
					‘We can try, if you like.’ 

				
				
					The orderly was thin and tired looking. He helped me out of bed. There was a wheelchair
					waiting by the door. 

				
				
					‘He’d like to try to walk,’ the surgeon explained. The orderly nodded, and held my
					elbow to steady me. My legs shook, the feet were slow to respond, as if they didn’t
					belong to me at all. I shrugged him off. It felt right, to be stumbling alone. It
					was less than ten metres along the corridor to the lifts, but I could see I’d have
					to do it in stages. My vision blurred, came clear, blurred again. A drop of sweat
					escaped my bandages and stung at my eye. I leaned against the wall. The orderly moved
					towards me, but I waved him away. I straightened, breathed in deeply and felt a crackling
					in my ribs. My hand went instinctively to the point of pain. I remembered. 

				
				
					My fingers moved up slowly, from my ribs to under my arm. I found the spot where
					the blade had been, traced its line with my fingers. The skin was still rough from
					Emily’s blade, as I knew it would be. 

				
				
					Something made me turn. Somehow, I knew he was there. A glimpse, then another orderly,
					realising his mistake, trying to get between us. The lying bastards. I wanted to
					call out, but I couldn’t find my voice, and then he was being dragged away, we both
					were. 

				
				
					I screamed out my protest, but too late for him to hear me. 

				
				
					I struggled against the orderly’s grip, but the operation had left me weak. For a
					moment I broke loose and stumbled forward. I was sure I saw Emily, her hand on his
					arm, breaking my heart in two. 

				
				
					Then more orderlies arrived, security too, shouting their instructions, swarming
					all over us. They tore me apart. 

				
				
					A voice came to me, a memory. 

				
				
					When this is done, what stories shall we tell ourselves? 
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