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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. â€˜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.

â€˜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.

â€˜Hi.' She stood at the open door. â€˜I'm Maggie.'

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

â€˜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.

â€˜So, when you're ready, there'll be some questions we need toâ€”'

â€˜I'm ready.' Probably I shrugged. I don't remember.

Maggie held the door open.

â€˜Can't we just do it here?' I asked.

â€˜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
â€˜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.

â€˜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.

â€˜How far into the past?' I asked her.

â€˜How about the beginning?'

â€˜I don't remember the beginning. I think they had to pull us out. I imagine there
was screaming.'

I was nervous.

â€˜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.

â€˜You know why we have to do this, don't you?'

â€˜Of course I do,' I said.

â€˜So tell me.'

â€˜It's a big decision. You have to make sure I've thought it through.'

That much I understood.

â€˜You understand the nature of your brother's injuries?'

â€˜He's fried.' Covering up, the only way I knew how.

â€˜The electricity massively disrupted his brain function. It was thirty minutes before
he got here.'

â€˜I know, Iâ€”'

â€˜His body, howeverâ€¦'

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.

â€˜His body, however, is entirely unaffected. Physically, he's as healthy as you or
I. But his brainâ€”'

â€˜Is fried.'

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

â€˜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.

â€˜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?'

â€˜There'd been an earlier pregnancy, I think.' Talking about other people was easier.
â€˜Our mother had a miscarriage.'

â€˜Do you always do that?'

â€˜What?'

â€˜Say our mother, instead of my mother. Did you notice?'

â€˜Don't tell me that,' I said.

â€˜What?'

â€˜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.

â€˜And after the miscarriage?'

â€˜She was told to wait,' I said.

â€˜By whom?'

â€˜The doctors. They said there was a chance of it happening again, if she didn't get
treatment.'
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