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For Liz, who took a tangle-headed kid to her heart and loved her
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MY NAME IS JONNY WEBB AND I AM A ROBOT.


Last summer, my heart stopped for three and a half minutes.


When they got it going again, the muscle was damaged and didn’t work properly. So now I have this machine plugged into me, keeping me alive. It’s called a Berlin Heart and you can actually see my blood being pumped along its tubes into these two little round things and then back into my body, which is gross but fascinating. Sometimes, when I can’t sleep, I pretend I’m Iron Man and the Berlin Heart is my arc reactor. I know, tragic, right? I’m almost sixteen, the oldest patient in the hospital to have one—all the others are little kids, or even babies. On a good day, I might sketch them as hard-core X-Men characters. On bad days, they remind me that I’m dying.
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Being under a death sentence sucks. If you were a smart-ass, you might point out that everyone is dying, but trust me, I’ll be doing it sooner than most. I’ve spent more than half my life in the hospital, and every day I get closer to shooting the breeze with Death.


What I really need is a new heart. But it’s not like you can just pick one up online. No, you have to wait for someone who matches you to die. Then you have to hope they’re on the Organ Donor Register. If they’re not, it’s up to their family to decide whether to donate any organs that are still up to the job. Not everyone says yes, so there’s a massive waiting list. And that’s why I think I’ll be dead soon, although I don’t ever say that around my family. Deep down, we all know it’s pretty much a given—I’ve got this really rare blood type, which reduces the chances of finding a match even more. But we pretend that’s not how it is.


My best friend at the hospital is called Emily—aka my only friend these days, because there’s only so long you can expect your healthy friends to stick around before you slip gradually out of their minds. Em’s got acute myeloid leukemia and they’re not sure she’s going to make it, either. The hospital psychologists we have to see each week told us to make a list of things to do when we get well—the opposite of a bucket list—because they reckon it helps to stay positive. Em and I did ours together. It has stupid stuff on it like Meet Sam Claflin (that’s hers, not mine—she’s got posters of him everywhere) and Meet comic legend Chris Claremont at London Super Comic Con, ’cause if you’re going to dream, you might as well dream big. But there’s some not-so-crazy stuff on there, too, things most teenagers take for granted, like going to the cinema or moshing at a gig. I’d like to do the whole cinema experience with Em—loading up on snacks, getting annoyed at the people who talk, appreciating the action on a big screen. Not like on a date, obviously; I’ve never fancied Em. She’s just someone I can talk to when I feel down, someone who gets what living under a death sentence is like—no one understands you like another hospital kid. It’d be nice to share some good times with Em, too.


So here I am, killing time and waiting for exactly the right person to die in exactly the right way. Sometimes I wish the surgeons could remove my real heart and leave me with this artificial one forever. Then I wouldn’t feel so guilty about wishing for a tragedy to happen to someone I’ve never met. I’d be genuinely heartless then, instead of only feeling like I am.


The truth is, I’m not Iron Man. I’m just a boy with no future.
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“RACE YOU TO THE ROCKS!”


Leo stands poised on the shingle beach, his body angled toward a stack of boulders cowering at the base of the limestone cliffs, daring me to run. I scowl and decide to ignore him. Leo might be my twin but we’re totally different, inside and out. He’s bright and boisterous, like a half-grown Labrador, all big brown eyes and golden hair and enthusiasm—fifteen going on five. Whereas I’m more like a feral cat—wild and inclined to scratch if anyone gets too near. And of course, Leo’s popular; everyone loves him, especially the moronic girls at school. Not that I want to be liked, especially, and certainly not by them. But people do a double take when they find out we’re twins, as though they can’t believe we’re even related. It’s like he nicked all the good stuff while we were in the womb—all the charm and confidence and luck—and I got what was left.


He flashes a teasing grin my way. “What’s the matter, little sister? Scared I’ll beat you again?”


Little sister. He says that a lot, like those three minutes make him Gandalf or something. Mum lifts her sunglasses, pushing her coppery hair off her face, and glances back and forth between us. She’s smiling, but there’s anxiety behind her eyes, as though she senses the rage bubbling under my skin. Sometimes I wonder if she reads my mind. I hope for her sake she doesn’t. It’s a dark place these days.


Her forehead crinkles into a frown and I feel bad. This holiday is her attempt at a reboot, a way of forcing us to get along. It’s meant to be a reminder of the sun-drenched beach adventures of our childhood, when the two of us spent the days playing pirates and exploring rock pools, and the nights squashed side by side in our tiny camper bunks—inseparable. Then we got older and the cracks began to appear. Leo became the family golden boy—ace soccer star, A-plus student, and everybody’s friend. No matter how hard I tried, I was never as good. Once I’d fallen into his shadow, I couldn’t find my way out; eventually I stopped trying and decided to embrace being the difficult one.


My eyes settle on the sea, sparkling in the midafternoonheat haze, and the man walking his dog along the frothing surf. I should make the effort and pretend I’m not actually a seething mass of resentment.


My stomach churns as I consider the options. Play nicely or pick a fight? Mum’s tension is obvious now, and I feel sick, as though everyone’s happiness hinges on what I do next. Fight or flight, they call it in science, the body’s reaction to stress, and Leo definitely stresses me out. I don’t really hate him, but I can’t say I like him, either.


“Don’t be a jerk all your life, Leo,” I say, turning away.


“Neve!” Mum exclaims, sounding disappointed as she fires a dismayed look Dad’s way. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Leo’s smile falter. And in that split second, when his shoulders droop in defeat, that’s when I run, speeding past him in a spray of pebbles. He lets out a yell of surprise, and then I hear him crunching after me.


He’s close. I can hear his breath ragged in my ear, a gurgle of laughter underneath it. But for all his boasting, we’re a pretty even match; he’s big, but I’m speedy, and the precious few seconds’ head start I have is enough to keep me in the lead. The breeze sends my hair streaming out behind me and tickles my face, at the same time my muscles stretch and sing. I realize with a jolt that I’m actually enjoying myself. I don’t do sports. In fact, I don’t really do anything, so I’m amazed my body knows how to react. But it feels good. Heaving in a deep breath, I urge my legs to move faster and focus on my goal. I have to win. I have to.


The rocks are close now—I can see they’re wet and half covered in seaweed. Something brushes the back of my faded Smiths T-shirt—Leo’s fingers. And that’s about right, too—everyone thinks he’s Mr. Perfect, but he’s not above a bit of cheating to get what he wants. Not this time, though. Another burst of determination shoots through me and I power forward. With a grunt of effort, I reach out and slap a waist-high boulder with my hand.


“Winner!”


He crashes into the back of me, sending me sprawling over the rock and knocking what little breath I have left from my lungs. Briny seawater slops over my feet and the hard jagged rock edge jabs under my rib cage. I let out a surprised Oof of pain.


His weight lifts, allowing me to push myself up and glare at him.


“Sorry,” he pants, stepping back with an unrepentant grin. “Couldn’t stop.”


“Yeah, you could,” I say, shaking the water off my Converse. “Loser.”


He tips his head, acknowledging the truth. “Okay, you won. But I bet you can’t beat me to the top!”


God, he really is a five-year-old. He means the top of this cluster of rocks, which is bigger than it seemed from the other side of the beach, jutting over our heads in a mini-mountain beneath the clifftop. They’re jumbled together every which way, the razor-sharp edges dressed with slick seaweed and algae. I hesitate.


“Of course, if you’re too scared…”


He leaves the words hanging in the heat, knowing as well as I do that he doesn’t need to finish the sentence. Inextricably tangled up in my resentment and irritation is a tiny spark of competitiveness I can’t quite extinguish, the need to prove something. Sometimes it’s a battle in my head, like beating him to the last Pop-Tart. Today, it’s this, and I can see from his face that he thinks he’s already won.


“Let’s make it interesting,” I say, my mind searching for a way to get the upper hand. “If I win, I get your guitar.”


I don’t actually want it, I just want to threaten something he loves. He fancies himself as a musician, reckons he’ll make it one day, and no one is allowed to touch his precious Fender. I honestly think he loves it more than his girlfriend, Sophie. The threat has the desired effect, anyway—his eyes narrow. “Get lost, Neve. Like you’d know what to do with it.”


A gust of wind whips my hair across my face and I taste sand as I lick my lips. “Now who’s scared?”


We stare at each other and something flashes between us; pride, understanding? It’s gone before I can work out what it is. But I know Leo won’t back down.


“All right. And if I win, you have to get down on your knees and admit that I am awesome.”


The realization that I literally have nothing he wants rubs salt in an already open wound. Twin spots of humiliation burn my cheeks. “It’s never going to happen, but okay.”


He fires a mocking smile my way. “Ready to lose?”


My legs tense once more, and this time there’s an added tingle. I nod.


“On your mark, get set, go!”


He’s off, white Vans scrambling over the slippery surface as he scales the boulders immediately in front of us. My gaze travels sideways and I spot an easier, flatter route. I jog a few meters to the right and start to climb.


At first I think I’ve made a mistake. Leo is much higher than me, and I feel like I’m going sideways instead of up. Then he stops, surveying the rocks above him. Lip curling, I concentrate on my own path. Behind us, there’s a faint shout. I glance back to see Mum and Dad heading our way. Mum has her arm in the air, waving, and I can imagine her worried expression. All the more reason to hurry, I decide; she’s bound to make us come down when she gets nearer. Leo looks my way, grinning, and I guess he’s thinking the same thing. We both climb faster.


We’re almost level when I notice him pause again. My strategy is paying off; the top boulder is in sight and the rocks ahead of me look like an easy climb. Leo stands still, his feet precariously balanced on one side of an evil-looking ridge, and I can see why he’s stopped. There’s a gaping hole between where he stands and the next rock. If he wants to beat me, he’ll have to jump.


His eyes flicker downward, as though he’s considering backtracking. A surge of triumph rushes through me; if he does that, there’s no way he can win.


“Sucks to be you, Leo,” I call across to him, scaling the stone with the kind of spidery skill that would put Peter Parker to shame. “How much do you think your guitar will fetch on eBay?”


He scowls and scans the rocks with more urgency. Laughing, I maneuver past the last obstacle in my way and clamber onto the top of the rocks. Below, I hear a grunt. I look down just as Leo clears the gap and grips onto the rock above. But there’s something wrong. I see panic on his face. His fingers scrabble in the half-dried seaweed and his feet scratch against the stone, struggling to hold his weight. He hangs there, almost floating. Without a thought, I throw myself down flat and thrust out a hand to grab him. My fingers grip his, and in a whoosh of relief, I’ve got him. But a second later he slips through my grasp and I’m holding thin air. He starts to drop. My terrified gaze locks onto his as he falls, almost in slow motion. Then there’s the sickening crunch of bone on rock and his eyelids snap shut.


He lies unmoving. I watch red blossom against the gray-black boulder where his head rests. And somewhere, somebody starts to scream.
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“CAN I GET YOU ANYTHING, LOVE?”


Mum is hovering at my side, the way she does most days, her face tired and careworn. She looks older than her fifty-five years, something she can thank me for—I’ve worried her for most of my life. I know they’d almost given up on a baby by the time I came along, so it seems too cruel that the one they got was faulty. Dad looks old, too, although they both try to keep in shape. Dad used to run marathons. He doesn’t anymore; my illness eats up so much of his time.


I shake my head. “No thanks.”


She reaches out to take a grape from the bag on my table. “These are good. Want one?”


This time I turn away. “No.”


Sometimes my mother drives me insane. Dad is here less, so he doesn’t get on my nerves as much. To be fair, most of the time they’re pretty good at picking up when I want to be alone and they wander off to the cafeteria, but Mum obviously has her irritation detector switched off today. One of the worst things about spending 24-7 in the hospital is that it’s a bit like being on Big Brother, but without the Z-list status and shopping tasks—there’s always someone who wants to “take a quick look” at you, poking and prodding like you’re a laboratory experiment. And everyone on your ward knows everything about you, even the little kids; there’s no such thing as privacy. We have this traffic light system over our beds to let people know if we feel like being sociable—a green card means “party on,” amber means “tread carefully,” and red means “do not disturb,” which my mother usually ignores. Em’s is red a lot because the chemo makes her vom, but she sometimes makes an exception for me. That’s when I dig out my funniest jokes, because it turns out laughter really is the best medicine. I know hearing Em laugh always makes me feel better.


“I see Manesh has gone home,” Mum says, clearly determined to get me talking. “Such a lovely family. I’m glad things worked out for them.”


Manesh is the nine-year-old boy who, until this morning, occupied the bed opposite mine. Things get pretty intense on the ward—the families lean on one another for support, and celebrate the successes just as hard as they mourn the losses. It was touch and go with Manesh for a while, so I can’t begrudge him his happy ending. It’s not as though he’s the first kid on the ward to get a transplant before me; the common blood groups are easier to match up with donors, although the hearts need to be the right size. Even so, I can’t manage much more than a grunt in reply.


“Nick says you’re at the top of the transplant list,” Mum persists. “It’ll be your turn next.”


Nick is my transplant coordinator and he’s been telling me I’ll get a heart soon for so long that I don’t believe him anymore. My immune system is sensitized, which means it would attack some tissue types, so the doctors can’t do anything until the right heart comes up, and every day I spend on my Berlin Heart increases my chances of having an infection or a stroke. Blood is pretty clever stuff, it knows when it’s outside of the body, and it doesn’t like it. So the blood in the Berlin Heart tries to clot. If that happens, the chamber has to be changed for a new one. One day, the stroke could be severe and I’ll run out of chances.


“It’s not really up to Nick,” I reply, turning to look at my mother. “He’s not God.”


She smiles, indulging my grumpiness like she always does. “It’s your turn next. I know it is.”


I want to scream then, because she knows no such thing. My mum has a degree in staying cheerful, and mostly it’s easier to go along with her. But sometimes—just sometimes—I wish she’d drop the “Everything Is Awesome” act and face the truth: she doesn’t have to worry about what to get me for Christmas. But then I look into her eyes and see how much she needs to believe, and all my irritation drains away.


“Maybe just one grape,” I say, reaching for the bag.


Em stops by after tea.


“What’s going on with you today?” she asks, sitting down next to my bed and arranging her drip stand. “Too cool for school?”


She grins as she says it, showing me she’s not being snarky, and I see her lips are red and sore-looking with ulcers. You’d think being sick means we get out of lessons and stuff, but no such luck. The hospital has its own school, although we don’t have to go every day if we don’t want to. Sometimes, if you don’t feel well, a teacher comes to you for a bit instead. It’s not as horrific as it sounds; pretty much everyone who works at the hospital is cool. My favorite person is a nurse called Femi, who brings me the coolest manga comics ever. I’ve shown him some of my own drawings and he reckons I’m good enough to maybe get a job as an illustrator someday. I haven’t bothered to point out that “someday” will probably never happen.


“You know how it is.” I look at Em. “I didn’t fancy it.”


I don’t mention that I’ve felt weird all day, sluggish and weary and unsociable. I haven’t even felt like drawing—my sketchbook lies unopened on the bed. Em and I have a pact—total honesty—but she has it worse than me most of the time and I don’t want to moan.


She knows me too well, though. “What? Is it another infection?”


The Berlin Heart means I have open wounds in my chest where the tubes come in and out of my body, so infection is never far away. But I don’t think that’s it; I don’t feel feverish or shivery, which are the usual dead giveaways. I just feel… old. “It’s probably nothing,” I say, trying my hardest to sound casual. “What did I miss today?”


She refuses to be sidetracked. “I’m calling Femi.”


“No,” I say, sitting up so fast it makes my head spin. “Don’t.”


“Then tell me what’s going on.”


I lie back on my pillow. “Do you ever wonder whether it’s worth it? All this treatment?”


She stares at me like I’ve grown another head. “Of course it is.”


Ordinarily, I’d agree. But Manesh going home has bothered me more than I want to admit; it’s like his good fortune has reminded me how bad my own chances are. So I’ve been thinking about dying. I’ve been thinking about it a lot. “It feels like I’m running out of luck, Em.”


“Bull,” she says briskly. “You’re going to outlive me.”


The confidence in her voice makes me smile in spite of myself. It’s total crap, of course; after all the chemo she’s been through, every cell in her body has been nuked—the mutated ones must have surrendered by now.


“Maybe.”


Em gets up, touches a cool hand to my forehead. “This isn’t like you. Are you sure you’re not ill?”


It takes a minute for the ridiculousness of what she’s just said to sink in, then we both explode into laughter. “God, I’m such an idiot,” she manages eventually. “Sorry.”


We cackle like hyenas until Femi pokes his dark head around the curtain. His eyes dance when he sees us laughing. “What’s so funny?”


Em waves him away. “You had to be there.”


“It was obviously a good joke,” he says. “And you know the rules about good jokes.”


Femi has the most amazing full-bellied laugh and loves nothing better than to share it, so his rule is that good jokes have to go on the notice board. But this wasn’t the kind of joke anyone else would laugh at—like Em says, you had to be there. “Sorry, Femi,” I say. “It’s a private joke. No one else would get it.”


He nods. “You two are good for each other. It makes my heart glad to see you laughing.” His gaze comes to rest on my sketchbook. “Have you been drawing, my friend?”


“Not today,” I tell him, and reach for the manga book on my bedside table. “I finished the comic you brought me, though.”


Em squints at the title. “Fairy Tail? Really?”


Femi and I exchange a look. Em doesn’t get our shared obsession with manga. In fact, she doesn’t really get my comic obsession, period. Femi does, though. We’ve secretly agreed that if Em doesn’t want to go to London Super Comic Con with me when we’re better, then he will. If I’m completely honest, I’m kind of hoping Em ducks out of it—she’s great, but Femi knows every X-Men plotline inside out and backward.


“Ah,” he says, stepping forward to take the comic. “You will need Return of the Dragons! next. Natsu faces his greatest challenge yet. I will bring it tomorrow.”


“Thanks,” I say.


“No problem,” he replies, his face splitting into a grin. “Make sure you get some rest, you two.”


He vanishes behind the curtains. Em yawns and gets to her feet. “I should be going, too,” she says, pushing her stand toward the gap. “See you tomorrow, yeah? Try not to die in the night.”


I smile, because it’s another one of our private jokes. “You too.”
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I DON’T REMEMBER A LOT OF WHAT HAPPENS immediately after the accident. I know I get down from the rocks somehow, and the man walking his dog races over to help my white-faced, panic-stricken mother, but I couldn’t tell you anything he does. And I know my father calls the emergency services, with shaking fingers that take three attempts to dial the numbers, but only because he tells me so afterward. I remember seeing the air ambulance land on the stony beach, and watching the paramedics take care of Leo, but the seconds right after I hear his head smack into the unyielding rock are dark in my mind.


They work on him for half an hour, thirty long minutes of hushed medical jargon, while we look on in helpless silence. Dad holds my hand, squeezing hard, but I don’t complain. Leo doesn’t open his eyes once. Part of me expects one eyelid to flicker back, for him to grin when he sees our stressed faces. But another part of me, the bit that wonders how much blood someone can lose before they’re in serious trouble, worries that we won’t see him laugh again for a long time. And I curse myself for agreeing to his stupid dare; if I’d refused, we’d be on our way back to the cottage by now. I wish I’d taken another route up the rocks, that he hadn’t felt the pressure to win and taken a crazy risk. I even wish it was me lying pale and still, except I’d never have had the nerve to try the jump in the first place.


Mum goes with Leo in the helicopter. I think Dad wants to go as well, but there isn’t room for all of us, and someone has to move the car from the beachside parking lot. So he shakes the hand of the man with the dog and promises to let him know how Leo gets on. We drive to the hospital in silence. I see and don’t see the countryside flash by, the speedometer creeping up and up as Dad takes the corners faster than he should. A film of unreality covers everything, like I’m observing events through dusty glass. My scratched hands, folded tightly around Leo’s battered phone, don’t look like my own. They don’t feel like part of me. Nothing does.


At the hospital, we’re ushered in to meet Mum. She’s in a waiting room, her hair wild and her cheeks colorless, with a nurse at her side. They’re talking as we walk in.


“No news yet,” Mum says as Dad wraps her in a hug. “They’re assessing him now.”


The nurse introduces herself as Kerry and explains she’s there to answer our questions. I can only think of one and Mum’s already answered it. My parents sit beside each other on a low sofa, holding hands, and not for the first time it strikes me how unlike them Leo and I are—golden-haired and brown-eyed, although the gold has darkened to mousy brown in my case. Leo used to joke that we’d been swapped at birth and that the real Brody kids looked at their parents with the same confusion. Mum is petite, with coppery-red hair that has tinges of silver if you know where to look, and Dad is dark-haired and blue-eyed, a throwback to his Irish roots. They seem smaller as they sit facing Kerry, diminished by worry. I look away, desperate for something to distract me, and my eyes alight on the fish tank in the wall. It’s lit soft blue from behind and the movement of the fish is oddly soothing. I can’t take my eyes off them, and when I touch the glass, it’s warm. Tropical fish, I decide, my eyes following the movements of a black-and-white-striped one, zebralike, with fins and a fantail. Letting the fish hypnotize me is infinitely better than staring at the clinical white walls or butting into the small talk between my parents and Kerry. Better, too, than seeing the constant replay of Leo dropping away from me.


“How was he in the helicopter?” Dad asks.


Mum’s attention flicks my way, as if she doesn’t want me to hear her answer. A flash of annoyance sears through me—she’s trying to protect me, but it’s too late for that. I was right there when Leo fell; I heard the crunch as he landed. And they don’t call out the air ambulance for cuts and grazes. I know it’s serious.


She lets out a long, unsteady breath, and her voice is hardly more than a whisper when she answers. “His heart stopped. They managed to get it going again. He needed a blood transfusion.”


The words jolt me as though I’ve been punched. Why did his heart stop? He hit his head, not his chest. A buzzing starts in my ears, and I place both hands on the glass of the tank to steady myself. How bad is he?


I force myself to breathe. Slowly the rushing sound subsides and I try to take in this new information. His heart stopped. His heart stopped.


Dad swallows. “That’s… good. Good that they got it going again.”


Kerry nods. And on one hand I know what Dad means: of course it’s good that they got Leo’s heart going again. But they shouldn’t have needed to. Unless—


“What if there’s a blood clot on his brain?” I burst out. “I saw this TV show once where someone hit their head and a blood clot nearly killed them! Is that why his heart stopped?”


“Neve,” Dad says with a groan.


I study Kerry, feeling my breath come and go in short, shallow gasps. “Is that what happened?”


Mum covers her face with her hands.


“It’s too early to say.” Kerry’s tone is calm and soothing. “Try not to think the worst at this stage.”


The fact that she doesn’t deny it causes a sliver of panic to scythe through my guts. I want her to tell me not to believe everything I see on TV, that it’s exaggerated for the cameras. Instead, it’s like she’s confirmed my suspicions. I watch a cluster of tiny neon-bright fish race one another across the tank and wish I knew more about head injuries.


We sit, doing nothing, the strained silence punctuated by the occasional question from Mum and Dad. The clock on the wall has pointed to one fifteen since we arrived; I guess the hospital has bigger priorities than replacing the battery. It feels wrong to check my phone, which means I have no idea how long we’ve been waiting. Long enough for Leo to wake up? Long enough for them to mend his broken skull? Long enough for his heart to stop beating again?


Kerry goes off to get us some tea. I can’t stand the inactivity any longer and take the opportunity to pull out my phone. My hands need something to do, but my fingers are clumsy as they stab at the screen, and I find it hard to focus; the words swim around like I’m looking at them through the water in the fish tank. Eventually, I stuff the phone back into my pocket and sit picking at a torn fingernail. There’s dried blood underneath, and I honestly can’t tell if it’s Leo’s or mine.


The door opens. A woman dressed in red scrubs walks in, a stethoscope around her neck. Kerry is behind her with a tray of steaming tea. My parents stand up.


“Mr. and Mrs. Brody?” the woman asks, and they both nod. “I’m Philippa Ross, one of the ER doctors.”


“How is he?” Dad asks.


I scrutinize her expression for clues. But she’s poker-faced, blank and unreadable. I suppose she deals with people like us every day. She waves at us to sit, and I join my parents on the sofa. Kerry hands out cardboard cups of tea. I wrap my hands around mine, absorbing the warmth. The room isn’t cold, but I can’t stop shivering. I hope Kerry added plenty of sugar.


“The good news is that his condition is stable,” Dr. Ross begins. “But his head wound is worrying us. We’ve stemmed the bleeding and he’s on his way for some tests now. Once those are done, we’ll know more, but—” She pauses and meets my parents’ gaze. “I should warn you that his brain function may be impaired.”


The cup jerks in Mum’s hand. “What do you mean?”


“He’s not responding as well as I’d like. The early indications are that the accident may have caused some damage.”


The buzzing in my ears intensifies. What kind of damage? Mum closes her eyes and leans into Dad. “How bad is it?” he says.


“It really is too soon to say,” Dr. Ross says, her voice heavy with sympathy. She gets to her feet. “Leo has been transferred to the intensive care unit now and will be undergoing more tests. One of the specialist consultants will come and see you as soon as they can.”


Mum and Dad stand up, too, and follow her to the door. I stay seated, mostly because I’m not sure my legs will take my weight.


“I really am sorry not to have better news,” Dr. Ross says, and she looks it. “Kerry will stay with you, in case you need anything.”


I pull my knees up and hug them. Kerry touches my arm. “I know you’re worried, but Leo is in safe hands.”


I almost lose it then; I have to look away and breathe… Breathe… Don’t think, just breathe. But I can’t help wondering what this means for Leo when he wakes up. How much damage will there be? Will he even be Leo anymore?


The door closes with a sigh. We wait, and each passing minute hacks away at my sanity. The fish have lost their calming effect—I don’t even see them anymore. I think something might snap inside me if I don’t do something, so I pull my phone out again and concentrate hard on moving my fingers over the screen. Facebook is a haven of normality, which helps—friends and half-friends boasting or moaning about their lives. My best friend, Helen, has messaged me about a book she loved, insisting that I have to read it. If I try hard enough, I can almost convince myself everything is fine, until I see Leo’s update about chasing the waves at the beach, and then all I can see is him dropping away from me, his eyes fixed on mine. My fingers twitch, as though this time they’ll stop him from falling, and I flick them over the screen again. Eighty-seven friends have liked his status. I wonder how they’ll react when they find out about the accident. Shock at first, then I suppose it depends on how bad it is. Dr. Ross’s words crawl through my head: He’s not responding as well as I’d like…


Hours go by before the door opens again. This time it’s a man who walks in. He’s wearing a white shirt and gray trousers and he doesn’t smile. My heart constricts. I have a bad feeling, a yawning black abyss where my stomach should be.


“Mr. and Mrs. Brody, I’m James Archer, a consultant neurosurgeon at the hospital. I’ve been helping to care for Leo since he arrived.”


Mum’s hands twist in her lap as she clears her throat. “Thank you for looking after him. Is—is there any news?”


There must be or he wouldn’t be here. But all of a sudden, I don’t want to hear whatever this unsmiling man has to say, don’t want the bubble of possibility to be burst. It’s like that Schrödinger’s cat theory we studied in physics, where there’s a cat locked in a box with some poison and no one knows if the poison has killed it until someone opens the box, so it’s simultaneously alive and dead. In this moment, I understand the theory completely—both possibilities are true as long as we don’t lift the lid. But we can’t stay in limbo for long. James Archer is going to impose one reality or the other, whether we want it or not.


He meets my parents’ anxious stares squarely. “It’s not good.” His voice softens and slows. “Our initial tests indicate that the fall caused some catastrophic damage to Leo’s brain stem. I’m sorry to say it looks extensive.”


Mum sucks in a long, shuddering breath. Beside her, Dad slumps back against the sofa. “What does that mean?” he asks.


“It means we need to do more tests,” Dr. Archer says. “Once we know how much damage there is, we can talk about what’s best for Leo.”


What’s best for Leo is for the doctors to fix him, but I’m suddenly terrified that they can’t. My eyes fill with tears that drop, unheeded, onto my phone, and I barely notice when Kerry lifts it from my unresisting fingers.


“The tests will take some time,” Dr. Archer goes on. “It’s possible we may not have the results for several hours yet.”


“Can we see him, though?” Mum asks, her voice thick.


“Of course,” the consultant says without hesitation. “I should warn you that you’ll see a lot of tubes and wires from the machines and drips.”


A fresh wave of unreality washes over me. Drips and wires and machines… This can’t be happening. I’m not even sure I want to see Leo; I don’t want to open the box and face the evidence. But at the same time I need to see him—he’s still my twin, no matter how far we’ve evolved from the inseparable little kids we used to be. Twins are supposed to be hyperaware of each other; maybe if I’d been a better sister I’d be able to sense how Leo is doing, but it’s too late for that now. My head is filled with impenetrable fog, and I’m glad Mum asked to see him.


Dr. Archer stands. “I’ll take you to him now, if you’re ready?”


I’m not ready. I’ll never be ready. But I follow them out of the room anyway.
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