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Rationalists, wearing square hats


Think, in square rooms.


Wallace Stevens


It is by logic that we prove, but by
intuition that we discover.
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RECURRING


2012
Time (t) = 0


When Mimi stands at her door, she knows that the news is not good. Her body is familiar with the rules. 


‘Miss Brotherton? Naomi?’


She points inside to invite the police officers in. Her words won’t come.


It’s a man and a woman. They brush non-existent fluff from their sleeves as they step across the threshold. They have the appearance of suicide bombers, packaged with padding and badges and belts and clips, a walkie-talkie each, many pockets. But it’s terrible information – not a device – that they’re about to detonate.


They take up so much space in her hallway she has to inch around them to lead the way down the passage to the kitchen, where she can ask the question she thinks she knows the answer to. Is he dead? She pushes the post on the floor with her foot as if to tidy up. She sees his name on an envelope. She pulls her jumper down to straighten herself out and smudges imagined mascara residue from beneath her eyes, attending to some abstract decorum required for these moments, just before everything falls apart.


It’s impossible to prepare someone for the news of a loved one’s death. But there are rules for such moments, and Mimi has seen them in action before.


She’d tell you: don’t procrastinate. The person will already know something is wrong from your demeanour, from the fact that you’re calling or visiting at all. We send countless signals without knowing. Their body will be preparing for an emergency.


Use plain and simple language. Start by saying the person has died. This leaves no room for doubt. Don’t use euphemisms – like ‘passed on,’ or ‘they’re in a better place now.’ ‘Lost’ is particularly unhelpful – just imagine.


The truth is essential.


You may need to repeat yourself.


And don’t make promises that you can’t keep.


Mimi’s always been grateful that she was told by professionals. Dead straight.


She remembers last time – sitting on the corner of the coffee table, staring at a dry-cleaning tag that her mother had left on the rug. Her brother Art was talking. The police officers had gone.


‘We need to break this down into parts,’ Art had said, in a voice stunned into the rhythm of a metronome. He’d looked around, as if for a ruler with which to measure the parts of the shattered whole. ‘And –’ he said, his voice faltering – ‘plan for our future together.’


‘Yes,’ said Mimi.


And, just like that, he took her hand.




This time, standing in her passage, she’s barefoot and alone. The police follow in their boots, and she feels like a prisoner with an army walking behind her – past the mirror, where her reflection is of a different person to the one who walked this hall a minute ago, checked herself in the glass and plumped her lips.


The officers step into the kitchen, still holding their hats out in front of them.


‘Can I offer you something?’ she says. Tea would forestall them, but they never accept anything.


‘We’re all right, thank you,’ says the man.


‘Perhaps you’d like to sit down,’ says the woman.


There’s no going back now.


Mimi lowers herself onto the sofa, her arms wanting to reach for her brother. For him to be there with her while she does this, but already, she knows that will not be possible.


‘Is it Art?’ she says. ‘My brother?’


‘Miss Brotherton—’


‘Is he dead?’ she hears herself say. ‘My brother. He’s dead, right?’ The room dissolves into strips that are floating away, nothing has substance, light swallows matter.


‘Your brother’s had an accident. He’s in hospital and he—’


‘Hospital? He’s okay?’ She snatches up her jacket in one movement.


‘Perhaps take a moment.’ The officer points back to the sofa. ‘There are a few things you might wish to know.’


Art’s been hit by a car.


A small car.


‘Smallish,’ corrects PC Payne. ‘He’s badly hurt.’ The driver of the car stopped, Mimi learns, and is very shaken up. Art’s unconscious – he caught the side or the wing mirror, they’re not sure which, and hit his head. He leaped out in front of the car, apparently, with no warning.


‘N-n-no,’ she says, her old stammer appearing, on cue. ‘Why would he do that?’


The driver called an ambulance and spoke to police at the scene. ‘I’m so sorry, Miss Brotherton, I know this is difficult. Is there anyone you’d like us to call?’


‘N-n-no. Thank you.’


‘Who would you normally call?’


Nothing feels normal right now.


Despite her initial demurral, she tries her friend Rey, but Rey doesn’t answer.


‘And my boyfriend, I can try him too.’


She only gets his voicemail. ‘I thought you were him at the door.’ Her voice catches.


They offer to drive Mimi to the hospital. ‘Thank you,’ she says, ‘thank you so much.’ She pulls on her shoes and puts her coat back on. PC Payne helps with the arms.


The police vehicle, an unmarked car, has no flashing blue light. It surprises Mimi that her feet can lift to step into it, but next thing she’s staring at a black headrest in front of her. She can see PC Roberts’s sombre profile, his fleshy ear. She finds herself wondering if they’d be cracking jokes if she wasn’t in the car, like they do on TV.


She listens to other incidents intrude. ‘No further injuries, Grosvenor Park,’ calls the in-car radio. ‘Apparently vehicle was stolen.’


‘11-19, via the hospital,’ says PC Payne, then turns down the volume, though a crackle remains constant. ‘You warm enough?’ she asks. Kind. They do a U-turn at the dead end in the road and head off past the familiar doors of the neighbourhood – but as if transported in a spacecraft, so alien does it feel. Mimi grips the handle, and notices the door is locked.


There’s a small Dell computer keyboard between the seats and a squashed paper cup wedged into the pocket behind PC Roberts.


The sliding unnamed beast that lurks beneath their conversation, that the police have not said out loud, but Mimi feels is everywhere, is the suggestion that Art has tried to die.


I didn’t mean what I said, she telegraphs, trying to reach her brother from the car. I didn’t mean it.


Though of course, she had.


‘Our stop ’n search numbers are rubbish,’ says Roberts to Payne. ‘It’s going to be brutal in there tomorrow morning.’


She needs to get to Art’s bedside. Tell him she’s there. That she’ll never leave.


She’d told him she was going. But now, she makes a deal.


Please, she prays, to a higher power that she doesn’t believe in. Let him be okay and I promise I won’t go.


They drive towards Art.


It’s not the first deal she’s made.


The deal of her life has always been: she is ordinary so that Art could be special.


‘Don’t bother him, he’s busy,’ her mother would say.


Art never understood how boring his maths could be for everyone else. ‘It’s not magic, you know,’ said Mimi. ‘It’s just maths.’


‘Ah, but it is, you see.’ A light would come on in his eyes, stars lit up inside him. ‘Take fractals.’ He showed her the seahorse-tail patterns generated by mathematical equations. ‘These are reproduced again and again into exquisitely small, infinitely small, identical details, all over nature. Pineapples and ice crystals, forests and river deltas, the veins in your body.’ He took her wrist and turned it over to reveal the blue threads under her pale skin. ‘Look how they fan out, fan out, fan out; it’s all numbers. Next time you eat Romanesco broccoli, see the pattern within the pattern within the pattern.’ His hands feathered up and his fingers pleated over themselves, making brackets, balancing equations on both sides, raising things to the power of ten as he tried to explain, breathless. Mimi could not hold onto the tail of the comet. She was always left standing, her feet firmly on earth.


She’d had her brief time out there, orbiting the universe, trying to find love – a life of her own – and it hadn’t worked. She’d have to stay home, reduced back to a data point in the great grand story of her genius brother and his all-important maths.


The lift doors open on the third floor of the hospital. Aluminium trollies park along the green walls like taxis waiting in a rank.


Mimi follows PC Payne. ‘Brotherton? Came in this evening?’


‘Naomi Brotherton,’ says Mimi. ‘I’m his sister.’


‘ICU. Farthing Ward. Down the passage to the seating area.’


They walk down the hospital tunnel. All the resolutions Mimi had made about her life while she was away are being swallowed behind her with every step.


‘Oh my god.’


Art is flat on his back – coffin flat – his neck held rigid in a brace.


The sight stuns Mimi. Fluorescent lights intensify the daze. She feels her middle lift, as though she’s watching a diorama of the scene from above.


He lies on the bed, breath shallow and even, tubes rising and falling in sync with his chest. Tubes, liquids, toxins. Electrics, needles. Beds on wheels. He wouldn’t like it. The wheels make her feel queasy too – they look ready to move out at a moment’s notice. Mimi stands at the foot of his bed. ‘Can I touch him?’ she asks a nurse.


‘You should. We need him to hold on.’


Still feeling as if she’s floating, she holds onto her brother’s feet as though they are pedals. As if by some transfer of energy, she might get him going again.


The Aircel blanket falls between Art’s legs, there’s a cavity right up to his groin; she can make out his kneecaps. He’s got even thinner in the week she’s been gone. His forehead looks waxy and cool. It’s slightly tipped back and makes his nose look bigger on his face, haughty somehow.


‘Artie,’ she says. She wills his body for a sign. But his arms lie flaccid; no hand signals, no blinks. He isn’t going to flash his eyes open or tap out a hello with his index finger.


His index finger, on the arm that she broke. When it happened – the whole, terrible, godawful thing – her friend Rey had promised that Art would be fine.
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PLANNING FALLACY


t = the previous year


Art’s sister believed in truth and – most of the time – in telling it. Art believed in facts.


He stood in front of a full-length mirror while a tailor pinched a measuring tape from his underarm to his hip, determining the facts of his body. A muscle in Art’s side twitched, a wince reflex as the man’s hair, drenched in glossy pomade, came within an inch of his clean shirt.


The tailors had been there since 1689. They told you that in green and gold above their door, on their letterhead and stitched into their label. Art had been there for eleven minutes. Metaphorically speaking, it felt as if he had been there since 1689. The fact was – Mimi was late.


And now it had started to rain. To distract himself, Art played his favourite game. What would change, right there in the shop, if the maths question he had dedicated his life to, the famous Millennium problem, p versus Np, was solved? He usually relished the possibilities, even the chaos and disruption. But in the bespoke soft-carpeted interior of the tailor’s, a place where invoices were still handwritten, it was hard to imagine. He supposed an equation could govern the most efficient order in which to measure a man: head to sole, neck, back, waist, wrist. He settled on that – the tailor’s best route around his body. It wasn’t exactly Armageddon, or Peace on Earth, but still. The tailor’s breath fluttered on his neck. Being so close to another human being made Art’s skin prickle. He wished he did not find it so hard.


With a pencil between his teeth, the tailor pulled on his tape with a flourish. Art imagined telling Mimi. He brandished it about like a conductor at the Opera House, he would say. He knew she would laugh.


He finally saw her passing the headless black academic gowns that floated in the window, ducking out of the downpour and into the porticoed entrance. Rain-splattered and flushed, she unwound her scarf from her neck, but succeeded only in throttling herself. The old-fashioned bell rang as she opened the door. On a sunny day, Mimi’s hair had a copper-pan glow. Today, it looked like paint primer. It was too fine to bounce or curl and now, wet, it stuck to her face.


When she told him that she hadn’t meant to be late, she was probably telling the truth.


‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘Tubes.’


‘You did not plan sufficiently well for the variables of your journey.’ Art meant distance in miles, time of day, density of traffic. He acknowledged that weather in general, and Transport for London in particular, provided perennial mathematical challenges. ‘And the five minutes extra to find your keys.’


Late or not, he was glad she was there.


Mimi stuffed her scarf into her bag so that she wouldn’t forget it later and pushed her hair off her face with the back of her hand. Her brother was standing with his arms out to the sides like a marionette while a man ran a tape measure down his inner thigh. His fitting had started.


‘Yes, yes,’ she said, in response to his admonishment.


‘You succumb to the planning fallacy, Mimi,’ he said, ‘always thinking you need less time than you do.’


‘Planning life at all embodies an inbuilt fallacy, frankly.’


‘Oh, ha ha.’


These conversations were good-natured, and part of a daily ping-pong that Mimi liked. She even made them up in her head when Art wasn’t around, his opinions serving as guardrails to her bouncing thoughts.


She didn’t tell her brother, however, that before she’d left, she’d spent at least ten minutes on the loo reading a seven-year-old horoscope that Rey had once given her, trying to decide if it had come true. It said she had a tendency to be hard on herself, that there was conflict between her moon and her Mars, and she should consider a ‘design-adjacent’ career.


She had joined Art at the robe-makers at his insistence.


‘Ergh,’ she’d said, when he’d suggested it at breakfast. ‘Do I have to?’


‘I thought you might like it. Vivienne Westwood designed them.’


‘I don’t care if they were designed by Pythagoras himself.’ She’d passed the milk.


Art laughed.


‘It just makes me sad,’ she said, ‘going there.’ At every high point of Art’s academic career, even the tiny hillocks like having his gown refitted, she felt the absence of their parents more keenly.


‘Sir?’ said the tailor to her brother. ‘Might you choose something in coral silk – the mathematics department colour? A tie, perhaps?’ He reached for a box from under the glass cabinet at the till. ‘Some gentlemen like cufflinks.’


‘I have enough cufflinks,’ said Art, sticking out his sleeve to reveal his wrist. He only ever wore their father’s.


‘How about some coral socks, Professor?’ suggested Mimi.


After a quick figure-eight to the socks and back, the man presented a selection in orange and pink.


Colour is not an absolute thing, not a fact. It’s a cocktail of surface and light, eye and brain. All those years ago, witnesses to what happened to her parents described their car as red. They’d been telling the truth – the car they’d seen was red. Mimi saw her parents’ car as purple. She’d thought for a moment that the witnesses had the wrong car, the wrong people. But, as with beauty, colour depends on the beholder. Truth is the same. Mimi’s purple was just someone else’s red.


Just as Mimi sensed Art might be reaching his threshold of cooperation as a live sartorial dummy, the doorbell rang. She saw him flinch. He wouldn’t like a spectator. ‘Doctorate gown measurements?’ said the customer, a young woman. ‘Law?’ Mimi did that horrible calculation that told her where she would be on the academic ladder if she hadn’t left university in her very first year.


The man behind the till flipped pages of a diary back and forth in consternation, mumbling ‘clash’, and looking round for someone to blame.


‘I’m too busy to wait,’ said the young woman. ‘I’ll come back after my Evidence lecture.’


Art’s jaw relaxed. ‘The tailors appear to be as ill-qualified as you when it comes to organizing their time,’ he said, as Mimi ran her finger along the grosgrain trim of a velvet slipper.


‘Hmm,’ she said. Too busy to wait. Mimi had done a half-day at the museum and, apart from getting supper, she had nothing, and no one else, to think about.


Evidence. That was the other word Art used for facts. ‘Look at the evidence,’ he’d say, ruling out suspects when they sat on the sofa watching crime dramas. ‘Moira saw her at the hairdresser!’ Mimi could stare at evidence all day; it did give events a certain shape. But it was the underlying truth of things that always socked her in the gut.


The evidence of the purple–red car and the truth of what happened in it, well, those two things lived in different parts of her body altogether.


The tailor disappeared behind a curtain. Art stood there, with his back to his sister, his hands dropped to his sides – clearly it was enough for him, just to know that she was there.


The air was still. The man at the till clicked his pen and poured water from a dispenser into a plastic cup; Mimi heard the loud bubble at the end as air burped back into the tank.


She was thirty. She would grow old like this.
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VIBRATIONS


It wasn’t quite true that Mimi had no one apart from her brother. She had Rey, and she adored her friend. A week after the fitting, Mimi stood alongside Rey in a high-ceilinged room at the Tate, contemplating a smudged Richter portrait. ‘I’m babysitter to a thirty-six-year-old,’ she said. ‘And all that occasion wear. It was a march through life’s landmarks.’


‘It would send me to my grave, wearing that awful get-up,’ said Rey lightly, but she turned her head and watched Mimi as she spoke, her long eyelashes prickling like antennae.


When she was ten, Mimi had spotted a new girl moving in across the road. The next day, that same girl arrived at Mimi’s classroom door. Her black hair, in bunches, bolted out at the sides. High arching eyebrows framed bright, olive eyes.


Her name was Sareyina. A double tripwire – an ‘s’ and an ‘n’.


Mimi approached her as she leaned against a red-brick wall. ‘S-s-sa-rey-in-n-nn,’ she’d tried. Her face felt hot. ‘S-s-sa-rey . . . Sa-sa . . .’ Her desire for Sareyina’s friendship rose through her soles. ‘S-s-sorry,’ she said.


‘Just call me Rey,’ said Sareyina. She smiled. ‘I like your red hair. It’s the colour of a sweetgum tree.’


They sat eating bagels in the Tate cafe, and Rey explained her current gig as one of the sound artists on the set of a drug-cartel drama for TV. ‘I’m on my own for my bit, smacking plastic bags of flour, stomping on floorboards. I don’t even get to see the unedited footage – the rushes.’ She laughed. ‘It’s nuts. But totally fun.’


While Rey chattered away about mic interference and props, Mimi tried to remember the last time she’d had fun.


It was probably last year, when Rey had moved back to Muriel Grove following eight years in Lagos with her father. After living for Rey’s regular, whirlwind visits, Mimi was delighted when Rey returned to live in the old house across the road. Rey’s mum had moved out to live with her long-term boyfriend. She hadn’t wanted to sell while house prices were still climbing, and the timing was good for Rey. On the first weekend of her return, she’d invited Mimi to a Halloween party. In the section of the Natural History Museum’s Library and Archives where Mimi worked, Halloween celebrations involved sharing a spider cake from Sainsbury’s with two female colleagues before they left to trick or treat with their grandchildren.


Rey had dressed as a pirate. Her hair was wild as a hamerkop’s nest, and she wore a carpenter’s belt bristling with fake knives. Mimi wore red-and-white ‘Where’s Wally’ stripes and bobbed in time to the music, alone. It hadn’t been much fun. Rey had tried to persuade Art to come too. ‘I would like to accept, if only to show my appreciation for the invitation,’ he told Mimi. ‘But you and I both know I will end up standing at the snack table having run out of people prepared to talk to me, and a headache and orange fingers from too many artificially coloured rice puffs.’


‘I’m breaking into the UK film industry,’ Rey told everyone, while rebuffing the advances of half-drunk men who kept telling her she looked like she was in her twenties, as if that was all she could ever want to hear.


Nine months on, Rey had set up her own audio post-production business, had a van with Sister in Sound emblazoned on the side and a dachshund called Rizla. She charged around London like a gaming character.


‘Anyway,’ said Rey, ‘no wonder there isn’t time for men.’


Sitting on the sticky cafe stool, Mimi was ambushed by self-pity. She put her hands over her face. She didn’t like how she looked when she cried.


‘Oh, Mi. What is it?’


‘My whole bloody life,’ said Mimi through her fingers. ‘All I do is look after Art and work in that hushed corner of the museum. Never mind being in a relationship.’


‘Oh god, Mi. Relationships aren’t all they’re cracked up to be,’ said Rey. ‘Believe me. But as for the rest: you need to get out more.’ She’d nagged Mimi for years to shake up her life. ‘You do know,’ she said; she put a warm hand on Mimi’s knee, ‘it won’t kill Art if you live a little. I know you feel like it will. But—’ Then Rey stopped talking. She pushed out her lips the way she did when she was thinking. She shook her head. ‘I’m kicking myself I didn’t think of this before.’


Rey needed an assistant. Mimi needed a life.


It was almost design-adjacent. Seven years late.


They headed back to Muriel Grove. ‘He’s not going to like it,’ said Mimi.
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REFORMULATION


Art was sitting at the kitchen table in the throes of writing a difficult letter. He had missed his weekly swim this evening to finish it, and had made no progress. He stared at what he had so far.


DRAFT.


He italicized the word, then clicked Underline.


King’s College London, Mathematics Department. To Gutteridge or Dorney? Should he send it at all?


He was eliminating unnecessary hyperbole when Mimi and Rey, back from the Tate, hurtled through the door. Rey was breathless with her latest idea for how to upend his life. He typed Professor A.N. Brotherton and snapped his computer shut. Rey was always at it: terrariums, transcendental meditation, new diets that involved curly kale, and ideas for adventurous holidays – a canal trip in France had been her most recent suggestion. Lord! This time it took the form of a new job for Mimi in a risky and unreliable industry filled with people who made unexpected hair choices and wore jeans that clung to their calves.


Mimi usually knew better and waited for Rey’s enthusiasms to subside.


He enumerated his many, rational objections. Job insecurity, the relative decline of the London film industry. Mimi was due a promotion at the museum. Et cetera.


‘That’s all very well,’ said Rey, staring him down. ‘But she’ll turn into one of their exhibits if we don’t do something.’


‘Do you realize how disruptive this would be?’ he asked, aware his voice had gone up an octave. ‘For us both?’ This was a strategic error, because change was exactly what his sister wanted. Above all else, were her actual words. He had a wrinkling sensation behind his breastbone. Most likely related to her rejection of their current existence. And by implication, unlikely as it seemed, him.


He had to sit down.


‘Please, Art,’ said Mimi. ‘Just give it some thought.’


‘Assistant Foley artist’ was Rey’s proposal, for a lower salary than at the museum, but subject to upward revision if Rey got more work. Foley, googled Art. Foley artists reproduce everyday sounds that get added to movies post-production to make them sound realistic, Art read. He knew that, but his understanding of Rey’s work was somewhat superficial. The last time he had thought about it at all, he and Mimi had been doing the crossword, his favourite Saturday morning ritual. Mimi was standing at the window peeling her yellow rubber gloves off after washing up from breakfast. ‘7 Down,’ he said. ‘Foley artist sound made with coconut shells. Four letters.’


‘Clop,’ said Mimi without missing a beat.


‘Clop?’


‘Horse hooves. As in clip-clop. Rey showed me – you bang the shells together.’ She hung the gloves over the tap to drip dry and made a trotting motion in the air with her hands. The sun was streaming in behind her and she was smiling.


‘Clever!’ he said. ‘Though clip would also fit.’


‘Huh?’


‘Clip, clip, clip? Sounds like a horse to me. But you are right, because 9 Across is what you think I am, by the look on your face – four letters, Coagulate. Gives us the o.’


‘Ha ha, clot. Very funny.’ Mimi did a horsey prance. ‘Clip-clot, clip-clot.’ When she laughed, her eyes disappeared in their creases.


Now he carried on reading while Mimi and Rey looked on, leaning with their backs to the sink like two minders. Foley had some entertaining features. From footsteps to doors closing; from the rustle of skirts to eggs being beaten. It was widely used in animation too, Google told him. Art lifted his head.


Animation relies on mathematics. Character movements – arms, eyebrows, hair in the wind – are determined by harmonic coordinates and Laplace’s equation. Every single pixel has three numbers assigned to it, each reflecting how much red, green or blue it holds. Every frame has, literally, millions of equations that need solving. Just reformulate barycentric coordinates, and presto! – you have the twinkles in Finding Nemo.


‘You see?’ said Rey, leaning forward.


‘No,’ Art replied, resisting the seduction of integral calculus and subdivision surfaces. From his observation of Rey, Foley itself seemed to involve running around sourcing unwieldy gear and hanging out in recording studios beyond the M25. ‘What if I need you, Mimi, and you are halfway across London in a sound studio with headphones clamped to your ears?’


‘Listen to yourself, Art,’ said Rey. ‘She’s not your employee.’


‘But you want her as yours?’ It was a reasonable riposte.


‘Stop snapping at each other,’ said Mimi, her hands gripping the edge of the counter behind her. ‘I’m taking a part-time job in London. As a sound assistant, not a flight attendant.’ He noticed her use of the present progressive.


‘You say that, but Rey is always off and away in that van. Sometimes for days.’


Rey sat down. ‘Seriously, Art,’ she said, ‘I know you wouldn’t like Mimi to be away. This won’t involve travel. I promise.’ As infuriating as Rey was, he knew her intentions were good. Just last week, she had sailed past him in her van as he walked along the road. She blew an extravagant kiss, flung out her arm and banged her palm on the roof of the vehicle. It was not behaviour he would countenance for himself. And he knew Rey might do it for anyone. But there was nobody else who would do it for him.


‘What does part-time actually mean?’ he asked. The timing was terrible. He was in the middle of a genuine crisis with his work and Mimi had chosen this exact moment to disrupt their equilibrium.


‘You haven’t asked me once, Art,’ Mimi said, ‘why I even want to leave the museum.’


‘I know that already,’ said Art. ‘You complain about it all the time.’


‘Well? What else d’you need to know?’


‘And if it does not work out? What then? Rey is your only friend.’ This was true. ‘Working with friends is an ill-advised adventure, Naomi. Always. The museum is unlikely to take you back.’ Also true: Rey was his only friend too.


‘I don’t want to go back!’ She was shouting. The disruption had not even happened yet, and already, she was her worst self.


‘See?’


‘See what?’ she said. Furious blotches bloomed up her neck.


‘I do not like it,’ he said. ‘Not one little bit.’


‘You don’t have to like it,’ she said. ‘You have to live with it. It’s time.’


Art could not bring himself to give his sister’s plan his blessing. ‘I trust it will not be too stressful,’ he said, when she handed in her notice.


His work was stressful enough.


The draft letter sat on his laptop. Unfinished. Unsent.
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SINGLE DIGIT


The clocks had gone back – that swiftly stolen hour – and Mimi walked the last stretch of Muriel Grove in the sudden dark. She’d had her new job for a few months now, and there was a chance her life might take off after all. Terrace lights flicked on almost as though they were lighting up for her. She felt like a plane on a runway.


Her attention was – as usual – hooked by the other women who lived in the road, in homes they didn’t share with their brothers. The pregnant journalist whose husband turned up in a black cab after work each day, his suit still looking fresh. The Lycra-clad mother who leaned in her doorway and clutched her collar while a delivery driver assembled supermarket bags at her feet. All the women who had babies and partners, the lives she didn’t have.


Mimi had decided to change all that.


She kept walking, her cap pulled low.


After a shower, Mimi top ’n’ tailed French beans and drizzled olive oil on the baby carrots. She roasted a chicken and fat potato wedges, all of which Art loved. But in the end, she couldn’t rely on bribing him with food. She’d have to say it out loud. The new job was one thing. This was weapons-grade.


‘I’m lonely, Art,’ she said, as he set his napkin down. She showed him the research – Loneliness Kills. ‘You have your work. But . . .’ She could hear the kitchen clock. There was no way of saying it other than straight out. He was looking at her. ‘I’d like to meet a man.’


She quickly spread the Guardian article on the kitchen table. ‘Look at the graphs,’ she said. Numbers, and goals, might help. Her current age was only just younger than the inflexion point towards an irreversible decline in fertility. ‘Women who have babies live longer.’


‘I can read,’ Art said, adjusting his glasses. He sounded as if he had cotton wool in his throat. He smoothed out the newspaper and examined the small print.


The data was obvious. She needed a mate.


‘I don’t meet men my age in my job. I find it intimidating, going to bars in the hope of meeting strangers. And it’s getting harder. Not that I’ve really tried,’ she said, making patterns in the gravy on her plate with her fork, ‘but, you know . . .’ She was rambling.


Art had gone white round the mouth.


‘Allow me to think about this,’ was all that he said.


Art took his plate to the sink and, without a word, washed it and dried it and set it aside. He straightened the cloth on the oven door. Loneliness Kills, said the paper. I know I have you, she wanted to say.


‘Goodnight, Mimi,’ said Art. Tucking The Guardian under his arm, he went up to bed.


Mimi stood in the centre of the room.


She hardly slept.


In the morning, she put his porridge on early, laced it with honey and prayed that he hadn’t clammed up for good.


He appeared bang on time in his favourite shirt.


‘Good porridge,’ he said and opened the page of The Guardian again.


‘The first step,’ he said, as though a decision had already been made, ‘for successfully finding a partner, is to decide how long it is that you have for the search.’


Mimi just nodded. Her insides loosened.


‘The thing about this, Mimi, is that trial and error is no good. I will support you. If you agree to follow my plan.’


‘Which is?’ She took a step back, to look at her brother. Was he really okay?


Art turned his placemat, just a fraction, so it was exactly aligned with the table’s edge. He rearranged the salt and pepper cellars, as if they were soldiers bracing for battle. She had seen this behaviour before. ‘First,’ said Art, ‘you have to set yourself a time limit.’


He had taken control.


‘Time limit?’ said Mimi.


‘For the length of your search. How long it should take.’


‘Well, not that long, ideally, but if you’re about to launch into one of your extended mathematical explanations, it’s not going to get any shorter.’ She hoped teasing him might ease the pull in her chest. Art likened the sensation of being teased to taking an effervescent Alka-Seltzer. It fizzed his insides, he said.


‘I give myself two years.’ She tapped the graph. ‘Eighteen months would be better.’


‘Sensible,’ said Art. ‘A man would have more time.’


‘Quite.’ She offered him toast.


‘The theory is this,’ Art began once the toast had popped. ‘After a month or two of dating, you add up how many men you have met. You use those numbers to calculate how many men you ought to meet over your full eighteen months, assuming you keep going at a steady pace.’


‘Where’s this going, Prof?’


‘A well-known hypothesis,’ said her brother, ‘suggests that when you have reached thirty-seven percent of the total men you might meet—’


‘Thirty-seven percent?’


‘It seems random, I know. But strangely, it works. It is actually called The Secretary Problem, discovered in a study of how best to interview secretaries.’ Art was warming to his theme and had stopped military moves with the breakfast utensils. ‘Bosses hiring secretaries would identify the thirty-seven percent mark among interviewees. And then hire the very next candidate that was better than the ones who had gone before.’


‘And that works for falling in love – how?’


‘The same. After thirty-seven percent, you settle on the very next man who is better than the ones who have gone before. That is the moment you can stop wondering if there is someone better out there. In all likelihood, there is not.’


Mimi laughed nervously. ‘That’s ridiculous. What happens if you fall in love – or find a brilliant secretary – before the magical thirty-seven percent?’


‘You let them go – and keep searching. The model is strict on that point. There will be a better one around the corner. The numbers guarantee it.’


The toast was cold. ‘Love doesn’t work like that, Art.’


‘How do you know?’


It was a fair question. She blew out, as if to expel the hollow inside her. ‘Everyone knows that. You can’t decide to fall in love. It happens to you, not by you. It’s not like choosing a secretary.’


‘Do you want my help or not? I can only give the help I am qualified to give.’ He looked sad for a moment, as if he knew it was pointless to imagine the distinction for himself. ‘They say it is hard to tell if you have definitely met “the one”. From fictional accounts, no one is ever sure.’


‘I should’ve known you’d come at this from an unexpected angle,’ she said. ‘So . . . Okay. I agree. When I get to thirty-seven percent, I’ll pay attention. You can help me work out when that is.’


‘Excellent,’ said Art.


‘Meantime,’ she said, gingerly again, ‘I need your help up front.’


‘As a go-between?’


‘Er – no, darling brother. I need to generate a stream of good prospects. Of the right age – unlike those fresh-faced sound techies. I want to go online. Dating websites are all built on algorithms. You’re the perfect person to choose the best one.’


It might not be possible to know love when you see it, or for Art ever to imagine what it might feel like – romantic love, anyway. But the love she felt for her brother as his face lit up, when he realized how useful he’d be; he looked suffused with pleasure. His smile folded in that way of his when he was overcome. ‘I see,’ he said. She loved him so much she wondered why life with him wasn’t enough.


It wasn’t, though, and she felt a deep stab inside at exactly what she was getting him to sign up to. Did he realize? Did he know?


What would happen to them both if it worked?
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MATRIX


The next night after supper, tasked with finding a superior algorithm, and with Mimi across the road at Rey’s, Art settled down in his tracksuit and slippers, the door to his study shut.


Art’s post-doc, Ernest, had already taught him how to surf online incognito. Art had thought he might deploy the anonymous dark screen for his investigations into p versus Np, the maths problem he was working on.


(He still had not finished his letter.)


Ernest had blinked especially long at Art’s request and scratched his elbows, but with typical delicacy, he did not pry. Ernest seemed to have divining powers when it came to what Art needed. Not that Art believed in any such powers.


Now, in white writing on a black background, he read that free dating sites might harbour bots posing as people. The thought of Mimi being stalked by a bot made his feet sweat. Expect disturbing feelings, he read. Mercifully, Art was immune to the way enervating emotions skewed rational thought, so he could be of real service to Mimi here. It would be his job to protect his sister from disturbing feelings. And bots.


Art stood up. He breathed out slowly to calm his parasympathetic nervous system, which he sensed was overactive.


By the time he finally found the perfect website, he thought his vertebrae might fuse. It was called Matrix, with an elegant algorithm and an intrinsic mathematical logic that made it beautiful.


Art stared at the empty data fields that required filling in. Skin, Hair, Eyes. Personality.


In most respects, Mimi was ordinary. She might not like to hear it, of course, but that itself was a standard sensitivity. He tried to imagine where she might fit on a bell curve of ordinariness. Certainly, his own data point would not sit in the swollen hump of ‘normal’.


If you had a superpower, what would it be? asked Matrix.Good grief. Do you wear glasses? Mimi had needed new reading glasses just last week. ‘Where is your old pair?’ he had asked her.


‘I sat on them,’ she said. His sister had a tell when she lied – she touched the left side of her face, an involuntary tic. He would not encourage her to put that online.


Mimi’s eyes were blue, but not bright blue, and she always said they looked sad. Importantly, they were wide apart, a universally accepted sign of attractiveness.


She also had even features – something Art prized. As a boy, fitting his foot into the crook of his arm, he had discovered heel to toe matched elbow to wrist. But his feet, he found to his immense irritation, were different lengths.


Art had anaesthetized the needs of his own body in the service of his higher calling, but he was not insensitive to the impulse to fall in love and couple up. From an evolutionary point of view, he understood his sister’s imperative.


Yes, Mimi was ordinary. And the more ordinary you were, he had just learned, the more likely men were to believe they had a chance. The more inclined to press ‘Like’ on any photograph of his sister’s face, made of pixels. The very idea made Art’s throat close.


He had promised to help her find love.


But they needed to take it one step at a time. 


He signed into her Matrix account on his own PC. She did not need to know. It was a simple precaution, just in case. And then he waited for her to come home.


‘He spent the evening reading Matrix’s small print,’ Mimi told Rey the next day. They had the studio in Holborn to themselves for a change and were working amid feeble Christmas tinsel, recording footsteps for a TV series Rey called ‘countryside noir’.


‘But he’s agreed, right?’ said Rey from behind the projector.


‘I hope so.’ Mimi pulled on a pair of steel-capped boots. ‘He’s dragging me off to that blooming Maths Awards thing again this year. I’m only going to keep him happy.’


‘Just keep him involved. Have you chosen a photo? Let’s dress you up!’


‘I am not dressing up, Rey. God. Between you and Art, I feel like a pet being groomed for Crufts.’ She laughed. The blue light was blinking.


‘Ready?’ said Rey.


Mimi stepped into the pit.


‘Rolling,’ called Rey from the back, and the screen sprang to life.


Mimi watched the actor on the screen in front of her while she marched on the spot in a square metre bed of gravel. She matched her gait to his from the movement of his shoulders, swung her arms in time with his as he strode up a country road towards an isolated shack.


It was going to be hard to sound interesting online.


The actor reached the shack. He had a gun.


She imagined herself with a gun. She imagined herself without a gun. With an axe.


Her heart was thumping. The film kept rolling, silent. He smashed the door. Mimi knew what was coming; she’d seen the rushes. A plain room; light leaking in through a dirty window. Bodies lay on the floor, eyes open. Two children quivered, terrified, under a table, holding hands. A boy and a girl.


‘Stop,’ said Rey and froze the image on screen. She came down to the pit. ‘Hey, where are you, girl?’


‘Sorry,’ said Mimi.


‘Just find your centre. Then, watch his arms. Tune your rhythm to his, but first, find your own – hey, are you okay?’


Mimi stayed in the pit. Her arms hung at her sides.


‘Mimi?’


‘D’you think we could take a short break? I’m trying to think what the hell I’m going to say about myself online. I’m so nervous about this whole thing, how Art’s going to handle it. And then – this film. Those two kids, clinging to each other, you know.’ Her voice faltered and she stepped out of the path of the projector light. ‘It makes me think of me and Art.’


‘Oh, Mi,’ said Rey and blinked on the lights. ‘Oh honey. I’m sorry, I guess you just never know when something’s going to hit you. It didn’t even occur to me.’


‘Why should it? We weren’t kids, and it’s not as though our parents were murdered by a woodland killer. But them holding onto each other like that? It’s sort of how it’s always felt.’


‘I can see how. All of it.’ Rey’s face got this awful pinched expression whenever Mimi spoke of her parents’ deaths, as though it physically hurt her, too. ‘And I guess, taking control of your life, as you are now, feels scary. I really get it.’ Rey turned off the projector, which continued to whirr as it cooled down. ‘Come, let’s go get a coffee and discuss how we’re going to describe you online. Boudicca or Jessica Chastain?’


‘That’s just it,’ said Mimi as she pulled off the heavy boots and stood in her socks. ‘Never mind what colour my bloody hair is,’ she said. ‘First, I need an upgrade on the words pinging round in my head. Those same old six words: sister of a mathematical genius. Orphan.’


Art heard Mimi return from work. He still had the Matrix website open on his computer, and from the little icon he had set up to flash when she was online, he could see that she had come inside and logged straight on. He gave her half an hour and, when he could stand it no longer, he went downstairs. A diamond of light was thrown into the kitchen by weak afternoon sun, and a pair of crows grubbed in the lawn. Mimi was at her laptop, gripping the scar on her lip with her teeth – she had been gnawing at it ever since they had agreed on his plan and now it was starting to chafe. He leaned in behind her.


‘So, what d’you think?’ she asked. ‘Will it work?’


He paused before answering. ‘No. You skipped all the difficult questions.’


Mimi minimized Matrix’s personality assessment questionnaire and spun round. ‘Like what?’


‘Like – Are your parents alive? Did they die of an inheritable disease?’ Her pupils contracted so fast he could see a radial of amber in her blue eyes, but she did not speak. ‘Have you ever had a learning difficulty?’ he said. ‘Are you afraid of the dark?’


She did not take her eyes off him. ‘I’m not afraid of the dark.’


‘I know that. But I bet that you also passed over that question.’ Perhaps Matrix, with its unusually personal questionnaire and specialized psychological algorithm, was too intrusive.


‘And a stammer is not a learning difficulty,’ she said, closing her laptop. ‘Anyway, how did you know?’ The crows took off, making a racket as they cleared the fence. ‘Art?’


‘Seventy-three percent of people dissemble when they respond to questionnaires. You do not fit the profile of the remaining twenty-seven. You were trying to hide the questions you do not want to answer. The ones about our parents. About your old stutter. So, you avoided a couple of extras that you thought other people might also avoid. About cheating at games. Or fears that normal people might have – like the dark.’


What Mimi was afraid of included a particular universe of things. Not the dark. Or spiders, another question she had omitted. Art watched the sun shrink behind the houses. The viburnum needed cutting back, it was killing the grass.


Mimi’s life was a clock ticking steadily away, apparently. ‘Getting older frightens me,’ she said. But searching for love seemed to frighten her more.


Art understood. People you love can abandon you, Mimi knew too well. And there were other reasons to be frightened of love, and what it could make you do. Consider his parents.


They had not had to search for their love. Christine was the administrator of a large medical practice in Johannesburg when Walter strolled in one afternoon. He was already a professor, a good decade older than her, and allergic to something that had brushed against his arm on a walk in the veld. ‘Contact dermatitis, I could’ve diagnosed it myself,’ Christine told her children as their family sat on an oilskin ground cloth on the beach for Art’s birthday, eating jam sandwiches with the crusts cut off. ‘But I kept him in the waiting room. I liked his hair with its random upward sweep, like Beethoven. I liked his wide-apart, Highveld-sky eyes.’


Walter had overheard a female patient complaining about delays to see the doctor. He had watched the tops of Christine’s eyelashes as she followed her finger down the list of patients, humming ‘Morning has Broken’. ‘But her appointments were a shambles,’ their father told them with a smile.


‘When he delivered a new colour-coded super-spreadsheet a week later, he wedged open a space in my heart,’ said his mother, her palm on her chest.


‘Mum kn-n-new she would marry him,’ translated six-year-old Mimi, tucking herself into their father’s side.


Art could picture the spreadsheet; less so the wedge-shaped gap in their mother’s heart. He turned a triangle sandwich in his hand.


Their father rubbed jam off Mimi’s chin. Their mother absently clipped and unclipped the lid of the Tupperware. ‘Dad took me for a walk in the Wilds, a sprawling rocky outcrop on the outskirts of the City,’ she said.


‘I told her to wear comfortable shoes,’ said their father.


When his parents had reached the famous sundial at the Wilds’ topmost point, Walter told Christine that the air was so thin you could understand why it took a minute longer to boil an egg up there. He looked over the Ridge, pointing to where they had found Australopithecus, a fossil that dated back 2.3 million years. ‘You probably think I’m a bit of a fossil, hey?’ he had said to their mother, and laughed.


‘The thirteen years between us melted to nothing. I knew that I’d never be bored.’ Their mother pushed Walter’s composer hair off his forehead. ‘On the way down the stone path,’ she continued, ‘he held my hand.’ Art remembered every word. ‘He wore long socks, shorts and rubber-soled, practical sandals. He had strong muscled legs. I didn’t let go.’


Whether or not his parents had fallen in love that day had never occurred to Art before. What had occurred to him was that the curiosity his father displayed in the medical schedule and the angles on the sundial was an inherited pulse that beat in his own bloodstream. He too wondered how our relative sense of time could accommodate 2.3 million years. Maths was everywhere, and all the time.


It was their father, in the end, who could not let their mother go. He loved her so much he had died for her. Even though he did not have to. Even though she was already going to die.


Even though they needed him.


Was that the kind of love that frightened Mimi? Or was it what she longed for?
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P VERSUS NP


Art was chasing an elusive idea when Mimi poked her head round his study door.


‘I need your old Yellow Pages,’ she said. She looked past Art, not at him.


‘You had another response?’ he asked. ‘On Matrix?’ Two weeks on, he seemed more invested in seeing if Matrix worked than his sister, who did not refresh her page nearly as often as he did. She had an above-average viewing rate but had not yet ‘liked’ anyone back.


‘Um, no.’ She touched the side of her face.


‘Why are you lying?’


‘Because he had sad eyes.’


‘Your eyes are also sad. You told me yourself.’


Mimi looked at him with her supposedly sad eyes. ‘Give me the phone book, Art. Please.’


‘What for?’


‘Body thumping to the floor. Episode 3.’


Mimi’s Foley work had been quite an adjustment, right down to her new lexicon – ‘omnidirectional microphone’, ‘background walla’ and ‘work drinks’ – but chopping frozen cabbages to mimic a decapitation already seemed as old as analogue.


Art withheld the book on his lap. He felt like a child reluctant to share his favourite toy. ‘Rey lost the last one. You are helping her, but that does not mean she can help herself to our things. They do not make these any more.’


‘I’m working for her, Art, not helping her.’ She stuck out her hand.


He handed it over, but only after writing BROTHERTON across the top with a permanent marker. If he could label individual teabags at work, he would. He considered property ownership a Venn diagram that should have no intersections.


‘I need to keep going,’ he said. Waving his arm, he went back to marshalling the contents of his brain into a serviceable form, equations and diagrams spilling onto the page with an urgency that ate him up.


Art had been working on the p versus Np problem all his adult life. His obsession was now the subject of a million-dollar prize from the Clay Institute, although no true mathematician was motivated by money, in his opinion. When he had first encountered the problem, aged seven, it was uncontaminated by such public attention.


If p equalled Np, Walter had told him, then there was a universal solution. For everything. His father understood how maths could change the world – nothing would ever be the same. Art wrote it up in his notebook and had nurtured the private ambition to be the person to solve it ever since.


The work of Art’s life became not only to find out whether this ‘universal answer’ existed. He believed that it was his calling to protect the answer too. Art felt a kinship with Robert Oppenheimer realizing the potential of the atom bomb. The contemporary world was simply defenceless to the wrong person solving dangerous problems.


Wrong, wrong, gonged in his head. If p equalled Np, every single password and encryption in the world would be rendered useless. It would advance the cure for cancer, universal education would be possible, trains could be on time, neural networks optimized, plane wings designed to reduce fuel consumption – all manner of things that the world thought it wanted. But the risks! Bank accounts, military units, nuclear power stations, hospitals, pacemakers, airlines, electricity grids, social media – even those ridiculous apps like Angry Birds that people stayed glued to while crossing the road. Chaos was inevitable.


Nothing would be safe from the tendrils of an Np algorithm’s devastating power.


Art concentrated so hard the lines and numbers distorted into graphics that danced on the paper. The pain in his fingers from gripping his pen seemed to belong to someone else. And that was the problem. Whether it was for the million-dollar prize, the prestige, or some deeper malintent, Art was convinced that someone out there was after his work.


Ernest, whom he trusted unreservedly, knew of his concerns, but Art had not yet shared his worries with the rest of the department at King’s. He had not sent his letter. Instead, he decided, if he worked a little harder, concentrated to the point where his brain became an almost separate entity, articulating things through his body as though he was just a vehicle – he had achieved this state before, a soaring, enlightened, almost conscious-free euphoria, a place of omniscient clarity – then, he would get there first.


It was a race against time.


He bent closer in.




When he came downstairs later, his head feeling like a scoured pot, Mimi and Rey were sitting at the kitchen table, each with a glass of wine. And no sign of his supper. The phone book was splayed on the floor, its spine fractured.


‘My phone book!’


Mimi scuttled round his feet and scrabbled in the kitchen drawer for masking tape. ‘I threw it too hard.’


‘I’m sorry,’ said Rey. ‘I needed wine. I left the shoot in a bit of haste.’


‘A liaison on set gone wrong,’ Mimi informed him. It would not be the first ill-judged romantic escapade of Rey’s, whose faith in human nature did not always guide her down the ideal path. ‘One of their techies.’


‘Not a techie,’ said Rey, ‘a scheduling assistant. With a cute ass.’


‘And a fiancée.’
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