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CHAPTER 1
 
Jessica Gallagher normally hated funerals, but this one, on a dreary day under a leaden grey sky, with a fine drizzle, driven by errant gusts of wind, drifting under useless umbrellas and soaking the mourners standing around her father’s grave…
This one she hated not at all. It had been far too long in coming. 
Standing here, soaked by the drizzle, she watched the priest holding a wet bible and his robes becoming a soggy, drooping mess. Which put a fitting full stop under the life of a man she had grown to despise. Never mind that the setting was Springvale Botanical Cemetery, Melbourne’s most expansive, expensive, rich-people-only graveyard. When you were dead you were dead, and you rotted away and got eaten by worms and decomposed by bacteria no matter where they interred you and no matter how much you were embalmed. In the end they got you. Unless you had yourself cremated, of course. But Arthur Gallagher would never have allowed to happen. Not even he would have been dumb enough to believe that God could put back together Humpty Dumpty once he had been reduced to ashes; especially if the corpse’s ashes were mixed with those of a coffin costing thousands of dollars, in a hot furnace that would have done Satan proud.
Jess didn’t believe in God. That kind of nonsense made even less sense than the fact that men like Arthur existed. And even if some kind of God did exist, he—she, it, or whatever-the-fuck gender-identity that fantasy lay claim to—was just a narcissistic, egomaniacal sadist, who caused endless suffering and tended to ignore people’s pleas for a better world. 
A better world, where Jack was here, and she was alone; despite Nana’s presence, the one saving grace in their fucked-up dysfunctional family. But she was too old to really understand.
Screw you! Jess thought at the coffin being lowered into the ground by electric winch at a carefully controlled rate, calibrated for the best balance between ‘dignified’ and ‘get-it-over-with’.
She had a notion to spit on it, but controlled the urge. Arthur wasn’t worth the saliva. Nor have another thought or emotion wasted on him.
The priest read tracts from the soggy bible over the too-slowly disappearing coffin. In Latin; because Arthur would have wanted it that way. Probably.
Jess glanced at the people beside her. Mother, one Vivian Gallagher, nee Danes, on one side, and Nana Eleanor Danes, whose relationship with her daughter was about as fucked up as it could get, on the other. Both soaked, just like everyone else, though Nana managed to look dignified despite it all.
Jess looked up, at the ring of trees surrounding the ostentatious gravesite. Fat drops cascaded from the branches in erratic rhythms. With a bit of luck, in due course, some of their roots would pierce the coffin and Arthur’s exquisitely embalmed leftovers. Jess just hoped that the toxins in that last resting place weren’t going to hurt either the trees or the worms coming to feast on Arthur. 
The winch stopped. The priest intoned some more platitudes, before the attendant watchers, all but Nana in her wheelchair pretending to be mourners, threw a ritualistic handful of wet soil into the hole. 
Jess didn’t. She wasn’t going to get her hands dirty for the swine in the grave. Instead she flicked him double middle-fingers, occasioning gasps from those who saw her do it.
Tough shit!
And then, as she was about to turn away to see if Nana’s wheelchair was being properly maneuvered back toward the waiting car, she saw him.
In the distance, leaning against a tree—
Jack!
 

CHAPTER 2
 
“Hi, Jess,” Jack whispered. 
She had seen him, because she froze, with her face turned in his direction.
Four long years—
I’ve missed you so!
But now the man forcing their separation was in a cold, dark grave. Where he belonged. The world was better off without him. There was only one good thing he’d ever done in his life. Well, two things. Because without him and their dysfunctional mother neither Jess nor he would exist. Would never have—
How can we ever pick this up again?
Apart from the danger of even trying. The danger that had always been with them, ever since those days in Bora Bora. Since that third day.
Or maybe it had really started even before that, at the Year 12 Formal, when they decided, for reasons they at that time hadn’t even fully understood themselves, to forego the agonizing procedure of procuring dates and instead go with the one person they were actually comfortable with? The person they knew better than anybody; who had always been their refuge from the world and its vicissitudes and uncertainties.
And that certainly set tongues wagging, especially among the students at Highvale Grammar, which both of the twins had attended for their last four years. That was after the extended fight with their parents, who refused to take them out of the Catholic torture chamber they had been forced into from prep year.
For the males, landing Jess as a Formal date had been a sport. Cash changed hands, as bets were placed on whom she would choose from the pool of the three who considered themselves superior to everybody else when it came to scoring girls: Jeremy Snyder, Frank Lister, and Joshua Feinstein. 
Since Jess didn’t have an official boyfriend, the competition was considered ‘open’. The three had worked hard to win their competition, in the process majorly pissing each other off; mainly because bet wasn’t really for money but the prestige that would have come with winning it. Jess had always been considered a hot item. As Jeremy Snyder once put it: “A perfect package of hot lips, hot tits and probably a hot pussy to go with it.” Of course all three also considered her a stand-offish bitch. However that was never voiced with her in earshot. Not necessarily out of Jack’s though. He duly reported it to Jess.
“Screw them,” was her response.
“That’ll be their dream come true,” Jack had pointed out during one of their conversations about the subject.
In truth, Jess had not been amused; though she had seen the humor once she’d gotten over the images that conjured up. 
The school, of course, frowned on betting for anything even remotely related to the school, especially if it involved money, and even more so social media accolades. That it was for a blatantly sexist prize made things even more unacceptable. But school authorities could do little to stop the activity, since it was conducted off-campus and in secret. Money bets involved cash only, and online bragging about winning would be conducted over encrypted messaging apps like Telegram. But everybody knew what was going on anyway.
Jess wouldn’t have picked either of the three ‘final candidates’ anyway, nor anyone else; not even for a million dollar reward. She was so disgusted that she almost decided to skip the Formal altogether. Only family pressure—her absence was considered ‘unthinkable’, even though it wasn’t; not to her anyway—and Jack’s gentle prodding and appeal to what he called ‘reason’—damn him!—made her acquiesce to attend after all. 
With one condition.
“Only if you’re my date.”
“What?”
“Well?”
“That would piss off a lot of people. Parents included.”
“Screw them!”
“You wanna screw the parents now?”
She gave him a dirty look.
“Jess…”
“Please, Jack!”
“You just want to give everybody the finger.”
“Both fingers.” 
She looked at him pleadingly, knowing damn well that when she did in this particular way, he was putty in her hands. Most of the time anyway. 
“You haven’t got a date,” she guessed.
“Don’t want one. Don’t want to go!”
“You… If I’m going, no way are you going to wheedle out of it!” she snapped. 
Softer… 
“Please, Jack. You and me. It’ll save us both a lot of grief.”
“Hmmm.”
“You know it’s not really about giving them the finger?”
He did. 
They both did.
At least they thought so. 
But until Bora Bora they didn’t know—or, if they did, they lived in deliberate denial about—what really was driving them to this…
Bora Bora had been the deal negotiated between Jack and Jess and their parents; meaning of course their father, who ruled the household like a patriarch from another time, and never mind that the 21st century had started a long time ago. 
Said deal had been that if both of them did status-conscious daddy proud and aced their curriculum with an ATAR of 95% or more, they would get an all-expenses-paid week at the Conrad Bora Bora Nui, with a luxury Deluxe Overwater Villa for each of them and enough spending money to go diving or sightseeing whenever it pleased them, and generally have a good time. A prize for kids of one of the rich crowd. But why the hell not?
Jess got 99.8%. Jack 99.5%, which she hadn’t let him forget since. That and the fact that she had been born almost ten minutes before him, and even a few minutes more before their cousin Mary, who had been born in the same hospital and on the same day and almost at the same time to their mother’s sister, Jean.
So, they got their Bora Bora holiday, straight after the Formal. Which had led to its inevitable consequences..
We should have known!
And they had.
But denial is a powerful thing. And as for the consequences.
Jack knew that neither Jess nor her had never felt the slightest regret. 
I missed you so.
 

CHAPTER 3
 
4 YEARS EARLIER, BORA BORA
 
It was the evening of day three of their stay. They had spent most of it on a diving cruise, which had left their skins wrinkly and salt soaked as they immersed themselves in the lukewarm waters around the islands, which had as of recent been heated even more by the relentless advance of climate change.
“See you soon.”
Jess gave Jack a quick hug, then proceeded to her villa to have a shower and get dressed for dinner. Maybe have a glass of wine beforehand, sit with Jack on the deck of his unit and watch the water; chat about anything and everything, or maybe say nothing and bask in the simple pleasure of being around each other. Which was cool, because he was the one person she was comfortable with. 
Even Nana didn’t come close. Jack and Jess loved her dearly, but she was from another time and another world. It created a distance that simply didn’t exist with her and Jack. They’d always been close; way back into times neither could possibly exactly remember, but the feeling was there. They just knew. Even their occasional fights—who didn’t have those?—were more like friendly sparring matches. Sometimes heated, but never fought with actual anger. 
Jess entered her Villa. It was right next to Jack’s, separated from his by a walkway and water. It had been a waste of money to rent one for each of them. They had been greedy when asking for it, and she felt a touch of shame for being so shallow. Jack had similar afterthoughts. But then he reminded her that they had done this more out of spite and the desire to score a couple of goals against their father. Pathetic maybe; behaving like spoilt brats; but at least, or so they told themselves, it wasn’t greed. 
Before deciding on Bora Bora, they had thought of doing a trip to the French Riviera. Maybe Paris, too. But then they’d remembered the winter weather in Europe, which might not be that suitable for sunning on Mediterranean beaches or enjoying Paris in the sun. Besides, diving in Bora Bora… Who could beat that?
There were other reasons for Jess readily agreeing to what had been Jack’s suggestion. She hadn’t told him about those of course; if only because—sensible, paranoid and always thinking about consequences as he was—Jack might just have changed his mind. Maybe she’d never tell him. It all depended on…
What?
If only she knew.
Jess glanced at the phone on the sideboard, but resisted the urge to check it for messages or calls; definitely not using it for checking social media. Which she wasn’t doing much of anyway, what with that being a sure recipe for feeling like shit and wasting one’s time. ‘No phone’ also had been the agreement between them. Phones off at all times; from the moment they got off the plane and informed Nana and the parents that they had arrived, to the moment just before boarding. No smartphone photos or selfies either. All photos to be done with their SLRs. They had taken lots of those, but given the subjects these pictures were private and none of the world’s business. Except for Nana, who would might get to see some of them; the ones that didn’t even hint at…
Whatever.
Besides. Nana was a special case. 
Jess had a quick shower, started dressing in something suitable for dinner in the resort’s restaurant/bar, when she stopped.
Why bother going out? They had done it on the previous two nights, but that novelty had worn off. She’d rather spend some quiet time with Jack, sipping wine, curling up on the bed facing the vast expanse of blue water, talking or maybe not talking, but just being around each other. If they wanted something to eat there was room service, and that was good enough.
Jess stepped out of the loose skirt and dumped it on her bed. The blouse also went. As did the bra, because she’d been wearing that bikini all day, and it would be nice just to feel the air flowing around her breasts. So, a long, oversize black T-shirt and a pair of equally black butt-hugging lycra gym shorts would have to do. Jack wouldn’t mind. Jess had a hunch he had only suggested going out for dinner because he thought she would like it. Considerate of him, but not tonight, thanks.
Jess stood in front of the ensuite mirror, reflected in an identical mirror on the opposite side, which meant that she could see her back as well. Plus a gazillion reflections fading into infinity and darkness. She pondered the young woman she was looking at, front and back, and decided to skip makeup as well. Maybe some night crème later, before she went to bed; but right now, after having been exposed to hours’ worth of salt water, her skin looked fresher than she had seen it for a long time.
Or maybe it was just because stupid school and Formal was over, and she should spend some quality time with Jack before they headed off to university.
Maybe that was it. 
Or maybe not; because if she was honest with herself… 
Her skin didn’t just look fresher, but had a traitorous hue of pink; especially around her cheeks and throat. She lifted up her T-shirt. As expected, the pink extended to the top of her breasts. And that wasn’t all…
Jess took a deep breath and let the shirt drop again. She hesitated, but then took off the lycra shorts and replaced them with a black mini G-string. Jack didn’t know she’d packed that, so he definitely would be surprised.
“Bad girl!”she chided her reflection, daring herself to deny the truth about why she had done what she had done just now; before she resolutely turned away and left.
She let herself in Jack’s Villa and closed the door behind her; making sure it was loud enough so he could knew she was here. 
“Just finishing my shower!” came his voice.
Jess glanced at the table. His Olympus SLR, taken out of its waterproof case, was plugged into the MacBook. He probably had downloaded and looked through the photos of the day.
Jess approached the open door to the ensuite and leaned against the wall outside next to it.
“I’ve been thinking,” she said.
“Wanna skip dinner out?” he guessed.
His head poked through the door. The hair was still wet. 
Her heart skipped a beat.
Jack winked at her.
“Great minds think alike.”
“Ours often do.”
“Not hungry?”
Not for food, she thought. Almost said it, but quickly and resolutely engaged her brain-mouth barrier.
“Not really. How about you?”
“Not really either.” Jack said. “I’ll be out in a tick.”
“Today?”
He gave her one of those crooked grins of his.
“That’s the plan.”
“How about I’ll open a bottle of red?”
“Read my mind again. Park yourself on the bed. Unless you prefer the recliners outside… Whatever. As long as we’re lying down. It’s been a long day.”
He winked at her and retreated out of sight. 
Didn’t close the sliding door though.
Tease!
For a teeny-tiny moment Jess considered doing something she hadn’t done for like ten years. Surprise him in the buff and see how he’d react. Not that there was a lot to be surprised about. They had spent most of the day together, with little fabric covering them. Her minimalist bikini…
Jack did his best to keep his eyes on her face, but she knew it was difficult. 
Not that she minded. In fact…
Jess felt a surge of dangerous heat rising from her throat into her cheeks, when she thought back to how her choice of bikini had forced her to go beyond mere basic bikini waxing and subject herself to the discomforts and aftercare associated with a full Brazilian. 
Jack of course had been aware of the need for the treatment. He probably had thought about it even before she mentioned the need for cosmetic adaptation to skimpy bikini bottoms. Also, they lived in the same, albeit massive, house, which however had been built decades before ensuites became ubiquitous features of bedrooms. She, Jack and Nana had ground-floor bedrooms and shared the three bathrooms. The waxing process and its aftermath hadn’t been entirely pleasant and—with Jack as alert to her moods just as she was to his—it had been easier to admit what she was doing. 
Jack, very tactfully, had refrained from voicing what probably had been on his mind; namely that she could have avoided the procedure by choosing a style of swimwear not needing repetitive and quite uncomfortable waxing treatments. But she knew what he had been thinking anyway; also knew the reason why he had decided to wear boxer-type swim trunks; which didn’t force him to subject himself to manscaping using waxing, which is what he would have had to do to wear the brag-style male crotch coverings Australians for obvious reasons referred to as ‘budgie smugglers’.
They hadn’t talked about it, but she knew his motivations anyway. It was typical Jack. And she loved him for it; for doing what he could to protect her. 
Yes. Protect!
Because he knew.
They both knew.
And she was the more reckless one, and so Jack made up for than with caution.
Jess turned away from the ensuite door and proceeded to pour two fancy designer glasses—everything was ‘fancy designer’ here!—of a real French Pinot Noir and headed to the bedroom, which opened up into a giant set of sliding door, which, when pulled aside, provided a panoramic view of the ocean. 
Four super-comfy deckchairs waited on the broad deck outside.
Outside or in? 
The inside was practically outside anyway, and the king-size bed was even more comfortable. Jess was in the mood for ‘comfortable’. So she pulled one of the two small tables close to the bed and placed bottle and glasses on top of that. Then she sat herself cross-legged on the bed and looked out over the ocean while waiting for Jack.
 
~~~
 
Jack heard Jess rummaging about as he was drying himself. He hadn’t been looking forward to another dinner out, but thought Jess might like it. And after the shit she’d copped recently he was keen to please her as much as he could. She needed and deserved it. 
School for the last four years had been difficult, even after they had left the religious hellhole behind them. But they aced their ATARs—with Jess of course beating him by a nose!—and almost made it to Dux status. But not everything was about academic achievement; especially if said achievement was motivated by a desire to ensure that their parents could never ever bitch at them for anything academic. Their father was a domineering asshole and their mother a social snob with few equals. The parents’ response to their offspring’s failure to excel academically would have been… ‘Unpleasant’ was probably the mildest word for it.
While acing their schooling academically, when it came to their social lives, neither Jack nor Jess had lived up to their parents’ expectations. Their closeness definitely hadn’t helped them with becoming a part of their school’s social ambience. Like the others, they might have been socially and financially ‘privileged’. However, being born to rich parents was an accident and hardly based on merit or entitlement. Still, just about everybody at the school had a different view of this. Those who didn’t feel guilty because they had pseudo-egalitarian or socialist inclinations, thought they were entitled to be who they were; had mysteriously earned it by having been born. Those with enough conscience to feel at least a smidgen of privilege-guilt, suppressed it and played the game, because otherwise they would have become the targets of varying levels of scorn. 
That kind of environment wasn’t exactly a breeding ground for a social love-fest between the likes of Jess and himself and the rest of the school crowd; another reason why they had drawn even closer together over the last few years. United not only against parents, but also against school society; with few friends, apart from the misnamed social media variety. And Jack had serious issues with the way the guys saw Jess as a potential trophy for their self-validation. More than once he had been itching to punch out a few of them—a futile urge that would never be realized, for any number of valid reasons.
He didn’t quite understand his urge to protect Jess against the world. But it was real enough, and he told himself that there was nothing wrong with it. Maybe their own family hadn’t exactly been an paragon of ‘family values’—unless one measured it by their father’s standards—but Jack told himself that, apart from being his friend, Jess also was the closest family he had. Couldn’t really get any closer than twins, unless they were identical. 
Right? 
Right!
With no need to go out tonight, Jack decided to dress down, just as Jess had. His favorite nightwear was a long XL-size The Last Jedi T-shirt that hung very loosely on his M-size frame. The T and a pair of his boxer-style swim trunks. He wasn’t alone.
Jess sat cross-legged on the king-size bed, looking out across the ocean. Sunset was still a couple of hours away. The deck faced west, so they would be able to see the sunset. They had watched it twice now, but Jack thought he’d never get tired of it. 
She smiled at him when he came in. As always it lit up the world; would have even if there had been no sun. She simply had the loveliest smile of anybody he knew or ever would know. 
Biased? Sure. But who cared? 
Jess patted the bed beside her. Since he wasn’t quite as flexible as she, he pointed at the head of the bed. She shrugged, reached for the wine glasses and scooted up to join him there, sitting herself on his right.
“Really slumming it, aren’t we?” she said, glancing at his T. “I hope you’re wearing more underneath than the Scotsman under his kilt.”
Jack grinned and took one glass off her. 
“Not telling.”
They clinked glasses and took a sip each, before shuffling a little closer together. It was the kind of thing they wouldn’t have dared to do with anyone watching, as it would surely produce unwelcome conclusions in family, friends, acquaintances, and the school crowd alike.
Jess sighed and leaned her head against Jack’s shoulder. She said nothing, but he knew when things were on her mind.
“What is it?” he said softly.
“Nothing much. Just thinking about stuff.”
“Stuff?”
“Stuff.”
“Like?”
She sighed again. 
“Like this,” she said. “Us. Here. No phones. Nobody to bother us. We can do whatever we want. Until Tuesday.”
She fell silent, leaving things unsaid.
Jack switched his glass to the left hand; put his right arm around her shoulders and pulled her closer. He hesitated, then placed the glass back on the table.
“Here,” she said and handed him hers, which he put away as well, before wrapping both arms around her.
“So,” he said, “what is it?”
Jess took a deep breath, wriggled herself into an even more close-bodies position. 
But that was all she did. Whatever was bothering her was still bottled up inside. Still, as he knew from experience, he just had to wait her out. In the end she would tell him. She always did; at least when she knew he was aware that she was holding something back needing to come out into the open. 
“DNA,” she finally whispered.
“Oh, that,” he said.
“Yes. That.”
After a brief silence…
“You know,” she said softly, “sometimes—often, to be honest!—I imagine what it would have been like if I were Mary and…”
“Don’t even think that.” 
Jack tightened his arm. 
“If you were Mary then Jess might be dead instead. Even if she weren’t, you wouldn’t be Jess. And I want you here.” 
She sighed again, pressed her head against him a little harder.
Nothing was said for a while as they both followed their own thoughts. As far as Jack was concerned, they were familiar enough, as, he knew, they were for her. If their DNA weren’t what it was, they’d be doing something very different to just sitting here like this.
But each time he’d had that thought—often enough, though not in a situation like the one they were in right now—it had resulted in the same conclusion. 
Don’t do it!
Why? 
It was easy to get around the biological aspects of their situation. Also, he and Jess would not suffer from any guilt at having broken the ultimate sexual taboo. No guilt at all. 
As for putative ‘psychological’ damage to their tender minds…
The only cause for any such damage would be the pressures applied by societies steeped in cultural/social intolerance, sclerosis and prejudice. And, of course, just about every fucking religion on the planet!
If it weren't for for that…
Their relationship was special, close, deep, trusting… And, yes, they loved each other; as more than just brother and sister. But there was something called ‘the law’, and Jack wasn’t willing to face that. Even more importantly, he didn’t want Jess to have to face it. Like ever.
Reflexively he tightened his arm around her. She made a small sound and dug her face into his neck. He could feel her
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