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Prologue

 


Time: soon

 


Ellen walked softly up to the boys’ bedroom
door and put her hand on the knob. She really should break the
habit of peeking in on them. You peeked in on babies, and the boys’
third birthday cake had already gone stale. But there was something
so soothing about watching your children sleep, and knowing you had
met all their needs for one more day.

She turned the knob and opened the door, a
little at a time. It opened silently: her husband Frank, both
indulgent and practical, had oiled the hinges.

There they lay, the night-light’s glow just
enough for her to see them, in the “big boy” bed that Ellen had
purchased the year before. Both Gordon and Johnny had been
pleased—and in Johnny’s case, rather smug—to graduate from a
toddler bed before any of their peers. Their broad torso had made
the change a necessity.

A movement caught her eye from the near side
of the bed. Johnny’s head had turned; he was awake, and looking at
her. She tiptoed toward him, her finger to her lips, then knelt
down next to the bed and whispered as quietly as she could: “Lie
still, sweetie. You don’t want to wake your brother.”

Johnny yawned. “I was just thinking. About
the puppy.”

Ellen suppressed a sigh. The neighbor’s
puppy had got out and encountered a car, a cheap one with the
minimum required programming. Apparently the puppy had been too
small to trigger the system’s evasive response.

“The puppy died.”

She could hardly deny it. “Yes, sweetheart.
It did.”

Would he ask about her own mortality? She
had not yet found a satisfactory way to respond to such
questions.

“Will Gordon die some day?”

Ellen tried to beat back something like
panic. “Johnny, darling, please go back to sleep.”

“Will I die when Gordon dies?”

He was so smart. She could almost wish
otherwise. Sharing several vital organs as the boys did, sharing a
bloodstream, the death of one brother would surely doom the
other.

“Hush, baby. You and Gordon will live and be
well for many, many years.”

And now, a voice from the other side of the
bed. She had not realized Gordon had awakened. “And we’ll always be
together.” Gordon’s face bore the sweetest, sleepiest smile.

She stood up, leaned over, and kissed first
Gordon’s cheek, then Johnny’s. “Yes, darling. Of course. Now, both
of you, back to sleep.”

“G’NIGHT, MOMMY . . . .” The boys mumbled
together, their two voices indistinguishable.

“Good night.” She watched their eyes close,
backed out of the room, and silently closed the door.

 



Chapter One

 


 


Gordon opened his eyes and stretched their
right arm. He moved slowly and carefully, so as not to wake his
brother. Gordon usually awoke first, but allowed Johnny an extra
few minutes of sleep.

Relaxing against the mattress, he thought
with pleasurable anticipation about the recital, running through
the Romance in his mind. He could not help but echo some of the
motions he would make with the bow, and Johnny mumbled a
protest.

“Time to get up already?” Johnny pushed them
up onto their left elbow and looked around blearily. Then his head
jerked over toward Gordon’s. “Hey, isn’t it Saturday? What time is
it, anyhow?”

“Time to get up, is what! We leave for the
recital in ninety minutes, and we’re going to practice one more
time.”

Johnny flopped them back down on the bed.
“Damn.”

“It’s only one recital every six months. If
I weren’t being nice to you, it’d be once every two.”

Johnny growled deep in his throat. “The hell
it would. Anyway, we’ve practiced enough. Let’s sleep another half
an hour.”

Gordon tensed the diaphragm muscles on his
side and tried to jerk them into sitting position. He met some
resistance greater than their combined weight: Johnny must be
hanging onto the bed frame on his side, holding them in place.

Getting frustrated would do no good, and he
would not spoil the morning by losing his temper. “Come on. This is
silly.” He cast about for an inducement. “When we get home, we can
watch that extreme sports show you like.” He suppressed a shudder.
“For an hour!”

No response.

“You let go right now!” He tugged upward,
hard, even though it hurt, and was both glad and sorry to hear
Johnny grunt in pain. But he could not tug hard enough to break
Johnny’s grip.

“I’ll call Mom! She’ll smack you!” It might
happen. On the rare occasions when the boys were not partners in
crime, there were few methods of discipline that affected only one
of them, and Mom sometimes resorted to an old-fashioned approach.
She knew all the spots that only one boy or the other would
feel.

As if he had already called their mother,
Gordon heard footsteps and then a knock on the door. Johnny’s head
swiveled toward the door, and he looked alarmed for a moment; then
he relaxed. “That’s not Mom.”

The knock was softer than Mom’s impatient
rap would have been, and it came from lower on the door. Gordon
relaxed as well. “It’s Dodi!” She must have popped over from down
the street to check up on them. Dodi would have Johnny seeing
reason soon enough. He called out to her. “Come on in!”

The door cracked open. “Are you decent? Can
I come in?”

Gordon snorted. “We’re so decent we aren’t
even out of bed yet! Come help me get this bum moving!”

Dodi’s round face and wavy dark hair emerged
through the partly opened door. Apparently reassured that her
friends were not unduly exposed, she came in and stood at the foot
of the bed. She wore a frilly pink dress instead of her usual
jeans. Dodi always dressed up for the boys’ recitals. “Why aren’t
you up?”

Gordon glared at Johnny. “Tell her why we
aren’t up yet, won’t you?” He tugged again and fell forward,
stubbing his nose on the mattress. Johnny must have let go, or even
shoved upward at just the moment Gordon started pulling.

Gordon pushed their torso back up to a
sitting position and turned his head toward Johnny’s, clenching
their right fist. Dodi scurried forward to Gordon’s side of the
bed, grabbed the hand, and unfolded it. “Oh, Gordon, don’t let him
rile you. And Johnny, stop teasing!” She reached out to take their
other hand; Johnny obliged, and Dodi, with obvious effort, pulled
them out of bed.

She had always been short, but the boys had
not always been tall. Now, at eleven, they were shooting up. It was
strange to be looking that far down at their friend. Dodi looked
back up at them, her eyes wide with curiosity. “What’s going
on?”

Johnny shrugged their left shoulder. “It
doesn’t matter. Pick us out something to wear?”

Dodi cocked her head to one side. “Didn’t
your mother do that, last night?”

Gordon shook his head. “She says we have to
start making those decisions for ourselves.”

Johnny made a face. “Something else for us
to fight about. Oh, goody.”

Dodi sighed. “Well, if you both want me to
choose something . . .” She looked at each of them for any
opposition, and finding none, moved to their closet. “Oh, good! You
have a new blue shirt. You look so good in blue. It brings out your
eyes. But look at your suit jacket! Gordon, what were you eating
the last time you boys dressed up?”

Gordon gaped, indignant. “It wasn’t me!
Johnny was holding a hot dog and got excited about something, and
he waved it around, and mustard went flying off onto my side.”

Dodi and Gordon both looked toward Johnny,
who nodded sheepishly. Dodi got what Gordon thought of as her
domestic expression, comically adult and determined. “I’ll get
something to clean this up.” She hustled out into the corridor;
Gordon could hear her quick steps as she headed for the
bathroom.

The boys extracted their suit pants from the
hanger, found a clean undershirt and laid the blue dress shirt on
the bed. Dodi reappeared, jacket draped over her arm and dangling
toward the floor. She handed it toward Gordon, who dropped it on
the bed next to the shirt. Dodi stepped closer and sniffed at their
right armpit, wrinkled her forehead for a moment, then smiled.
“Ooh, my wittle boys are growing up! You stink like grown men. Do
you have time to take a shower?”

Johnny smirked. “Well, I’d
like to be clean for our recital, but this fellow wants to practice
instead. Again.”

“Be nice to your brother! I guess you can
manage with deodorant. I’ll get out and let you get dressed.”

“Just a moment.” Johnny held up their right
index finger. “Gordon? Private moment.”

Gordon obediently held up the other index
finger and put it in his left ear. Johnny put the index finger
under his control in Gordon’s right ear. Gordon shut his eyes.

 


 


Johnny looked back toward Dodi, a long,
lingering look. “I just wanted to tell you—you look really pretty
in that dress.”

Dodi blushed and smiled, then blew him a
kiss and backed out the door, still smiling.

Johnny pulled the finger out of Gordon’s
ear. “Let’s get dressed—fast!” With luck, Gordon would be pleased
enough at his cooperation not to get too curious about what Johnny
and Dodi might just have shared.

The boys washed up, applied the recommended
deodorant, and scrambled into their clothes with impressive
efficiency. Gordon was as pleased as Johnny had hoped, and rewarded
him by agreeing to have breakfast before they practiced. Dodi
joined them, their mother beaming at the three of them as she
flipped pancakes and poured juice.

Then Dodi sat quietly in the living room
while the boys played. When they were done, she walked with them to
the car, then headed off to get her bicycle.

Johnny pouted, though he knew it was
unlikely to sway their mother. “I want us to ride our bike too. Why
do we have to go in the car?”

“Because you’d wrinkle your suit. I know
that crabby tone of voice. Have the two of you been arguing
again?”

The boys looked at each other for a moment
before shaking their heads.

 


 


Gordon and Johnny perched on a black metal
folding chair. The student who had just performed came back and sat
on Gordon’s side, a sheen of perspiration on her forehead. The boy
on Johnny’s side leaned over and whispered in his ear, “Your turn
next, Rover.”

Johnny clenched their left fist. Would
anyone notice if he punched the boy in the leg, just inches away?
He looked out at the audience. He could see his mother’s blonde
head, bent forward as she studied the program. If he moved
quickly—but then his mother looked up and smiled at him. Johnny sat
back, seething in frustration.

At their last recital, as the students
milled around before heading on stage, the boy had asked the others
if they had ever heard of Samuel Johnson. Seeing blank expressions
all round, he proceeded to enlighten the group about Johnson’s
comments on women preachers. “Johnson said a woman preaching is
like a dog on its hind legs. He said what’s surprising is that it
can walk like that at all, even though it can’t do it well.” He
aimed his greasy, pimply face at Gordon and Johnny. “Right,
Rover?”

Some of the students looked puzzled, and a
few of the girls seemed indignant at the insult to female
preachers, but Johnny knew just what the little twerp was driving
at.

It was bullshit. He and Gordon were good.
Gordon, especially—their teacher Mr. Kohler always praised his bow
technique, and Kohler was hard to please. Wasn’t he?

Johnny didn’t mind playing, exactly. He
liked the music itself, and it was fun to make such intense use of
a part of the body he controlled entirely, moving the fingers so
fast from one position to another. But he’d have more control if
they studied singing. He’d be using his own mouth and throat and
lungs. And even though he and Gordon shared a diaphragm, he could
take a deep breath when he wanted, unless Gordon made a point of
interfering. He was good at singing, too. Dodi said so, and she’d
promised never to lie to them about anything, ever. But Gordon
complained that Johnny sang too loud, that it hurt his left
ear.

Now Gordon was poking him. Kohler had been
introducing them while Johnny was lost in thought. It was time to
get up and play. As they arose, Johnny turned back to the boy in
the next chair. “Watch out. Dogs bite, you know.” He turned away
without waiting to see whether the threat had any effect. He would
imagine that it had.

 


 


Dodi, sitting between the boys' mother and
stepfather, saw Johnny’s exchange with the boy in the next chair
and clenched her own fists in angry sympathy. Johnny had told her
about “Rover” after the last recital. Gordon had just laughed it
off—but he didn’t let things get to him the way Johnny did. And as
the more dedicated violinist of the two, Gordon had a better idea
of the quality of their performance.

She did like it when they sang, as Johnny
preferred. He had cajoled Gordon into learning some duets, and when
Gordon wasn’t in the mood, Johnny would sometime sing on his own,
while Gordon assumed his martyr expression.

What sort of voices would they have as they
got older? She’d know soon enough. She just barely remembered her
brother’s voice changing, many years ago when she was small. Well,
smaller. Small seemed to be a permanent condition. How much taller
would the boys get? Would it be difficult, if they ever wanted to .
. . well, to kiss or anything?

Now the boys were standing at center stage,
next to the accompanist, and starting to play. She did love Suen
Jié’s Romance in F major. Johnny had asked her what they should
learn next, when Mr. Kohler let them pick their next selection.
Gordon had looked annoyed for a moment, maybe because Johnny had
thought of asking her before Gordon had. But Gordon rarely stayed
annoyed for long about anything.

It was funny how you could fill different
roles, at different times, with the same person. The boys were like
her brothers—playmates, the kind of brothers she’d never had, with
her own brother and her sister so much older. But sometimes, like
this morning, she felt almost like their mother, cleaning up after
them, keeping them out of trouble. Ms. Blake had noticed, of
course: she called Dodi her little assistant.

And Dodi could feel something else coming,
another role. Johnny’s compliment about her dress; the way both
boys had started to look at her differently; the way she felt
sometimes, looking at them . . . .

The three of them had always assumed, when
they were children playing house, that they’d be a family when they
grew up. Dodi’s parents had never liked her to say so, and lately
they’d been talking up some of the other boys she knew, asking if
she ever spent time with this or that male classmate, saying how
nice he was. Well, Mom and Dad would just have to deal. If she and
Gordon and Johnny—well, whatever ended up happening, it was their
business and nobody else’s.

 


 


Ellen had several reasons for steering the
family to Kap’s Kitchen after every recital. All of them, to
varying degrees, liked the food. She and Frank liked, or could
tolerate, the prices. But what Ellen liked most were the
booths.

The booths had nice, high walls, and there
were several corner booths, largely enclosed. She could sit with
her family in one of those booths and know that the ubiquitous
beach-loving tourists would probably make their way to and from
their tables without the distracting sight of Ellen’s sons.

The locals—that was different. Most of them
had known Gordon and Johnny for years, and took them pretty much
for granted. They might stop to chat, or simply nod in passing.
That was fine.

She glanced at the menu for form’s sake. She
knew it by heart, and always had one of her three favorite entrees,
unless a daily special tempted her. Frank did the same, with his
own set of favorites. Gordon was even less adventurous, ordering
the cheese ravioli year in and year out. It had taken him some time
to find the item he liked best, but once he had found it, he saw no
reason to stray. Johnny, on the other hand, took advantage of the
fact that the items were numbered: he usually brought dice in their
left pants pocket, and rolled them to pick his meal. He might,
however, roll again, if the first result was particularly
unfortunate.

The waiter came by, took their order, smiled
benignly and disappeared again. She turned her attention to the
boys, who were regaling her with backstage gossip.

“Denny TOLD EVERYONE THAT he hurt HIS HAND
PLAYING softball and that’s why HE MESSED UP, BUT then we HEARD HIM
tell Alice that REALLY HE JUST didn’t practice . . . .”

As usual, the boys drifted in and out of
simultaneous speech.

“And I WANTED TO tell on him, because HE
MADE THE REST of us look bad . . . .”

Gordon was taking the lead, with Johnny
fading in and out. Gordon naturally cared more about the success of
the recital. Johnny looked as if he were getting bored with the
topic. Always sensitive to the demand for equal time, she searched
for an appropriate change of subject.

“Did Mr. Kohler say anything more about the
field trip?”

Johnny perked up. “It’s on! WE GET TO SEE
this guy MAKING THE VIOLIN Mr. Kohler is BUYING FROM HIM.” Gordon
was beaming as well: this was one of the relatively rare
expeditions that interested both boys equally.

Ellen listened while she temporarily learned
more than she had imagined knowing about the construction of
violins, until they were interrupted by the arrival of their food.
As the waiter set Gordon’s plate, then Johnny’s, in front of the
boys, a woman’s head and shoulders appeared behind him: a stranger,
an apparent tourist, phone in her hand, with an avid expression.
With no wasted motion, the waiter swept his elbow back, catching
the woman in the ribs. He turned toward her and bodily herded her
away, all the while overflowing with profuse apologies. Ellen
raised her napkin to her face to hide her grin. Frank, less
reticent, let out a loud guffaw before returning his attention to
his food.

Ellen glanced out the window, and her grin
faded. Now it was a grimmer expression she would be concealing. The
damned Adamant protesters had turned up again, with their hateful
signs about sin and repentance, the mark of Cain, and the finger of
God. She might not have a spotless soul, any more than any other
frail human being, but there was no way she would ever believe that
God would make her boys pay the price. God would not have punished
her by reaching into her womb and halting the boys’ separation. How
could those people believe in so punitive a God, and not fear more
for their own souls than they gloated about the supposed jeopardy
of hers?

Most of the protesters were just infuriating
nuisances, but a few of them had proved dangerous. At least she had
Frank by her side. If only one of them could carry a pistol! Even
if it was unnecessary, she would like to be better prepared to
defend her sons—especially since the Adamants enjoyed the
sacrificial associations of knives. When she was a girl, people
could carry guns with them, but the political winds had shifted
since then.

None of the Adamants had actually attacked
anyone in years. But she excused herself from the table, and went
to ask permission for her family to use the back entrance, through
the kitchen. She would make up some excuse to tell the boys.


Chapter Two

 


 


The boys' biology teacher believed in
encouraging class participation. This policy posed certain
challenges when the unit of study concerned human reproduction. The
more introverted students who had begun, over the weeks of the
semester, to answer questions and even to ask them were silent once
more. The rowdies and clowns, on the other hand, were happy to fill
the breach. After one and a half entertaining but unproductive
sessions, the teacher reluctantly sent the troublemakers to the
supervised remote viewing room, and tried to salvage the
situation.

“So, where were we? Oh, yes—we were talking
about the first few days after fertilization, when the ovum has
become a zygote.” A diagram of early stages of cell division
flashed up on the classroom screen; and then, an actual photograph
of a hugely magnified ball of cells, stretching itself apart. “This
is the stage where sometimes, instead of simply cells dividing, the
zygote itself divides into two, and we have twins.” She nodded
toward Gordon and Johnny, smiling, before going on. “Does anyone
know what percentage of the time a zygote divides into twins?”

No hands were raised. The teacher waited
long enough for several students to start squirming in their seats
before giving up and picking a victim. “Do you have a guess?”

The boy looked left and right, as if for
escape, and then suddenly sat up straighter. “I just
remembered—doesn't it depend on whether a family already has
twins?”

The teacher smiled the way she did to reward
expended, but erroneous, effort. “Many people believe that—and it
does work that way for fraternal twins, but not for identical
twins. Either way, identical twins occur in around three of every
1,000 births.”

Johnny wasn’t so sure the teacher knew what
she was talking about. After all, he and Gordon were not the only
identical twins in their clan. They had found out about the others
when they were three or four. The boys had both been fascinated,
back then, and had demanded to see photographs—but when their
mother obliged, they found the sight of identical, separate
children profoundly disorienting. . . .

One of the bolder students remaining in the
room raised her hand. “But—do twins like Gordon and Johnny run in
families?”

Johnny held his breath, waiting for the
answer. Gordon looked at him, startled; Johnny let them breathe
normally again, while the teacher stood there looking as if nothing
especially important was happening. “That's an interesting
question. I don't know if anyone's addressed it. You know,
conjoined twins happen quite rarely—so the odds would probably be
against it ever happening twice in one family line. But I couldn't
say for sure.”

A new image, a photograph of an embryo
bearing some resemblance to humanity, took the place of the
dividing zygote. Gordon whispered in Johnny's ear: “What was that
all about?”

“Not now! She'll get mad at us.”

Gordon placed his hand just below desk level
and wiggled the fingers. He and Johnny—and Dodi—had learned
fingerspelling years ago, when their class had studied Helen
Keller. It came in quite handy for silent communication. It was
less helpful at times like these, when Johnny did not really feel
like communicating . . . but he might as well get the exchange over
with. And it would be ironic if Gordon, so rarely the troublemaker,
got them in trouble for not paying attention.

Johnny put his own hand out of the teacher's
view and spelled, Well?

Why did you get all glum, a minute ago?

Johnny clenched his teeth. Would you want
to give Dodi conjoined twins?

He felt Gordon's shrug up between their
necks. Why would that be any big deal? You don't think she'd
mind, do you?

Johnny forced himself to consider that
question. Dodi had somehow managed to accept the two of them. But
wouldn't it be different, even for her, if it were her children
instead of her lovers?

Oh, hush up. I want to listen to the
lesson.

Gordon raised the eyebrow nearest to Johnny
as high as it would go, but withdrew his hand. Despite his declared
intention, Johnny did not absorb a single word of what the teacher
said before the bell finally rang.

 


 


Gordon and Johnny lay sprawled on their bed.
Gordon was doing their math homework, Johnny their history.
Teachers had long since despaired of preventing the boys from
divvying up their assignments. Their mother, trying to ensure that
both absorbed something of each lesson, required them to review
each other’s work. She conducted impromptu quizzes to enforce the
regimen.

Johnny seemed more engrossed in his work
than usual—maybe because he was using his latest gadget. Johnny had
pleaded and wheedled for months when the Direct Ocular Projection
phones—DOP phones, some people called them—came out, and Gordon had
ended up with one as well. The gadgets sent an image right to the
eyes, but for the user, the 3D image appeared to be hanging in
space. The phone's motion sensors made the screens interactive, but
there was a limited subset of functions one could perform with one
hand, especially while holding the phone itself. Johnny being
otherwise occupied, Gordon scribbled his graphs and equations with
his old tablet and stylus.

Gordon usually breezed through math, but at
the moment, he was stuck. “Johnny, would you take a look at number
8? My solution isn't making sense.”

“Hold on. I’m just getting to the good part.
The English were way outnumbered, but they had all these longbows,
and the arrows came down on the French like rain. Except
rain that killed them.”

Gordon imagined the French, cringing under
the arrows. “Did the arrows make the sky dark, the way rain
would?”

“Yeah, I think so. Okay, let me take a look
at what you did on number 8 . . . . You doofus, you switched the 4
and the 3, right here.”

“You’re right. I’m a doofus. Thanks.”

Mom stuck her head in. “Almost done? If
you’ll be working a while longer, I could bring you a snack.”

Johnny put down the phone. “No, we’re done.
We’ll come have a snack in the living room.

Well, Johnny might be done (though Gordon
doubted it), but he had two more problems to go. Still, he could do
those later. And if he needed help, Johnny would be there.

 


 


Ellen relaxed in her favorite armchair and
admired her sons, sitting across the room from her on the
comfortable and dilapidated couch. The boys were engaged in one of
their many cooperative endeavors, cracking pistachio nuts. For some
of the nuts, it was sufficient for each boy to place a thumb at the
top and pull; others, more stubborn, required using another nut to
enlarge the crack in the nut to be opened.

Johnny held up the nut they had just
released from its shell. “Sure you don’t want to try one?”

“No, thank you, sweetie.” In fact, she was
allergic to pistachios. She had told the boys that she disliked
them—not really a falsehood, as she naturally disliked foods that
could produce uncomfortable and even dangerous symptoms. While the
boys still needed her care on a daily basis, she tended to avoid
mentioning anything that could worry them or make them feel
insecure. Such as those crazies outside the restaurant.

Frank, with his unrelenting honesty,
grumbled at this approach; but they had agreed long since that as
the biological parent in residence, Ellen could ultimately do as
she liked.

Had her lowlife ex-husband ever settled down
and made another family? She doubted he would ever be a
satisfactory father, but people did change. Some of them.
Sometimes. Clearly the man hadn’t changed enough to consider it
worthwhile to get in touch with his sons, or his ex-wife—not once
since he’d run out on her. Good riddance! She was glad the boys
didn’t especially resemble him. She didn’t need that sort of daily
reminder. And it was a nice bonus that their hair was brown and
wavy, like Frank’s. People who didn’t know the family very well
tended to assume that Frank was their father, and Frank liked
that.

Still, child support would have been useful.
But Frank’s job paid the bills, most of the time; and once the boys
had become somewhat self-sufficient, she had been able to go back
to work part-time. The two documentaries they had allowed would
make a start at a college fund. She might even look for more such
opportunities, if she had to—although by the second time, Johnny
had found the process upsetting. Would he find it any less
upsetting if she hunted down the boys’ father and took him to
court?

She looked up to see that Gordon was
observing her closely. Whatever her expression had been while
remembering the boys’ father and reviewing the family finances, it
had probably not been the serene countenance she preferred to
display, and which Gordon himself tended to echo. She smiled at
him, relaxed some muscles that had tensed, and leaned back in her
chair.

Gordon did not seem fully reassured: he made
a transparent attempt to distract her. “Mom, tell us again about
our names.”

Johnny groaned. “Again is the right word.
How many times are you going to want to hear that story?”

Gordon reached for the ear buds on the
coffee table and offered them to Johnny. Johnny nodded; Gordon put
an ear bud in Johnny’s right ear, while Johnny put the other in his
left ear. Johnny fiddled with his music while Gordon turned back to
Ellen, expectant. His expression brought back the days when both
boys begged her to tell them bedtime stories. It used to be Johnny
who would ask to hear over and over about their birth. She had
always used the term “Caesarian section” rather than “C-section”:
the latter made her feel like something that belonged in a clamp.
She would rather feel imperial than mechanical. . . . How long had
it been since he had asked for the tale?

She suppressed a sigh. Kids would insist on
growing up, sentimental parents notwithstanding.

“Well, it started with my mother—your
grandmother. When she was a young woman, still in college, she took
a train a long, long way, across Europe, from Paris to Athens. At
first, it seemed like it would be a quiet, uneventful trip. Then,
as it got dark, the lights in her compartment wouldn’t turn on. She
had to leave the compartment and find somewhere else to sit. But
there were no spare seats—the train was full of young people
traveling around Europe. So she had to sit on the floor in the
hallway. And she and the other people sitting there ended up
becoming friends.”

Johnny tapped Gordon on the knee and picked
up a nut. Gordon helped him crack it open, then turned his head
back to Ellen. “And what were their names, those people on the
floor?”

“Well, by the time she told me about that
trip, the only ones she remembered were two Scottish boys—‘two
Scottish lads,’ she’d say—named Gordon and Johnny.” Ellen did her
best to copy the way her mother had pronounced the names, rolling
the “r” in Gordon, lengthening the “o” in Johnny. “They were great
friends, and traveled everywhere together. And I guess they must
have been good-looking young men, from the way my mother looked
when she talked about them.

“So when I found out that I was having
twins, and that you and your brother would be traveling together
through life—well, it just seemed fitting that I name you after two
good friends who’d done the same thing.”

Johnny had been sneaking peeks at Ellen,
waiting for her to finish the story. Of course, he’d heard it so
often that he knew it word for word. As she finished, he muttered
something under his breath.

“Johnny, it’s bad manners to say something
and not to speak up enough for us to hear. What did you say?”

Johnny looked up, glowering. “I said, at
least they had a choice!”

Ellen sucked in her breath. Gordon bit his
lip. Ellen got up and came over to the couch; she patted Gordon’s
cheek and kissed his forehead, then stroked Johnny’s hair. “Yes,
Johnny, they had a choice. And they chose friendship. You don’t
have all the same choices they did, but that is one choice you
still can make. I hope very much that you always will.”

It was time to provide a change of subject.
She headed to the kitchen to fix them all a snack: something
soothing, like cocoa and snickerdoodles. Frank was sitting at the
kitchen table, drinking a bottle of beer and watching the news on
the DOP phone she had bought him for his birthday.

As Ellen walked in, Frank pointed to the
space in front of him, where the image must seem to be. “It’s
great, the things people can do nowadays! You know how they clone
the best dairy cows and the sheep with the best wool and all of
that? Well, now they can grow them up two or three times as fast,
so they don’t have to waste feed on ‘em for so long before they get
useful. And it may get faster yet!”

She enjoyed Frank’s enthusiasms, even when
whatever had caught his attention did not seem all that important
to her. “That’s very interesting, hon.” She did not hold herself to
a standard of rigorous truthfulness with her husband either.

She turned her attention to cocoa and
cookies.

 


 



Chapter Three

 


 


“Couldn’t we just buy ice cream and eat it?
Without scarfing it down like hogs?”

Gordon looked surprised at Johnny's
reluctance. Johnny frequently regarded his brother as clueless, but
Gordon had some excuse this time: Johnny had never pretended to
care much about table manners. In the past, he had always been the
one clamoring to challenge the ice cream sundae speed record at
Nick’s. He liked the excitement, and the attention, and the chance
for victory. Gordon, by contrast, was in it mainly for the ice
cream.

But the last time they went for it, Johnny
had noticed the manager frowning and whispering to one of the
servers. Maybe she didn’t think it was fair, the two of them
competing as one—even though they only stuffed ice cream in one
mouth at a time, swallowing before the other took a mouthful, and
they had no more arms between them than any other contestant.
Though he had to admit they brought an extra stomach to the table.
It would have been more sporting, he supposed, if one of them sat
it out—but awfully frustrating for the twin deprived of ice
cream.

The waiter interrupted his internal debate.
“What’ll it be, gents?”

Johnny looked around for the manager, but
didn’t see her. It might be her day off. And there was the board
with the latest winner’s names, in sprawling colored chalk, along
with the dates of their achievements. Johnny glanced at it, then
did a double-take at the most recent entry. That slimy
son-of-a-bitch from violin class had set the record only three days
before.

He looked back at Gordon. “You still want
to?” Gordon nodded hard enough to tug at the skin between them.

“Go ahead and tell him, then.”

Gordon smiled broadly. “We’ll have Nick’s
Killer Chiller Sundae—for the record!”

On weekends, when tourists packed the place,
someone would have rung a bell and made an announcement. At least
that would not happen today. The waiter simply nodded and trotted
off to the kitchen.

It was too much to hope for, however, that
no one would notice. As the waiter carried the platter from the
kitchen to their table, one customer after another turned to watch,
some gesturing toward the platter, one bulky athlete elbowing his
companion and pointing. Several acquaintances called out to them,
with varying messages. “Go for it!” “No way!” “You can do it!”
“Time to crash and burn!”

With this attentive an audience, the waiter
became more dramatic, pulling out a stopwatch with a flourish and
hushing the crowd with both hands. “Are the challengers ready?”

There it sat, five scoops of the richest
flavors: dark chocolate, French vanilla, butterscotch, cake batter,
and the shop’s special pumpkin flavor, all smothered in hot fudge
and marshmallow sauce, sprinkled with nuts. Johnny picked up his
spoon as Gordon did the same. “We’re READY any TIME!”

The waiter held out the watch with one hand
and swept down the other like the starter at a race. “Go!”

As usual, Johnny took the first bite,
gulping down a heaping spoonful of dark chocolate while Gordon
scooped up a spoonful of cake batter. Johnny nodded vigorously as
soon as he had swallowed; Gordon shoved his spoon in his mouth
while Johnny dug himself a spoonful of pumpkin and held it at the
ready. The first couple of times they had competed, they had
sometimes clashed spoons, heading for the same scoop, but by now
they could read each other’s subtle movements without conscious
thought, and stay out of each other’s way.

Johnny’s next heaping spoonful, French
vanilla this time, gave him a twinge of an ice cream headache. He
ignored it. By the time it was his turn again, the headache was
almost gone. How different would it be, if all the ice cream were
going into one mouth, located close to a single brain? How much
greater was their combined blood volume, and how much of an
advantage did that give them?

“Johnny, what the heck?”

Gordon had turned to stare at him.
Distracted by his thoughts, Johnny was holding his empty spoon in
front of him. How much time had he wasted? Furious at himself, he
quickly dug out a gigantic scoop of the chocolate and stuffed it
into his mouth. The headache was worse this time, and turning
toward Gordon, he saw him wince as well.

They had perhaps two scoops still on the
platter, just starting to melt, when the waiter called time. They
had failed.

 


 


Ellen herded the boys through the crowd:
families, packs of teenaged boys, young couples, and more than half
of them strangers. Summer meant tourists, of course, and the town
depended on them, but she wished, as so often before, that the
flood of visitors could come at some time when their haunts were
more easily avoided. Naturally, the boys wanted to go to the beach
in the summertime, at least several times a week. And she supposed
it was natural that the ubiquitous visitors, unused to the boys,
would stare, mutter, and point.

There had been the early years, when the
boys hardly noticed. She remembered Gordon turning to look, trying
to figure out what some child his age was pointing at—and Johnny,
quicker to understand, turning red and wrenching Gordon the other
way. . . .

Now, the boys chatted to each other,
deliberately ignoring everyone around them, until they and she had
made it through to an available spot. Ellen dropped her tote bag
and beach chair; Gordon handed her the blanket, and she spread it
on the sand. Johnny anchored the blanket on one side with the
cooler he had been carrying. The boys kicked their sandals off,
kicking sand onto the blanket in the process, and stood, expectant,
straining toward the sea.

Ellen waved toward the water. “You boys go
on. I’ll get everything straightened out here.”

Released, they ran off, sand spraying. Ellen
moved the cooler off the blanket, shook the blanket out, laid it
down again, retrieved the sandals, and generally set everything to
rights. Then she fished a bottle of iced tea out of the cooler, set
up her beach chair, and settled herself down. They had all taken
their melanin boosters: she could soak up the sun until a dip in
the water was downright irresistible.

The boys were ankle deep in the water,
splashing along. Despite the mob of people, she could see them
clearly: people all around them had drawn back, leaving them in an
empty circle that moved as they moved. Just outside it, the stares
and gestures continued.

Ellen ran through a quick series of
relaxation exercises: jaw, neck, shoulders, thighs. She pulled her
phone, equipped with its weatherproof cover, out of the tote bag
and resumed reading the latest book in her favorite detective
series.

Every few minutes, she looked up to monitor
the boys’ progress. They were wading out, fighting through the
breakers; then, the next time she looked, they had made it to
deeper and calmer waters. They must be treading water, letting the
swells lift them and leave them behind.

The boys were attracting less attention now.
Of course, out in the water, people had other things to think
about. But it was more than that: floating beyond the breakers as
they were, largely submerged, their unique condition was far less
visible. From shore, where she sat, there were moments, as the boys
bobbed up and down, where she could see only their heads and
necks.

Two heads, side by side. They could have
been any two brothers, any two boys.

For one weak moment, surprising herself, she
wished the boys could stay where they were, hidden, unnoticeable,
until all the tourists left for the day. She punished the thought
with a furtive smack against her thigh, and then looked quickly
about to make sure no one had noticed. Today was not her day: a
woman about her age, sitting cross-legged on a blanket a few feet
to her left, was facing her with a look of surprise. As the woman
started to turn away, Ellen forced a smile and exclaimed, “Darn
these sand flies, anyhow!”

The stranger smiled briefly in response and
took off her wide-brimmed hat, fanning it in front of her to
discourage the supposed flies. Ellen looked away, out into the
water. The boys were coming back to shore.


Chapter Four

 


 


Frank, already sporting his bowling jacket,
bent over Ellen and kissed the top of her head. “Is that really
what you’re having for dinner? Why not throw it in the compost heap
with the other yard waste, come with us, and have some pizza?”

Ellen had to laugh. “Stop tempting me! This
is my chance to turn over a new leaf. So to speak. Maybe I can
actually eat a salad if I don’t have to get my men folk to do the
same, or else watch you wolf down something tempting and caloric.
Off you go, now, and earn your pizza!”

Frank took the boys’ jacket off the hook and
tossed it to Gordon. Gordon flicked the jacket behind them so
Johnny could catch the left sleeve, and they raised their arms and
slid the jacket on. How many times had she seen that smooth,
coordinated sequence? How rarely she remembered to marvel at
it.

All too soon, the clamor of departure faded
away, and she was left with her salad.

Her mouth watered as she thought about
pizza. The bowling alley even had real meat toppings, defying the
near consensus in favor of substitutes. Pepperoni slices, curly and
shiny with grease . . . delicate crumbles of sausage . . . .

Ellen shook her head to dispel the vision,
and doused her salad with chunky blue cheese dressing. There was
only so much virtue she could stomach.

 


 


Gordon relaxed against the plastic bench and
regarded his piece of pizza with grateful appreciation. The rumble
and clatter of bowling balls knocking into pins, the laughter and
cat-calls of the bowlers in adjoining lanes, the taste of pizza on
his tongue, and the smell of yet more pizza waiting to be
devoured—what more could life offer?

“Hurry up, goofball!” Johnny wiped his mouth
on their sleeve. “Time to lose a game!”

Gordon did lose, generally, even when Frank
sat out. Johnny just cared more about winning. His competitive
spirit outweighed even his habitual impatience: he would shift
their left foot, and shift it again, and make one and another
adjustment of their position, before he would finally send the ball
down the lane. They did not run and slide as the other bowlers did,
but they still had to coordinate some of the movements.
Imperfection on Gordon’s part would meet with anything from loud
protest to violent retribution, even if Gordon had had no intention
of sabotage. Cooperation had its limits: they used balls light
enough to handle with one hand.

Frank had finished his pizza and was
stepping up to bowl. Gordon watched his stepfather’s graceful
movements with more admiration than envy. Mom always claimed that
Frank was a terrific dancer, and Gordon could just about believe
it, seeing the way Frank rose on his toes, the controlled pivot,
the smooth sweep of his arm. The pins fell every which way, two
left standing. Frank made the spare and stood back, gesturing to
the boys.

The pins reset as the boys rose to their
feet. Johnny hefted his ball, black with a flame wrapping around
it, and sighted down the lane. Slowly, he drew back their left arm,
shoved forward, and released, Gordon riding backward as their torso
twisted to the right. Johnny quickly pulled them straight again,
watching the ball make impact. Seven pins fell. They took Johnny’s
second turn, and watched two more pins knocked aside.

“Nice work!” Frank hoisted his beer in
salute.

Gordon picked up his ball, black with silver
swirls, pleasantly heavy and smooth against his palm. He visualized
its path toward the pins, drew back, and prepared for the release.
As his arm came forward, something threw him off balance. He
stumbled, dropping the ball prematurely. It bounced and rolled
slowly toward the gutter.

Gordon turned to Johnny, not sure whether to
be indignant or concerned. “What the—what happened?”

Johnny had the flushed and angry look that
meant he was embarrassed. “I got distracted. I was thinking about
improving my aim, and I sort of moved my arm. Instead of turning
along with you.” He jerked them away from the ball sorter. “This is
stupid, anyway. We can’t play against each other when we can’t play
without each other!”

Frank set down his beer and stood up.
“Johnny, that doesn’t sound like good sportsmanship.”

Johnny rolled his eyes. Gordon twitched
backward, wishing he could more easily retreat: disrespecting Frank
in front of his bowling buddies could trigger Frank’s rarely
revealed temper. Frank looked hard at Johnny for a moment, then
evidently decided to let it go. He shrugged. “Gordon, I guess we’ll
have to play another time, when your brother doesn’t feel like
sulking. Can I bring you a soda?”

Gordon breathed a sigh of relief.
“Thanks—I’d like one. Uh—could you bring one for Johnny, too?”

Frank cocked his head and looked at Johnny.
Johnny’s jaw set for a moment; then he slumped slightly and hung
his head. “I’m sorry, Dad. And I’d really like a soda, if you’ll
bring me one.”

Frank held Johnny’s eye a moment longer,
then nodded. “Sure, son. Two sodas, coming right up.” He headed
toward the snack counter.

Gordon gestured toward the bench. “Can we
just sit down and relax for a minute?”

Now it was Johnny sighing. “I guess. There’s
not much else for us to do, here.”

They sat in silence for a moment. Gordon
watched the bowlers sliding on the approach, the balls rumbling
down the lanes, and felt his frustration grow. If Johnny didn’t
want to bowl any more, then that botched attempt could be Gordon’s
last. It wasn’t fair. Would he ever even hold a bowling ball
again?

Gordon moved to sit up, jerking them
forward. “Bro, get up.”

Johnny’s head swiveled toward Gordon’s.
“What now?”

“We’re not leaving on that note. You got
nine pins, and I got a gutter ball. I don’t care about winning, but
I’m not ending it like that. You’re going to do what I need you to
do, one more time. Got it?”

Johnny stared, eyes wide, and then laughed.
“Look at you, barking like a big dog!”

Gordon grabbed a nearby railing and pulled,
trying to haul them to their feet. “I’m not kidding.” To his
dismay, he felt the prickling of imminent tears. “You owe me
this.”

Johnny looked away for a moment, then back
at Gordon, his expression now apologetic. Together they got to
their feet and approached the ball sorter. Gordon picked up his
ball, resisting the urge to hold its smooth surface against his
cheek. Without speaking, they stepped onto the approach and paused
a yard behind the foul line. Gordon hoisted the ball, sighted, held
his breath, and sent the ball on its way as hard and straight as he
could. Johnny moved with him in effortless coordination.

Both boys looked up at the clatter of pins.
Only four remained standing. Gordon had rarely done better.

Gordon heard footsteps approaching behind
them. Frank had returned with their sodas. He handed the boys their
drinks, then clapped them on the back. “That’s more like it! So
it’s my turn, then?”

Gordon shook his head. “You go on, Dad. Join
one of the other games. We’ll watch.” He took a gulp of his soda,
trying to wash away the tightness in his throat
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