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1

‘If I belt you on the arm, will your brother feel it?’ Teddy Lossford had his fist back, ready to strike.

Jack Pickering, Josh’s brother, wondered if Mary-Kate and Ashley Olsen had suffered like this because they were twins too, and decided they probably hadn’t. They had managers or make-up artists or dietitians to keep them safe from goons like Lossford.

‘Well, will he?’ He was a big fat redhead. His mum told him he wasn’t big as in fat, but big as in well built, and he believed her. Since then he’d made his entire wardrobe, including his school uniform, sleeveless so that he could flex—and he did constantly. Teddy Lossford was an idiot. ‘So?’ he said. He was a big fat freckly impatient idiot.

‘No, Ted.’ Jack sighed. ‘If you hit me, Josh won’t feel it. I promise.’

‘But how do you know?’ Teddy loosened his grip on Jack’s shirt.

‘I just do.’

Teddy lowered his fist. It was a good sign, but he was still grunting. ‘Have you ever tested it out? You know, set it up—just youse two and no one else?’

‘No,’ said Jack.

‘Why not?’

‘We haven’t had to, Teddy, because there’s always been some sweaty halfwit like you around who’s wanted to test it for us.’

‘As if,’ laughed Teddy. ‘Seriously, though, you should. I mean, imagine if you were psychopathic and you did feel it when he was hurt. That’d be awesome.’

‘It’s telepathic.’

‘What is?’ Teddy squinted.

‘The word is telepathic, not psychopathic. You’re psychopathic and I’m not telepathic. Got it?’ said Jack.

‘Whatever. Who cares? Big words all sound the same. Yeah, so say if you were pissed off at Jack—’

‘I am Jack,’ said Jack.

‘Okay, Josh. Whoever. Whatever. No one here cares. Youse two are the same, anyway. Just say if you were pissed off with the one that isn’t you and he felt it whenever you got hurt. Well, if you wanted to get back at him for something, you could go and smash yourself into a brick wall. Or throw yourself off the garage roof, or punch yourself in the head—and he’d feel it, wouldn’t he? And he’d spew. Imagine if you did it while he was at the movies with his girlfriend. Has he got a girlfriend?’ He didn’t give Jack time to answer. ‘It doesn’t matter, but what if he did? You could just bash yourself in the head and he’d sit there wondering what was going on. His head’d be going doof doof from side to side and he wouldn’t have a clue it was actually you smashing yourself in the face to get at him. He’d think he was having a fight with the Invisible Man. How cool would that be?’ Teddy Lossford was foaming at the mouth. ‘You could do other stuff, too. Like if Josh had a girlfriend and he was at the mall with her, you know what you could do?’ And he nodded at Jack, as if he would know, but Jack didn’t.

‘You could, you know!’ And Teddy smiled. The big slobbery, spit-in-the-corners-of-the-mouth kind of smile. Jack smiled back, but not with the kind that’d make anyone feel any good: more a get-on-with-it smile, the kind parents gave their kids when they were watching TV and the kids interrupted with something to say.

‘You know. If you get excited, does Josh get revved up at the same time?’

‘What are you talking about?’ said Jack.

‘Duh!’ And keeping his elbow low, Teddy levered his fist into the air. ‘If you get one, does Josh get one, too?’

‘Oh, you loser!’

‘Cause if he was at the pool and he was with his girlfriend—and you weren’t—or if you were, but you were hiding or lying on your stomach or something and he was on the diving board, in his budgie-smugglers, getting ready to dive, you could get one—’ Teddy Lossford couldn’t finish his sentence because he was laughing so hard. Jack scrambled to his feet and got most of the way there before he was grabbed from behind and landed on his backside.

‘Ow!’

Teddy was still laughing. ‘You reckon Jack would have felt that?’

‘Like I said, I am Jack, you freak. We don’t feel things. There is no telepathy. We’re not psychics or channellers or pain conductors. We’re just twins, okay? Now, can I go, please?’

‘Yeah, but give this to your brother for me.’ Whack! ‘Unless he just got it.’

Teddy Lossford had this knack of being able to punch people on the point of the shoulder, the exact place where a bit of sinew or nerve ran over the bone and muscle. It was like a funny-bone on your shoulder instead of your elbow. One thump left your arm paralysed for ages until it slowly throbbed back to life. And that could hurt almost as much as the punch.

Jack took off in search of his brother or his bike. He didn’t mind which came first. His left arm hung stupidly from the shoulder. He wished that Teddy had found Josh instead of him—and not because he liked the thought of his brother being belted, but because if someone was to cop a hiding, anyone’d be better than him. And he didn’t wish it in a malicious way; more the way you wished someone else would be the last one picked in a game of lunchtime football.

Through the sea of other kids Jack spotted him walking past the demountables. He was heading for the bike rack and something was weird. He was walking normally, but his right arm looked heavy and useless. He had this defeated not-again look on his face.

Jack legged it and got to the rack first. He tried to massage a bit of life back into his shoulder while he waited. Josh rubbed his shoulder as he walked. Jack rolled his arm over a few times, like a bowler warming up and he winced as the feeling started to throb back into it. He was amazed as his brother started doing the same thing. Jack wondered if Josh’s backpack was the reason for the sour face, or whether it was something else. Maybe there was something to what Lossford was carrying on about. Maybe they were becoming like all those twins they saw on TV who said they felt each other’s pain. Jack stood next to his bike, watching. Waiting.

‘You all right?’ he said.

‘Yeah, probably,’ said Josh. ‘But my shoulder’s killing me.’

Too weird, thought Jack. Should I ask? Neither of them had ever questioned the whole telepathy thing because they knew they didn’t have it. But they might have grown into it, like hand-me-down shoes. The sight of his brother in front of him, rubbing and rolling life into his dead arm was enough to fire the part of his brain so many others had tried to get to before.

If you could have stood back you would have thought it was just one of them looking at a mirror. They stood opposite each other with the same kind of bike, same school uniform, same hair, same face, same shoes and the same pained expression. And while Josh kept rubbing his right shoulder, Jack rubbed his left.

‘What’s up with you, anyway?’ Josh had finally noticed the look on his brother’s face.

‘Same as you, I think.’

‘Dead arm?’ said Josh.

Jack nodded.

‘When?’ said Josh.

‘Dunno, about five minutes ago, probably.’

‘Me, too.’

Getting weirder, thought Jack.

‘I didn’t even see it coming. I was walking along the corridor, everyone was pushing to get out and I thought I heard someone say, “Give this to your brother for me,” then whack! I went down like a dead man.’

‘No way.’

Josh nodded.

‘And no one hit you?’ said Jack. ‘Because about five minutes ago, that idiot Lossford cornered me in the change room and right before he smashed me, he said those exact words. “Give this to your brother for me.” So maybe?’ The question hung in the air.

‘Lossford?’

‘Yeah,’ said Jack. ‘He wound up and smashed me. But in the left shoulder.’ He rubbed it. ‘Do you reckon maybe we’re getting that twin thing everyone’s so desperate for us to have?’

Josh was a bit surprised. He looked at his brother and smiled. Jack might have been the older of the two by a whole fourteen minutes, but the extra time on the planet hadn’t made him any smarter. ‘Lossford got me, too.’ He laughed. ‘It must have been right before he whacked you. I saw him duck into the change room after I got hit. That butt, those white freckly arms and flaming red hair—couldn’t miss them! You’re winding me up about the telepathy thing, right?’

‘Hey?’ said Jack.

Josh did a kind of voodoo dance around his brother, but stopped quickly as Angela Mibble, Jude Tummleton and Emily Justice approached. They were the ‘it’ girls and didn’t need reminding. The three of them acted as if they were in a shampoo commercial, constantly flinging their hair about as if everyone was interested, which, of course, they were. The guys wanted to be near the hair, the other girls wanted to have it.

Josh and Jack had a quick crack at their own hairstyles as the girls walked past. They needn’t have bothered, because even though Jude and Emily looked as if they might say hello, Angela-the-uber-spunk dismissed the twins with a hair-flick-head-shake combo that clearly told her two best friends the Pickering brothers weren’t worth the effort. Instead, the girls giggled as they walked past, and only turned to look at them once they were almost around the corner; but that was to see if Jack and Josh were looking at them. The girls knew they’d disguised the look well by tossing their manes. Told ya,’ Angela said to Emily and Jude as the boys quickly looked away.

‘Busted,’ said Jack.

‘Worth it,’ gushed Josh. ‘But you knew I thought that already, right? Because of the twin thing?’

‘Get out of it,’ said Jack. ‘I just thought it was weird that we both had dead arms at the same time.’ He didn’t look up as he said it, but undid the combo lock on his bike, then Josh’s. ‘You must think about it sometimes.’

‘It’s bollocks,’ said Josh. ‘Same as the Easter Bunny.’ Then he shot a punch into Jack’s right shoulder, taking the life out of that one, too. ‘See? Now you’ve got two dead arms and I’ve only got one.’

Jack grabbed his shoulder. ‘Sucked in, you missed!’

‘Yeah, right.’ Josh grinned. ‘Race you home.’

‘And I’ll beat you. As usual.’
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