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Cl oser

G eg Egan

Nobody wants to spend eternity al one.

("I'ntimacy," | once told Sian, after we'd made love, "is the only cure for
solipsism" She | aughed and said, "Don't get too anmbitious, Mchael. So far, it
hasn't even cured ne of masturbation.")

True solipsism though, was never ny problem Fromthe very first tinme |
consi dered the question, | accepted that there could be no way of proving the
reality of an external world, let alone the existence of other minds - but |
al so accepted that taking both on faith was the only practical way of dealing
with everyday life.

The question whi ch obsessed me was this: Assum ng that other people existed,
how di d t hey apprehend that existence? How did they experience being? Could
ever truly understand what consci ousness was |ike for another person - any nore
than | could for an ape, or a cat, or an insect?

If not, | was al one.

| desperately wanted to believe that other people were sonehow knowabl e, but it
wasn't something | could bring nyself to take for granted. | knew there could be
no absol ute proof, but | wanted to be persuaded, | needed to be conpell ed.

No literature, no poetry, no drama, however personally resonant | found it,
could ever quite convince nme that |1'd glinpsed the author's soul. Language had
evolved to facilitate cooperation in the conquest of the physical world, not to
describe subjective reality. Love, anger, jealousy, resentnment, grief - all were
defined, ultimately, in terns of external circunstances and observabl e actions.
When an i mage or metaphor rang true for nme, it proved only that | shared with
the author a set of definitions, a culturally sanctioned list of word

associ ations. After all, many publishers used conputer prograns - highly
speci al i sed, but unsophisticated algorithms, w thout the renmptest possibility of
sel f-awareness - to routinely produce both literature, and literary criticism

i ndi stinguishable fromthe human product. Not just fornul arised garbage, either;
on several occasions, |'d been deeply affected by works which 1'd | ater

di scovered had been cranked out by unthinking software. This didn't prove that
human literature communi cated nothing of the author's inner life, but it
certainly made cl ear how nmuch roomthere was for doubt.

Unli ke many of ny friends, | had no qual ns what soever when, at the age of
eighteen, the time came for me to "switch.”" My organic brain was renmoved and
di scarded, and control of ny body handed over to my "jewel" - the Ndoli Devi ce,
a neural -net computer inplanted shortly after birth, which had since learnt to
imtate my brain, down to the |evel of individual neurons. | had no qual ns, not
because | was at all convinced that the jewel and the brain experienced
consci ousness identically, but because, froman early age, 1'd identified nyself

solely with the jewel. My brain was a kind of bootstrap device, nothing nore,
and to mourn its | oss would have been as absurd as nourning nmy energence from
some primtive stage of enbryol ogi cal neural devel opment. Switching was sinply
what humans did now, an established part of the life cycle, even if it was
medi ated by our culture, and not by our genes.

Seei ng each other die, and observing the gradual failure of their own bodi es,
may have hel ped convince pre-Ndoli humans of their common humanity; certainly,
there were countless references in their literature to the equalising power of
deat h. Perhaps concl uding that the universe would go on wi thout them produced a
shared sense of hopel essness, or insignificance, which they viewed as their
defining attribute.

Now that it's beconme an article of faith that, sometime in the next few billion
years, physicists will find a way for us to go on without the universe, rather
than vice versa, that route to spiritual equality has |ost whatever dubious
logic it mght ever have possessed.

Si an was a commruni cati ons engineer. | was a hol ovision news editor. W net
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during a live broadcast of the seeding of Venus with terraform ng nanomachi nes -
a matter of great public interest, since nost of the planet's
as-yet -uni nhabi tabl e surface had al ready been sold. There were several technica
glitches with the broadcast which m ght have been disastrous, but together we
managed to work around them and even to hide the seans. It was nothing special,
we were sinply doing our jobs, but afterwards | was el ated out of all
proportion. It took ne twenty-four hours to realise (or decide) that I'd fallen
in |love.

However, when | approached her the next day, she made it clear that she felt
nothing for ne; the chenmstry I'd i magi ned "between us" had all been in ny head.
I was di smayed, but not surprised. Work didn't bring us together again, but I
call ed her occasionally, and six weeks later ny persistence was rewarded. | took
her to a performance of Wiiting for Godot by augnmented parrots, and | enjoyed
mysel f imensely, but | didn't see her again for nore than a nonth.

I'"d al nost given up hope, when she appeared at ny door w thout warning one
ni ght and dragged ne along to a "concert"” of interactive conputerised
i nprovi sation. The "audi ence" was assenbled in what |ooked Iike a nock-up of a
Berlin nightclub of the 2050s. A conputer program originally designed for
creating novie scores, was fed with the inmage froma hover-canera whi ch wandered
about the set. People danced and sang, screanmed and braw ed, and engaged in all
ki nds of histrionics in the hope of attracting the camera and shapi ng the nusic.
At first, | felt cowed and inhibited, but Sian gave ne no choice but to join in.

It was chaotic, insane, at tines even terrifying. One woman st abbed another to
"deat h" at the table beside us, which struck nme as a sickening (and expensive)
i ndul gence, but when a riot broke out at the end, and people started smashing

the deliberately flinmsy furniture, | followed Sian into the nelee, cheering.
The nusic - the excuse for the whole event - was garbage, but | didn't really
care. Wen we |linped out into the night, bruised and aching and | aughing, | knew

that at | east we'd shared something that had nmade us feel closer. She took me
honme and we went to bed together, too sore and tired to do nore than sl eep, but
when we nade love in the morning | already felt so at ease with her that | could
hardly believe it was our first tine.

Soon we were inseparable. My tastes in entertainment were very different from
hers, but | survived nost of her favourite "artfornms", nore or |less intact. She
moved into ny apartment, at ny suggestion, and casually destroyed the orderly
rhythms of ny carefully arranged donestic life.

I had to piece together details of her past fromthrowaway |ines; she found it
far too boring to sit down and give nme a coherent account. Her |ife had been as
unremar kabl e as mine: she'd grown up in a suburban, mddle-class fanmly, studied
her profession, found a job. Like al nost everyone, she'd switched at eighteen
She had no strong political convictions. She was good at her work, but put ten
times nore energy into her social life. She was intelligent, but hated anything
overtly intellectual. She was inpatient, aggressive, roughly affectionate.

And | could not, for one second, imagine what it was |ike inside her head.

For a start, | rarely had any idea what she was thinking - in the sense of
knowi ng how she woul d have replied if asked, out of the blue, to describe her
thoughts at the noment before they were interrupted by the question. On a | onger

time scale, | had no feeling for her notivation, her image of herself, her
concept of who she was and what she did and why. Even in the | aughably crude
sense that a novelist pretends to "explain" a character, | could not have

expl ai ned Si an.

And if she'd provided me with a running comrentary on her nental state, and a
weekl y assessnent of the reasons for her actions in the | atest psychodynam c
jargon, it would all have cone to nothing but a heap of useless words. If |
coul d have pictured nmyself in her circunstances, imgined nyself wth her
bel i efs and obsessions, enpathised until | could anticipate her every word, her
every decision, then | still would not have understood so much as a single
monent when she cl osed her eyes, forgot her past, wanted nothing, and sinply
was.

O course, nost of the tine, nothing could have mattered | ess. W were happy
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enough together, whether or not we were strangers - and whether or not ny
"happi ness" and Sian's "happi ness" were in any real sense the sane.

Over the years, she becane | ess self-contai ned, nore open. She had no great
dark secrets to share, no traumatic chil dhood ordeals to recount, but she let ne
in on her petty fears and her nundane neuroses. | did the same, and even,
clumsily, explained ny peculiar obsession. She wasn't at all offended. Just
puzzl ed.

"What could it actually nmean, though? To know what it's |ike to be soneone
el se? You'd have to have their nmenories, their personality, their body -
everything. And then you'd just be them not yourself, and you woul dn't know
anything. It's nonsense."

I shrugged. "Not necessarily. O course, perfect know edge woul d be i npossibl e,
but you can always get closer. Don't you think that the nore things we do
together, the nore experiences we share, the cl oser we beconme?"

She scowl ed. "Yes, but that's not what you were tal king about five seconds ago.
Two years, or two thousand years, of 'shared experiences' seen through different
eyes nmeans not hing. However much tine two people spent together, how could you
know that there was even the briefest instant when they both experienced what
they were going through 'together' in the sane way?"

"1 know, but "
"If you adnmit that what you want is inpossible, naybe you'll stop fretting
about it."

I laughed. "Whatever nakes you think I'mas rational as that?"

When the technol ogy becane available it was Sian's idea, not nine, for us to try
out all the fashionable somatic pernutations. Sian was al ways inpatient to
experience sonmething new. "If we really are going to live forever," she said,
"we'd better stay curious if we want to stay sane."

I was reluctant, but any resistance | put up seenmed hypocritical. Cearly, this
game wouldn't lead to the perfect know edge | |onged for (and knew | woul d never
achieve), but | couldn't deny the possibility that it night be one crude step in
the right direction.

First, we exchanged bodies. | discovered what it was |like to have breasts and a
vagina - what it was like for me, that is, not what it had been like for Sian
True, we stayed swapped | ong enough for the shock, and even the novelty, to wear
off, but | never felt that |I'd gained nuch insight into her experience of the
body she'd been born with. My jewel was nodified only as nuch as was necessary
to allow ne to control this unfamliar machine, which was scarcely nore than
woul d have been required to work another nal e body. The menstrual cycle had been
abandoned decades before, and although | coul d have taken the necessary hornones
to allow nmyself to have periods, and even to becone pregnant (although the
financial disincentives for reproduction had been drastically increased in
recent years), that would have told ne absol utely nothing about Sian, who had
done neither.

As for sex, the pleasure of intercourse still felt very much the same - which
was hardly surprising, since nerves fromthe vagina and clitoris were sinply
wired into ny jewel as if they'd come frommny penis. Even being penetrated nmade
|l ess difference than |I'd expected; unless | nmade a special effort to remain
aware of our respective geonetries, | found it hard to care who was doi ng what
to whom Orgasns were better though, | had to adnit.

At work, no one raised an eyebrow when | turned up as Sian, since many of ny
col | eagues had al ready been through exactly the same thing. The | egal definition
of identity had recently been shifted fromthe DNA fingerprint of the body,
according to a standard set of markers, to the serial nunber of the jewel. Wen
even the | aw can keep up with you, you know you can't be doi ng anything very
radi cal or profound.

After three nonths, Sian had had enough. "I never realised how clunsy you
were," she said. "Or that ejaculation was so dull."

Next, she had a clone of herself made, so we could both be wonen. Brain-danmaged
repl acenent bodies - Extras - had once been incredibly expensive, when they'd
needed to be grown at virtually the normal rate, and kept constantly active so
they' d be healthy enough to use. However, the physiological effects of the
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passage of time, and of exercise, don't happen by magic; at a deep enough |evel,
there's always a bi ochem cal signal produced, which can ultimately be faked.
Mature Extras, with sturdy bones and perfect nuscle tone, could now be produced
fromscratch in a year - four nonths' gestation and eight nonths' coma - which
al so allowed themto be nore thoroughly brain-dead than before, soothing the
ethical qual ns of those who'd al ways wondered just how rmuch was goi ng on inside
the heads of the old, active versions.

In our first experinment, the hardest part for nme had al ways been, not | ooking
in the mirror and seeing Sian, but |looking at Sian and seeing nyself. 1'd m ssed
her, far nore than |I'd m ssed being nyself. Now, | was al nost happy for ny body
to be absent (in storage, kept alive by a jewel based on the mnimal brain of an
Extra). The symmetry of being her twin appealed to nme; surely now we were cl oser
than ever. Before, we'd nerely swapped our physical differences. Now, we'd
abol i shed t hem

The symretry was an illusion. 1'd changed gender, and she hadn't. | was with
the woman | | oved; she lived with a wal king parody of herself.

One norning she woke me, pumelling ny breasts so hard that she |eft bruises
When | opened ny eyes and shiel ded nysel f, she peered at ne suspiciously. "Are
you in there? Mchael ? |'mgoing crazy. | want you back."

For the sake of getting the whol e bizarre episode over and done with for good -
and perhaps also to discover for nyself what Sian had just been through -
agreed to the third pernutation. There was no need to wait a year; ny Extra had
been grown at the sane tine as hers.

Sonehow, it was far nore disorienting to be confronted by "nysel f" wi thout the
canmoufl age of Sian's body. | found ny own face unreadabl e; when we'd both been
in disguise, that hadn't bothered nme, but now it nade ne feel edgy, and at tines
al nost paranoid, for no rational reason at all

Sex took sonme getting used to. Eventually, |I found it pleasurable, in a
confusing and vaguely narcissistic way. The conpelling sense of equality |I'd
felt, when we'd nade | ove as wonen, never quite returned to ne as we sucked each
other's cocks - but then, when we'd both been wonen, Sian had never clainmed to
feel any such thing. It had all been ny own invention

The day after we returned to the way we'd begun (well, alnmpost - in fact, we put
our decrepit, twenty-six-year-old bodies in storage, and took up residence in
our healthier Extras), | saw a story from Europe on an option we hadn't yet

tried, tipped to becone all the rage: hermaphroditic identical twins. Qur new
bodi es coul d be our biological children (give or take the genetic tinkering
required to ensure hermaphroditisn), with an equal share of characteristics from
both of us. W would both have changed gender, both have | ost partners. W'd be
equal in every way.

I took a copy of the file hone to Sian. She watched it thoughtfully, then said,
"Slugs are hermaphrodites, aren't they? They hang in md-air together on a
thread of sline. I'msure there's even sonething in Shakespeare, remnarking on
the gl orious spectacle of copulating slugs. Inagine it: you and nme, naking sl ug
| ove."

I fell on the floor, I|aughing.

| stopped, suddenly. "Were, in Shakespeare? | didn't think you' d even read
Shakespeare. "

Eventually, | came to believe that with each passing year, | knew Sian a little
better - in the traditional sense, the sense that npbst couples seened to find
sufficient. | knew what she expected fromne, | knew how not to hurt her. W had

argunents, we had fights, but there nust have been sone kind of underlying
stability, because in the end we always chose to stay together. Her happiness
mattered to ne, very nuch, and at times | could hardly believe that |1'd ever
thought it possible that all of her subjective experience m ght be fundanmentally
alien to ne. It was true that every brain, and hence every jewel, was unique -
but there was sonething extravagant in supposing that the nature of

consci ousness could be radically different between individuals, when the sane
basi ¢ hardware, and the same basic principles of neural topol ogy, were involved.

Still. Sonetimes, if | woke in the night, 1'd turn to her and whi sper,
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i naudi bly, conmpul sively, "I don't know you. | have no idea who, or what, you
are." I'd lie there, and think about packing and | eaving. | was alone, and it
was farcical to go through the charade of pretendi ng otherw se

Then again, sonetines | woke in the night, absolutely convinced that | was
dyi ng, or sonmething else equally absurd. In the sway of sone half-forgotten
dream all manner of confusion is possible. It never neant a thing, and by
nmorning | was al ways nysel f again.

When | saw the story on Craig Bentley's service - he called it "research,” but
his "volunteers" paid for the privilege of taking part in his experinents -

al nrost couldn't bring nyself to include it in the bulletin, although all ny
prof essional judgenment told ne it was everything our viewers wanted in a thirty
second techno-shock piece: bizarre, even mldly disconcerting, but not too hard
to grasp.

Bentl ey was a cyberneurol ogist; he studied the Ndoli Device, in the way that
neur ol ogi sts had once studied the brain. Mmicking the brain with a neural -net
conput er had not required a profound understanding of its higher-Ileve
structures; research into these structures continued, in their new incarnation.
The jewel, conpared to the brain, was of course both easier to observe, and
easier to mani pul ate.

In his latest project, Bentley was offering couples sonething slightly nore
up-nmarket than an insight into the sex lives of slugs. He was offering them
eight hours with identical m nds.

I made a copy of the original, ten-mnute piece that had conme through on the
fibre, then let ny editing console select the nost titillating thirty seconds
possi ble, for broadcast. It did a good job; it had |earnt from ne.

I couldn't lie to Sian. | couldn't hide the story, | couldn't pretend to be
disinterested. The only honest thing to do was to show her the file, tell her
exactly how | felt, and ask her what she want ed.

I did just that. Wien the HV i mage faded out, she turned to ne, shrugged, and

said mldly, "Ckay. It sounds like fun. Let's try it."
Bentley wore a T-shirt with nine conputer-drawn portraits onit, in a
three-by-three grid. Top left was Elvis Presley. Bottomright was Marilyn
Monroe. The rest were various stages in between.

"This is howit will work. The transition will take twenty m nutes, during

which tinme you'll be disenbodied. Over the first ten mnutes, you'll gain equa
access to each other's nenories. Over the second ten mnutes, you' |l both be
nmoved, gradually, towards the conpron se personality.

"Once that's done, your Ndoli Devices will be identical - in the sense that
both will have all the sane neural connections with all the sane wei ghting
factors - but they'Il alnbst certainly be in different states. I'll have to
bl ack you out, to correct that. Then you'll wake - "

Who' I | wake?

" in identical electronechanical bodies. Clones can't be made sufficiently
al i ke.

"You'll spend the eight hours alone, in perfectly matched roons. Rather |ike
hotel suites, really. You'll have HV to keep you anmused if you need it - without
t he vi deophone nodul e, of course. You m ght think you' d both get an engaged
signal, if you tried to call the sane nunber simultaneously - but in fact, in

such cases the switching equi pnent arbitrarily lets one call through, which
woul d make your environments different."

Si an asked, "Wy can't we phone each other? O better still, nmeet each other?
If we're exactly the sane, we'd say the same things, do the sane things - we'd
be one nore identical part of each other's environnent."

Bentl ey pursed his |ips and shook his head. "Perhaps |I'll allow sonething of
the kind in a future experinent, but for now !l believe it would be too
potentially traumatic."

Si an gave ne a sideways gl ance, which neant: This man is a killjoy.
"The end will be like the beginning, in reverse. First, your personalities wll
be restored. Then, you'll | ose access to each other's nenories. O course, your

menories of the experience itself will be left untouched. Untouched by ne, that
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is; | can't predict how your separate personalities, once restored, will act -
filtering, suppressing, reinterpreting those nenories. Wthin mnutes, you may
end up with very different ideas about what you' ve been through. Al | can

guarantee is this: For the eight hours in question, the two of you will be

i dentical."

We talked it over. Sian was enthusiastic, as always. She didn't much care what
it wuld be like; all that really mattered to her was collecting one nore nove
experi ence.

"\What ever happens, we'll be ourselves again at the end of it," she said.
"What's there to be afraid of ? You know the old Ndoli joke."

"What ol d Ndoli joke?"

"Anyt hing's bearable - so long as it's finite."

I couldn't decide how | felt. The sharing of menories notwthstandi ng, we'd
both end up knowi ng, not each other, but nerely a transient, artificial third
person. Still, for the first tine in our lives, we would have been through
exactly the sane experience, fromexactly the sane point of view - even if the
experience was only spending eight hours | ocked in separate roons, and the point
of view was that of a genderless robot with an identity crisis.

It was a conpromise - but | could think of no realistic way in which it could
have been i nproved.

| called Bentley, and nade a reservation
In perfect sensory deprivation, my thoughts seened to dissipate into the
bl ackness around ne before they were even half-fornmed. This isolation didn't
| ast |1 ong, though; as our short-term nmenories merged, we achieved a kind of
tel epathy: One of us would think a nmessage, and the other would "renenber”
thinking it, and reply in the sane way.

- |l really can't wait to uncover all your grubby little secrets.

- | think you' re going to be disappointed. Anything | haven't already told you,
|'"ve probably repressed.

- Ah, but repressed is not erased. Who knows what will turn up?

- W'l |l know, soon enough

| tried to think of all the minor sins | nust have committed over the years,
all the shaneful, selfish, unworthy thoughts, but nothing canme into ny head but
a vague white noise of guilt. | tried again, and achieved, of all things, an
i mmge of Sian as a child. A young boy slipping his hand between her |egs, then
squealing with fright and pulling away. But she'd described that incident to ne,
|l ong ago. Was it her nmenory, or mny reconstruction?

- My nenory. | think. O perhaps ny reconstruction. You know, half the tine
when |'ve told you sonething that happened before we net, the nenory of the
telling has beconme far clearer to me than the menory itself. Al npost replacing
it.

- It's the sanme for ne.

- Then in a way, our nenories have al ready been noving towards a ki nd of
symmetry, for years. W both renmenber what was said, as if we'd both heard it
from soneone el se

Agreenent. Silence. A monent of confusion. Then

- This neat division of "nenory" and "personality" Bentley uses; is it really
so clear? Jewels are neural -net conputers; you can't talk about "data" and
"program in any absol ute sense.

- Not in general, no. Hs classification nust be arbitrary, to sonme extent. But
who cares?

- It matters. If he restores "personality,
m scl assification could | eave us

- What?

- It depends, doesn't it? At one extrenme, so thoroughly "restored," so
conpl etely unaffected, that the whol e experience nmight as well not have
happened. And at the other extrene .

- Permanently .

- . . . closer.

- Isn't that the point?

- 1 don't know anynore.

but allows "nenories" to persist, a
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Silence. Hesitation

Then | realised that | had no idea whether or not it was nmy turn to reply.

I woke, lying on a bed, mldly benused, as if waiting for a nental hiatus to
pass. My body felt slightly awkward, but |ess so than when I'd woken in soneone
el se's Extra. | glanced down at the pale, snooth plastic of nmy torso and | egs,
then waved a hand in front of nmy face. | |ooked Iike a unisex shop-w ndow dumry
- but Bentley had shown us the bodi es beforehand, it was no great shock. | sat
up slowy, then stood and took a few steps. | felt a little nunb and hol | ow, but
my ki naesthetic sense, ny proprioception, was fine; | felt |ocated between ny
eyes, and | felt that this body was nmne. As with any nodern transplant, ny
jewel had been manipul ated directly to accommpdate the change, avoi ding the need
for nonths of physiotherapy.

I glanced around the room It was sparsely furnished: one bed, one table, one
chair, one clock, one HV set. On the wall, a franed reproduction of an Escher
lithograph: "Bond of Union," a portrait of the artist and, presumably, his wife,
faces peeled like lenons into helices of rind, joined into a single, |inked
band. | traced the outer surface fromstart to finish, and was di sappointed to
find that it lacked the Mbbius twi st | was expecting.

No wi ndows, one door without a handle. Set into the wall beside the bed, a
full-length mrror. | stood a while and stared at ny ridiculous form It
suddenly occurred to nme that, if Bentley had a real |ove of symmetry ganes, he
m ght have built one roomas the mirror inage of the other, nodified the HV set
accordingly, and altered one jewel, one copy of ne, to exchange right for |eft.
What | ooked like a mirror could then be nothing but a wi ndow between the roons.
I grinned awkwardly with nmy plastic face; ny reflection | ooked appropriately
enbarrassed by the sight. The idea appealed to nme, however unlikely it was.
Not hi ng short of an experinent in nuclear physics could reveal the difference.
No, not true; a pendulumfree to precess, |like Foucault's, would tw st the sane
way in both roons, giving the gane away. | wal ked up to the mrror and thunped
it. It didn't seemto yield at all, but then, either a brick wall, or an equa
and opposite thunp from behind, could have been the expl anati on.

I shrugged and turned away. Bentley m ght have done anything - for all | knew,
the whol e set-up could have been a conputer sinulation. My body was irrel evant.
The roomwas irrelevant. The point was . .

| sat on the bed. | recalled soneone - Mchael, probably - wondering if |I'd
pani ¢ when | dwelt upon ny nature, but | found no reason to do so. If |I'd woken
inthis roomwith no recent nenories, and tried to sort out who | was from ny

past(s), |'d no doubt have gone mad, but | knew exactly who | was, | had two
long trails of anticipation |eading to nmy present state. The prospect of being
changed back into Sian or Mchael didn't bother ne at all; the wishes of both to

regain their separate identities endured in me, strongly, and the desire for
personal integrity manifested itself as relief at the thought of their
re-energence, not as fear of my own demise. In any case, ny nenories woul d not
be expunged, and | had no sense of having goals which one or the other of them

woul d not pursue. | felt nore like their |owest common denom nator than any kind
of synergistic hypermnd; | was |less, not nore, than the sumof ny parts. MWy
purpose was strictly limted: | was here to enjoy the strangeness for Sian, and

to answer a question for Mchael, and when the tinme cane |'d be happy to
bifurcate, and resune the two lives | remenbered and val ued.

So, how did | experience consciousness? The sane way as M chael ? The sane way
as Sian? So far as | could tell, 1'd undergone no fundanental change - but even
as | reached that conclusion, | began to wonder if | was in any position to
judge. Did nmenories of being Mchael, and nenories of being Sian, contain so
much nore than the two of them could have put into words and exchanged verbal |l y?
Did | really know anyt hing about the nature of their existence, or was ny head
just full of second-hand description - intimate, and detailed, but ultimately as
opaque as | anguage? If my mind were radically different, would that difference
be something | could even perceive - or would all nmy nenories, in the act of
renenbering, sinply be recast into terns that seened fanmliar?

The past, after all, was no nore knowabl e than the external world. Its very
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exi stence al so had to be taken on faith - and, granted existence, it too could
be m sl eadi ng.

| buried nmy head in ny hands, dejected. | was the closest they could get, and
what had cone of me? M chael's hope renmi ned precisely as reasonable - and as
unproven - as ever
After a while, nmy nood began to lighten. At |least Mchael's search was over,
even if it had ended in failure. Now he'd have no choice but to accept that, and
nove on.

| paced around the roomfor a while, flicking the HV on and off. | was actually
starting to get bored, but | wasn't going to waste eight hours and severa
thousand dollars by sitting down and watchi ng soap operas.

I nused about possible ways of underm ning the synchronisation of nmy two
copies. It was inconceivable that Bentley could have natched the roons and
bodies to such a fine tol erance that an engineer worthy of the nanme couldn't
find some way of breaking the synmmetry. Even a coin toss mght have done it, but
I didn't have a coin. Throwi ng a paper plane? That sounded pronising - highly
sensitive to air currents - but the only paper in the roomwas the Escher, and
couldn't bring nmyself to vandalise it. | might have snashed the nmirror, and
observed the shapes and sizes of the fragments, which woul d have had the added
bonus of proving or disproving nmy earlier speculations, but as | raised the
chair over ny head, | suddenly changed ny mind. Two conflicting sets of
short-term nenori es had been confusing enough during a few ninutes of sensory
deprivation; for several hours interacting with a physical environnent, it could
be completely disabling. Better to hold off until | was desperate for anmusenent.

So | lay down on the bed and did what nost of Bentley's clients probably ended
up doi ng.

As they coal esced, Sian and M chael had both had fears for their privacy - and
bot h had issued conmpensatory, not to say defensive, mental declarations of
frankness, not wanting the other to think that they had sonething to hide. Their
curiosity, too, had been anbivalent; they'd wanted to understand each ot her,
but, of course, not to pry.

Al'l of these contradictions continued in nme, but - staring at the ceiling,
trying not to look at the clock again for at |east another thirty seconds - |
didn't really have to nake a decision. It was the nost natural thing in the
world to et ny m nd wander back over the course of their relationship, from
bot h points of view

It was a very peculiar remniscence. Al nost everything seened at once vaguely
surprising and utterly fanmliar - like an extended attack of deja vu. It's not
that they'd often set out deliberately to deceive each ot her about anything
substantial, but all the tiny white lies, all the concealed trivial resentnents,
all the necessary, |audable, essential, |oving deceptions, that had kept them
together in spite of their differences, filled ny head with a strange haze of
confusion and disillusionment.

It wasn't in any sense a conversation; | was no multiple personality. Sian and
M chael sinply weren't there - to justify, to explain, to deceive each other al
over again, with the best intentions. Perhaps | should have attenpted to do al
this on their behal f, but I was constantly unsure of nmy role, unable to decide
on a position. So | lay there, paralysed by symetry, and let their nmenories
fl ow.

After that, the tinme passed so quickly that | never had a chance to break the
mrror.

We tried to stay together.

VW | asted a week.

Bentl ey had made - as the |law required - snapshots of our jewels prior to the
experinent. We could have gone back to them - and then had himexplain to us why
- but self-deception is only an easy choice if you make it in tine.

We couldn't forgive each other, because there was nothing to forgive. Neither
of us had done a single thing that the other could fail to understand, and
sympat hi se with, conpletely.

We knew each other too well, that's all. Detail after tiny fucking mcroscopic
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detail. It wasn't that the truth hurt; it didn't, any longer. It nunbed us. It
snot hered us. W didn't know each other as we knew ourselves; it was worse than
that. In the self, the details blur in the very processes of thought; nental

sel f-dissection is possible, but it takes great effort to sustain. Qur nutual

di ssection took no effort at all; it was the natural state into which we fell in
each other's presence. Qur surfaces had been stripped away, but not to reveal a
glinmpse of the soul. Al we could see beneath the skin were the cogs, spinning.

And | knew, now, that what Sian had al ways wanted nost in a | over was the
ali en, the unknowabl e, the nysterious, the opaque. The whol e point, for her, of
bei ng with sonmeone el se was the sense of confronting otherness. Wthout it, she
bel i eved, you might as well be talking to yourself.

I found that | now shared this view (a change whose precise origins | didn't
much want to think about . . . but then, I'd always known she had the stronger
personality, | should have guessed that sonmething would rub off).

Toget her, we might as well have been al one, so we had no choice but to part.

Nobody wants to spend eternity al one.

Oiginally appeared pp. 81-91, Eidolon 9, July 1992
Copyright © 1992 G eg Egan.
Reprinted with kind perm ssion of the author
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