Suh Yeon Chloe WON
Double Act

“Who is the older one?”
“My brother, by sixty seconds.” This answer guaranteed a chuckle out of bewilderment.

They say a twin is the closest thing to a clone. As a kid, I would have agreed
wholeheartedly. Loneliness was virtually non-existent, and independence couldn’t have felt more
alien. Bounded by the womb, Elliot and I were in constant duet from the moment we entered the

world together.
“Honey, please ask the twins what kind of pizza they want for dinner.”

The sound of Dad’s weighted tread echoed down the hallway, steadily approaching our
bedroom. Elliot, at his desk, didn’t pause the video game on his screen. I, curled up on my bed
by the window, didn’t look up from my sketchbook. Pepperoni, 1 thought, doodling each intricate
petal of a peony. The footsteps halted outside our door, followed by a gentle, rhythmic knock on

our bedroom door and Dad’s head peering in.
“Hawaiin,” Elliot asserted, his thumbs continuing to forcefully jam on his controller.
Dad’s eyebrows lifted. He looked at me. “Eloise? Hawaiian?”

“Yeah,” I heard myself say. I put my pencil down. The peonies were finished.

“Hawaiian.” As always, my agreement to Elliot was automatic.
“Okay then,” Dad said, “One Hawaiian.”

1 guess I’ll just have to pick off the pineapples, 1 thought to myself. We are

Elliot-and-Eloise, a single committee.



That night, as the sweet-sour scent of pineapple drifted from the pizza box, I wondered
if Elliot even knew I didn’t like Hawaiian. Maybe he’d never noticed, or maybe he assumed I’d
tell him if I cared. Elliot, across the table, devoured his piece, seemingly oblivious to the quiet
dissection of my slice. He took another huge bite, cheese stringing from the box to his mouth.
His brow was furrowed in concentration on the game still playing behind his eyes. He was here,

but he was also somewhere else, winning a race or conquering a castle.

Twinship was a niche experience, almost ineffable, understood by only a select few.
Elliot was my built-in best friend, with whom I experienced every one of my firsts. Our first
movie in a theater was less about the film and more about the splendour of it all: the velvet seats,
the popcorn tub balanced precariously between us, our hands brushing as we reached for buttery
handfuls. The lights dimmed and Elliot’s eyes went wide, as if galaxies might spill from the
enormous screen. We clutched each other’s arms when the action thundered too loudly,
whispering “scaredy-cat” back and forth until we dissolved into laughter. Even now, every time I
pass that old theater, I remember the thrill of that night and how lucky I was to have someone to

share it with.

At age seven, Mom enrolled us in swimming classes, where we encountered our first
large body of water. The indoor pool was a tumult of echoing instructions and lively chatter. I
was paralysed at the edge; its vastness imbuing an overwhelming fear. I watched the other
children frolic, their splashes sending needles of cold water against my skin, heightening my
reluctance to participate. Elliot was gazing at the water with a glimmer in his eyes, displaying an
eagerness to plunge in. But, as he always did, he sensed my internal turbulence, whispering in
my ear, “Hold my hand, let’s jump in together.” His gesture instantly alleviated my anxiety,

replaced with a fierce invincibility.



He was my safety blanket, providing me with solace I couldn't attain elsewhere. In his
presence, | happily retreated into my shell, content to let Elliot tackle whatever adversity life
threw our way. The first day of primary school, I was in a perpetual state of apprehension. My
fingers twisted the hem of my shirt as the cafeteria’s clamour swelled around me. My backpack
weighed twice as much as usual, and my words caught somewhere behind my teeth. Elliot,
though, strode ahead with a confidence that came to him naturally, a suaveness I could not begin
to imitate. He glanced back to check on me, then casually looped his arm through mine, tugging
me forward. “This is my twin sister, Eloise,” he told the boy with a dinosaur lunchbox. I
managed a shy, fumbling wave, followed by a flush of embarrassment that crept up my cheeks.
But by the end of the day, I knew the names of three classmates, the way to the art room, and

most importantly, that as long as Elliot was there, I could survive anything.

Throughout primary school, our existence perfectly mirrored one another, entangled in
the same web of teachers, friends, and extra-curricular activities, a knot so intertwined I wouldn’t
have known how to begin separating us into two individual entities. I actively avoided doing
anything alone as my identity felt inextricably tied to his. Elliot was the prominent twin, the
more memorable one. I didn’t mind, not at first. There was comfort in residing in his shadow,
letting him take one for the team. But, sometimes, I found myself at the edge of a group, not
integrated but more of a bystander, and I would half-hope that someone might address me
directly instead of glancing at Elliot for my answer. Our relationship was unarguably symbiotic,

and I feared the prospect of discovering who I was without him.

It was only a matter of time before I was confronted with the inevitable. Adolescence
threw off our once-synchronized duet, illuminating the fragility of our web. In early 2020, a

global pandemic forced a global shutdown, leading to widespread cabin fever. The days slowly



bled into one another, with reality beginning to slip from my grasp. Scrolling through Instagram
offered a fleeting reprieve from boredom, but the never-ending algorithm culminated in
relentless fatigue and, paradoxically, worsened feelings of despair. Desperate to escape this
melancholia, I sought solace in the eccentric and the sublime, losing myself in the worlds
conjured by John Keats. Art soon took precedence over everything else in my life. I would spend
hours hunched over my sketchbook, chasing a fleeting tranquility in every careful stroke. As
Keats once prescribed, one must not numb anguish. Illustrating peonies meant I could arrest

beauty at its most intense, and its ephemeral nature fueled its preciousness.

The return to reality was always a jarring collision with despair, especially in its
indifference to my careful recreations of beauty. Often, I heard Elliot’s voice through the wall,
cussing out his friends during a game of Valorant, gleeful shouts and laughter tumbling over each

other, while I lay cocooned in silence, my sketchbook balanced on my knees.

One afternoon, after hours lost to doomscrolling and half-finished sketches, I wandered
into the hallway and paused outside Elliot’s door, knocking before I entered. Elliot sat
crossed-legged in front of his closet, piles of carefully folded shirts and colour-coded stacks of
jeans were arranged in neat rows across the floor. “I’m kind of busy right now, sorting all this

out. What's up?” He glanced up, tucking a loose strand of hair behind his ear.

I wanted to tell him I missed the days when we did everything together, before the
world felt opaque. “Never mind,” I said. I headed back to my bedroom and burrowed under the
covers. My eyes hovered over the mess around me that now screamed for attention after
witnessing Elliot’s organised space. I traced the outlines of crumpled papers, lingering on
abandoned pencils and half-finished drawings that occupied my desk, each one showcasing the

minute flaws I had grown to hate. I reached for my sketchbook on the bookshelf, fingers



hesitating on the cover, painfully aware that the comfort it once brought felt distant now. With a

groan, I tossed it aside, closing my eyes, letting myself drift into unconsciousness.

My parents voiced concerns about my emotional fragility, calling me erratic and
overly sensitive. Depressive episodes became a regular occurrence, periods where I would steep
in my sadness for weeks on end. The heaviness was not just emotional, but also manifested
physically as excruciating chest pains, pounding headaches, and depleted energy levels that
required tremendous effort to leave my bed. I yearned for a return to normalcy, realising how I
had taken for granted learning in a robust environment, the lighthearted chatters with friends
during lunch, and even the simple joys of roaming around campus. The bleakness of my
day-to-day sent me into an uncontrollable spiral, often ruminating on pre-COVID times. I stared
at my laptop screen, an endless row of open tabs and a Word document filled with
incomprehensible paragraphs. My mind was too foggy to cohere a single thought, and an

incessant gloom had settled over me, leaching the meaning from life.

The deterioration of my mental health began to strain my relationship with Elliot. I found
myself increasingly agitated by his minor habits, once invisible but now utterly grating on my
nerves. [ snapped at him for leaving the bathroom light on, rolled my eyes when he recounted
inside jokes, and withdrew further each time he shrugged off my moodiness. The easy
companionship we once shared was replaced by a brittle silence, broken only by the occasional

argument or the sound of doors closing a little too hard.
“You’ve been acting really weird lately,” Elliot commented.

“I’'m fine,” I lied. I’d learned to tuck my disappointments beneath a practiced smile, to
swallow my needs so Elliot’s could take center stage. I became fluent in the art of being

agreeable so our twinship could stay seamless. All these years, he made it a priority to be our



spokesperson, answering before I could even compute the question, charming teachers and
relatives with his easy confidence. I let him, convinced it was easier to follow than to lead, to
nod along rather than risk discord. Somewhere along the way, my own voice faded to a whisper,
drowned out by the certainty in his. Now, with so much unsaid festering between us, I wondered

if he’d ever noticed how invisible I had become.

The tension between us simmered until it eventually boiled over. He was beside me on
the sofa, munching on a packet of chips; the noise infuriated me, making it impossible to regain
focus. Just stop. Just for five seconds, just stop. The plea was a scream inside my skull. “Stop

chewing so loudly,” I snapped, the sound becoming too insufferable to bear, "it's pissing me off.”
A long, deafening silence stretched out.

“Don’t you get tired of finding new things to hate about me?” Elliot asked, his voice
heavy with sorrow. He refused to look me in the eye, but I could see a red hue glazed over the
white parts, evidencing tears fighting to form. He got up and proceeded to walk out of the living

room, leaving me alone in the thickness of the air.

His question replayed in my head, an intrusive loop that made my stomach churn. I tried
to remember all the things I said to him in the past week, but the truth was that I had been too
engulfed in my own misery to register the pain that I was inflicting on him. My anger was
abruptly displaced by a wave of guilt, a shame so sharp it prompted a painful introspection.
Amidst the invasive silence, it crystallised, I had been projecting my pain onto the person I loved
most. He had been my warrior from the day we came into this world, shielding me from
everything, from playground bullies to my own childhood fears. And in return, I became the

perpetrator, the bully he couldn’t defend himself against. I was stunned by his stark shift in



demeanor, no longer the mighty protector who fought my battles, but someone broken and

defeated.

In the weeks that followed, I was launched into an inferno. I was condemned to silent
treatment from Elliot. The morning conversations we normally shared in the kitchen while
making breakfast vanished entirely, accentuating the sound of my knife scraping against my toast
and the aggressive roar of the coffee machine. The emotional disconnect was so profound, it
seemed to drown out a lifetime of memories. The uncomfortable tension followed us
everywhere. Our home had become a minefield, and I was the only one triggering the explosions.
I tried to make amends with subtle, pathetic offerings. I’d leave a second cup of coffee on the
counter, the way he liked it, only to find it cold and untouched an hour later. He would flinch if I
accidentally got too close, and I felt like a poisonous plant, toxic to the very soil we shared,

reducing me to a brute.

I was tormented by the forgotten promise, sworn on a shared childhood night. "I'll never
let anyone hurt you," he said as we lay in our beds, his naive voice full of conviction, fierceful.
"Me neither," I whispered back, equally certain in that sacred pact. The memory was a physical,

guttural ache. I had become the very person we’d sworn to protect each other from.

I had to pass by Elliot’s bedroom to get to mine. This time, his door was halfway open,
and I glimpsed at Elliot sitting at his desk, bathing in the cool blue glow of his laptop. On the
screen were faces | barely recognised, a constellation of strangers. His laughter was deep and
resonant, a sound that seemed to start in his core and tumble out, unguarded and free. He seemed
lighter, almost like someone I hadn’t seen in a long time. Only then did I realise I couldn’t
remember the last time that laughter had been meant for me. As I stood ghost-like in the dim

hall, I listened to the radiant sound I once knew, engulfed in pain that was tinged with joy.



A month of estrangement was met with a furious rainstorm. The downpour drummed
ceaselessly against the roof, while thunder crashed so violently, sending tremors through the
walls. I lay awake, shivering as the chill crept beneath my thin blanket, watching the sheets of

water cascade down the windows, when a sudden knock startled me, jolting me upright.

“Can I come in?”

I hesitated, then murmured, “Yeah.”

He remained close to the door. “Couldn’t sleep ‘cause of the storm.”

I nodded, wrapping myself up with my blanket. “Yeah. Me too.”

“Remember when we were kids? You always made me count the seconds between

lightning and thunder.”

A small, sad smile tugged at my lips. “You always said the farther apart they were, the

safer we were.”

Elliot lingered, then crossed the room and sat at the edge of my bed, the mattress
dipping beneath him. Outside, the storm raged on, but the fragile sound of our voices found each
other again after weeks of silence. “I’m sorry,” he said quietly, his voice barely audible above the
external chaos, “for shutting you out. ” He fidgeted with a loose thread on the blanket, yet his
eyes stayed locked on mine. “I was wounded by your words. I couldn’t handle it anymore” he

admitted, voice trembling. “It felt easier to stay quiet.”

“I getit,” I reassured. “I selfishly took out my pain on you, and I’'m sorry too, Elliot.”

Sitting there, just the two of us, listening to the rain batter the windows, our apologies
hung in the air, raw, sincere, and long overdue. I realised how differently we had carried our

pain. Elliot folded inward, walling himself off behind silence; I lashed out, desperate for



acknowledgment, even if my words left wreckage behind. The distance between us was not just
the product of these recent months, but a persistent truth that despite our mirrored beginnings, we
were becoming fundamentally different people. The thought was both unsettling and oddly
comforting; maybe it was okay for us to grow apart, to learn how to exist side by side, no longer

as perfect reflections.

“Goodnight, Eloise.” The door clicked shut behind him, the sound of finality marking
the end of our silence, and with it, the shattering of my illusion of picture-perfect twinship. As
the storm tapered off, I sat with the feeling that we would never resurrect our double act as it
once was, but to my surprise, it wasn’t grief that followed. For as long as I could remember, the
very idea of individuality induced a palpable fear, believing that without Elliot, I would be
incomplete. A silhouette missing its form. I remembered being seven, clutching his hand in the
crowded school hall, our small palms sweaty and identical. “Remember,” he had whispered, our
private mantra, “two halves of one whole.” Back then, it was a shield against everything. While
the rain outside was losing its momentum, weakening into a sporadic drizzle, I found myself
wondering, with a newfound hope, punctuated by sprinkles of exhilaration, who I might become

now that I am learning to stand alone?

The soft morning rays of light crept through my curtains, painting the room in
glistening gold. I followed the trail of rich coffee aroma into the kitchen, where Elliot was
already making a start to his day. Our eyes met across the countertop, a brief, flickering
connection, not quite the old ease, but one that was honest and inviting. We maneuvered around
each other, both awkward yet attentive, as if relearning the choreography of togetherness. He slid

a mug toward me with a subtle nod, the sweetness of the vanilla rising from the latte, just the



way I like it, a jubilance igniting within me. I wrapped my hands around its warmth. “Thanks,” |

said, my voice softened with gratitude.

The air still hummed with the memory of thunder, but the world felt unequivocally
lighter. Sunlight glinted on the windowpane, and in it, I saw Elliot not as my other half, but as
someone beside me, both of us transformed by the storm we had weathered together. An
unexpected ease settled in my heart, tranquility seeping into my bones. The dissonance was no
longer burdened by what was lost, but alive with the possibility of what could be. As I basked in
the sunbeams, their warmth penetrating my skin, I thought of the peonies I used to draw in the
margins of my sketchbooks. Their beauty was never in perfection, but for the grace in their
collapse. Maybe that was what drew me to them all along. Elliot and I were not one tangled vine,
but two distinct perennials in the same garden, rooted in our own patch of soil, each blooming

astonishingly in our own season.
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