
[image: Image Missing]



Also by Rowan Hisayo Buchanan


Harmless Like You




[image: Image Missing]


 


 


 


[image: Image Missing]




First published in Great Britain in 2019 by Sceptre


An Imprint of Hodder & Stoughton


An Hachette UK company


Copyright © Rowan Hisayo Buchanan 2019


The right of Rowan Hisayo Buchanan to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by herinaccordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons,

living or dead, is purely coincidental.


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


eBook ISBN 9781473638365


Hardback ISBN 9781473638372


Trade Paperback ISBN 9781473638389


Hodder & Stoughton Ltd


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.sceptrebooks.co.uk




The task of recording roosts in London is difficult owing to the number of small and ephemeral roosts.


The Winter Starling Roosts of Great Britain, B. J. Marples


Augury n. The practice of predicting the future, revealing hidden truths, or obtaining guidance on the basis of natural signs such as the flight of birds. From the Latin, augur: seer, prophet or official who observes and interprets the behaviour of birds. 




To everyone who struggles with black dogs or inner demons or any shape of sadness.


& To my family – always.




August


She wasn’t expecting the bridge to shudder. It was too big for trembling. Cars hissed from New York to New Jersey over its wide back. That August had been hot, 96° Fahrenheit hot. Heat softened the dollar bills and clung to the quarters and dimes that passed from sticky hand to sticky hand. 


It was night and the air had cooled but humidity still hung in a red fog in Mina’s lungs. Wind galloped over the Hudson, pummelling the city with airy hooves. The bridge shifted, the pylons swayed, and Mina closed her eyes to better feel her bones judder. Even her teeth shook. The day’s sweat shivered between her bare shoulder blades. The tank top felt too thin, and the down on her arms rose. 


She took a step forward along the bridge. The tender spots between her big and index toes were sore from too many days in flip-flops. She took the sandals off. They swung from her fingers as she walked. Under her feet, the rough cement was warm. She wondered about the people driving their shadowy cars. Were they leaving over-air-conditioned offices, or bars cooled by the thwack of ceiling fans? Were they going home to empty condos, or daughters tucked under dinosaur quilts? 


The bridge was decked out in blue lights, like a Christmas tree, like those monochrome ones shopping malls put up. Still, it was beautiful. Mina readied her phone to take a picture. She watched the granulated night appear onscreen. Perhaps her hands wobbled, because the photo was a blur. It was nothing she could send Oscar. But she wasn’t sure it was a good idea to send him pictures. Not tonight. 


She stopped in the middle of the bridge. Hello, Manhattan. Downriver, apartment blocks spiked upwards. She couldn’t see Queens and the walk-up apartment building she’d grown up inside. Nor could she see the Park Slope apartment, in which Oscar was working late. He’d have a mug on his desk, the coffee gone cold hours ago. The photo of her would be propped up behind his computer. The sparkly stress ball she’d bought him years ago as a joke gift would rest at his wrist. Every hour or so he’d roll it between his palms. When he was working, he didn’t notice time. She was sure he wouldn’t yet be worried. She’d said she was meeting some friends after the tutoring gig. He didn’t know she’d texted the group that she was feeling unwell and would miss movie night. He wouldn’t expect her for at least two hours. No one was expecting her. She was unwitnessed. She lifted her face to the breeze.


The river was as dark as poured tarmac. They said that when a body fell onto water from this height, it was like hitting the sidewalk. Golden Gate had nets to stop jumpers. She imagined the feeling of a rope cutting into arms and legs. Your body would flop, like a fish. How long did they have to lie there before someone scooped them out? There was nothing like that here. People said that drowning was a good death, that the tiny alveoli of the lungs filled like a thousand water balloons. 


She lifted one purple flip-flop and dropped it over the water. She didn’t hear it hit. The shape simply vanished into the black shadow.


That was when the lights got brighter and the voice, male and certain, lobbed into her ears. ‘Ma’am, step away from the rail.’


The police car’s lights flashed blue and white and red. Once she’d had an ice-pop those colours and the sugary water had pooled behind her teeth. 


‘Ma’am, step away from the rail.’


‘Good evening, Officer. Have I done something wrong?’ Mina asked. 


‘Please get into the car,’ he said. There were two of them. The other was younger and he was speaking into a radio. It was hard to make out his words over the wind and traffic. Was he talking about her?


‘This is a public walkway,’ Mina said. ‘It was open. I haven’t done anything wrong.’


‘Ma’am, get into the car.’


‘I don’t want to get into the car. Look, I was just getting some air. I was thinking. I’ll go home now.’


‘Ma’am, don’t make me come over there.’


Mina had never been in a police car. She’d read once that the back doors only open from the outside. Who knew what would happen if she got into the car? 


The window was rolled down and the cop stuck his head out. There was a lump on his upper lip, a pimple perhaps. 


‘Where are your shoes?’


‘It’s hot out,’ she said.


‘Where are your shoes?’


‘I don’t want to tell you about my shoes,’ she said. ‘I haven’t done anything wrong. I’m an American citizen.’


‘Ma’am, where are your shoes?’


She lifted up the single flip-flop she had left. ‘The other one broke,’ she said. 


Behind him, other cars continued into the night. Did they even notice her standing in the dark, a small woman with bare legs and feet? She was aware of the bluing bruise she’d caught banging her knee on the subway door. In the shower that morning, she’d skipped shaving her legs. In the beam of his headlamps, could he see hairs standing up in splinters?


‘Ma’am, I really need you to get into the car. I can’t leave you here. What if something happened to you?’ In his voice, she heard the insinuation that normal women, innocent women, didn’t walk alone on bridges at night.


‘I’m fine,’ she said.


Mina knew her stubby ponytail was frizzy. Bleaching black to Marilyn Monroe-blonde had taken four rounds of peroxide. Now it stood up in breaking strands. If she’d conditioned it, would this cop think she was sane? If she’d blow-dried it, would he have let her go home? And, of course, there were the tattoos twining up her arms.


‘We can talk about it in the car,’ he said. His shadowed friend was bent over the radio, lips to the black box.


Mina was tired. It was the heat, or perhaps the wind. So she got into the car. The seat was smooth. Someone must’ve chosen the fabric specially. This must be wipeable and disinfectable. People probably spat on this seat. They probably pissed on purpose and by mistake. Between the front and back seats was a grille. She would not be able to reach out to touch the curve of the cop’s ear or straighten his blue collar. The flip-flop lay across her knees.


The cops wanted to know her name, address, phone number and Social Security. She gave them.


‘We’re taking you to Mount Sinai,’ said the cop. 


‘I was just going for a walk, clearing my head. I don’t need to be in a hospital. I was just clearing my head.’


Damn. Repeating yourself was a habit of the guilty. Mina tried to slow her breath. 


‘See it from my point of view,’ he said. ‘You’re walking alone on the bridge at night. I can’t let you out. I don’t know what would happen.’


Only then did she understand that they must do this every night, drive back and forth across the bridge looking for people like her. 


‘I have to go to work tomorrow,’ she said. ‘My husband will want to know where I am. Please, please, just let me go to the subway.’


‘We can’t do that, ma’am.’


The car left the bridge and fell back into Manhattan. She kept telling them she wasn’t trying to cause trouble. She said it so many times that the word ‘trouble’ began to sound like ‘burble’ or ‘bubble’. Heat rose in her eyes. She pushed the water off her face. 


Finally, they agreed that she could call her husband, and they would go to the paramedics parked near the bridge. If the paramedics said she was okay, she could go home. 


‘Oscar,’ she said. ‘Oscar, I need you to come get me. They won’t let me leave until you come get me.’


‘Slow down,’ he said. ‘Where are you? What’s going on?’


She tried to explain about the cops and how she’d been clearing her head and now they wanted to take her to the hospital. About how she needed him to be there.


The ambulance was parked under the highway. Was it, like the cops, always there? Always waiting for people like her? The cop got out of the car and opened her door. He didn’t cuff her or even touch her. But her breath came double fast. The pearly pimple on his lip gleamed. He led her to the ambulance. The steps into the vehicle were constructed from a steel mesh. They hurt her feet. A hand reached out to help her. It was soft and firm and female. It was attached to a slim arm and a body in scrubs the colour of the swimming-pool where she’d made her first tentative laps as a pre-schooler. Mina smiled into the face and the face smiled back.


‘Please take a seat,’ the paramedic said, gesturing to the stretcher. A sheet was draped over the end, which made it look almost like a real bed. Mina sat on the edge.


‘Can you wait here?’ the paramedic asked. ‘We’re going to talk for a minute.’


Mina nodded, before she understood that we meant the cop. He stood on the sidewalk, his legs spread. For the first time, she saw his gun. It was no bigger than a bottle of Coca-Cola. Then the paramedic shut the door. That had to be a good sign. They trusted her to be alone. Her body was reflected as a peachy blur in the metal drawers. The sour light marked every pore, every scratch on her legs, the tiny specks of dirt under her toenails.


The paramedic returned with a clipboard. Mina noticed then how pretty she was and how neat her hair. The paramedic’s lips were lipsticked a dark red. Mina had once owned a dress almost that colour—oxblood, the store called it. 


‘Nice lipstick,’ Mina said.


‘Thank you.’ The paramedic smiled.


‘I just want to go home.’ Did that sound too desperate? Mina disliked the clipboard. 


‘We have to do a quick check-up,’ the paramedic said. ‘Can you give me your full name?’


‘Mina,’ she said, then paused. ‘Umeda.’ She’d only had her husband’s name for six months and it still felt itchy. To most people, she suited the Japanese name. Mina was short, with a small, flat nose. People never guessed that her DNA came from heavy-bellied China, not Japan’s skinny island chain. It was Oscar who puzzled people with his mixed-race face and English accent. 


The clipboard was uninterested in the intricacies of naming. It wanted to know the same things as the police: name, phone number, Social Security and address. It was as if this one long number and these few lines could tell them all they needed to know. They would probably be the first things asked for when she was dead.


Mina gave detail after detail away to this stranger. She said, ‘Can I ask your name?’


‘Sunny,’ said Sunny.


Sunny shone a light in Mina’s left and right eyes. She asked Mina to stick her arm out and then wrapped a grey tube around it. Her touch was gentle as she sealed the Velcro. ‘This is for blood pressure … Oh, that’s a bit low.’


‘Don’t worry,’ Mina said. ‘It’s always been low.’


‘Mine too. It’s common in women our age,’ Sunny said, unwrapping the arm. Mina wanted to take Sunny’s hand and feel the low pulse of the blood. She wanted to say thank you for not asking anything difficult. 


‘This won’t hurt.’ Sunny placed a plastic grip around her finger and took note of numbers on a machine without comment.


‘So,’ said Sunny, ‘how have you been feeling? Emotionally?’


‘I’m fine. I was just clearing my head.’


‘Were you clearing it of anything in particular?’


Mina tried to see what the paramedic saw. What would Sunny make of Mina? This patient was an East Asian woman wearing a black tank top and black shorts. A woman with peonies tattooed up her arms to hide the fine trellis of scars from her teenage years. A woman who didn’t bother blow-drying her hair. A woman who looked younger than she was. A woman in bare feet, who’d let her pedicure grow out so that only the tips of her toes were striped in gold. A woman with a single purple flip-flop. In Sunny’s place, would Mina believe this woman? 


A hard knock on the door. 


‘Oscar!’ Mina said. There was her husband. He looked like a real adult. They would trust him. He had a linen shirt. ‘That’s my husband. They said my husband could pick me up.’


Sunny did not offer Oscar a hand into the ambulance. She asked him to wait outside. Once the door was shut, with Oscar on the other side, Sunny spoke: ‘Mina, I need you to tell me how you’ve been feeling.’


‘I’ve been feeling fine. I was just thinking.’


‘What were you thinking about?’


‘I can’t remember now. Not with all of this.’ Mina didn’t know why she couldn’t lie better. She wanted to lie. She wanted to say, I was thinking about my job or where we should go on vacation or the trash schedule. Her lips didn’t know how to make anything about her life sound convincing. ‘I just want to go home with my husband. They said I could go home with my husband.’


‘And you’re safe with him? He’s never …’ Sunny trailed off, and all the things Oscar had never done hung there.


‘Oh, no, never. Not Oscar. I want to go home with him. My husband,’ she said, ‘he’s here to pick me up.’


They’d been married for only six months, but they’d been together for a decade. The switch from boyfriend to husband felt strange. The word ‘husband’ sounded so stodgy, so like ‘my attorney’ or ‘my Ford Focus hatchback’. Tonight, though, she loved it.


Oscar waited in the dark. There were portholes cut into the ambulance doors, but he couldn’t see Mina. Earlier she’d been fine. She’d been reading aloud a review of some super-hero blockbuster. They’d made plans to have friends over that weekend. He’d felt like they were finally getting back into the swing of their lives. For six whole months she’d acted like nothing was wrong. Every time he’d asked, she’d said she was fine. ‘Fine.’ And now they were here.


Finally the door opened and the woman in scrubs stepped outside. She explained that they could not allow Mina to leave by herself. Her activity had been too concerning. But they could release her into his care. Did he think that she needed to be hospitalised? Had she been displaying signs of depression?


Oscar thought of their wedding night six months before. He thought of how she’d swallowed two weeks’ worth of wisdom-tooth painkillers. He thought of the first day of their married life and of her body in the hospital bed. The cot had been rimmed by white bars. They’d put her in a paper gown. Every time he visited her, she’d told him she wanted to go home. She’d told him it was a mistake. That she was fine. She hadn’t meant to take all those pills. It was like when you bought a tub of ice cream and you only meant to have a scoop and somehow you found you’d reached the waxy bottom of the carton. She’d told him the only thing that made her want to die was the hospital and its stink of piss and disinfectant.


The paramedic was waiting, her head tilted accusatorially, seeming to say that he must have noticed something, must have seen something. Oscar said, ‘I’ll take her home. She’s fine. Mina’s distractible. She’s an academic.’ He tried to say academic as if wandering around bridges at night was part of the job description. 


‘You do understand you’d be taking full responsibility if anything happens?’


‘Isn’t that what I signed up for when I got married?’ 


The paramedic didn’t laugh at the joke. 


‘So can I take her home?’


‘After you sign the form.’


They caught a taxi mercifully quickly. 


‘Mina, what’s going on?’ Oscar asked.


She tapped the window. ‘It’s raining,’ she said. And it was. As each drop hit, it brought with it a bubble of orange light. 


‘Mina, I’m serious.’


‘Nothing. Nothing’s going on.’


‘I love you.’ He said the words carefully and slowly, squeezing her hand.


‘Love you too. But it was just a walk.’


‘Mina, I’m your husband, not one of those people.’ He waved a hand to indicate paramedics, police, psychologists—all the people beginning with p. ‘How long have I known you? Talk to me, Mina.’


‘Stop saying my name.’


‘Okay, but I know it’s not nothing.’


‘I was just going for a walk.’ She slumped against the car door. Her face hit the glass.


‘Mina,’ he said, ‘sorry. It’s just …’ He didn’t want to shout at her, he didn’t, but volume would feel good right now. ‘You could’ve come home. We could’ve talked.’ Oscar eyed the taxi driver. It was hard to see his face, though Oscar glimpsed a beard. It was impossible to tell if the man was listening. Surely he’d heard worse. This was New York, after all.


‘You were working.’ She closed her eyes, as if she knew how ridiculous the excuse was.


‘How am I supposed to work when at any moment you could decide …’ The things his wife might decide to do clamoured, too many to choose from. ‘I love you, you can talk to me.’


She didn’t reply and slumped further, rolling her shoulders. The rain ran ribbons of shadow on her face, and her eyes had a haze that implied she might be staring out of the window, or at the glass, or at a moving picture inside her head. He was reminded then that his wife was beautiful. Wild animals were beautiful in the same way. A sparrow or a fox carried an untranslatable energy in its eyes. She might’ve cracked that face against the Hudson River. 


‘Mina, look at me,’ he said. Oscar moved his hand gradually, careful not to startle her. He clasped her chin. Gently, he swivelled her face towards him. He felt the hard bone of her jaw through her skin. ‘Please, Mina, look at me.’


She frowned. Her eyes scrunched shut. The tank top had shifted, revealing the lace-lichen of her bra. Above that was a handbreadth of her smooth skin. It revealed nothing of her inner workings. Her eyes stayed closed against him. His phone buzzed but he ignored it. In the street a dog began to bark, and her eyes opened. It was impossible to see the pupils in the low light. His hand rested under her chin.


‘Is this something to do with us?’ he asked.


‘Us?’


‘Us, as in you and me, us.’


‘Us,’ she said slowly, like she was teaching herself English. ‘No, not us. Nothing to do with you.’ She gripped the hand that held her chin, forcing it away. 


The cab stopped in traffic. Behind his wife’s head, Oscar saw two pedestrians. They were kissing, their whole bodies pressing into each other. Both were so thin and shaggy-haired that their ages and gender were obscured. But the kiss was obvious. Oscar ran a thumb over the back of his wife’s hand. ‘Why, then?’ he asked.


‘I don’t know.’


‘You can’t not know.’


‘I was reading about that actor who jumped off and I just wanted to see it. The bridge, I mean.’


‘You couldn’t have used Google Earth?’


Mina shrugged. He let go of her hand. 


Rain spat at the window. At some point, she began to drum out a beat, smacking the flip-flop against her lap.


Finally, she began to talk. She turned to the window and passing shadows stroked her flushed cheeks. ‘I was at Alfie’s this afternoon.’


‘Which one is he again?’ Oscar could never keep straight the kids Mina tutored to supplement the measly salary the university paid her as an adjunct lecturer. 


‘Sixteen, lives on the Upper West Side. Learning Latin because his mom thinks it’ll help him stand out college-essay time. He’s good at it too. Most of the kids don’t want to be there. But Alfie just needs you to tell him he’s doing it right. Chews his pencils until the wood shows through. Likes Roman history—loves all that pontificating about tactics, even though he’s so skinny he’d probably fall over if you tossed a baseball at him.’


‘Okay, I think I remember.’


‘Well, anyway, Alfie, he’s no trouble. And I’d given him this passage to translate. It’s about geese. Basically, the story goes that the Romans are under attack by the Gauls. After several defeats they’re trapped on the Capitoline Hill. They plan to wait the siege out. The walls are steep and they feel safe. There are kids in the Capitoline, women and slaves. This isn’t a battleground, it’s home.’ Mina made a circle with her hands in the shape of a protective wall.


‘Okay,’ Oscar said. He stroked his wife’s palm. Whenever she spoke about those long-dead Romans, it was as if she were telling a family story. She’d pause at the good bits, savouring them. But the Romans and the Gauls would not pull his wife out of the river. They would not have to identify her body. 


‘One of the Gauls finds a way to scale the walls. And by moonlight they climb. The Romans are asleep, lying on their hard pillows. Some are probably snoring and some are probably drinking, and others slipping out of lovers’ beds. None of them are expecting the Gauls. But the Gauls are climbing.’ Mina’s voice was going faster now, having found a rhythm. ‘The Gauls have daggers and hunger and rage. They want gold and wine. They move quietly and quickly up the walls. But a goose hears the strangers. It shrieks, and soon all the geese of the Capitoline are shrieking and beating their wings. The Romans gather their swords and save the Capitoline. This is why geese are sacred. They saved the city.’


Mina paused, staring into the window as if trying to read something written on the glass.


‘That’s nice,’ Oscar said.


‘It happened thousands of years ago,’ Mina said.


‘I know.’


‘And they all died anyway. The Romans and the Gauls and the geese.’ 


Oscar pulled her against him, feeling the weight of her familiar body. The heat of her skin pressed against his shoulder. He pushed back an image of his wife cold in the river and said, ‘Okay, so you got Alfie to translate this story.’


‘Yeah, he did a pretty good job. And I think he liked it.’


‘But?’


‘But I just started crying. I don’t know why. I kept thinking about how straw in the mud then probably didn’t look that different from straw in the mud now. And about how geese have these hard pointed tongues, and about how it feels to scream. And also about how tired I was. Suddenly I was just tired right down to the knuckles in my toes. And the room was so hot, too hot. And I was thinking about the subway home and all the tired bodies. And I just started crying. I couldn’t stop. I told Alfie it was allergies, but I don’t think he believed me. And he’s just a kid and his nibbled pencil was just lying on the desk. He’s just a kid and he’s already so worried.’ Mina pressed the heels of her hands into her face.


Oscar touched her neck softly, stroking it up and down, up and down.


‘What am I supposed to do? I can’t be this person. I can’t keep crying. What will I do when the new semester starts?’


‘Keep crying?’ he asked. ‘You said you were doing okay.’


She shrugged and looked out of the window.


‘We’ll figure it out,’ he said. ‘We’ll get the right dosage.’


‘We’re just going to keep upping and upping and upping the number of fucking pills?’ She pressed the hands harder into her face, so hard it seemed like she was trying to push her eyeballs back into her head.


‘Maybe you should take some time off teaching,’ Oscar said. He kept his voice steady. They’d figure out the finances. He’d do the maths when they got home. 


‘I can’t do that,’ she said.


‘You can.’


‘What would I even do? Lie in the apartment and feel sorry for myself? I’d just get underfoot.’


‘Figure out that monograph proposal. Apply to conferences.’ 


‘I can’t go to a conference. Oscar, I burst into these stupid tears explaining to a kid that strepitus can mean confused noise, crash, clatter or din. There’s no single correct answer. He had to choose.’ Mina began to pinch the skin on her arm, until he stopped her by lifting that hand and taking it in his own. ‘And I can’t just quit. It’s so fucking hard to get these stupid little adjunct jobs, while you hope that something more permanent will show up. You pray for the magic words—tenure track. I can’t piss the university admin off.’


‘Didn’t you say Crista took six months’ leave to have a baby? And she’s fine.’


‘She had a baby to show for it at the end.’


‘Just say you have some health issues.’ Oscar kept his voice calm. Mentally, he scanned their accounts. If Mina took time off, they should be fine. It would eat into their savings. But, he supposed, you saved for rainy days.


‘I guess I was also thinking about all the nights before the battle. The people had to sleep knowing that the Gauls were outside. All that waiting for the situation to improve.’


The cab stopped. Oscar pressed a limp twenty and a crisper ten into the driver’s hand. ‘Keep the change.’ Anyone who’d listened to this miserable conversation deserved a tip.


Mina stared at the door and he reached over her to snap it open. She got out, moving stiffly. She tilted her head up at their building as if this was the first time she’d seen it. ‘I can’t do this.’ She made a gesture with her hands to indicate a this that encompassed their building, the street, the whole city. ‘I just can’t keep doing this.’


The flip-flop dangled from her hand. He snatched it. The foam sole was soft under his fingers, like flesh. The trash can was a few metres away and he overarmed it. The sandal landed neatly.


‘We’ll take a break. We’ll get you out of the city. Just try to relax. Can you do that for me? Try to be happy?’




Oscar stood in front of his underwear drawer, realising there were no boxers. Socks, yes. Underwear, no. He pushed aside sock-balls. Nothing. Laundry was Mina’s job. Cooking was his. Mina lay in bed, the sheets pulled up over her face. 


‘Are there any clean …’ he began to ask, but stopped. Mina’s hand dangled down the side of the bed, loose as a corpse’s. He pulled on yesterday’s underwear inside out. He’d drag the dirty clothes down to the laundry in the basement later. He walked over to Mina. Her hair had fallen over her eyes. ‘Do you want some tea?’ he asked, crouching to her level.


She mumbled and turned her face to the pillow.


They’d moved into the studio apartment when they were young and new to the city. Their two desks stood side by side against the window. On hers, a cactus grew in a cracked mug. The air-conditioner ruffled her papers. On his was his laptop, and last night’s coffee. He wiggled the mouse and the unfinished July sales report appeared. Oscar worked for his father’s import business—Umeda Trading. The two-man operation sold sake and Japanese beer to bars and restaurants in the States. Oscar managed the East Coast sales. The report was almost done. He’d planned to finish it last night. But then Mina … He started a new document.


How to Get Mina Out of New York


Vacation (Short. Expensive.)


Stay with friends/family. (Awkward to impose. No privacy.)


Work trip. (Possible.)


Work trip. A work trip would be the thing. It was time he got to know their suppliers. In the past, his father had always said Oscar’s Japanese wasn’t up to scratch. But Oscar knew many more words now. 


He finished off the sales report, the numbers slightly lower than he’d anticipated. Not far off. It was the same fractional difference that existed between his friends’ Tinder profiles and their actual faces. Thank God he’d never had to do Tinder. 


The clock at the corner of his computer ticked to noon. So, nine Pacific Standard Time. He called his father. They ran through the sales report. Summers were tricky. Sometimes slow and sometimes not. It would have been nice to be in a stronger position to make his request.


‘Dad, I need to leave New York for a few weeks. I have some meetings set up in the next week. But after that I don’t think the clients will notice if I go remote.’ He kept his voice low, not wanting to disturb Mina. Although at midday, could it be so bad if she woke up?


‘And where is it you’ll be?’ His father’s voice was cautious, neutral.


‘I could go out to Japan, maybe Ibaraki, and get to know the supplier side of the business better.’ 


‘I don’t think that’s a good idea. Your Japanese is a bit … You have to understand these relationships are delicate. If you’re not fluent …’


‘I’ve been practising my intonations.’ The lilts of Japanese did not give meaning, as they did in Chinese. But mistakes conveyed inept foreignness. 


‘It’s not the right time.’ His father sounded irritated. 


Why not? Oscar wanted to ask. The old suspicion flared. His father didn’t want his contacts seeing Oscar’s bastard face, the evidence of the affair drawn in the wavy hair and beaky nose.


‘And what do you mean you need to get out of New York?’ 


If he had grown up with his father, it would have been possible to run to him like a child with a cut knee and cry, ‘Daddy!’ But, even after all these years working for Kenichi Umeda, the man was more like a boss than a dad. 


Oscar paused. He had to ask the sort of favour you couldn’t ask a boss. He should have rehearsed what to say, but his mind had felt disordered all morning, as if a burglar had come in the night and emptied all the drawers. 


‘The heat in the city is making Mina ill,’ he said. He looked over to his wife’s unmoving body. He would have expected her to at least look up at the sound of her name. Could she be sleeping that deeply?


‘Then Tokyo wouldn’t do you much good.’ His father’s deadpan California drawl was incredulous. 


‘I thought a change of air might help.’ It was illogical, but better than saying, My wife has gone mad. ‘Japan would be useful,’ Oscar added. Maybe he shouldn’t have asked his father. Oscar worked from New York and his father from LA. The man might never have noticed he was missing. Maybe he should have just sublet their apartment and booked tickets to Hokkaido. Up in the mountains, he would have time to smooth out his syllables and Mina could relax. 


His father sighed. ‘So it’s anywhere but New York?’ 


Oscar did a shoulder roll, concentrating on each shift of muscle. It would do his back no good to tense up.


‘If you really need to leave New York, there’s something in London you could help me with.’


‘England?’ Oscar had lived in London until he was sent with tuck-box and rugby boots to boarding school. The city came to him in flashes—baked potato and beans, the tiger in the zoo that wouldn’t stop pacing, the sharp angles of a 50p coin in your pocket, Bacardi Breezers drunk on park benches, the rum and fruit syrup coating the back of his teeth. 


Oscar’s father had flown over from LA for Oscar’s birthdays. There was always a neatly wrapped gift and a card signed by his father and Ami, his father’s wife. Oscar, his mother and his father shared a cake in a restaurant. The waitresses sang ‘Happy Birthday’ and strangers smiled at them as if they were a real family, not a one-night stand and its result. 


The man was nothing like the sturdy-bodied football-watching fathers of Oscar’s friends. When Oscar tried to describe his father, he’d settle on details that never quite became a picture. The watch with a little calendar spinning out the day. Or the phone with the keyboard, on which he let Oscar play a game where you shot six-pixel aeroplanes out of the sky. The way he’d often begin his sentences, ‘Well, in the States …’ He’d ask about Oscar’s grades, and reply, ‘Well done, kid.’ He only looked happy talking about the business. In those early years, it always seemed to be growing. Import, export, transport—Oscar had the sense of objects flying overhead, as his father gesticulated with fork and knife. It seemed as mysterious as selling moon rocks to Martians.


Back then, Oscar had thought, some day he’d be a businessman. He’d thought this before he knew what business was. He liked the way men in suits walked as if they knew where they were going. It seemed like they were all wearing the uniform of the same team. 


At the leafy campus in Rhode Island, Oscar enrolled in Economics. But in his final year the economy tanked and nobody wanted to take on an apprentice businessman. His father had sponsored his stay at the glorious institution so he was luckier than most. He had no debt. But all the newspapers were saying that a college diploma meant nothing any more. Along the halls, stories were muttered of graduates turned down from barista-ing, pool attending, dishwashing.


Oscar wrote CV after CV, changing the fonts from serif to sans and back again. He applied for internships, dogsbodying, shelf-stacking.


Finally, his father suggested that Oscar work for him until the world found its footing. Oscar was surprised. Although his father always paid the bills, he’d never exactly been there. Oscar didn’t know if he could be all buddy-buddy with a man he barely knew. But there had been no other options. 


Oscar became the East Coast sales director of the two-man operation. He followed Mina, that sliver of a girl he’d met senior year, to New York. Columbia University had offered her a funded doctoral fellowship. 


He never became buddy-buddy with his father. When talking to his friends he described the man as Ken, or Kenichi. It seemed easier. The word Dad implied fishing trips, first-condom handing over, and being hoisted upon shoulders. Ken was simpler.


‘You’re thinking of expanding to the UK?’


‘Not quite,’ his father said. ‘I have some apartments.’


Oscar had never heard of any flats. 


‘Bought them in the eighties. Dirt cheap. Ex-council. But a great location. Figured it would pay off. I think the market over there is peaking. They need sprucing up. You could go over there, handle that. The agencies that deal with this stuff always add on extra charges.’


Had his father really not thought to mention that he owned property in the country of Oscar’s childhood? Another son might’ve raged that, even after all these years, his father had only just thought to mention it. Another son might’ve hung up with a prod of the touchscreen. 


‘I’ll do my best,’ Oscar said. Mina needed a break. And this would get her out of New York.




September


London. Oscar tracked the cab’s progress on his phone. Neighbourhoods he remembered as grubby had acquired a spit-shine gleam. Mina napped against his shoulder. Her hair was sleep-mussed. The oversized hoodie gave her the messy, optimistic look of a child on a camping trip. 


He squeezed her arm. ‘Wake up. We’re here.’


She yawned and smiled up at him. 


The building’s entrance was on a side street. As he got out of the cab, Oscar stepped over a Heineken’s carcass, the bottle’s mouth shattered. ‘Watch out,’ he told his wife.


He lugged their suitcases to the door of a brick building. The block of flats appeared to be only six storeys or so. He reached into his pocket for the unfamiliar keychain. His father had said to hold the black fob against the black box, screwed under the list of residents. Oscar did. A mechanism within clicked its assent and he pushed the door open with his shoulder. Mina trotted after him, tugging the smallest suitcase. She seemed happy.


The entrance hall was small and clean. The floor was tiled. A lift flanked a spiral staircase. Oscar pressed the up button. The door whined as it opened. The lift was about the size of a telephone booth. There was no way he, Mina and their three suitcases would fit inside.


‘We’ll take turns. You first,’ he said. He wheeled in two cases and Mina slipped in between them. ‘Dad told me the liveable one is on the fourth floor.’ The doors closed over her face, and he felt a jab of worry. But what could happen to her on such a short journey? 


The lift returned empty. He loaded in the final case. The wheels of the suitcase caught on the peeling linoleum. Once on the fourth floor, he was disoriented. The landing was small and there was only one door. Mina, her back to him, had it open. Beyond his wife’s head was the sky. 


‘I think the apartments are off this balcony thing,’ she said. He followed her onto the exposed walkway. A pigeon squatted on the iron rail. It scuttled back a few steps, the scaly claws moving with surprising speed. He looked down. They were high enough for a fall to break a woman’s body. The four-storey drop ended in a courtyard. Industrial bins proffered up swollen black bags. But he didn’t trust them to cushion a landing. Oscar frowned. He forced his head to turn away from the drop. He didn’t want Mina getting ideas. The key wouldn’t turn in 4B’s lock. He jiggled it, pulled it out a fraction, gave it another twist. The door to the next flat opened. A white-haired head popped out. 


The old woman grinned at them. ‘Moving in?’ Her accent was English, but hard to place. London metropolitan. A hint of something else? Northern? 


‘For a few weeks,’ he replied. There was no need to give extraneous information. 


‘I’m Mina and this is my husband Oscar. It’s so nice to meet you.’


The old woman took Mina’s hand in both of hers. It was a strange sight. Mina and the old woman had the same haircut with the same frizzy texture, one white, the other peroxide.


‘Have you lived here long?’ Mina asked.


‘Forty years.’


‘That’s amazing,’ Mina said.


‘Oh, I’ve seen some goings-on.’ The old lady raised a sparse white eyebrow. ‘You’re from America?’


Mina put her palms up in mock surrender. ‘What gave it away? Our terrible fashion sense?’


‘You should’ve seen how the kids around here dressed back in the eighties. Hair out to here.’ She waved a hand over the top of her head as if she were signalling for help.


Finally, the key gave way. He’d been turning it in the wrong direction. 


Mina said, ‘If you need anything, just let us know. We’re right here.’


At least that hadn’t changed. If you were over seventy, Mina would listen to your longest stories, carry your bag, and tolerate your blinking hearing aid without a fuss. She got some sort of energy from it.


4B was dark and the air tasted dusty. He slapped the wall for a switch. Click. But no light. The bulb must’ve died. He walked to where daylight edged the shutters and swung them open. The windows looked out on the looming concrete plinth of a Travelodge. The logo was emblazoned up the side in letters larger than a man’s body. Not an ideal view. 


The room was covered in a heavily-patterned wallpaper. Here and there it was scratched or peeling off. A cheap-looking pine table and chairs dominated the middle of the room. A tangerine sofa leaned against the wall. A paper lantern covered the useless ceiling light. The jumbled style of the room was uncharacteristic of his father, but Oscar assumed the furniture been left by renters. Student lets, his father had said.


On his phone, Oscar made a quick list.


Check supplies


Buy light-bulbs


Dust


Unpack


Mina stood before the supermarket’s food-to-go compartment. Her head was loopy from travel and the world had a pleasantly unreal aura. She skimmed past the labels for Coronation Chicken and tuna fish, looking for the vegetarian options. The packaging was delightfully foreign. She recognised the unpronounceably British brand names from the layovers they’d spent in London on the way to Oscar’s mother in Scotland. Just seeing them gave her a vacation-zing. 


She reached into the cool cavity to grab a cheese sandwich and a bag of pre-chopped apples for the snack portion of the supermarket’s meal deal. 


Oscar had already gathered his food and was collecting cleaning fluids elsewhere. Her friends were jealous of Oscar’s cleanliness. Mina refrained from telling them that she suspected he’d started wishing he could rinse her brain with lemon-fresh detergent. 


She wasn’t surprised when, back at the apartment, he brought up Dr Helene again.


‘She’s really okay with you quitting?’ he asked.


Since the wedding ‘attempt’ had indicated her old medication wasn’t working, Mina had tried two different pills. The first had swelled her body, and her lips had peeled pale strips of skin. The second was almost as bad. For a few months, she’d puttered from class, to library, to tutees, to drinks with friends and back again. Her brain had felt heavier and heavier with each subway journey as if she might sink down beneath the rails. So, while Oscar prepared for London, Mina had asked Dr Helene if they could try going medication free. Mina quit everything. The mental-health meds, the vitamins and the birth control. Everything. They’d brought over boxes and boxes of the brand of condom Oscar liked.


Oscar spread a spoonful of canned tuna across a rice cracker. 


‘Are you sure you don’t want to eat something else?’ she asked. He was munching what looked like cat food and she was the crazy one? 


‘Tuna is very high in protein.’


Her simple cheese sandwich was soft and tangy and surrendered easily to eating.


‘You didn’t answer the question,’ Oscar said.


‘I told you, my treatment is under control. We’re having Skype meetings once a month and I’m keeping a mood log.’ For each good day she made an uptick, [image: Image Missing], below the date on her calendar and for each day she felt bad she made a downtick, [image: Image Missing]. Too many [image: Image Missing]s must be reported, at which point they would review the plan of care. 


Mina’s crazy was not the madness of delusion or hallucination. It was what the articles on the matter referred to as a mood disorder. She felt too much or too little and was sad when she should have been happy. Hence the mood diary: a way to order those disordered moods. Her first doctor had said simple depression. But after the wedding, Dr Helene had mentioned the possibility of bipolarity. Impulsive decision-making was often a characteristic of mania. Dr Helene hadn’t made up her mind. There wasn’t enough evidence to be sure. The medical terms made Mina feel like a bacterium—something to be studied and labelled. She preferred crazy. You weren’t supposed to use that word, but she liked the z, the way it slid across the mouth like a knife.


‘She’s not worried?’ Oscar asked.


‘I mean, it’s not her first choice, but I promised I’d keep really good track of my moods and my sleeping. And I’ve been doing well with the monthly meetings.’


After the wedding, they’d had to meet weekly. To be moved to monthly was like having your training wheels taken off, a mark of success. Mina had not mentioned the night on the bridge to Dr Helene. If she had, Dr Helene would never have allowed her to go medication free. 


‘You’re sure this is what you want to do? If you had the flu and cough syrup didn’t work, you’d take antibiotics. You wouldn’t just quit.’ Oscar had had his hair cut just before they left the city. His ears stuck out, petite and vulnerable. Compared to the sharp jaw and aggressively earned biceps, those ears were strangely endearing. 


‘You could try another medication. What if Columbus had given up after his first failed voyage?’


It was a stupid comparison. Columbus just took it into his head to cross the ocean. Mina had needed her medication. 


A different pill might’ve worked. She might’ve coped with whatever weight gain, weight loss, hair gain or hair loss it caused. But she no longer had it in her to perform the sacrament of putting capsule on tongue. She’d lost faith. 


Mina forced herself to look at his ears as she spoke. If she looked at the ears, she had some hope of sounding calm. ‘If Christopher Columbus had given up, the native peoples of America would have had a few more peaceful years. What if we find a new pill, and there’s a flood or a storm and I get stuck without it? Or what if big pharma decides it’s unprofitable? What then?’


Maybe in the hustle of invitations or budgeting the wedding, she’d forgotten a few doses. But brides weren’t supposed to need anti-depressants. Maybe it was her fault. Maybe that was what had triggered it. Or maybe it wasn’t. Dr Helene couldn’t say for certain. She could only offer Mina more pills with names that read like Latin put through a meat grinder. Mina crumpled the sandwich box and threw it into the trash. 


‘Mina, what would you do without WiFi or hair dye or cheese sandwiches? You’d figure it out. But it doesn’t make sense not to use something just because one day it might disappear.’


‘This is different.’ 


‘Mina, it’s just helping your brain make the chemicals that other people’s brains make naturally.’


‘I just want to try to see if I can be happy for a bit. Without professional assistance,’ she told him. ‘I mean it has to be worth trying, right? Otherwise, my whole life I’m going to be taking pills and wondering when they’re going to fail.’


She wanted to learn the floor plan of this sadness. In their New York apartment, she could walk in the dark. Her body was attuned to the obstacles and automatically found the clear pathway. If she could get to know this sadness, she might be able to find her way through it. 


She could barely remember how she’d felt before being medicated. In the last year of Mina’s high school, her grandma died. The death was not just an excuse for missing class or flunking a final. She’d lost the woman who’d potty-trained her on a yellow plastic turtle. The woman who’d brushed her hair when she was sad. The person who’d hugged her goodnight almost as many nights as she’d been alive. For most of her childhood it had been just her and her grandmother. Her mother was long gone. Her father spent his days book-keeping and his evenings at night-school, training to become an accountant. By the time her grandma died, he’d got his accounting certificate. The school counsellor called him to say Mina’s mourning period had become ‘inappropriate’. Little red cuts had danced up her arms. So she’d accepted the offered pills.


Oscar sighed, swiped a flake of tuna from his chin and said, ‘I just want you to be safe.’


‘We’re only going to be in London for a few months. If I’m not feeling better in a few months, I’ll let Dr Helene pop something down my throat. But let me get my head straight.’ Maybe in a few months her throat would feel supple and she’d be ready to swallow capsule after capsule. 
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