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            For God’s sake, let us sit upon the ground

And tell sad stories of the death of kings:

How some have been depos’d, some slain in war,

Some haunted by the ghosts they have depos’d;

Some poison’d by their wives, some sleeping kill’d;

All murder’d—for within the hollow crown

That rounds the mortal temples of a king,

Keeps Death his court, and there the antic sits,

Scoffing his state and grinning at his pomp

            Richard II

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter One

         

         In 1988 I fell in love with an English girl from Leighton Buzzard. She majored in sociology and cultural studies, a combination with great resonance at the University of Sussex, where all things cultural were studied greatly and sociologically, and she bought henna in little paper packets from the Body Shop to make her hair flame-red. She talked about structuralism after a few drinks, a better topic than most in those days. She could have pontificated on that wicked witch Margaret Thatcher or the Socialist Workers Party or the bloody Labour Students and their maddening fealty to that wanker leader of theirs, Neil Kinnock. But that was not her thing.

         There were other weighty matters of the day to ponder: how much soap to apply to make your Mohawk (“Mohican” in British parlance) stand boldly erect even in the sweaty heat of Brighton’s seaside clubs; the proper amount of eyeliner to prevent tripping from brooding goth to pure poseur, from Robert Smith to A Flock of Seagulls; whether Ian Curtis had been dead long enough to accept New Order as a respectable-if-inferior successor to Joy Division; if overturning Minis in the car park after the student pub closed for the night was an act of political defiance or simple drunken stupidity.

         We went to London one weekend to mass in the streets of Piccadilly, protest the latest round of budget cuts, and sing “All We Are Saying Is Give Us Our Grants,” then were back the next to toss Molotov cocktails and demand the removal of short-range nuclear missiles from the Continent. “Hey hey, ho ho, Ronald Reagan’s got to go.” In between, there was Moroccan black hash, the cheap intoxication of a snakebite—half lager, half cider—and the occasional weekend lost to magic mushrooms, when again the conversation would drift from structuralism to Thatcher to the bloody Labour Students, this time with uproarious effect.

         Maggie didn’t go in for all that political theater. I remember one particularly self-indulgent discussion of the broken miners’ strike, when other students lingered on the role of the scabs, the heartlessness of Mrs. Thatcher, the death of unionism, the fate of the now-laid-off miners.

         “I just think it’s sad that there are miners,” Maggie mourned. “To think that they want to go down in those holes.”

         For me, Maggie was a respite from the societal battles that animated Thatcher’s Britain, condensed and amplified like the outskirts of a black hole at the unlovely but serviceable University of Sussex. That I was there at all stemmed from a sophomoric brew of restlessness and dilatoriness; I couldn’t pass a language test to study in a country that spoke a language other than my own, and I had neither the time nor the inclination to correct that. My Midwestern university had an exchange program with Sussex. It was that easy.

         I didn’t have much preconception of British life when I applied to study abroad; I knew there was an amusing monarchy, and fog, perhaps. I knew nothing at all about the university on the south coast. As it turned out, I enjoyed the cauldron I unwittingly threw myself into, at least at first—the politics, the music, the semiotics and Marxist professors and their minions, the British women with uncombed hair and hemp ponchos or thick, dark eyeliner, who proved endlessly alluring.

         I had a “flatmate,” Mick, that first year in England, from Yorkshire. He wore battered motorcycle leather and pencil-thin black jeans over his sparrow legs—and talked tough about his working-class upbringing in Sheffield, especially to Richard from Greenwich, who wore buttoned-down shirts, sweaters over his shoulders—never actually over his torso—and played an expensive synthesizer. At a battle of the bands that winter, Richard and some other son of privilege teamed up with a phalanx of lovely backup singers—two synthesizers and ethereal cooing through heavy reverb. They aimed at Depeche Mode cum Dead Can Dance and ended up being booed off the stage.

         “That’s alright,” Richard confided to me, another suburban son of something akin to affluence. “There was a scout from the Zap Club. He said we could play there anytime. I’ll have the last laugh.”

         Not many weeks later, Mick pushed Richard too far in his class-warfare goading.

         “Ya li’tle prat, Richard. Richard the Third, right?” Mick taunted, drunk out of his mind. “We’re all here ’cuz we earned our grants and escaped our drunk dads. You’re here ’cuz ya couldn’t manage to get into Oxbridge.”

         Richard beat the shit out of him. For all Mick’s tough talk, it was Richard who was actually fit—played rugby and squash and Ultimate Frisbee when he was feeling a mite free-spirited. Mick’s snooker was no match for a childhood at boarding school, synthesizers or not.

         It was one of those episodes when I felt my Americanness, the strangeness of the society I had awoken in. We all spoke the same language. Yet somehow I felt like I was living in a foreign film without subtitles or Cliffs Notes. I was beginning to have enough. I needed an out.

         Then came Maggie. A friend had introduced me to her months before, and I suppose I counted Maggie as a friend by then. But one night, sitting in the student pub, pondering my escape with a sixty-pence pint of nameless bitter ale, I looked up to the sound of laughter—not so much uproarious as tinkling, a wind chime in the fall.

         I saw a girl whose nose crinkled when she smiled, and suddenly I noticed she smiled a lot. She wore the skimpiest of woolen miniskirts, not really sexy, more practical, and had the slightest plump in her thighs. When she turned her smile to me, I drew to her light.

         Falling in love with Maggie was easy because she was supremely loving, something I had yet to experience in my years of pursuit of girls slightly out of my league.

         She listened to my stories about growing up in the American South—which had sparked polite disdain from the girls I knew in college—with rapt fascination. I provided a window into a continent she would never see. She gently turned my musical world on its head, dismissing my canon and replacing it with her affectless, post-punk British cool: lush, sweeping synthesizers, unrecognizable guitars, elegiac voices full of ennui. She bought me thrift-shop shirts, supervised my haircuts, and cooed, “Oooh, David, you look so hard.”

         She said “I-Kie” instead of “OK,” and she had this way of leaning in to me spontaneously, as if for a kiss, then pulling back with a squinty smile and laughing out, “You’re lovely.”

         She’d tuck her head against my chest, wrap her arms around me, and squeeze, her feet rising just slightly to press the crown of her head against my chin. I’d breathe deep to take her in. She smelled of citrus shampoo. No one had ever told me that I was lovely before. I guess Leighton Buzzard girls do such things, but I knew only one, Maggie. Early in our relationship, we hitched home. Maggie wanted to show me off, an oddity, I suppose, but one she was smitten with. That was alright. I was good with other people’s parents. What my friends found annoying, even excruciating, I always managed to manage my way around with something like charm. Maggie’s “mum,” matronly and eternally worried, did not say “I-Kie.” She was not a girl at all. It was hard to imagine she had ever been one. And I was pretty sure her two brothers, younger but harder, never crinkled.

         
              

         

         And so, because I was convinced I didn’t want to lose Maggie, I found myself standing outside No. 4 Imperial Lane on a wet October morning. I was meant to be back in Chicago. My year abroad was over, and I was supposed to be finishing a degree that would throw me into the workforce of fin-de-Reagan America: sink or swim. But I just couldn’t leave Maggie.

         No. 4 was two doors up from the end of Imperial Lane, three blocks above Brighton’s ridiculous stone beach and two blocks below the Royal Sussex County Hospital, a Victorian institution if there ever was one. I had been in and around Brighton for a year now, but never to this end of the city, Kemptown, as it was called. It was a far more respectable area than I was used to, and far from the student hangouts, the clubs on the waterfront, and the tourist destinations on the Grand Parade. I stood in the road for a while looking at the street number, a single digit that appeared too short for the space and hung crookedly. A couple of cheap terra-cotta planters held desiccated plants. Yellowed flyers visible out of a mailbox attached tenuously to the brick.

         There was a quadriplegic inside—at least that’s what I had been told. His name, the agency that sent me said, was Hans, Hans Bromwell, which must have made his parents British and German—and cruel. The deal was, I would live here and help the old man out in exchange for room, board, eighteen pounds a week, and a residency permit that would allow me to stay in England. I had never even known anyone in a wheelchair; my only notion of quadriplegia came from the movies: noble invalids painstakingly painting with their teeth or spelling out impenetrable theories about the origins of the universe one letter at a time with their eyes on an electronic board. That would be Hans—heroic, wise, glad to have a set of American arms and legs to help him. He’d be intrigued by my story, ready for my help, and I would be his trusty valet, a less-than-heroic role, for sure, but indispensable to his quest. I took a deep breath and climbed the four steps to the door.

         “Are you going to come in, then?”

         The door had opened before I could knock, and a cheerful woman appeared. The quadriplegic’s nurse, perhaps, or maybe a housekeeper. She looked like a caregiver, frumpy and apprehensive.

         “It’s David, right? David Heller? Please, come in.”

         Without any more small talk, she guided me forward and led me to a corpse. Shriveled almost into a fetal position by the contractures of its withered muscles, it shifted ever so slightly and a head peeked out over a pile of thin, wool blankets. I could see the skeletal contours of a human body underneath. The head was a shock—papery skin stretched over protruding cheekbones. Fine, thin wisps of hair were extruded from a scalp in random thatches, gray or blond, I couldn’t really tell. It was so sparse. Two blue eyes, once vibrant maybe, now faded toward gray, peered out from deep within their well-defined sockets.

         “Ah, Mr. Heller. An American Jew, no doubt,” Hans Bromwell said faintly. The woman who had let me in rolled her eyes as she trudged over to Hans and propped up his skull with two overstuffed pillows. “I suppose I’m glad to see you,” he continued. “Do you like Woody Allen? Or Maria Callas?”

         He interrupted before I could stammer out an answer. His hand, bent stiffly at the wrist, moved haltingly toward a button propped next to the bed. A stick attached to a wristband, with a rubber tip that looked like an oversized thimble, made contact with the button, and a record dropped on a turntable in the corner. The voice of an opera singer drifted from four speakers, one in each corner, to the center of the room.

         Fear came rushing in like a hot blast. It watered my eyes and turned my stomach. Clearly, I had made a terrible mistake. The room smelled like a combination of vapor rub and shit. A bag of urine hung off the bed, the catheter tube snaking up from it and under the blanket. The room must at one time have been a parlor, probably the house’s main living room, but for obvious reasons, Hans now occupied the first accessible chamber with a door on it. His enormous hospital bed backed into a bay window that overlooked the street, but the heavy drapes looked like they hadn’t been opened in decades, and dust bunnies clung to their hems. An open space, maybe five feet wide, separated the foot of the bed from a row of stainless-steel cabinets and a sink straight out of hospital surplus.

         The music might have been impressive, but I had no appreciation for opera. My Led Zeppelin phase had given way to seventies art rock: Genesis, Yes, ELO. From there, I had moved on to what passed for avant-garde back home—R.E.M., U2, some Psychedelic Furs—only to get to Britain and find out what a drip I was. Adapting to New Order, the Cure, and the Cocteau Twins had been leap enough. Maria Callas was beyond my abilities.

         “Are you coming for a visit or are you moving in, David?” Hans said. You could call the question impatient, but it was wearier than that somehow, more resigned, and it made me feel sorry for him.

         “I, I’m moving in,” I replied, trying for resolute.

         “My brother can be a bit abrupt,” the woman said behind me. She was a little peculiar for sure. At maybe five foot eight, she was about my height, her hair a mousy brown, thick but cut into a bob to tame it, which only made it flare outward like a mane. Her head was narrow, putting her gray-blue eyes on either side of her face, where they watched me intently. Her nose was just slightly too large, rising from soft cheeks. Under those cheeks was a weak chin that receded into her neck. She wore her weight in her hips, just enough to make her look too light on top, too thick on bottom, but if there was a time before the padding, I’m sure she had looked alright, all things considered.

         “I’m Elizabeth. I live here too. We’re going to be friends, whether Hans likes it or not,” she said, looking past me, an eyebrow arched toward the body on the bedstead.

         
              

         

         The quiet of the Bromwells was a long, long way from the end-of-days tumult of the times. Four months before, I had pulled myself away from a riot in East London, taken the Tube the long way to avoid a bombing in Brixton, and found myself in a muddy field on Glastonbury plain watching a stranger on an ecstatic acid trip, Echo and the Bunnymen thrumming in my ears from a stage not a hundred yards behind me.

         “Just one little dot, one little dot,” the guy repeated over and over, squinting at the imaginary acid tab between the thumb and forefinger he held an inch from his face, alternately laughing and weeping, weeping and laughing. I stood over him, watching in my own bemused haze of ganja and shrooms. Big Steve, one of Maggie’s housemates, had invited me to the grandest of Britain’s summer music festivals that June. We hitched from the downtrodden outskirts of North London to Worthy Farm in a village called Pilton, Steve and his blue Mohawk, his friends from Luton, an assortment of working-class toughs and soccer hooligans, and me, a suburban American kid born into casual, upper-middle-class ease.

         “It’ll be brilliant, spectacular,” Steve had assured me from a pub in Luton, a town known best for its airport and football riots. “The Cure, Echo and the Bunnymen, the Mighty Lemon Drops. Have you heard them, the Mighty Lemon Drops? They’re like the Teardrop Explodes. You know them, right? And Marillion, they’re from around here.”

         “Marillion? Fuck ’em,” a friend jumped in. “Bunch of poseurs.”

         “Ah, fuck off, you,” Steve threatened.

         I stared at them, utterly lost, but the tickets were only twenty quid. Steve had tents to sleep in, and the hitching would be free. If we left early enough, we could make it easily in a day.

         And we did. Big Steve had the resourcefulness you’d expect from the son of an airport worker who had somehow made it, full ride, to the University of Sussex to study chemistry in combat boots. We pitched our tents, and he and his mates went foraging for bulky, still-green tree branches, which they stripped of their bark, adorned with rudimentary carvings, and traded to the Rastafarians for huge handfuls of oily marijuana, some to smoke, some to trade for food, drink, or harder drugs when the mood came over us.

         “Yah, mon, dis walkin’ stick is brilliant. Make anoder. My friend will be by for it with da good ganja.”

         “We’ll be ready,” Steve said in feigned seriousness, suppressing his glee.

         The highlight of those three addled days should have been the Cure’s set, with its laser lights and morbid previews of the band’s upcoming and last great gothic album, Disintegration, before Robert Smith somehow found happiness and went all crap on us. I don’t remember a thing, though—just some odd, incomprehensible conversation I had with Big Steve about home, how to get there, when to get there, whether to get there at all.

         “Home, David,” he was shouting over the music, his voice coming to my ears through some long, distorted echo chamber formed by the toxins clotting my hammers, anvils, and stirrups. “You have to go home.”

         
              

         

         I wish I could say I was driven by some ambition or some particular reason to be at Sussex. The fact is, I was hardly an adventurer. I was average, from an affluent suburb in the south, but not the real south—Atlanta. I took honors classes in high school, but not too many, kept my grades in the B-plus to A-minus range, got pretty good test scores, had a handful of friends but wasn’t super popular. I tried for nice and did alright with it.

         Sussex was the Berkeley of Britain at the time, which was a good thing and gave me a little edge. I wore my hair close-cropped and tried to spike it with stiff gel, but a poorly trimmed beard, curly and uneven, probably ruined the effect. I was going for post-punk New Wave: black jeans and weathered shirts, half-unbuttoned over a white tee. In due time I would come to see that the messages were mixed—the beard was all wrong, more George Michael than Che, and I probably came off looking like a hungover Kenny Loggins on a bad hair day.

         My cultural confusion was honest, though. It came with the times: punks, goths, New Wave wankers, old-guard metalheads, deadly serious communists plotting their putsches against Whitehall while the real communists across the English Channel teetered toward extinction. The kids seemed more intent on achieving fashion supremacy at Camden Market than any real societal change. The trade unionists of East London, Manchester, and Liverpool were driving the Labour Party further into socialism while their comrades in Solidarność were launching vanguard strikes in Poland that would, in short order, extinguish the Eastern Bloc. And what was a modestly well-adjusted American from a good home supposed to do in the midst of all this? Was your hair supposed to stand up in fluorescent spikes or swoop over your eyes in greasy, jet-black curtains? Were you supposed to be swept up in the protest movements or give in to studied ennui? Did antinuclear peaceniks really wear Iron Crosses and Bundeswehr tank tops over combat fatigues and Doc Martens? What about the vegans in soiled ponchos who firebombed the biology labs at the universities? Didn’t the poor, unrescued rabbits and rats just end up flambéed in the name of animal rights?

         To those questions came my answer, Maggie. To her, none of it mattered.

         When I finally asked her out for a drink, casually, she said yes. We went to the student pub near her place on the back side of campus, Park Village, it was called, an unsightly cluster of brick cubes sticking out of the South Downs that had been farmland in the 1960s, before the British government decided to build the country’s “new universities,” of which Sussex was one. Maggie and I sat across from each other at a heavy picnic table and proceeded to get into a way-too-animated argument over Jacques Derrida, fueled by lager and cider. It was midweek, and the pub was half-empty. I was enjoying myself watching her. She was cute and had this way of lolling her head and looking at me sideways in mock-hostile appraisal. I hadn’t noticed it before.

         “C’mon Maggie, what does that even mean, ‘There is nothing outside the text’? You don’t know. It’s just gibberish.” I leaned in toward her provocatively. “Deconstructionist gibberish.”

         “Gibberish, maybe.” She laughed, stabbing the air with an index finger and a long red nail. “But the French accent helps.”

         
              

         

         Four weeks after Maggie and I had eased our way into my narrow bed on East Slope, my brother arrived, ready for all the trips on the Continent we had planned. I surprised myself with my misery on that long European excursion. I lay in physical agony one night in a seedy guesthouse in Amsterdam, missing her. I could think of nothing else.

         I carried a vision of Maggie with me, locked in from two weeks before. She was sitting up in bed, propped up by a huge red pillow wedged against the wall, mulling structuration while reading Anthony Giddens’s Capitalism and Modern Social Theory. I lay beside her, Dickens’s Bleak House taunting me, only a quarter read, and watched her work from behind the pages. She looked over, took off her glasses, and smiled. I reached for her, and we kissed.

         “In a bit, David, I’ve got to get through this chapter.”

         It was an odd image to linger over, stoned, in a room full of cheap metal bunk beds above a bar in Amsterdam. House music rumbled beneath me, its bass line crushing my skull with its monomaniacal thudding. My brother was off somewhere exploring the debauched wonders of a city that only a twenty-four-year-old could love so much. My affections were completely elsewhere. It must be love, I moaned.

         Maggie didn’t seem to wonder. She was sure. As the end of the school year came into view, she grew to dread my return to Chicago. I contacted my school; if I were to want to take, say, a year off, how exactly would I go about requesting that? The letter from Illinois came back quickly.

         
            Dear David,

            We are in receipt of your request for a year off from your studies. We are happy to oblige and hope you have a grand adventure.

         

         Besides, the letter didn’t say, tuition would be higher the following year.

         That summer had been the leanest time of my life. We traveled for a while, Maggie and me, mostly on an ill-fated trip to Africa. Maggie indulged me on that one, even when I drove us far beyond our physical and financial capacity.

         “If we can get through Sine Saloum, we can make it to Gambia,” I assured her in Senegal.

         “Just a little further south is Ziguinchor. There’s a beach town, Cap Skirring, I swear, and maybe from there, Guinea-Bissau,” I told her in Gambia. “It’ll be amazing.”

         We didn’t get that far, and I kept that failure to myself, even when that oddest of Shangri-las, the benighted little country of Guinea-Bissau, entered my consciousness in a big way. We returned flat broke, having accomplished nothing beyond wrecking my gastrointestinal system. Unwilling to ask my parents for money after forsaking them for another year away, I looked for work, illegal without a permit and scarce to begin with in Thatcher’s England. We sold junk out of the “boot” of Maggie’s mom’s car, until finally I signed on with Community Service Volunteers, a wage-slave organization that apparently took all comers, and it was CSV that found Hans. All that was expected of me was to muddle through until June, when his friends would come take him to Tuscany, as they did every summer. Nigel at the volunteer agency was encouraging. He wore a cardigan sweater with holes at the elbows that clung tightly to his bony frame. His teeth were crooked, and he looked at me earnestly.

         “I twust, David, that you will find the Bwomwell household to be a warm and wonderful place to spend a few months,” he said.

         Hans’s white, two-story row house was nice by Brighton standards, small and tidy with a pub down the street called the Imperial Arms. Maggie was two bus rides away in a grungier part of town. The furniture in Hans’s house was strangely spectacular—grand armoires too large for their cozy spaces, bowed chests of drawers carved exquisitely, gilded bookcases with fine gilt grilles, commodes of the antique British sort—and decorated incongruously with African objets, carvings, masks, delicately inscribed gourds, and musical instruments. I felt like I was in a museum.

         Before our adventure in Africa that summer, Maggie and I had hitched to her cousin’s farm in north Devon. He had some camping equipment to lend, and he wanted to show me how to use his old army Primus stove. While we were visiting, he took us to a manor nearby. It was something an American was supposed to enjoy. Maggie had mocked the opulence of the place, preserved in state by the National Trust. I didn’t think much of it one way or another at the time, but it came back to me as I toured the Bromwells’ home. I was no expert, but this furniture seemed to have a pedigree.

         Hans asked nothing about me that morning, nothing in the vein of an interview at all. I asked him what he thought of my girlfriend spending the night every once in a while, to which he replied:

         “Fuck like bunnies, for all I care, just as long as you come when I call.”

         
              

         

         The panic that had overcome me that first moment with Hans was overwhelmed by my inability to think up an alternative living arrangement. I could hurry back to Nigel and ask for a different assignment, but I saw little chance of getting a better one in or near Brighton. I could cut the cord, say “That’s it. I’m done. I’m going home.” But I was no closer to that than I had been when I let myself stay in the first place. My resignation snuffed out my panic like a heavy, damp blanket. So I did what I told the volunteer agency I would do. I moved out of Maggie’s overcrowded group house, away from Big Steve the punk and Little Steve the rocker, Astrid the hippie and Suzy the normal one, and in with Hans and Elizabeth Bromwell.

         A week later, complaining already of my absences, Maggie came to visit for the first time. I went to meet her at the bus stop on the Grand Parade and saw her tumbling down the steps and out the door, lugging an overstuffed overnight bag. I didn’t know she had planned to spend the night.

         “How long did you say this was going to last?” Maggie asked, slightly winded and laughing as she pulled down her skirt. Leighton Buzzard girls, even those who read sociology and cultural studies, didn’t talk like Hans and Elizabeth Bromwell. They said “dunno” a lot and called people “prats” and “wankers” and “willies.” They got their knickers in a twist. They didn’t dress like them either. An overstretched sweater—a jumper, in English English—draped over Maggie’s torso and obscured most of her tartan skirt. She wore round, steel-framed glasses that might have been called cool-chick glasses in the States had they not come from the National Health Service. Here, they were just cheap, free actually.

         I assumed in ignorance that all of Britain would be more or less the same, not some Merchant Ivory fantasy of posh accents and white trousers but without the variations of region, race, and wealth that I grew up with. Maggie taught me about class, the true working class, Brits living north of London, warehoused in row after row of identical houses, with a pub, a cup, and a Sainsbury’s to get them by. Her mom, Maryanne, had a harelip, mended badly, and a boyfriend, Alf, who traveled the Midlands selling stuffed animals—“plush toys,” he called them—out of a suitcase. When Alf asked for butter at the table, he’d say, “Would you pass the fat, love?” Her father had abandoned them, first for a construction job in Abu Dhabi, then for a younger sheila, who dressed like Maggie but grew fat on chocolate digestive biscuits. In ways I could never, Maggie would have understood Hans’s sarcastic greeting for me, the implications of Woody Allen and Maria Callas. The British grasped class stratification at a visceral level. They were born to it.

         “You know, David, you can’t be fooled by that old blanket on what’s-his-face’s bed,” she said, walking up the steps to the front door.

         “Hans,” I said.

         “Hans isn’t like your friends at Sussex. He’s not from Luton or Sheffield. He already hates you.”

         She turned in time to see my face droop, and gave me an encouraging smile.

         “Alright then, ‘hate’ might be a bit much. He just doesn’t like you, love. But I do,” she added, kissing me on the cheek. “It won’t be for too long anyway, right?”

         “Until May.” I dropped her suitcase on the stoop with a thud and fished out my keys. The summer had long given way to the grayness of an English autumn. The air was dampening but not yet cold. “Then he goes to a villa or something in Italy for the summer. I guess he goes there every year.”

         “You’re joking,” she gasped. “May?”

         “That’s what I promised the agency.”

         “It’s October. You’ll never make it.”

         “It hasn’t been a good start,” I agreed.

         
              

         

         Elizabeth opened the door with a smile. She beamed in fact, not at me but at Maggie. A girl I had not yet seen, only a few years younger than us, sixteen or seventeen, but tall and dark-complexioned for a Brit, came out of the kitchen and smiled. Her black hair streamed down her back, over a tight-fitting T-shirt that clung to her lovely breasts. “I’m Cristina,” she said with a wink, then dashed upstairs, leaving Maggie to glare, first at her, then at me as my eyes followed Cristina’s breathtaking backside.

         “My daughter, David. Remember I said she’d be coming back from her uncle’s farm this week?” Elizabeth said to me, catching my gaze and bailing me out. “Got back just now, while you were out fetching your girlfriend. Maggie, right?”

         She smiled at me.

         “Come into the kitchen, both of you. Hans is listening to Die Fledermaus. His beloved Maria,” Elizabeth said. “You don’t want to disturb him.”

         She whirled around the little kitchen in great excitement, not doing much but doing it quickly. She offered us tea in stained, delicate cups, not Maggie’s usual mugs. They had dainty roses that wound upward from the bottom toward slightly chipped rims. She took out a quart of vodka and poured herself a shot.

         “As I’ve been telling David here,” she said excitedly, “I’m going to the poly now, so I need him more than some of the other volunteers who have come through. I’m learning to type and some maths too.”

         “Really?” Maggie chimed in. “What kind of maths?”

         It was the kind of question I would have shied away from. Elizabeth was nearing forty, I suspected. Unless she was studying advanced calculus or linear algebra, there could be no easy explanation for a math class at the community college at her age. But Maggie seemed to understand that Elizabeth didn’t care. Elizabeth was different from Hans. She showed no disdain. She absently brushed aside her unruly hair. Her mouth worked itself to one side, the right, as she blew away a hair. She reminded me of the nervous girls I went to middle school with—always wanting so desperately to be liked, never expecting they would be.

         “I’m going to get a job,” she said, a smile breaking across her face like a beacon. The sentence and the expression seemed completely unrelated, at least to me. She said it as I would have said “I’m going to win the lottery” or “I just saw the most amazing movie.” There could not have been a more genuine look of delight.

         She poured herself another shot, then downed it as she took her seat on the kitchen stool.

         “It’ll be my first. ‘’Tis my vocation, Hal; ’tis no sin for a man to labor in his vocation,’” she said with a flourish of her arm.

         
              

         

         Hours later, Elizabeth called us down again, to discuss dinner. She’d be making canard à l’orange, she announced, one of Hans’s favorites, with a duck bought from a butcher on the east end of Brighton, a butcher who hung his venison for six days, prepared his own pheasant, and made sure always to save Hans his very favorite: pig vagina.

         “You’re joking,” I said, venturing familiarity for the first time since I had arrived and using Maggie’s British inflection, an affectation I had picked up but insisted I hadn’t. The trick was never to end questions with a rising tone. The most inquisitive phrase always sounded like a statement. It’s no wonder the British never sought any answers from the world. Their language and tone offered only advice and opinion.

         “Amazing what parts of an animal are considered a delicacy, isn’t it? I won’t eat it, but Hans relishes tastes. When you can’t shag, you can’t walk, hell, you can’t wipe your arse, what do you do? Eat, really. Taste. Taste anything. It’s his last adventure.”

         To watch Elizabeth prepare dinner was a marvel. It focused her mind. I had been so broke for the past two months, I was reduced to buying rice and Brussels sprouts in bulk at the Brighton farmers market, just off the lorry depot. I’d prepare them with curry powder, or chili powder, or cream and cornstarch, or tomato sauce. It didn’t much help. It was still Brussels sprouts and rice. But just when I had grown despondent over my poverty diet, I found myself watching this strange, flighty woman patting down the duck she had filleted and trussed, preparing a citrus medley for the sauce, reducing it, baking, broiling. The smell was overwhelming.

         When it was ready, Elizabeth carved up a plateful, included some parsnips and broccoli drenched in butter, set it on a tray that had been sitting on the counter, already set with cutlery and a starched white cloth napkin, and pushed the meal into my hands.

         “You’re on,” she smiled, a phrase she had taken to using as my cue each evening.

         Hans was lying utterly still, opera music still drifting around him. His eyes opened slowly to meet mine. Maggie walked a step behind, uncharacteristically shy.

         “Is this your bunny, then? Prop me up and come round.”

         I set the tray on the nightstand beside his bed, reached under his head, and lifted his torso as I pushed down the pillows, careful to grab more this time than just his head as I had my first night, when he had jolted to life to admonish me.

         “No, David, not just my bloody head. You have to prop up my body. Don’t be shy about it. I won’t break. Reach under my shoulders and heave.”

         I was glad I didn’t follow his advice. I would have thrown him across the room. His back had been warm and moist. I don’t know why I expected otherwise. I could see the vertebrae so prominently, I guess I thought I’d be pressing cold, bare bones. But lifting his upper body was no more difficult than supporting his head. He weighed nothing.

         Now propped up, he looked more squarely at Maggie. They locked eyes, neither of them smiling.

         “She can go home now,” Hans said. “Cut the pieces small, like I told you. And I like a bit of duck, a bit of parsnips, and a sprig of broccoli on each forkful.”

         Maggie and I exchanged glances as she walked out. I looked at her helplessly, she left without a word, and I heard the front door shut.

         
              

         

         My first option at Community Service Volunteers had been working with juvenile delinquents on the Isle of Wight. It wasn’t that far from Brighton, but Maggie and I would have seen each other only on the weekends, and with eighteen pounds in my pocket a week, probably not every weekend. Hans came up a few days later, before I had given CSV an answer on the delinquents. Maggie’s mum believed it was a sign from God that we were meant to be together forever, but after that first encounter between Hans and Maggie, it was clear this would not be easy on our relationship. A sign from God, maybe, but so were Job’s boils.

         Hans’s bed was massive, an oversized hospital number that could be lifted and lowered, with side rails that seemed to serve no purpose for a man who could not roll over. Hans lay on a rubber sheet of air nodules—penises, he liked to say—which worked to lift his body from the bed top and keep away the bedsores, imperfectly maybe, but this was a technological marvel compared to previous prevention devices: foam pads, cashmere blankets, anything that felt soft to the touch but flattened into what might as well have been sandpaper against an unmoving, deadweight body. One of my main jobs was to shift him from side to side every few hours during the day. Two nurses with tight white costumes that delighted Hans came in the morning to bathe him and clean his catheter, thank God. But I’d have my share of dirty work: emptying the urine bag, wiping his bum, adjusting the catheter when his penis would inexplicably grow hard.

         “Damnedest nuisance,” he’d say, aware of the hard-on but unmoved by it. “I can’t feel the bloody thing anyway, and it just gums up the works.”

         As I sat down on the bedside stool, knife and fork in hand, Elizabeth peered in.

         “Try to be nice, Hans. How’s the duck?” she asked.

         “I haven’t tasted the damned thing,” he replied. “The American takes his time.”

         “The American will leave us high and dry if you can’t be civil. Small bits,” Elizabeth advised me once again. “The chewing isn’t a problem, but the swallowing can be.”

         Hans sniffed. “You’ll see she likes to repeat what I say,” he said. “Treats me like a baby. Do I look like a baby to you?”

         No, he looked ancient. I moved faster now, cutting, feeding, cutting, feeding. I was twenty years old and had never cared for anything in my life except a few goldfish that needed to be fed in the morning and some hamsters that died. This was surprisingly unnerving.

         The meal didn’t last long. After a few bites of everything, carefully assembled, forkful by forkful, Hans gave a little gasp, rolled back his head, and said, “That’s fine. You eat the rest.” A quarter of the plate was gone, if that.

         The first night, I had offended him by asking, “Here?”

         “Yes, of course here,” he had said with exasperation, breathing heavily as if I had taken him for a brisk walk.

         I looked at the partly eaten meal with chagrin, but I ate it, with the extra fork that Elizabeth had supplied for this unspoken purpose. I was not experienced in hierarchy, but I knew to be ashamed. Hans got something out of it, though he didn’t say what. Humiliation aside, from the first week, I knew I would eat well, though not all of Hans’s culinary adventures would sit well with my palate—long-hung venison was like eating rot.

         “Put ketchup on it,” Cristina would say, shaking the Heinz bottle until the deer meat was drenched. “Trick I learned as a little girl in Africa with antelope meat. I hated it.”

         I would follow suit, laughing with her, pleased with her attention. It still tasted horrible. But most of Elizabeth’s concoctions would be a surprising treat. I learned to love pâté de foie gras. Pheasant, rich and gamey, made any other poultry seem tasteless. Sheep’s kidneys in cream sauce were like succulent sautéed mushrooms, but with more substance. Calves’ brains in garlic took some getting used to. They offered no resistance as your teeth bit down, but as Hans noted, neither did Camembert or that stuff that we poor students ate, tofu. Skate, purple and firm, was like a steak fish that was more steak than fish. My portions, generous as they were, were almost always his leftovers.

         Every evening, after some time in silence, Hans would ask if I was through, which was my cue to return to the kitchen with the tray. Elizabeth would always be there, smoking a cigarette and paging through the Evening Argus. She seemed to be pretending to be engrossed in the story she was reading—usually some young girl gone missing from the council flats on the edge of town.

         “’Night, Mum, I’m going out,” Cristina’s voice would sing in the hall, a delicate hand holding her up in the doorway of the kitchen. She would flash me a smile. I would nod, dry-mouthed.

         “I’d tell you to leave my daughter alone, David, but you don’t stand a chance,” Elizabeth murmured as the front door slammed that first night of Cristina’s return home. “She likes basketball players, really big ones. ‘Black men are pearls in beauteous ladies’ eyes.’”

         I had gotten an important lesson in the thin walls of No. 4 Imperial Lane that first night. When I walked into Hans’s room for any final instructions, he cackled, the first hint of merriment in his voice, “My niece and the Moor are surely now making the beast with two backs.”

         He let out a breathy little laugh, then told me to strap the six-inch, rubber-tipped stick back on his wrist. I strained not to wince as my hand encircled his bone of a wrist.

         “Cover my head completely, and close the curtains tight,” he said. “I’ll wake you if I need you. Good night.”

         “Completely? Can you breathe?”

         “Does it look like I suffocated last night? All the Italians sleep this way.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         “Our father was a man of some importance,” Elizabeth began in a weary voice. We were in the kitchen again, tea for me, vodka for her. She needed to talk, it seemed. I had no idea what to say.

         “What was his name?” I mustered.

         “Gordon, Gordon Bromwell. If you are of a certain age in the UK, you’d know of him.”

         Gordon Bromwell, I came to learn, was a gentleman farmer from Hampshire—not the sort that planted anything but the kind that trod over his land in a tweed suit and Wellington boots regardless of the weather, an uncocked shotgun bent over one arm. His estate, Houndsheath, it was called, on the North Downs south of Basingstoke, wasn’t the largest, but it was worthy of his title, viscount. It was outside a little village that proudly included one last thatched roof and a few miles of charming old fences. A meandering, one-lane road from the village center ended in a sweeping, circular driveway of yellowed gravel. The manor itself dispensed with the flat roof favored by a particular type of English aristocracy. It was topped instead by a more Continental steep slate pitch plunging down to stone walls, unpainted and multihued. It was elegant and lovely, but Sir Gordon preferred to call it “a heap,” as in, “My father died and left me this heap.”

         “‘Houndsheap.’ That’s what he called it in Parliament when the inquisitors learned that the taxpayer had paid for the dredging of our pond,” Elizabeth said with a rueful little laugh. “Didn’t work. The Sun called it a moat.”

         Gordon set aside his title in middle age, along with his seat in the House of Lords, to pursue the less genteel but more effective politics of the House of Commons, where he became a Tory MP. That was in 1968, before Africa and the unpleasantness with his daughter and son that had wrecked all their lives. As young Margaret Thatcher was penning her conservative manifesto and pursuing her grand vision of a dismantled British welfare state, with its broken miners’ union and poll taxes, Gordon had more parochial ambitions. He cheered her on, no doubt, but he was driven to politics by two more personally pressing issues. Foremost was the estate tax, which had forced his father to sell half their land to their banker neighbor, whose fortunes were swelling as the Bromwells’ waned. Indeed, the tax was threatening to end the Bromwell claim to North Hampshire altogether. His second cause was inspired by the scruffy students of the Animal Liberation Front, who invaded what was left of his land with their infernal pepper and garlic sprays to disrupt his foxhunts. It was the latter crusade—saving the hunt—that made his name. He figured that anyone would be driven to activism if he had the maddening experience of sitting astride a befuddled horse as a pack of dogs scattered in the woods, unable to find the scent.

         Toward the end of his life, licked by the forces of ALF progress, various parliamentary inquisitions, and the misfortunes of his own family, Gordon Bromwell retired with his rifle to a sun-filled, sparsely furnished guest room upstairs, where he fired down from the picture window at rabbits, foxes, or any living creature, save the help. He would then tally his kill with chalk hash marks on the wall. Foxhunting may have been out of favor, but the foxes still needed taking care of. The occasional guest would ask who was scrawling graffiti on the walls, wondering if old Sir Gordon had finally taken leave of his senses.

         “Goddamned right, I have,” he would grumble to himself if he had overheard.

         “By that time, I had pretty much taken over the affairs of the manor as best I could,” Elizabeth continued. She loaded it with flotsam from Angola and the place she called Portuguese Guiné, and sold off most of its prized contents to a couple of traders with an antique shop in London. Hans was by then a hopeless cripple.

         Gordon was in his pajamas, standing at the top of Houndsheath’s sweeping front steps, the first time he saw the agents of his estate’s demise. A burly bloke with a Mohawk and another with peroxided, spiked hair were carting off the mahogany trestle table from the breakfast nook. He drew the line when his daughter came for the sixteenth-century kingwood bookcases adorned with fronds of ormolu, which had been in the family for centuries. They had shielded his first-edition Thackerays and Coleridges behind their finely carved gilt screens, and they would continue to, thank you very much.

         Gordon would resist, but he couldn’t deny that the Bromwell empire was being dismantled before his eyes. Though Hans and Elizabeth had moved back home, everything else appeared to be moving out. And it wasn’t just the furniture. As the bills began to mount, the neighbor who had already done away with half of the Bromwell estate had offered to take the horses and hounds as well. His skittish daughter—“What a burden I had proven to be”—had been too quick to oblige.

         
              

         

         Well, Gordon thought, a lot of good the animals will be, once the fight to preserve the hunt is lost completely. Two benders—Wills and James, they were called—prattled on about first-edition books from the family collection with his cripple of a son, who had requisitioned his study. Yes, first floor and all that, he understood the reason his stricken son was now sleeping there, but that didn’t make it any easier, especially since the study lay directly below the guest room he had taken up residence in. The staff appeared to be leaving as well, one by one. When the cook left with her underlings, Elizabeth began handling the culinary duties, whipping together one overwrought Continental confection after another—venison, duck, sheep’s innards—all in indulgent cream sauces or wine reductions, under the orders of his paralytic son.

         His son, he thought. It pained him, that thought. He was loath to express it, but just the image of him downstairs made Gordon Bromwell ache. Sure, he had some wild oats to sow, who didn’t? But the boy had finally been coming along and would have soon been in position to assume his place in society. Gordon had no doubt he would have taken his peerage, a seat in the House of Lords, or, if he caught the political bug, on the backbenches in the Commons.

         That wouldn’t be happening, not now. A cripple would be useless on the stump.

         
              

         

         How different it had all turned out. Gordon and Charlotte Bromwell had had only two children—Hans, much loved and totally unappreciative, and Elizabeth, not loved much at all. Hans got his German name from his father’s softness for Oswald Mosley, the baronet, philanderer, and British fascist. He liked the sound of a single-syllable Teutonic name followed by his unmistakably Anglo surname. “Hans” was Germanic without all those guttural noises that sounded like dragging up phlegm after a dusty summer day. But the politics of the right or left were not to be Hans’s “thing,” as they say. He was a rogue from the start. He had charm and looks and he knew what to do with them.

         At eight, he was sent to boarding school, Ludgrove, and at thirteen Eton, of course, on the shoulders of his lineage. His academic skills weren’t much, but that was hardly worth noting. He was a success from the start.

         “Elizabeth has the brains. I have the charm,” he became fond of saying by the age of thirteen. “I’d take charm any day of the week.”

         Elizabeth, two years younger, with none of her brother’s smooth sophistication, was not sent to school at all. She had a tutor, a kind and well-meaning woman who knew nothing but Shakespeare. So that is what Mrs. Parsons taught—no maths, no science, nothing practical even, like knitting—just Shakespeare. Charlotte Bromwell did not see much use in mathematics or science for her daughter. Penmanship was good, as were reading and writing. And what better to read and write than Shakespeare? The 1960s were bursting out all over. London was swinging. But Elizabeth’s mother saw nothing odd or impractical in the education her daughter was getting.

         “‘He reads much; he is a great observer, and he looks quite through the deeds of men,’” Charlotte would tell her daughter, as she yanked back Elizabeth’s nest of hair into a tight, taming bun that would hold maybe half the day, quoting Julius Caesar as if she were preparing Elizabeth for the greatest of deeds. And maybe she was. Algebra and calculus could carry you only so far. Shakespeare, well memorized and properly sprinkled in speech, could make you a force.

         Charlotte’s personal contribution to Elizabeth’s education was piano lessons, most often bellowed at top volume. “It’s pianissimo, Elizabeth. Can’t you read?” Or, “No, no, no, forte, pianoforte,” screamed in her own forte. She would run over and bang at the instrument in brutal demonstration or take her daughter’s hands in hers and pound the keys with them. Elizabeth took it stoically and went on tinkling at the keys without expression. She silently plotted the day when she would never have to look at a piano—or her mother—again as she neatly put away her sheet music at the end of each daily practice session.

         Before Hans’s escape from Houndsheath, to boarding school and beyond, he and Elizabeth had been as close as you’d expect children who live miles from any others would be. There was a creek that meandered through the estate before spreading into the marshy, useless pond that would later become such a scandal. They would catch tadpoles and try to fish, without understanding that a fishing pole needed more than a line on the end of a stick fetched from the woods. Their father hadn’t bothered to tell them about such things as hooks and bait, although he would shout out a warning if he was going shooting. Their mother allowed them free and unsupervised rein over the out-of-doors, as long as she did not have to be involved. The governess made sure the children were scrubbed clean of mud and bathed to a ruddy, high polish before meals.

         Once Eton began, such adventures were relegated to summer vacations and spring breaks, and then disappeared altogether. Elizabeth grew up without her brother, alone, unkempt, and fanciful. Her eyes could be wide open but see nothing, as she sunk into the depths of her inner life. She would mutter to herself and make little dancing motions, tiny outward manifestations of the elaborate choreography playing out inside her head. Once Charlotte gave Elizabeth a Madame Alexander doll she had picked up on a jaunt with Gordon to New York, a Scarlett O’Hara in a flowing, green Christmas gown—not that her daughter had a clue who that was. For a time, Scarlett was her best friend—until she reverted back to her Paddington Bear, whose face was smeared with marmalade in keeping with her storybooks. By ten, her favorite companion was Suzy, a sad-eyed, droop-eared hound from her father’s hunting stable. Suzy’s short coat and rubbery countenance contrasted wonderfully with Elizabeth, all hair and arms and legs, sharp elbows and kneecaps going every which way.

         “Oh, Suzy,” she would say as the two sat beside the pond, its sulfurous smell masking the dog’s, “whatever will we do with that big, boxy head of yours?” She would then grab her by the ears and plant a wet kiss on her spongy black nose, thankfully out of sight of her mother and the governess.

         As for Hans, given his station, his choices at nineteen boiled down to Oxford or Cambridge. Naturally, he picked Edinburgh. It put the entire country of England between him and his father, which suited him fine.

         Hans began his culinary adventures with internal organs in Scotland. He quickly learned to discern between true haggis—sheep’s pluck (heart, liver, lungs, suet, and assorted offal) encased in stomach—and the modernized variety squeezed into sausage casing. He pulled off a fine Robbie Burns after a few drams of Glenfiddich.

         
            Ye Pow’rs wha mak mankind your care,

And dish them out their bill o’ fare,

Auld Scotland wants nae skinking ware

That jaups in luggies;

But, if ye wish her gratefu’ prayer,

Gie her a haggis!

         

         He read politics and dabbled in art history, not with any great passion, but he did fine. He also flirted with Shakespeare to please his benighted sister. With enough Shakespearean knowledge, he could tease her at her own game. Besides, he liked the bawdy bits. It was a revelation that Shakespeare thought of the beast with two backs, better yet that the context was interracial, delicious in a household so steeped in Oswald Mosley.

         Hans’s only regret about rejecting Oxbridge was the quality of his classmates. He was certain he could have gotten a richer, better sort of friends farther south, which would have come in handy later. But he did alright. Julian, who came from London via an estate outside Norwich, could be unctuous, but his father had a villa in Tuscany where the help fattened geese for foie gras, mixed up something he called corn porridge and the Americans called grits, and bottled their own red wine. The cold, gray weather of southern Scotland suited Julian’s pallor. His skin matched the sky on its brighter days. His ill-defined chin and sharp nose foreshadowed the jowls that would one day swallow his face and make his neck disappear altogether.

         Simon, Hans’s other best mate, was a Francophile with a father who had left his mother and him in Lincolnshire for a spacious flat in Paris and a posting at the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development, whatever that did. He appeared to do nothing but entertain. He owed Simon for this abandonment, and Simon intended to take full advantage as soon as he could sweat out his exams.

         Vibrant primary colors were in style then, even in Edinburgh: tattered fishermen’s jumpers along with bell-bottoms, ripped at the ankles then enlarged with bright-colored weavings. Long hair was meant to signify freedom and androgyny. But somehow, at least a decade early, Simon was something of a goth. Black, pencil-cut trousers clung to his sticklike legs. His jumpers were properly tattered, but they were colorless and hung limply, as did his hair, which did not so much signal freedom as surrender. Gravity and grease relieved his mane of any buoyancy with which to match the Age of Aquarius. Despite all this, Simon Fellowes exuded magnetism. Women were drawn to him as they were to an urchin that needed their care. He lapped it up, though he was careful not to express too much joy in their affections.

         “All the girls wanted Simon, God only knows why,” Elizabeth said, giving me an appraising glance as she took a deep drag from her Silk Cut. “He’s still a bastard about it.”

         For Hans too, there were women at the University of Edinburgh, drawn to his father’s title, even if the politics attached were frowned upon, and impressed by his posh accent. And since ease was Hans’s most cherished attribute, he didn’t bother much with his female classmates. Edinburgh wasn’t London in the late sixties, but that only made the women that much more eager to please.

         “When they graduated, Hans and Julian—Lord, I can’t stand that one—decided it was time Simon prevailed on his father to ‘mind the gap’ with his poor, estranged son,” Elizabeth said with quotation gestures and thespian inflections exaggerated by vodka. She put a kettle on with a wordless query to me to see if I’d like a cup of tea. I nodded. She continued, “You know, it was all about healing the pain caused by a broken marriage, reestablishing contact between père et fils and getting him a bloody flat in Paris.”

         Gordon Bromwell, settling into his backbench in Parliament, was only too happy to send his wild son to the other side of the Channel, far from the headlines of the Daily Mail. After all, Hans didn’t hide his fondness for an easy lay and Moroccan black hash, not the sorts of dalliances that fit with the politics of a Tory MP preaching law and order to the fed-up folks of North Hampshire. So yes, the elder Bromwell would supply the francs, but the younger one had to figure out what to do with himself in the City of Light.

         “Just don’t look in Montmartre,” Hans ordered Simon. “I’m not bloody Toulouse-Lautrec, staring up dancers’ nostrils. Find something on the Rive Gauche, in one of those little lanes near the Seine—preferably near a brothel. I’ll stare up something, just not a nostril.”

         
              

         

         That opening conversation was exhausting for me, cathartic for Elizabeth. She took up in the morning where she left off late the night before, once she had lured me into the basement laundry room to help her sort clothes.

         “Here, love, tug on the end of this,” she ordered gently as she tried to smooth a weathered slip over an ironing board. Her voice was groggy and a bit slurred from the drinking, but she appeared functional. I blushed a bit, gingerly took the lace hem, and pulled.

         She laughed. “Nothing to be afraid of, dear. No one’s hand has slipped up this in years.”

         As she worked, she talked, racing to fill the airtime before the nurses left Hans’s bedside and called me to duty.

         “I knew damn well I was missing the fun,” she lamented.

         On the occasional breaks from university when Hans felt like traveling home, he would swoop down on Houndsheath like a knight-errant. Their mother would make a fuss, prepare a regal feast with the best china, and dust off the formal dining room. When Hans and Elizabeth were young children, they ate in there routinely, waited on by staff, Hans looking like Little Lord Fauntleroy in his suit and knickers, Elizabeth prim in a stiff dress. But with Gordon more often than not at the pied-à-terre near Parliament and Hans with the Scots, the great mahogany table with its heavy, carved legs had fallen into disuse. Mother and daughter ate instead in the breakfast nook, hardly a nook with its huge square English oak table nudged into a great bay window overlooking an overgrown field. But it was certainly more casual.

         “We weren’t much for conversation in those days, Mum and me,” Elizabeth sighed.

         Charlotte would mainly glare at her daughter, whose nervous manners and vacant stares unnerved her. “Dear God, Elizabeth, chew with your mouth closed. Do you think you’re a horse?” Or, “If you slouch like that at the table, you’ll have permanent scoliosis. Imagine trying to find a husband bent over like a doddering great-grandmama.” Or, “Move your chair closer to the table, Elizabeth. You already smell like bangers and mash from that dog of yours. You don’t want to be wearing your breakfast as well.”

         When Hans was there, neither that setting nor that conversation would do. Around the dusted and polished Louis XIV dining room table with its parquetry inlay, he would regale his mother with witty but chaste stories of university life. Charlotte would be on her best behavior, ostentatiously displaying kindnesses to son and daughter alike.

         Hans would later sneak into Elizabeth’s room to tell of his drug- and booze-addled sex life. It was amazing what a shot of Glenfiddich would do to a town girl who had never been able to afford much more than a half pint of cider or a shandy, he’d tell her. He pleased the girls with his wallet, his accent, and his attention. They pleased him with what was at their disposal, which for Hans was quite a lot. Elizabeth would listen, rocking slowly on her legs, tucked underneath her on her bed, and biting her lower lip as her brother sat on the floor against the wall and laughed at his own exploits. She figured he was too immersed in his storytelling to pay much heed to her squirmings, but he was well aware of the education he was imparting. He felt it was a duty, cheerfully rendered.

         Hans’s stories sent Elizabeth searching for a way out of Houndsheath. A cousin, “Victoria Tunbridge was her name,” soon became her link, however imperfect, to the outside world. Vicki, as she insisted on calling herself, was not nearly as isolated as her Shakespearean cousin. She had gotten through her first set of exams to continue her schooling, but her inbred academic sloth had gotten the best of her before she could complete the exams for university. Which was fine, really. She had graduated to the party circuit, where she had considerably more energy.

         Physically, Victoria—slight, elegant, and effortlessly sexy—was Elizabeth’s opposite, and she quite enjoyed the contrast. Elizabeth’s uncertain presence, her perpetual motion, her 360-degree glances at her surroundings, gave Victoria the confidence of a well-protected politician, and in her more honest moments, she had to admit Elizabeth could be a damned better conversationalist. At a party, she could draw the attention, let Elizabeth do the talking, then let the bloke take her home. By that point, the lads weren’t looking for talk. She found it odd that Elizabeth didn’t mind the arrangement. Of course she did, “but that’s only because she couldn’t fathom my isolation,” Elizabeth said, folding the last of Hans’s briefs, grayed with age.

         In a sense, Elizabeth’s escape was inevitable, especially once Hans had abandoned her altogether for Paris. In Vicki, she had an escort out. In Hampshire, she had a launch pad. And in the summer social season of 1970, she had any number of practice runs, testing the pull of gravity to see how much force was needed to escape the orbit of the North Downs.

         In September, as the party boys headed back to university, Elizabeth plotted her most daring excursion yet. Hans went to France. She would go someplace warmer, Malaga, perhaps, or Majorca.

         “Don’t be stupid and boring. You can be so conventional,” Vicki chided her. “Let’s go to the Algarve.”

         “Where?”

         “Portugal, darling.”

         
              

         

         We were still talking that night, after Hans had retired beneath his blanket.

         “Aw, Mum, have you noticed how serious David looks at you when he’s listening to your stories? You’ve got yourself a real audience for once.”

         Cristina was calling into the kitchen before heading out for the night. She was wearing a diaphanous white chiffon shirt over a tight black miniskirt, bare legs, and sandals, though the fall chill had set in. Behind her was her new boyfriend, who was hulking, six four, I guessed, built, and black, with an almost pretty face. I was doing the dishes.

         “Oh, David,” she said, “this is Kelvin from some city called Detroit. Kelvin, this is our resident Yankee, David.”

         Kelvin had played college ball at Michigan State, I would learn over the course of a few visits, but he failed to be picked in the NBA draft. Undaunted, he was playing for the Birmingham team, hoping to impress the scouts. The Midlands were far from Brighton, but he earned enough money for quick weekend trips. They had met at a dance party at the Zap Club, just off the boardwalk in a cave of a structure built into the Brighton seawall.

         At that first meeting, with Kelvin standing behind Cristina, a wave of self-pity had passed over me; I understood how out of my league she was. It reminded me of the feeling I had had a year before, on a visit to Florence to see a college friend teaching English there. I had arrived in tattered jeans, an oversized sweater, and high-tops, with my filthy green backpack on. I smelled a little. Watching the northern Italian men dressed in their elegance, their hair and nails trimmed perfectly, courting women of absolute perfection, I hadn’t felt so sexually irrelevant since my awkward midteens, when I battled acne and waited for a growth spurt.

         “Birmingham’s a ways from here.”

         “She’s worth it,” he said, and gave Cristina a gentle squeeze around her waist that I tried to ignore.

         “How’s the season going?”

         “Not bad. We’re over five hundred.”

         “What are you averaging?”

         “Twenty-four points, about a dozen rebounds,” he answered quietly.

         “Double double a game? Man, that’s fantastic. You’ll be in the NBA next season.”

         He gave me a dazzling smile.

         “Keep your fingers crossed for me, man.”

         Cristina let her body fall back onto the rock of a man behind her. She crossed an arm across her chest to rest her hand on his enormous forearm.

         “I have no idea what you blokes are on about. Mum, when are you going to make David and me one of those Portuguese dishes from Africa? I think our guest deserves that, don’t you?”

         “I thought you didn’t like those? ‘Reminders of scary times,’ you’d say,” Elizabeth responded absentmindedly. “Food’s like that,” she directed at me, “an instant association with the first time you recall eating it.”

         “I know, but really, I wouldn’t want an adorable bloke like David to be denied foo foo in piri piri sauce,” she sang out, glancing at me from under her thick eyelashes. “David, don’t keep Mum up too late. Mum, you’ve got a test tomorrow,” she said reproachfully. “Have you even cracked a book?”

         She turned her head to Kelvin’s chest, lingered for a moment in admiration, then looked up at him.

         “Let’s get out of here.”

         Kelvin gave Elizabeth a shy little wave. I turned back to the dishes. Elizabeth’s glance lingered on the open doorway as Kelvin’s back faded from view.

         “It’s been a long time since I’ve had a shag,” she muttered.

         Elizabeth took out a drink and a cigarette. If she still wanted company, I would acquiesce. I didn’t relish climbing the steps to my barren little room.

         Elizabeth poured me a shot of vodka along with her own.

         “It’s been thirteen years since the neck snapped. I’m sure you’ve been wondering. Everybody does.” She tapped the ash off her Silk Cut and took a swallow of vodka. “‘Such an injury would vex a very saint.’”

         She paused to enjoy my perplexity. “Baptista, in Taming of the Shrew.” She took another swallow. “But my brother’s no saint.”

         “This might seem very American to you, but do you mind if I ask you about the way you talk? I mean, it’s Shakespearean.”

         “It is Shakespeare, my darling. You don’t know Taming of the Shrew?”

         “I’m sorry. I always mix it up with Turn of the Screw.”

         “Ah, James. I’ll be reminding myself for the next year that you’re a Yank.”

         “James died a British subject,” I showed off.

         “Yes, poor dear. Anyway, Shakespeare is just about all I know, and I know it bloody well. ‘I could a tale unfold whose lightest word would harrow up thy soul, freeze thy young blood, make thy two eyes, like stars, start from their spheres.’”

         It sounded impressive, but I have to admit, I didn’t know Shakespeare. This was the fall of 1988, and my education consisted mainly of liberation theology, Gabriel García Márquez, and a little Faulkner to burnish my southern upbringing, but not a lot of Shakespeare. I had intended to take a course on the Bard the year before, but there was a mix-up, and I ended up with Dickens. Elizabeth’s words amazed me, though—lyrical, expressive, at once anachronistic and timeless. Even disembodied from their context, her little snippets had the power to move, and to grace her with erudition and eloquence.

         “Though I suppose I’ve already started to unfold it for you, you’ll want the whole story,” she said. “‘The true beginning of our end.’ It was all my fault, this.”

         She lit a cigarette.

         “It all started with Vicki, you see, and our little seaside escape.”

         
              

         

         Portugal. The sun streamed through thin, salt-weathered white curtains that undulated in the ocean breeze. The rough cotton sheets were not what Elizabeth was used to, and she had kicked them in the night down below her waist. She glanced over to the twin bed not four feet away and watched her cousin sleeping soundly in her diaphanous nightgown, one strap over a shoulder, one breast exposed, a slight smile on her lovely lips.

         Vicki had entertained the troops well on the journey down, laughing with the businessmen on the ferry crossing from Dover, some students on the train from Calais to Paris, a couple of soldiers from Paris to Madrid, a bemused, dark-eyed Spaniard from Madrid to Lisbon, and a passel of tourists on the final leg from Lisbon to Faro.

         The sun had grown warmer and more intense, the sky a deeper blue, as they moved away from Hampshire. Their parents had given them the money without bother. The girls were twenty now, and a little adventure and independence would do them some good. The Algarve was becoming all the rage among the upper-middle class in and around London. Besides, the fascists of the Iberian Peninsula—Spain and Portugal both—kept a lid on the local undesirables. Elizabeth and Vicki would be safer in Praia da Marinha than on Brighton beach, Gordon thought approvingly.

         Elizabeth wondered if she should wait for Vicki to wake up before heading out. But Sleeping Beauty was not stirring. She brushed through her hair, instinctively pulling it back into a tight ponytail, and hoisted on her one-piece suit, cut low on the hip and high on the chest, a few small flowers breaking up the field of navy blue. Elizabeth’s body wasn’t half bad really, she thought, breasts pert, firm, and youthful, waist trim if not hard, sloping out nicely to hips still on the narrow side. She gave herself a last once-over in the mirror and opened the door to the sun.

         The resort in Albufeira was nothing special, just one of a jumble of whitewashed blocks above an expanse of beach and palms. But to Elizabeth, it was exotic, or at least not British, even if many of the lads and louts swilling bitter in the bars talked football in unmistakable cockney. Her father had misjudged the exclusivity of the Portuguese beachfront, understandable considering how long it had been since he had ventured into the sun. But there were palm trees, an old Latin town square, a few narrow lanes, and enough steeply sloping tiled roofs to maintain the feel of Iberia. The prawns were massive, served with the heads on and no adornment. The ham was blood red, finely sliced with pungent cheese on the side. The Spanish tangerines were divine, and the air smelled of sea foam and salt.

         After arriving the previous night, they had gone to a seaside bar where Vicki had turned heads. Waifish in an almost sheer cover-up (and shivering), she was chum for the clumsy, circling sharks.

         “Vicki, really, how long are we going to stay?” Elizabeth queried, looking piteous after the second hour at the bar. She really was tired. She was beginning to feel sorry for herself.

         “Oh, come on, Elizabeth, we’ve only just gotten here. I like it.”

         Elizabeth had sat at the bar and pouted, watching the men come and go, chatting up her cousin, who deftly deflected the attention of one by turning to another. Vicki was well practiced at this, and with one room between them, she had no choice but to be discerning. And in the subtropical heat, she had no need for a conversational assist from her cousin. Libidos needed no priming on the Algarve.

         With the next day’s sun climbing higher, Elizabeth primly stretched out a knotty, threadbare towel she had nicked from the room. It was not long enough, so she sat with her knees awkwardly bent, reading Portnoy’s Complaint, all sex and American and New York and Jewish and foreign.

         “There you are,” her cousin’s voice broke through.

         Elizabeth looked up at the pink bikini Victoria was wearing, the material gathered at her narrow hips in little macramé rings, the halter top tugging gently at her chest. She swallowed her resentment and smiled.

         “Well, may I join you?” Vicki asked, her hand on a casually jutting hip, her smile self-satisfied.

         The cousins chatted about home, their respective brothers, how jealous they would be if they could see them now, and the boys they—well, Vicki—had met on the way down. The sea was calm. The surf lapped the sand hypnotically. Vicki went silent, pointed her delicate face to the sun, and slipped into sleep. Elizabeth picked up her book and scanned it for the naughty bits. The day passed pleasantly, without the adventure or excitement Elizabeth had expected but as a good holiday should. Her skin browned, then burned, but just a touch, enough to prickle and feel alive. She wandered up and down the beach, sometimes with her cousin, sometimes not, waded into the sea and felt blissfully far, far from home.

         That night, Vicki seemed to find a man to her liking, a young Portuguese business type visiting the coast to assess property for the burgeoning tourist trade. But as the night was giving way to morning, she was taking ill.

         “Excuse me, just for a moment,” she told him with a sweet smile. She casually slid off the barstool and sashayed to Elizabeth, who was nursing a beer and talking to a British student about life at one of the new universities.

         “Liz, would you please come with me to the loo?” she asked, her body as casual as ever, her eyes beginning to panic. They walked off together, Vicki clutching her cousin’s arm, leaning more and more heavily as they approached the restroom. As the door swung shut, Vicki lunged for a stall and exploded in obnoxious sounds and smells.

         “My lord, Vick,” Elizabeth chuckled, covering her face with cupped hands and secretly enjoying her cousin’s exertions.

         “I know, I know,” came a moan through the door. “I am so sick. It must’ve been those prawns we had for dinner, all that cinnamon and pepper.”

         “Not to your English sensibilities, I s’pose.” Elizabeth laughed. Finally, she had something to lord over her cousin, however unexpected—her more rugged stomach.

         They left Vicki’s expectant beau in the lurch, and Vicki, leaning heavily forward, clutching Elizabeth’s arm with both hands, climbed to bed.

         It would be a fleeting sanctuary. For the rest of the night, Vicki didn’t know which end to stick in the toilet, an unfortunate state of affairs for her and the rest of the hall, which shared the WC. Elizabeth slept soundly, content that this was divine retribution. By dawn, Vicki, already wan, was spent. She crawled into bed and slept for the morning, then begged Elizabeth to help her find a doctor.

         There was a clinic not far from the hotel, it turned out. The hotel clerk hailed them a taxi, and once in, her cousin drooped her head on Elizabeth’s shoulder, which was enough to prick her conscience. She laid her hand on Vicki’s.

         
              

         

         João Silva Gonçalves had been making a few halfhearted notations on a clipboard, his stethoscope dangling from his neck. His patient, a barrel-chested old veteran of the Spanish Civil War with arteries hardening beyond a doctor’s reach, sat quietly humming to himself. The man was lonely and looking for company, and Gonçalves had nothing much to do anyway. He listened to the soft whoosh of blood through the man’s carotid artery, as his enlarged heart tried to push the fluid through the thickening plaque. It was a pleasing sound, João thought, not a death rattle but signaling death was coming nonetheless. He wondered if it would be a stroke or heart attack.

         “You know, young fella, I have to confess I fought on the wrong side,” the old man confided. “I didn’t think so at the time. I hated the Republicans. That’s what I was taught. But just think if they had won, if they had beaten Franco and his fascists…”

         He shook his round head, his wattles a beat behind. “How different things would be. You know, Salazar couldn’t have stuck around. Franco gave our own fascists the air to breathe. And look where it got us.”

         The old man laughed quietly to himself. João nodded, unwilling to commit such overt subversion but by no means eager to defend the regime either.

         Keeping regretful old men company wasn’t what he had gone to medical school for. He had been one of the top students in his class. He had been a particularly distinguished diagnostician among the international student body at King’s College in London. He was too young to be this weary, he thought, to sigh, as it were, at his fate.

         The clinic’s one and only nurse stuck her head into the exam room.

         “Doctor Gonçalves, two young Englishwomen are here. Vomiting, diarrhea. Acute dehydration, it looks like.”

         “Both of them?”

         “No, just one. The prettier one,” she said with a sly little wink.

         “Senhor Sousa, I’m sorry, but I must see another patient.”

         The old man flashed João a lascivious smile as he pulled on his trousers.

         
              

         

         The lab room, one of two, was surprisingly cheery, a light peach color suffused with the sunlight that poured into a small window. Vicki miserably pushed herself up to the examining table and sat in exhausted silence. She tried to remain as still as possible. The crinkling of the paper stretched over the cracked vinyl upholstery hurt her head. Elizabeth was glad of the quiet. She perused faded anatomical drawings tacked to the wall, their genital areas prudishly omitted. There was something charming about a repressive Catholicism that reached even into this rural health clinic.

         “Hello, ladies, I’m Doctor Gonçalves,” a voice said in mellifluous but hushed English. João extended his hand first to Vicki, who barely glanced up and did not meet it with her own. He pivoted to Elizabeth without a thought, a gesture she appreciated immediately.

         If she had had to guess what the doctor in this clinic looked like, Elizabeth would have conjured an old man in the twilight of his medical practice, semi-retired but in need of some spare change to supplement his pension. He’d be portly from a lifetime of good eating, or leathery and thin, browned by decades of sun reflecting off white sand, his excess skin hanging off bony arms. She hadn’t guessed she’d be looking at a man not much older than herself, with brown eyes so dark they were almost black. His cheekbones were prominent, hollowing out an olive-skinned face and making his lips delicate as their corners stretched to fill the hollows. Black hair, a lot of it, with waves that defied a comb, sat atop his small, nice head. Elizabeth smiled.

         He lifted Vicki’s shirt to press on her abdomen, then reached around her back, probing with his stethoscope. Elizabeth watched his movements across her cousin’s creamy, hairless expanse of skin, watched as the tips of his fingers sunk gently into her belly, above, then below, then to the left, then the right of her naval. If it had been her, she thought, she would have let out a little sigh of encouragement, a purring, low “hmmm.”

         “I studied medicine in London. King’s College. Hated the place,” the doctor said quietly as he took Vicki’s pulse with bare fingers. He was a little awkward; his white lab coat hung off his shoulders like a shroud. He was not as tall as he looked, but six feet seemed willowy on a man so thin—and young, twenty-seven at most. He must still be a student, Elizabeth thought, a resident, interning for the summer by the sea.

         “You would be surprised how many patients we see like this,” he said, addressing Elizabeth. “Salazar’s revenge. We don’t exactly have the same meat storage standards as you do. It’s justified as free-market principle, but really there’s no money for inspectors. Two bags of IV fluid, and she’ll feel good as new.”

         Vicki had not uttered a word.

         “Ah well, ‘sweets to the sweet.’” He smiled at her, patting her hand as he turned to fetch the nurse.

         Elizabeth unconsciously reached to check that her ponytail was in place, that her unruly hair was not escaping around her forehead, before venturing forward. “Oh, come now, doctor, Hamlet is a bit overwrought for the occasion. Vicki here is not Ophelia.”

         João looked at Elizabeth with a sideways glance. He was not expecting to hear from the escort at all. The patient was indeed the pretty one, although her pallor—a very light green—and her sour expression took some of the charm out of her delicate features. There was something about this other one, though. Her eyes were some searching shade of blue-gray. She had soft cheeks, doughy but not flabby, and a kissable mouth. And she gazed into his face straight on. British women, he thought. Having a reputation for frigidity, born of century-old Victorian novels and etiquette manuals, they could always be counted on to bridle at the stereotype and be quick to buck it. He could imagine, moreover, how frustrated this one might feel in her prettier companion’s shadow, how needy that might make her.

         “Yes,” João said, his mouth turned upward. “Yes, and how would you have known that?”

         “Does a Portuguese doctor quoting the Dane mean to ask an Englishwoman on the Algarve how she knows Shakespeare? And Hamlet, no less,” she asked, straining her tone of incredulity. “If you’re testing me, try something slightly more obscure. ‘Take note, take note, O world! To be direct and honest is not safe.’”

         “Othello, hardly more obscure in this Moorish part of the world,” João responded. “And technically, I was quoting the queen of Denmark, not the prince.” He smiled shyly again and ducked from the room.

         The IV bags took hours to drain. Vicki slowly perked up, sipped water the nurse brought, and took an antiemetic when she felt well enough. The doctor came in to look over her vitals one last time, deliver the discharge papers, and urge her to take a rest—and stick to soup, “not gazpacho either, a clear broth.” They packed up and prepared to leave, when Elizabeth did something she had never done before.

         “Doctor Gonçalves,” she chimed sweetly. “Would you care to meet us for a drink tonight? You can make sure Vicki here is drinking her tea.”

         He wrinkled his eyebrows in misgiving. He was no novice with British women and their forward flirtations, and he wasn’t a bronzed cabana boy, there for the touristas to throw off their inhibitions and grab a taste of guilt-free Latin.

         Undeterred, Elizabeth put on her quotation voice. “‘I have seen a medicine that’s able to breathe life into a stone.’”

         Alright, this is an odd woman, he thought to himself. He knew the type—upper crust, no doubt. She didn’t have a trace of cockney or even middle class in her voice. But she was different somehow, not as put together, not as sure of herself as the well-to-do Brits he had known. Her boldness was a little forced, meant to overcome a truer nature, perhaps a shyness not usually associated with her class. He admired the effort and wondered at the inadequacy. He was intrigued.

         “Where are you staying?” he asked.

         “No Hotel O Peixe No Mar,” she answered a little too quickly.

         João laughed. “I know the place, ‘the fish in the sea,’ a little joke on the tourists, as in, ‘There are other fish in the sea.’ Not my usual hangout. ‘Hither they come, to see; hither they come, to be seen. This is a place for the chase, not the chaste.’”

         Elizabeth gave him a querying look.

         “Ovid,” he said slyly.

         She cocked her head gently and gave him a look of appreciation. “Ovid,” she repeated slowly. “So, nine o’clock?”

         Elizabeth looked at Vicki, who sighed. She had this coming.

         “I suppose I could make that.”

         “Wonderful,” Elizabeth replied.

         
              

         

         João Gonçalves approached the bar, where Elizabeth sat alone. His white shirt ballooned around his chest, a well-worn linen that waved under his arms in the ocean breeze. His jeans were fashionably tight around the waist and edged outward from his knobby knees. His eyes darted, looking at the other men at the bar, a small sign of discomfort with these surroundings. He spotted Elizabeth and walked cautiously, though he had rehearsed his opening line for more than an hour.

         “All’s Well That Ends Well,” he said, half meeting her eyes. “Act two, scene one.”

         “Doing your homework, I see.”

         “I must admit you stumped me back in the clinic. And a medical quote from Shakespeare should be something I have in my bag of tricks. Where’s your friend?”

         “Cousin, actually. She’s sleeping off her illness. Didn’t get much rest last night.”

         Elizabeth expected the doctor’s face to darken at this news. They always did. Not this time, though. He seemed to have no reaction at all. In truth, João Gonçalves figured the pretty cousin was out of his league. He never could see himself as attractive to women. He knew intellectually that a young doctor would be desirable to a certain sort, craving stability and stature if her own position in society was tenuous or low. But Elizabeth’s and Vicki’s were clearly neither. As a boy, he had been gangly and uncoordinated. The park near his home in Lisbon was crowded with his schoolmates playing soccer or playing tough. He stayed away. He feared them, or more accurately, feared their response to him. He was not athletic. He was not funny or silly. Honestly, he was a bit of a mama’s boy, being all that his mama had to live for. He was Maria Gonçalves’s little man, the insubstantial rock she leaned on while his father was out with his latest mistress. She would wake early, at five in the morning during the school year, to cook his eggs and sausage and order his books and fuss over his outfits. Such tasks had given her so much pleasure in an otherwise pleasureless existence that he took it upon himself to enhance her happiness in any way he could, mainly by eating her breakfasts with relish, wearing her foppish little outfits without protest, and studying diligently. All of which helped isolate him from the other boys. Medical school was his sole concession to his father—a thing, it should be noted, he did not do without protest.

         João stared at the girl for some time, trying to divine her appeal. It was not immediately obvious. Her face was oddly featureless, a plain collection of sleepy eyes, weak chin, unremarkable cheekbones, a nose that was slightly too large for its frame. The countenance was slightly sallow, her hair seemed unattended to. But there was a subtle curve of her waist into her hips, and an athletic firmness to her ass; he could imagine running his hand from the base of her spine and resting it there.

         He began to understand that the appeal of this Elizabeth was less the girl than the girl looking at him. Her eyes searched his face as he spoke, waiting for the next word, and her mouth turned up in approbation at his turns of phrase. He felt handsome under her gaze, and it flattered him.

         Elizabeth fixated on his throwaway line, “something I should have in my bag of tricks,” and was equally surprised by her own stirrings. She had focused on his shy manner, the way he averted his eyes before the end of each sentence. But the promise of some sort of expertise attached to the self-effacement sparked some excitement. Funny, she thought to herself, how men are so attracted to the virginal, while women craved some sense of experience. To be taught.

         “What are you drinking?” Elizabeth asked.

         “A Sagres is fine,” he said, “but…”

         He realized he should be the one ordering for them, but Elizabeth had already caught the bartender’s attention before he could recover.

         “Doctor Gonçalves,” Elizabeth went on, “it’s a bit embarrassing to ask, but I don’t know your first name.”

         “I’m so sorry,” he said, genuinely ashamed. “João, João Silva Gonçalves.”

         She offered him her hand, which seemed appropriate to her but which of course was entirely inappropriate. He recognized the gesture from film more than anything else, took her hand, and kissed it so as not to embarrass her.

         “Tell me about your grasp of the Bard,” she continued.

         “Well, I wasn’t only studying medicine in London. I wanted to act. That was to be my life, but my father had other thoughts, and I was dutiful. ‘In time, the savage bull doth bear the yoke.’”

         “Much Ado”—Elizabeth smiled—“and ‘savage bull’ does not exactly fit the man.”

         His love of Shakespeare hadn’t started as a cheap come-on. He read it in Portuguese at first, and it was what inspired him to learn English, so he could read it in the original language. He would never have bothered studying medicine in London if he had not fallen for Shakespeare. The Globe Theatre was gone, but he figured he could still find some of that Elizabethan inspiration. This strange woman was reminding him of that.

         “What brings you to Albufeira?”

         “Isn’t that what I’m supposed to ask you?”

         “Well, you could, but the answer would be obvious,” Elizabeth replied. “But a young doctor, from Lisbon, I’d imagine, educated in London…”

         He nodded.

         “In a little tourist village for the summer, ministering to the likes of my nauseated cousin, it hardly seems like a challenge, much less a career.”

         “It’s something of a summer off, a gesture from my government before it puts my skills to its chosen task.”

         He stopped there, took a long draw from his beer bottle, and looked out over the bar to the sea. The two listened as the waves gently lapped the shore. “Ever heard of Angola? Guiné? The British call it Portuguese Guinea. I’m heading to Africa soon to ply my trade. The Americans haven’t won the hearts and minds over in Vietnam, but they’ve given our own fascists an idea on how to calm down the colonies. ‘How can tyrants safely govern home unless abroad they purchase great alliance?’ With a little medicine, first aid more like it, they seem to feel we can make some allies yet.”

         “Henry the Sixth…Part three,” Elizabeth chimed in.

         
              

         

         João couldn’t decide at first whether this game was captivating or annoying. He really was heading off to war, and it was no laughing matter. Then again, he was entitled to some fun, especially because he wasn’t particularly adept at having it. As he drank more, he found himself giving in to Elizabeth’s Shakespearean advances. He genuinely enjoyed the conversation. They talked of tutors and Tudors, London and Lisbon. They had a lot in common—overbearing, aristocratic fathers, aimless childhoods, a love of literature that threatened to blot out too many other pursuits. Of course, João’s parents ultimately forced him on a path to useful adulthood. Elizabeth’s practically precluded it. Then again, where did it get the two of them? The taxpaying citizen was about to go off to war. The isolated, barely educated one felt like she had torn off her blinders and could do as she pleased.
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