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      For Tom, who mapped the stars for me.
      

   
      
      One

      
      Dis-Location: Introduction (March 1999)

      
      We care greatly about beginnings, need to know where and when we were born, how we met, and at which precise point does longing
            turn to love – and yet searching for the end is as valid as finding the source. For generations men talked of the origin of
            the Nile, the beginning of the Amazon. They believed they had already seen the end, the flow into the ocean, and marked that
            as the finishing point. Their true goal being to score down the exact nature of the start. But that finishing point is an
            arbitrary construct. Is the end of the Nile the spot where the water turns from fresh to salt? What is the salt-saturation
            level at which any one river becomes the ocean? We must be as interested in end-points as beginnings, for it is certain that
            both are required for mapping, just as the finality of death is vital to life. As a species we have made it our work to mark
            the point at which one becomes another. And yet our decisions can only ever be man-made. Whose taste buds will provide us
            with the ultimate definition and dare to say the precise point at which fresh water turns to salt? And then where are we when
            the tide comes in?

   
      
      Two

      
      The man was standing at the window. Cindy could tell he was foreign – his body wasn’t perfect, his clothes weren’t so sharp,
         but most of all he was smiling at the view. True, her friend Kelly’s new apartment had an incredible view both south and west,
         but it was a long time since she’d seen anyone gaze with a tourist’s smile on the pin-prick of red light the statue held aloft
         in the harbour. Cindy watched him watching, her concentration not on the man, or the statue, but on the line connecting the
         two, the co-ordinates that joined them.
      

      
      She had been standing behind the man for a couple of minutes before he noticed her. ‘Sorry. I still find it exciting. The
         statue.’ Then he smiled and acknowledged their hostess hurrying into another room with plates and glasses, ‘I still seem to
         turn up way too early at parties as well.’
      

      
      She held out her hand, a forty-five degree angle to touch, ‘I’m Cindy.’

      
      ‘Jack Stratton. I made a feature on Kelly’s work. I’m a news producer. It’s probably why I’m always early. Never want to miss
         anything.’
      

      
      His accent wasn’t the hard London she’d been expecting. There were other tones, a twist, something not-quite-Lennon – but
         near.
      

      
      He had dark skin, a cool hand. She added, ‘Kelly and I went to high school together.’

      
      
      Jack couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen anyone from his secondary modern. Nor did he want to. ‘You must have got on
         well?’
      

      
      ‘We had no choice. It was Baton Rouge.’

      
      ‘Yeah. Of course.’

      
      Baton Rouge meant nothing to Jack. But he put it away as a possibility for later. The woman in front of him looked interesting,
         he had an evening of strangers ahead, he could always ask her what she’d meant if discussing Anglo-American relations became
         too tedious.
      

      
      Kelly came back into the room, a full glass in each hand, ‘That’s good. Cindy Frier – Jack Stratton. Meet. Talk. Enjoy.’ She
         passed over the glasses, spilling only a little on the shiny floor, and twisted on a bare heel to answer the entryphone.
      

      
      ‘Frier? You’re the one who did that book?’

      
      Cindy bit her top lip. It wasn’t the first time she’d heard this description of herself. ‘Yeah. I’m the one who did that book.’

      
      Cindy – who had loathed her own name from the moment she realised the frothy appellation applied to herself – was understandably
         interested in names. This developed into a fascination with place names – particularly when her father began to follow various
         girlfriends across the nation; Cindy learnt more about the geography of her homeland through his amorous adventuring than
         she ever had in a school room. In time, Cindy embraced her childhood fixation on the naming and placing of things and turned
         it into her career. Cindy Frier became the author of Dis-Location – the function of space over time: Naming as Generation. Usually distilled into the simple phrase – you name it, you make it. And the colonising spirit of every reader thrilled
         at the twenty-first century possibility that they might yet re-make the world in which they found themselves.
      

      
      
      Jack struggled to twist the conversation back to something that made him sound less like a stalker and more like someone who
         just happened to have read her book. The most difficult part being that he hadn’t read it, had just picked up half a dozen
         theories from various articles and programmes.
      

      
      ‘I haven’t read it.’

      
      Cindy noted she found honesty quite attractive.

      
      ‘Plenty of people haven’t. But with the sort of press attention it got, way too many think they have.’

      
      Cindy was twenty-six when her thesis was published. It was written with research and results but also with passion, an awareness
         of the mysticism and history her subject carried. And that was what tantalised the hungry public – measured truths with potential
         magic. Her excitement burned through the paper, across the Internet, filtered through magazines and supplements, chatrooms
         and chat shows. She’d spent eight years in a wilderness of study and come out blinking into the light of a hundred digi-cameras.
         She looked good, answered questions easily and always managed to include at least one nugget that provided a headline. Clever
         girl but not too smoothly articulate – she was perfect media fodder. And she was called Cindy. And she still had young-girl
         skin. And she carried pistachios in her pocket. She was bound to do well.
      

      
      ‘So do you get that a lot?’

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘People pretending they understand what you do?’

      
      ‘All the time. You?’

      
      ‘I make news programmes. They don’t think there is anything to understand.’

      
      ‘Is there?’

      
      ‘It’s mostly just about finding the point of interest. And then following it through.’

      
      
      ‘That’s more or less what I do too.’

      
      Jack and Cindy were saved from getting into any more blatant flirting by the arrival of four other guests, four rounds of
         handshakes and introductions. Small talk magnified by four, six, eight, ten. Dinner was ready.
      

      
      Further evidence of Jack’s foreign status emerged as the meal progressed. He was certainly not a classic Englishman abroad.
         Not the idealised American version anyway. More Mancunian-at-large. But he was clearly British. He didn’t work out, he stayed
         in the city during August and he still couldn’t remember how many martinis it was safe to drink before he fell over. In addition
         to his relaxed attitude to alcohol, Jack discussed occasional drug use as if he was talking about something purely recreational,
         rather than a practice not dissimilar to slitting the throats of newborn babies. To a table of people easily jaded by the
         finest Manhattan had to offer, Kelly’s new friend was a tasty distraction from the treadmill of the acquisition-and-success
         routine.
      

      
      Cindy, who could think of little that was less fun than spending an evening with one best friend and eight virtual strangers,
         had managed to wriggle her way out of Kelly’s last three invitations, but tonight she could think of no excuse more valid
         than a pressing engagement with her latest theory. Not good enough for the woman with whom she’d shared all her school, parent,
         career and lover traumas for the past thirteen years. Kelly’s new apartment was costing most of her salary and she needed
         to give at least two dinners and one party a month to better expose her good fortune – and, vitally, what a fine catch she
         was. Unfortunately for Kelly, while the paucity of straight men had been exhaustively analysed for the past decade – often
         by Cindy – what was yet to be widely catalogued was the lack of available lesbians. She’d invited three possibles to dinner,
         but two were rapidly becoming more interested in each other and the third seemed to have re-discovered her heterosexuality the minute Jack opened
         his mouth. Which discovery prevented the poor girl from noticing that Jack was way more interested in Cindy. Kelly was irritated
         at first but figured she might be in with a chance by dessert.
      

      
      Despite his offshore charms and charming honesty, Cindy had a hard time keeping her mind on Jack. She was deeply involved
         in an internal discussion about points of intersection: dissecting paths and converging roads, tracks running vertically parallel
         to the road above. And while several of the other guests had attempted to engage her in conversation about her work, Cindy
         was far more interested in the tines of her fork. Did they end at the pointy bit she’d used to spear the glazed carrots, or
         where all five joined to form a platter for her oil-drizzled mashed celeriac? Jack, though, found himself wondering if Kelly
         had a copy of Cindy’s book he could borrow. She was clearly different from the others, which made her quite attractive. And
         she was pretty. Which made her more attractive. And when she heard him say he was from Manchester, she mentioned that at college
         she’d had a friend who’d once dated a man who supported Man City. Which made her fucking gorgeous.
      

      
      Now thirty-two, Jack had arrived in New York almost six years ago, wangled himself a green card on the strength of his charming
         demeanour, a passion for his work, and the sister of a friend who worked in Immigration. Jack blagged some, outright lied
         a little more, and launched himself into a brand new career while pretending all the time he’d been doing it for years. He
         relied on his belief that he probably could do the job if only he was given a chance, but that was unlikely to happen at home
         given his parents’ lack of foresight in being a mixed race couple with a working class income and no Oxbridge acquaintances. Any faltering steps he put down to differences in US/UK practice, and when it came to outright mistakes
         he endeared himself to his superiors by admitting fault immediately and taking the new-boy blame. Some people sleep their
         way to the top, Jack dragged himself there on insomniac hours.
      

      
      Jack loved his work and he was driven. Enough to cross the world and set up home in an unknown metropolis where Manchester
         City games were only available in the middle of the night, pre-recorded, on a far-too-expensive cable channel. He was perfectly
         happy to have a few good friends, the oc -casional evening out if he knew the food was going to be good, followed by a long
         double espresso to start the new working day. Cindy loved her work and was driven. Enough to spend most of a meal fiddling
         with her fork and infuriating her oldest friend. She was rarely in bed before three in the morning because she usually found
         that the latest concept occupying her fevered brain was just too damn interesting. Of course Cindy and Jack were going to
         get on.
      

      
      They left Kelly’s apartment together, the under-paid doorman in over-tight uniform dozing at his desk. Jack indicated a car
         parked on a side road. ‘Can I give you a lift home?’
      

      
      ‘You have a car? You really are foreign.’

      
      He smiled. ‘I try.’

      
      Cindy would have been happy to travel home alone on the subway – the journey below the streets was not only faster than the
         stop-start traffic, it also gave her an opportunity to consider the possibilities of parallel lines, both horizontal and vertical,
         finally meeting at a fixed, if random, point. But Jack was smiling and the air was heavy and it was a hot walk to the nearest
         subway stop.
      

      
      They drove up the Westside Highway and Jack tried polite conversation, ‘So why do you live way the hell up here?’

      
      
      Cindy looked at his wide hands on the steering wheel, the thick traffic ahead. ‘I like it. I tutor at Columbia. Have some
         research work at the Natural History Museum. And when I go down to NYU I enjoy the journey. I’m working on an idea about subway
         interchanges and civic paths.’
      

      
      ‘Oh.’

      
      ‘Anyway, I’m not so interested in neighbourhoods, the shops, bars. I care about the routes, how they move, not really what
         they lead to. And I’m happy in my apartment. It’s small and it’s messy and it suits me. I like to feel contained by what I
         do. My place is a security blanket.’
      

      
      What she didn’t explain was that while her public profile suggested she should move to somewhere grander, public profile didn’t
         understand second-publication-tied advances and an income that was only just making headway into the years of debt she’d accumulated
         while turning herself into an overnight success.
      

      
      Then they turned off the highway and Cindy clapped her hands. ‘I love this bit, look – it’s an over-locking grid with a two-road
         interchange.’
      

      
      Cindy explained her reference as she directed Jack to her building. She clarified a little more when he came in for coffee.
         She illuminated her point perfectly when the two of them bent their heads together for a goodnight kiss in her doorway; vertical
         beings, individually turning upper bodies semi-horizontal due to an inner and outside force affecting and directing each one,
         creating in a single moment a unique united point of both axis and access. Eventually pulling away, returned to their original
         parallel paths. And at the point of returning to stasis, left to decide whether repetition of such union should be left to
         accidental or intentional forces.
      

      
      At least that’s what Cindy thought about their kiss. She sent Jack on his way with her home phone number, her cell phone number and her email address. And a request to meet for breakfast on Sunday. Fixed points following an unmarked trajectory
         with inevitable collision as the only certain outcome. That much Jack Stratton understood all by himself.
      

   
      
      Three

      
      On meeting points (March 1998)

      
      It is in our most ordinary actions that we begin to blind ourselves. We place street markings side by side and insist that
            they can never join, they must always run in parallel, stop at the junction, continue on, until we end them with a click of
            the keyboard and a name change, a cross street, a t-junction. But what if we choose not to end that road? It is our naming
            that has given us arbitrary divisions – the right angle at the corner between Texas and New Mexico was not so perfect before
            we agreed it should be so. When we acknowledge that this naming is our own work, we can envisage new ways of looking at what
            we already know. How much further are we then capable of travelling? We could re-place our world if we really wanted. If we
            weren’t so scared by change.

      
      Cindy and Jack thought that change, in the form of Jack and Cindy, looked pretty good. The evening’s journey home from Kelly’s
         apartment became a far lengthier journey to each other.
      

      
      Cindy developed a mild interest in news and current affairs, was surprised by a warmer enthusiasm for British soccer, which
         she learned to call football, and found herself a crosstown route to Jack’s apartment in the East Village that took twice
         as long as necessary and gave her time and content for her thoughts: if one side of Manhattan was East and the other West, what was it about North and South that the city fathers
         believed these compass points to be of less relevance in the naming of their new home? Was it a trans-American thinking, one
         that, while nodding acknowledgement to the South, primarily divided the country into East and West? Was this notion of movement
         imported directly from the westbound journey by the Europeans to the New World? And further, was the trek from like to lust
         and deep into love part of the same path, or would she be required to make itinerary choices along the way?
      

      
      Jack’s route to Cindy was far simpler. He fancied her, he liked her, they had first good and then – with a little more practice
         – great sex. And so he fell in love with her. Simple and sensible.
      

      
      But they did need to make decisions on their journey to each other. Jack’s first choice was not to tell Cindy about his ex-wife
         in England. Initially this was a wise move – in Jack’s experience, most women, confronted with a once-divorced man, saw him
         as a serial adulterer. Or, when he admitted that Nicole had left him, a loser. Six months later Jack realised he couldn’t
         tell Cindy about Nicole until she could trust that, unlike her father, he did not intend to regularly trade her in for a younger
         model. For her part, Cindy chose not to talk about her mother’s serial relationships – five major and three minor at last
         count. She thought it best not to scare him off too soon. They continued making choices, taking new routes, finding themselves
         together with little effort and only oc -casionally faked ease. Things looked good for a continuance of desire.
      

      
      In their second year together Cindy made what appeared to be a definite move towards commitment. Her way of showing she cared
         was to turn down the offer of a year’s secondment to Chicago in favour of an in-depth analysis of the contours of Jack’s flesh. Actually, Cindy was only mildly interested in the
         particular field of study offered in Chicago – laser analysis applied to the already-charted Grand Canyon – and she was well
         aware that she’d have more time to get on with her own research in New York. Nor did she think she could cope with the Chicago
         winter. But she didn’t tell Jack any of this, rightly assuming that her apparent selflessness would give her ample leverage
         to insist on the holiday in England he’d so far been denying her. She got the holiday, though not because Jack felt guilty
         about Chicago. It was the second year of their relationship after all and Jack was already aware of his partner’s manipulative
         skills. There were gains to be made on his side as well. His mother had been complaining about never seeing her youngest son
         any more.
      

      
      Cindy and Jack went to Britain – one week in London, another in Scotland and a six-day stopover in Manchester. (To Cindy’s
         joy, Jack’s mother and father were happily married. Five kids married. Properly married.) They had an uncomfortable first
         night in his parents’ house – sleeping in the space that had once housed Jack’s football posters and the teenage fantasies
         of three boys, with his father’s snores piercing the old pinholes in the wall. Cindy could usually sleep anywhere, immediately,
         for nine or ten hours at a time, but not with Jack fidgeting and moaning and grinding his teeth beside her. The next day she
         discovered the real reason for Jack’s sleepless night. He took Cindy on a surprise visit to meet his ex-wife. Both women were
         incredibly polite and absolutely furious with Jack for not giving them more notice. Time to prepare a speech of female solidarity
         in the face of bloke-ish thoughtlessness. To give Nicole an opportunity to make up a story about the glories of the relationship
         for which she’d left Jack (now past the initial flight of fancy and settled into a dull, immutable rut). An hour or so at least to allow Cindy to change into something slightly more threatening than the old pair
         of jeans – pistachio shells cramming the pockets – she preferred to travel in. There was, however, plenty of time for Cindy
         to notice that Nicole was still wearing the wedding ring Jack had given her. Not on her wedding finger, but definitely on
         her hand.
      

      
      That night both Jack and Cindy admitted the truth of their scheming, leading them to take another route in their re -lationship.
         Promises of future honesty were offered as proof of undying devotion. After the first flush of lust had faded, the occasional
         agonies of total truth easily overcame any problems of potential boredom, leaving them with the basics of desire and friendship.
         Whichever was most enjoyable.
      

      
      Jack left for work at six in the morning, seven at the very latest. He ran out of whichever apartment they’d spent the night
         in, grabbing emails and answering cell phone messages on the way, shoving a dry raisin bagel in his mouth as he jumped into
         his car and out to meet his crew. On a shooting day he’d spend fifteen hours getting in the raw material, hassling and harassing
         both subject and crew until he had enough to cut into a good version of the story. Jack was successful because he never let
         the camera operator get away with just one shot of the victim, or a grabbed walk-away of the conqueror. Two reporters were
         part of Jack’s regular team, several others both queued up and were terrified of working with him. They could make their name
         on a piece directed by Jack Stratton, or they could find themselves in the firing line, the mouthpiece of a harsh truth that
         brought down the shamed businessman, the cheating workmate, the blamed councillor. On days when there was no shooting, Jack
         left the house first thing anyway, eating as he ran, happiest spinning from bed to office to location and back again with no time-wasting in between.
      

      
      Cindy continued to work from home when she could, and to blossom whenever faced with a lecture hall, microphone or camera.
         She did want to write, but it seemed everyone also wanted to hear her speak, to offer her opinions on their interpretations
         of her work, to get her to talk in the slightly stilted, sometimes brusque, and occasionally completely arcane manner she
         was known for. Re-booked for. Her courses were over-subscribed from the moment they were announced. Cindy was too busy being
         successful to get on with doing again what she’d become successful for in the first place. And she was happy to be busy, glad
         people valued what she did, astonished at how much they liked her work, but she was also tired.
      

      
      Cindy Frier and Jack Stratton, both successful and highly likely to become more so as long as they continued to work at the
         frenetic pace they’d adopted up to now. Actually much too busy, but loving the work anyway. And keeping going.
      

   
      
      Four

      
      Cindy didn’t know where she was. This was not normal. She knew how to consider the streets, the conjugation of buildings,
         to follow the unmarked givens that create a location, even when none of the places were named and nothing was familiar. She
         might get lost, but never for long. Not this time. This time Cindy was definitely missing. She thought that maybe she would
         have found it exciting, this fresh sensation of being elsewhere and needing to find a new way back, ought to have been almost
         able to enjoy herself – and probably would have, if not for the pain.
      

      
      ‘The glory of maps and mapping is that what eventually becomes our chart, this thing we call a map, is not static. Most people
         assume the map is an explanation of place, of space. But the map is also a route-plan of time. It is time that we note down
         when we map out a location; time we commit to paper, to disk, to memory even. When I say this river bisects that ridge, I
         am stating a moveable truth as if I believe it might exist forever. And yet we know for certain that one day the hill will
         collapse in a mudslide removing both ridge and waterway. It is an accepted truth that the ground we stand on continually moves
         beneath us. We are not merely mapping place, but time as well. You can only ever chart the individual moment. And it matters
         that you get it right.’
      

      
      
      This was the speech that always ended Cindy’s second lecture. First-year geography and earth sciences majors, the sixty-strong
         group would stare blankly at her throughout the first lecture. Once she’d got past source materials and class times, she then
         gave them a brief overview from Mesopotamia to satellite imaging. While the students waited for Cindy Frier to get on with
         what she was known for – the weirdy hippy stuff with a touch of self-actualisation and a few pistachio shells thrown in –
         she figured she might as well acquaint them with some of the concepts they would return to in the years to come. The course
         requirement was one lecture a week covering the very basics of the subject. Her lesson plan also took in Chinese cartography,
         Greek and Roman world views, and the influence of Islamic mapmaking on Western culture. She further touched on trigonometry
         as truth and the beauty of the spider-silk-strung theodolite. It was just five hours a week with a full weekend’s marking
         maybe once a month, but it gave her a small steady income and a place to experiment aloud with new possibilities of theory.
         For the students it offered a whole lot more. While all around them were succumbing to the twin dances of excess alcohol and
         the discovery that life without Mom and Dad might be almost as terrifying as it was exciting, Cindy’s students had intangible
         possibilities and convoluted theoretical constructs to comprehend – clear proof that university study really could offer the
         staple of a three a.m. conversation. Just as they’d always hoped it might.
      

      
      In each year there were usually a handful of real students. Those who were there not merely to cover course requirements,
         or to use the four-year space to grow up, but consciously present for the process of enquiry. And Cindy loved them for loving
         her subject. The remainder stirred themselves from their hungover stupor long enough to notice Cindy’s good looks, her passionate chaotic delivery, her disconcerting habit of dropping a handful of pistachio shells on
         the desk at the end of the class, and, more often than not, they were forced to acknowledge she had some good ideas. She knew
         how to make her own profession sound like the search for the Holy Grail. Because to her, it was.
      

      
      But not that particular afternoon. That day she paused just after delivering her coup de grâce about mapping time. Stopped
         short where she would normally have launched into a vision of herself and other cartographers as fine-tuned missionaries of
         terrestrial truth. Instead she turned away from the massed ranks of students, back to the white board where she had sketched
         a medieval view of the world – Jerusalem as central point – and tried to catch her breath, fighting against the ragged pain
         cutting down the centre of her chest. Faced away so that she could double over without the curious stares of sixty eighteen-year-olds
         confirming the suspicion that she was about to throw up. Then the pain was too much. She passed out. Vomited. And naturally
         choked.
      

      
      When she woke up, Cindy did not know where she was. She looked down at her right arm – a thin canula was inserted into the
         vein at the crook of her elbow and a plastic bag hanging above her head dripped a clear fluid down the narrow tube and into
         her body. Cindy followed the key line of the gently throbbing blue, pictured the quiet liquid travelling through her arm and
         into her own pathway of blood vessels; arteries and veins taking in something she couldn’t identify, her liquid-hungry heart
         pumping it through regardless. Her body felt stiff and uncomfortable, there were other wires attached to discs she could feel
         stuck to her chest, a monitor to her left, a thin stream of oxygen passing through a nasal canula at her nostrils. Body placing briefly analysed, Cindy turned her attention to the room. Moving her head was difficult, she felt heavier
         than usual. The room was white. No windows. She lay in a high-raised bed, no chair for a visitor, no curtains to draw for
         privacy. She was alone in a quiet room for one.
      

      
      Jack was there five minutes later. Back to stand beside her again and wait until she woke up. Angry with himself for missing
         the moment of the opening of the eyes. Angry with Cindy for being there at all. Angry with fear. Holding her hand and interpreting
         the white room for her. Then he left her again just long enough to announce to the corridor that Cindy was awake. Three doctors
         in almost-white coats followed the young nurse in.
      

      
      ‘You collapsed.’

      
      ‘Why?’

      
      ‘We don’t know yet. Do you remember what happened?’

      
      ‘I remember hurting.’

      
      ‘Where?’

      
      ‘Chest, stomach. All over.’

      
      Cindy couldn’t find body specifics. Sort of her chest. Sort of her stomach. Sort of everywhere, nowhere. She did what she
         trained others to do. Took it one step at a time. Tried to look at the individual moments rather than the whole, building
         from small certainties to a total unknown.
      

      
      ‘I was teaching. It was the afternoon. My class was nearly through. Introduction to the Self in Mapmaking.’ The assembled
         medics didn’t bother to pretend comprehension. This was not new to Cindy. She continued, ‘It must have been ten, five to three.
         Then there was the pain. I couldn’t breathe. I don’t think there was anything stopping my breath, but the pain took my energy
         away – my attention away – from breathing in again.’
      

      
      ‘You stopped breathing?’

      
      
      ‘No. I mean I didn’t know if I could. There wasn’t any intention in it.’

      
      ‘And then?’

      
      ‘I didn’t want them to see me like that. The students. I didn’t want to scare them. I thought I might throw up, I didn’t want
         to embarrass myself. I turned away from them… and then I woke up. And I didn’t know where I was. I still don’t know where
         I am.’
      

      
      They nodded and promised to come back, to keep an eye on her tonight, begin tests tomorrow. They offered no explanations and
         left Jack to make it better. He named the hospital, told her the level, explained about the room. This was closest to the
         nurses’ station, that’s why there were no windows. The drip was saline, in case she was dehydrated after the nausea. He held
         her hand and they traced the route of the ambulance from classroom to hospital. Jack’s journey from work, leaving behind a
         camera crew and nervous reporter. He’d left messages for her parents. The doctors said they weren’t too concerned – they didn’t
         know anything, but as yet, with vital signs stable and no obvious problems, there seemed to be nothing definite to worry about.
         Jack kissed her carefully and left the room to phone the good news to Cindy’s parents, his forced ease at this new turn of
         events fooling neither of them.
      

      
      Cindy lay back and closed her eyes. Much of her work was about the process of understanding – not merely where, but also why.
         But this was not her work, this was her self. This was a new place in which to feel lost. When Jack came back and held her
         hand again, she felt a small degree of safety. Her father’s girlfriend had taken the message and sent her love, her mother’s
         boyfriend had done likewise. Not unusually, the route to Cindy’s parents was indirect. With Jack beside her, Cindy lay still,
         breathing slowly, and eventually drifted back to sleep, comforted slightly by his assurance that he would stay there all night if she wanted, and anyway the nurse had told
         them she would remain under observation for the next day or two at least. No chance of getting lost again.
      

   
      
      Five

      
      Cindy underwent comprehensive testing during three full days in hospital, and then another week visiting various clinics around
         town, and was eventually sent away with a clean bill of health. She was not measurably unwell, therefore there was nothing
         wrong with her. Clearly this could not be true, or she would not have collapsed in pain and a pool of vomit in front of sixty
         first-year students. But, apparently, there was nothing wrong with her. Because the cause of her pain and collapse could not
         be found, it could not be named, and without a name it could not exist. Not as a medical fact. Going home again with no diagnosis
         was in some ways better than leaving with any of the numerous answers both she and Jack were terrified of. On the other hand,
         the uncertainty didn’t make for much improvement to Jack’s insomniac state; his barely-contained anger every time another
         junior doctor raised a questioning eyebrow simply made Cindy all the more certain they were wasting her time, the doctors’
         time and the insurance company’s money. Which was certainly easier to say aloud than giving voice to her own terror.
      

      
      Cindy’s health insurance had paid for the CT scan, the MRI and the blood tests. Jack paid for a round of ordinary x-rays just
         in case. Cindy endured hours being photographed and x-rayed from all angles, spent most of a day radioactive for the bone
         scan, and put up with her own semi-claustrophobia while lying in various ‘stay-perfectly-still-for-me-honey’ poses for the greater good of getting results. She went for a list
         of blood tests that rivalled any acronym-heavy mouthful spouted by uncomprehending actors on a TV soap. She spent half a day
         running and jumping and puffing and breathing hard, all the while hooked up to a heart monitor. By the end of it all, though,
         there was still no answer. The doctors were not saying Cindy had not collapsed, or that she had not been in extreme pain –
         her heart rate and physical state when she was brought into hospital testified that something had definitely happened. They
         just couldn’t say why. Or what. As far as the hospital and doctors and specialists and haematologists were concerned, there
         was no specific cause. And, having tried every avenue they could, the city-wide contingent of health practitioners was forced
         to tell her to go away and forget about it.
      

      
      ‘Forget about it’ was a phrase not easily spoken by a professional body that prided itself on accurate diagnosis as the root
         of efficient treatment. More than most, Cindy understood the dilemma the medical staff was presented with. They had been given
         an incident occurring in a single moment in time and then asked to extrapolate truths from it. Whatever had occurred in Cindy’s
         body had indeed taken place, but where it had come from, and where it was going, were quite different questions which no-one
         seemed eager to answer without some factual base as a starting point. Least of all Cindy, who couldn’t bear the thought of
         being at the mercy of other people and needed no further encouragement to simply ignore what had taken place. Much to Jack’s
         alarm and irritation, once the tests were over and she was sent on her way, Cindy decided to carry on as normal, no rest required,
         no break in routine necessary. She may not have been able to forget about her collapse, but she was determined to ignore it.
      

      
      *

      
      ‘I really think you should take some time off.’
      

      
      Cindy’s top lip twitched slightly but she kept her tone calm, ‘There’s nothing wrong with me.’

      
      Jack hissed back, trying to keep himself from shouting, ‘They can’t find anything wrong, that is not the same as there being
         nothing wrong.’
      

      
      ‘It is to me.’

      
      ‘You’re hiding.’

      
      ‘From what?’

      
      As the doctors had no answer to this, neither did Jack. He tried another route, one that allowed him at least to seem positive.
         ‘We could have a holiday. I could make time…’
      

      
      ‘Jack, you’ve always said you hate taking vacations. “One week off to get over work and one week more to start panicking about
         what they’ll have piled up for you when you get back.” That’s what you said to my father last year when he said we should
         take more time off.’
      

      
      ‘That’s because his idea of a break involved us going down to stay with them. You were very grateful if I remember rightly.’

      
      ‘I was, I am. Once a year with him and the current Barbie is more than enough. But don’t try to pretend now that you’d like
         to go on vacation just because you want me to rest.’
      

      
      Jack acknowledged the pointlessness of his attempted subterfuge and tried again. ‘You could go somewhere by yourself.’

      
      ‘Where?’

      
      ‘The coast for a few days. Long Island? That’s not far.’

      
      ‘I just threw up in front of my entire class. If I don’t get back in there soon they’ll never take me seriously.’

      
      ‘They won’t take you seriously if you collapse again, either.’

      
      ‘Don’t snap, Jack, it doesn’t help.’

      
      ‘Helps me.’

      
      
      ‘Baby.’

      
      ‘Chicken.’

      
      But Cindy was not to be diverted. ‘Stop fussing. It happened, they’d know if it was something that really mattered, now let’s
         get on with it.’
      

      
      Jack stretched back in his chair, scratched at the hair on the nape of his neck – he needed a haircut, the almost-curls were
         starting to irritate him. Cindy watched his obvious body language, his raised arm signalling a clear desire to reach out and
         grab her by the throat and pull her away on holiday, held back by his concern for her. He gave it another go. ‘You could give
         up your class, I’m getting in enough for both of us. Then there’d be more time to concentrate on your own work.’
      

      
      ‘I’d just start thinking about another project.’ Jack groaned and Cindy leant across their half-touched plates to pick at
         his bitten fingernails. ‘I like teaching. It reminds me of how much I still don’t know. It’s a good way of getting in the
         raw ma -terial.’ Jack shrugged and Cindy continued, ‘And you know I never like you paying for me. I don’t want to be looked
         after. It’s not something I’m very good at.’
      

      
      He knew this was true – paternal responsibility in their relationship was something neither of them wanted from Jack. At least
         they hadn’t wanted it. Jack had never wanted it. Until he stood beside Cindy in the hospital bed and saw how pale she was,
         how the wired monitors and artificial veins which pumped controlling liquid into her body dwarfed his normally heroic lover
         and made a girl of her. He was surprised to find himself feeling so protective; in all their time together, despite his in-built
         desire to always make it all right, Cindy was usually two leaps ahead of him and he was running to catch up. Now it was all
         Jack could do to stop himself grabbing her and holding her down, his concern a soft blanket to dampen her enthusiasm and keep her close to him. Tethered maybe, but safe.
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