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    For Sarah B., 1968–1998, for inspiration.


    And for Kathryn K., 1968–2011, for those sad, sad times when life imitates art. I miss you, girl.

  


  
    In eternity this world will be Troy, I believe, and all that has passed here will be the epic of the universe, the ballad they sing in the streets.


    —MARILYNNE ROBINSON, Gilead
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    Maybe there is nothing, ever, that can equal the recollection of having been young together.


    —MICHAEL CUNNINGHAM, The Hours

  


  
    Where Are We Going, Where Have We Been?


    (GREECE: ZORG)


    Pretend I’m not already dead. That isn’t important anyway. It’s just that, from here, I can see everything.


    There we are, see? Or should I say, There they are? Two girls sitting at a café off Taxi Square, eating anchovies lined up in a small puddle of oil on a white plate. Both girls are obsessed with salt. Since arriving in Mykonos, they have ordered anchovies every day, lunch and dinner. As a result, they are constantly thirsty. They carry large bottles of water with them everywhere, written on in Greek lettering, the blue caps peeking out the tops of their beach bags along with their rolled-up beach mats. The curly-haired blond girl, Mary, jokes to the straight-haired blond girl, Nix, that this influx of salt is going to be a turnoff should they pick up any hot men. Mary has cystic fibrosis, and sometimes one of the first clues parents get that their baby has CF is that the child’s sweat is especially salty, so much so that the baby tastes salty on the parents’ lips. Apparently Mary’s parents (who are not her biological parents, so this is particularly strange) share her affinity for salt, because no one noticed that Mary was an odd-tasting baby, and for this reason, along with a variety of other factors, like her ability—unusual in CF patients—to digest her food, the disease was not diagnosed until she was seventeen. Today as they sit at the tiny sidewalk café, Mary places an anchovy on her long pink tongue and lets it lie there while she savors its taste.


    Several postcards lie strewn on the tabletop between them, and Nix picks one up without looking at the photo on the front. Hand trembling slightly from her caffeine-and-nicotine buzz, she begins doodling idly, sketching a box inside another box. Inside the outer box, Nix writes:


    Anonymously Tragic Story of Terminal Illness in Boring Midwest


    Then, inside the smaller, inner box she scribbles in tiny lettering:


    Glamorous Story of Young Women on Holiday in Sunny Greece


    =


    Story Suitable for Chick Flick


    “Who are you writing to?” Mary asks, her hand reaching across the marble tabletop, but Nix withdraws the postcard quickly, abruptly aware that there is no one on earth to whom she could send such a card except, of course, to Mary herself. She knows that if she showed her doodle to Mary, Mary would laugh, and yet Nix finds herself tucking the card into the book inside her beach bag instead.


    “Nobody,” she says.


    THE GIRLS LOITER at this café for quite some time. It is early still to hit the beach, and they have no particular agenda. Mary reads James Michener’s novel The Drifters, which seems a weird choice to Nix, something their mothers might bring on holiday. Nix takes out her novel, too—Couples by John Updike—but instead of reading she stares at the picture on her hidden postcard, tucked between Updike’s pages. She stares at the outer edges of the larger frame until its lines become shimmery and transparent, until its text begins to blur. Then she focuses on the inner frame, the one involving romantic outdoor cafés, bright sun amplified by azure water, beach mats, and banter. Next to their now-empty plate of anchovies, Nix’s English cigarette box rests like a prop to signal that she is the “bad girl” of that narrative. Even Greece itself seems a prop for stories featuring nubile young blonds in sunny locales, generally involving sexual intrigue, female bonding, and madcap adventures. Nix sits, not reading Updike, content to wait for the next reel of this vacation movie to begin spinning. If the encroaching shadow of their usual story—the one involving Mary’s shortened life span and Nix’s thrashing inadequacy to its weight—nags at her, she is relieved to pretend otherwise, basking in the Grecian sun of reinvention.


    She does not yet realize, of course, that neither movie frame scribbled on a postcard will prove large enough to contain them, or shatterproof against everything about to happen. How could she realize, after all? Let the living enjoy their illusions while they can.


    MEANWHILE, THE IMAGINARY camera, abetted by the very real script, has established that Nix is the wilder of the two. What of it, though? Her weakly blinking pride in this fact is perpetually diminished by the chronic illness of the other, so that ordinary acts like going to Greece for two weeks before the start of their junior year of college take on—for Mary—a kind of heroism that all Nix’s wild antics pale beside, as she is not sick, just nineteen and reckless and normal, with all the luxurious frustrations normalcy affords. In two weeks, Mary will return home to her parents’ house in Kettering, Ohio, whereas Nix will spend the first semester of her junior year at Regent’s College in London. Yet even though Nix has been away from home for two years, at Skidmore College in New York, and will not be in Ohio again until winter break, Mary was the one their parents—both mothers and Mary’s father—clucked over when they said their good-byes at the airport, anxiety narrowing their eyes and raising their voices.


    Such moments bring out the bitch in Nix, even though no one, not even Mary’s own parents, could possibly want Mary to stay healthy more than she does. If anything bad happened to Mary on this trip, Nix would die not only of guilt but of misery. Mary is like her sister: a handpicked twin. Several of Nix’s friends from Skidmore are already in London or traveling elsewhere in Europe right now, but Nix was overjoyed when Mary wanted to go to Greece, and so she canceled plans with other, more sophisticated friends so she could travel with Mary. And yet. It is not easy, living in the shadow of someone’s Tragic Illness, so that everything you do seems insubstantial by comparison. Other people in the world would have to agree that this is true.


    Only Mary seems to find Nix’s adventures—or “mistakes,” as Nix’s mother would say—worthwhile. “I can’t believe how worldly you’ve gotten,” Mary says, setting Michener aside and guilelessly taking Nix’s hand across the table. “While I’ve been cloistered in Ohio spitting into Dixie cups, you’ve been, like, having affairs with rich East Coast men and jaunting off for weekends in Manhattan—now you’re off to live in England like some modern-day E. M. Forster heroine, for God’s sake! It’s crazy—all the stuff we talked about when we were little, you’re actually doing it!”


    Nix carefully blows the smoke of her Silk Cut in the opposite direction of Mary’s damaged lungs. Exactly half of her best friend’s imagined scenario is true: indeed, Mary has spent the better part of her freshman and sophomore years of college consumed by learning to deal with her disease, since she’d never learned the ropes as a kid. The other half of the scenario goes more like this: while Mary has been spitting into Dixie cups, Nix has been sleeping with a married English professor who doesn’t remotely love her and developing a coke habit she cannot economically afford.


    Mary’s grip on Nix’s hand tightens. “What I need,” Mary whispers urgently, “is an adventure.”


    Nix says, “Retard, we’re in Greece. This is an adventure.”


    “You know what I mean.”


    “Ahhh,” Nix drawls. “I see. We need to get you devirginized.”


    “For starters, hell yeah.”


    With calm certainty, Nix surveys the crazy white buildings of Mykonos, the glare of the midday sun off the water, thinking how the humidity complements Mary’s curls and that, for a blond, Mary has an uncanny ability to tan instead of burn. At this moment, just to look at her, no one would ever know Mary was sick—though if they did, Nix figures, here in Greece it might only make her sexier, because men love damsels in distress as long as they don’t have to actually rescue them.


    “That won’t be difficult,” she promises.


    THERE ARE MANY beginnings to any story. Maybe the real beginning was the day Nix—then still known as Nicole—bit Mary in kindergarten, during a dispute over a yellow crayon, and they were forced to sit in the Naughty Chair together. They emerged best friends. Maybe it was the night of high school graduation, when Nix assured Mary’s continued virginity by allowing Mary’s boyfriend, Bobby Kenner, to screw her, under the pretext of their shared grief over Mary’s newly realized death sentence, this grief only gauzily covering more violent emotions like jealousy, anger, and fear. Maybe the beginning was Nix’s phone call from Skidmore to Kettering, in which she first uttered the phrase “Greek Islands,” like a siren call, into the ear of her isolated, lonely friend. Or maybe the beginning—on this bright August morning in 1988—has not even happened yet and is still to come, to result from one of the myriad miscalculations made by one or the other of the girls once Zorg and Titus make their entrance.


    But all stories have to start somewhere, so for the sake of simplicity it shall begin here, in two girls’ small pact made over a small café table on a small island, and it will prove to be the beginning of everything.


    THEIR PLAN PROCEEDS smoothly enough. The girls meet two men precisely as such men are usually met: at a bar. Though Mykonos is full of tourists, this bar is predominantly Greek, and so two blond girls stand out as though illuminated by a spotlight. If it had not been these two men, it would have been another two, or another two after that. It is a bar where the likelihood of two blond American girls’ entering alone is slim, but the chances of their exiting alone nonexistent. The girls call this kind of place “authentic.”


    The first two men to speak to them are dark haired and olive skinned, like every other man in the bar. There are, in fact, almost no women in the bar. In that way it is like one of those old-man bars at home in Kettering, where occasionally Nix and Mary and girls like them wander in to make change for a dollar to feed a parking meter, and see man after man on barstools and at the pool table, reeking of smoke and hopelessness. In Kettering, no girl would go to such a bar on purpose because in Ohio there is nothing glamorous about men drinking alone. In Mykonos, however, Nix and Mary feel a thrill at the lack of female presence.


    The preponderance of men is so extreme, however, that Nix is about to poke Mary and quip that maybe they have come to a gay bar by mistake (it being Mykonos, after all). Before she can do so, two dark-haired men are standing in front of them, offering to buy them drinks. The men are both in their late twenties or early thirties and handsome—not just “all right” but certifiably hot. One is taller than the other and good looking enough to be a movie star, at least in the bar’s dim light. Already Nix is thinking that as soon as possible they will have to excuse themselves to go to the bathroom and do rock, paper, scissors over which one of them gets this man.


    Then abruptly she changes her mind. After all, she is off to England to fuck legions of Sting look-alikes who will say sexy things to her in their delicious accents. Therefore, why not give Mary this man, this Greek? The girls sip the wine the shorter man ordered for them, which is thick and sweet, like sherry. Nix thinks of the boy who devirginized her on her senior high school trip to the Bahamas, a boy with hips so slim she could have crushed them between her gymnast thighs, who had a pimple on his jawline, and how, when he thrust, the zit was exactly at her eye level because he kept flinging his head back. She did not have a movie-star Greek on hand to take her virginity, so she did things the usual way. But she is still near the beginning. She will have years of zitless men, British and otherwise, with whom to dilute that memory, whereas for Mary, the beginning and the end will be too close.


    Nix drains her wine.


    In foreign countries, time does not operate the way it does at home. Service in restaurants is slower, and falling into bed with a man is faster. Within minutes of awkward introductions, Mary and the movie star are already holding hands. Mary leans against the solid trunk of him as they listen to a Greek band. A mild buzz beginning to tingle her legs, Nix watches approvingly, smiling. The shorter man reaches for her hand, but she moves it away.


    I mean, really: Just because she’s given Mary the Adonis doesn’t mean she plans to spread her legs for shorty over there. Jeez. Nix holds up her empty glass in a universal gesture, and the short Greek scurries off to get her more wine. This may prove to be a long night.

  


  
    The House of Reinvention


    (LONDON: YANK)


    For those who are lost, there will always be cities that feel like home.


    Places where lonely people can live in exile of their own lives—far from anything that was ever imagined for them.


    —SIMON VAN BOOY, Everything Beautiful Began After


    Arthog House exists so far off the tourist grid it is not accessible by Tube. The fact that Mary ends up living there will later seem nothing short of implausible. Desperate for funds, she answers an ad run across in a transient newspaper, TNT, for a bartending job at the Latchmere Pub. Despite her lack of either a Blue Card or experience, she is hired on the spot, because who else would bother to come all this way, especially a blond American girl? At first she doesn’t live in the same neighborhood as the pub, but then she does. Arthog House claims her as one of its own. It is not what she intended for herself when she came to London, but it is what happens. She will never even see Buckingham Palace. She will never take a single photograph of Big Ben.


    The house—one step above a squat, in that it comes with electricity, crap furniture, and a hairy-eared landlord called Mr. D. who appears every Sunday to collect the rent—is located on a residential street just north of sprawling Battersea Park Road, but south of the Thames and even of the green park proper. It is a park where someday gentrification will give birth to quaint cafés lining the small lake, but during the fall of 1990 it boasts only derelicts kipping on benches. Like a backpacker’s Tara, Arthog House bears a plaque proclaiming its name, embedded just to the left of the front door. If the two-story white stone building bears a clear identity, the small pocket of neighborhood in which it resides does not. According to residents of posh Chelsea to the north, anything south of the Chelsea Bridge falls within the domain of Battersea. To the on-the-dole islanders occupying the estates, however, Battersea begins on their street, Battersea Park Road. Mary’s black pub customers deride their shabby white Lower Chelsea neighbors to the north: laborers, hairdressers, wantonly racist old ladies perpetually pushing shopping trolleys, a United Nations of drug dealers who revolve in and out by the season. Though the clientele of the Latchmere Pub is mostly white, fights regularly break out, its white underbelly majority not at true peace in Battersea, but clearly unfit for Chelsea.


    Arthog House has four bedrooms, one bath, a basement kitchen, and a kitchenette on the upper floor in the sitting room. The three downstairs bedrooms are occupied by a constantly rotating parade of Kiwi males who all work as laborers at a nearby construction site. Every time one of them leaves for Mallorca or Turkey, another takes his place so quickly that Mary has found it pointless to endeavor to learn each new name. The Kiwis also dominate the basement kitchen, although they never seem to actually cook. Since they each share a bedroom with at least one other man, the kitchen, the only place for privacy, has been informally dubbed The Brothel, because it is where the Kiwis go when making it with some local girl, and so its door is usually closed.


    Upstairs at Arthog House, four residents share one bedroom and a sitting room. Three of those four are male, too: a South African, a Dutchman, and an American southerner. Mary, then—the fourth—is the only female in the entire house, a Wendy among Lost Boys. Because she does not realize that here at Arthog House she holds no monopoly on the desire for reinvention, she plays her cards close to her chest. Or maybe that is not even her reason. The truth is, taken outside her habitual environs of the American Midwest, she has little idea who she is. Unmoored from her history, she feels dangerously blank, like a hologram of herself walking around. The reason for this is twofold. First, of course, is the universal principle of unformed youth, which does not even occur to her because twenty-two-year-olds do not feel as unformed as they are. The second reason is more individual, more unique, in that at home she had grown used to feeling important, larger than life, because of the illness that has wormed its way into her previously ordinary existence, bestowing what passes for character on even the most banal of daily activities. Here in London, however, without the manacle of her tragedies, divorced even from her name, her identity feels so light it might simply float away.


    Dearest Nix,


    The lie has grown beyond my control. Like a double agent, I am asked to prove my identity daily, answering to your name even in bed. Weirdly, this is proving much easier than it sounds . . .


    Mary hears her lover’s voice booming into the hallway pay phone outside their bedroom. “Mum, Dad, I’ve joined the circus!” It is six-something in the morning, London time. What time this makes it in South Africa is beyond her ken. Joshua’s voice is unnaturally loud, as though he and his parents are speaking via tin cans on a string from opposite sides of a playground. She envisions his parents (she has no idea what they look like—Joshua has brought no photos) as more elderly than befits their son: the mother with snow-white hair, both parents pressing ears to one old-fashioned wall telephone, though surely they have cordless in Johannesburg. “The flying trapeze,” Joshua cries, his jubilance belying the bruises on the backs of his knees. “No, Dad, it’s not really like that, there aren’t any animals, not how you think of the circus—not, like, fat ladies with beards or three-armed midgets. No derelict drifter types either—practically everyone’s an ex-gymnast like me.”


    Mary muffles a laugh with her pillow. It’s true enough. His circus, composed mainly of Russian and Chinese acrobats who do not speak much English, is a clean-cut, hardworking bunch. Which no doubt accounts for why Joshua rarely sees them outside rehearsal, preferring the “derelict drifter types” of Arthog House.


    “The last male trapeze artist got married and went back to China,” Joshua is saying, “so the girl was looking for a new partner—she came by Covent Garden, and I just happened to be doing my act—” Silence. “I told you this already—” More quiet, the halls reverberating with the concentrated quiet of people trying to sleep. “Street performance isn’t like that here,” he says, voice dropping. “Loads of talented people do it, the tourists come round purposefully to watch—it’s expected, they want it. It’s not charity.”


    Mary rolls onto her side, pulls the chilly sheet over her skin. The bed across the room is empty; Yank must not have come home last night.


    “I am an ex-gymnast,” Joshua says louder, transforming himself with one sentence from a competitive athlete to a circus performer: poof ! In her hazy half sleep, Mary imagines him with giant purple shoes, a bulbous nose, even though the circus in which he performs has no clowns either; it’s not that sort of show. “Oh, that’s a brilliant idea, Mum, why didn’t I think of it? English girls are just queuing up round the corner to marry some foreigner whose been doing flips at Covent fucking Garden for spare change! Let’s see, I’ve got a list of some right here, maybe you can help me narrow it down—would you prefer a blond or brunet daughter-in-law? Don’t worry, I won’t ask your preference for skin color, that’s a fucking given!”


    The phone slams into the receiver, so hard she can feel vibrations in the mattress.


    In the times she’s eavesdropped alone, Joshua has said the word “fuck” to his parents at least two dozen times. Other than that, his phone conversations are not so different from the ones she has with her parents back in Ohio. In essence, they follow the same pattern. The parents demand a return home, and their demand is met with increasingly strident refusal. Whereas his parents get angry, hers tend to cry. Phones are slammed. The routine has ceased to be inherently interesting.


    For this reason, she does not immediately rush into the hallway to comfort her lover. And also, of course, because she is naked in a house full of men.


    Joshua reenters the bedroom. Mary was sleeping when he left, so only now does she realize, peeking through shut eyes, that he, too, is nude—apparently having carried on the entire phone call with his bare ass facing the staircase leading downstairs. His body, darker skinned than most strawberry blonds, permanently colored by the African sun, is lean from his “poverty diet,” but muscles still ripple like waves just beneath the surface of his skin. It strikes her, not for the first time, that only the utter dearth of women in this traveler’s subculture could account for her having scored such a magnificent specimen with absolutely no effort: Joshua courted her at the Latchmere, coming in night after night while she was tending bar, offering to walk her back to her B & B across the Chelsea Bridge after her shift, until dire loneliness finally prompted her to go home with him instead, despite not having touched a male body since high school. The albatross of her held-too-long virginity had become stranglingly heavy, and she longed to be rid of it so fervently that Joshua’s hotness barely factored in—she scarcely noticed it, even, until she was on the kitchen floor of Arthog House, crumbs stuck to her bare back, his serpentine penis striking with a jolt that switched on all her internal lights.


    Joshua had no clue she was a virgin, and thus he felt no compulsion to be gentle. If anything, he fucked like a man running for his life, the electric-eel frenzy of him proving a wordless match to the puzzle of Mary’s own desperate flight. Though they had barely conversed beyond light banter across the bar of the Latchmere, the very next morning she moved into Arthog House.


    Now, returning from his phone call, he tiptoes so as not to wake her. Mary is conscious of telling herself he wouldn’t want her to have overheard his family drama, but really she is afraid to open her eyes. His heightened emotional state might necessitate some response she has no ability to provide. They have been together two and a half months. The fact of their couplehood has seemed to her from the first unlikely, surreal, and temporary. A compilation of ingredients adding up to safe.


    He flips back the sheet and climbs in beside her, their bodies immediately sinking into the middle of the bed. Thanks to their combined weight (and vigorous sex), the mattress collapsed in its center a while back, so that lying at either edge gives the precarious feeling of balancing on a ledge. The bed is uncomfortable for one person; for two it verges on ridiculous. Mary and Joshua fall together, arms and legs crowding, not fitting right. Wordlessly Joshua adjusts her limbs as a nurse might the pillows of a hospital bed, intertwining them with his own until they fit. He has an ease with bodies that no doubt comes from years of being prodded, poked, and spotted by his coach and teammates; though he is not a smooth talker, physically he lacks any of the self-consciousness typical in young men. This preternatural physical authority has become the touchstone of her London life. The smells of his skin—smoke, sex—reassure her, lull her back to a place where she can sleep again, anesthetized.


    But if they make love, the drug will be even stronger.


    Still not opening her eyes, Mary guides his callused hands over the swell of her ass—You bent down to pick up a broken glass behind the bar, and I fell in love with your ass, he has told her on a number of occasions. Then, not trusting even that, she moves his hand between her legs.


    “My fucking mum, the stupid cow.” His words come hot onto the back of her neck. “She wants to know why I don’t just marry a British girl and get dual citizenship so I can join the Olympic team for England. She wants to know what I’m waiting for, I’m not getting any younger, you know.” The venom in his voice seems to be traveling through his veins, his muscles, making his fingers rough. She tries to concentrate on the sensation, to not become derailed by individual words, though abruptly it occurs to her that Joshua’s parents clearly have no idea she exists. This knowledge elicits no particular feelings, despite the fact that she, on the other hand, uses Joshua as a constant excuse to her parents. Staying in England for a man is a paradigm that might make sense to them. Her parents still send letters to her old B & B in Chelsea; she stops by regularly to pick up her mail. They know nothing of Arthog House or why she cannot risk their envelopes addressed to her sliding through its mail slot.


    “I’m never going back there, Nicole,” Joshua swears, fingers still moving, each stroke a morphine pump. “Never.” But Mary already knows this. He is set to leave London on New Year’s Day, departing for Amsterdam, the circus’s home base and first stop on their world tour. “I’m writing my brother and telling him about the stash I buried in the yard—he might as well enjoy it.”


    Were she nursing any doubts about Joshua’s sincerity, this would put them to rest: if he is voluntarily relinquishing his drugs, he must mean business.


    He tosses her onto her back, his body poised over hers. When they make love, Mary often thinks of him shedding his skin, the essence of him remaining intact and whole beneath. Though he refuses, she sometimes begs him to discard the condom, fantasizing about the way his healthy semen would invade her insides, pumping her full of his youthful vitality like a golden, dirty petrol. The Super Athlete and the Dying Girl. That she keeps this irony to herself only increases its erotic power. Her body arches up to meet his; moans form in her throat despite the fact that Joshua’s phone antics must have woken the entire house. Still, noise leaks from her mouth like smoke drifting out from under the cracks of their bedroom door: a warning, a dare.


    Like everything else, the salve of him is running out of time.


    When I walked into the Latchmere for the first time, every single person in the pub was male, from the owner to all the customers. Right away I thought of that old-man bar in Dayton where we went to make change before the Prince concert—do you remember the sad energy of that bar, how it looked like no one inside had seen a woman or sunlight in ages? I thought of the way you sashayed to the bar with your five-dollar bill sticking out between your fingers, your nails painted black and the polish chipping, but you could always carry that kind of thing off, you could wear tights with holes in them and make it look like art. And then of course I thought of Mykonos, and it was like the ground beneath me got wavy, and when they asked me my name I blurted out, “Nicole,” without planning it. Just with that one word, though, right away everything felt different. Like you had opened up your skin for me to step inside and I could be you, brave and sexy and free instead of sick and scared. Of course I was still me, so for a moment I panicked, thinking they would catch me in the lie, but nobody blinked. It wasn’t like I’d claimed my name was Diamond or Madonna, some outrageous alias girls would run all the way to London to assume. They pay me cash at this under-the-table job, so I could have told them anything. I could have been anyone new, but instead I am constantly reminded of you . . .


    JOSHUA AND NICOLE are in the common room eating breakfast before any sane person is even awake—Yank cannot get the hell away from them wherever he goes. Last night, when he came in around 3 a.m., they were already asleep in the room he once shared only with Joshua, and Yank could tell they were naked under their flimsy sheet, its floral pattern almost worn away from the years the sheet has no doubt resided in Arthog House. Yank lay awake, pondering the sheet. For the piddly twenty-seven pounds per week Mr. D. collects (from everyone but Nicole, who never kicks in), he bet his ass the landlord didn’t buy the cutlery, sofas, refrigerators—everything must’ve been here when he bought the joint. Yank wondered how often this old sheet had been washed—how many people had shot their wads on it over the years, how many tits it might have touched. He knew he’d never sleep, then. He’d be up half the night, listening for movements, for anything sharp or sudden enough to have bucked the sheet off Nicole’s body so he could get a look. Instead of playing that game, he went to the common room to crash on the futon, across the room from the sofa where the Flying Dutchfag was snoring.


    He’d gotten maybe two hours’ sleep, tops, when here the happy couple was again, making tea and munching Weetabix cross-legged on the dirty carpet like children playing picnic. Nicole, at least, is dressed now, in the Harvard sweatshirt and ripped Levi’s that’ve been her uniform since the air turned cold. Joshua is already smoking a fatty, so Yank sits up in time for the kid to pass it his way. On the other sofa, Sandor is still snoring, that crazy porkpie hat of his over his eyes, revealing sunflower-colored stubble.


    “You on at the Latchmere tonight?” Joshua asks Nicole.


    “Not until seven. You guys coming in?”


    “Wouldn’t miss it,” Joshua says. He nods at Yank. “Would we, mate?”


    “Money to be made, kiddies,” Yank says back.


    “Don’t go on your own,” Joshua tells Nicole. “I’ll be back from rehearsal by six—wait for me and I’ll walk you over. After what happened to Yank . . .”


    He is referring to Yank’s recent mugging on Battersea Park Road. Some little shits from the estates tried to take his camera off him; when he wouldn’t let it go, they kicked him a few times in the head. Since then, though he hasn’t been dizzy like with the concussions he’s had in the past, something’s not quite right: he keeps walking into rooms and forgetting why he came, and his head’s been hurting nearly nonstop for two weeks. He still has his camera, though.


    “What’ve you got on today?” Joshua asks him.


    Yank sniffs the air. “Hmm. Think I detect a whiff of baking for tonight’s entrepreneurial endeavors.”


    Joshua laughs appreciatively. The hash cakes were Joshua’s brainstorm, though he has scant time to bake them anymore. Joshua and Nicole even thought up a perfect slogan, “Pixie Dust Bars will make you fly,” and made little flyers they distribute at the Latchmere’s weekend after-parties, when at closing time the pub’s owner chases out the prats who have wandered down from Chelsea, before locking in the regulars to party until dawn. Pixie Dust Bars are Yank’s only foray into dealing these days—something about Nicole’s cheerful involvement and bubble-lettered adverts diminishes the sense of risk. It doesn’t even bring in much cash, but Yank likes the ritual of it: the measuring and mixing of batter and hash oil. It’s the first time he’s regularly used an oven in more than a decade.


    “My bag’s getting a mite heavy, too,” he tells Joshua, holding up the duffel that bears all his worldly goods and shaking it for good measure so the loose coins inside clink. “Some of us ain’t in the prime of our lives anymore. Maybe time for some coin-swap action so I can switch to bills and lighten my load.”


    Nicole starts bouncing up and down on her knees. “Oooh, I love coin swap!” she cries. “Can I come?”


    Yank has to stop himself from barking at her to shut up. He’s assumed the fact that she helps him out sometimes with his schemes to be an unspoken secret between them, not something she mentions to Joshua, though he cannot say why, and obviously he was mistaken.


    Joshua, though, chuckles. “How’d this happen, mate? My old lady’s become your protégé for a life of crime.” Before Yank can even answer, the kid has crushed out his hash cigarette and gulped the last of his tea and is kissing Nicole good-bye, quipping, “Have fun, you two outlaws.” Then he’s down the stairs. Everything else around here moves in slow-mo, but Joshua is so fast he could leave a trail of light behind him.


    Nicole continues picking at her cereal, taking dainty sips of tea, like she’s barely noticed his departure. Joshua is always running out of doors these days. He’s got a real salary now, long hours of training. Not that swinging around on a flying trapeze is much of a proper job (though in travelers’ London, it barely registers on the Richter scale of weird), and with the circus full of foreigners, who knows if it’s even strictly legal? But it’s not exactly illegal, which is more than Yank can say for anything he’s done to make money since the mideighties.


    “You’re not leaving this minute, are you?” Nicole asks, eyes darting to the door of the common room. “I have some things I need to take care of first. I could go in about an hour—forty-five minutes if you’re in a hurry.”


    Some things I need to take care of. Like the girl’s got an appointment with the goddamn Queen. “Cool your jets, darlin’,” Yank says. “I’m gonna crash a few more hours. We’ll go when we go.”


    When he gets to their shared room, he closes the door hard. If the rickety old thing had a lock, he’d use it.


    After my diagnosis (A.D., my parents have taken to calling it), sure, I was still encouraged on the surface to do the things a normal middle-class girl should do. Finish college, get a job, even date. But the unpredictable, wilder possibilities of life instantly disappeared, got shoved to another side of a wall and categorized as “too risky” for me. I was to follow the simple, linear trajectory of the terminally ill. No wasted time, nothing that would tax me too much (ah, the mantra of the education major: “Short days, summers off!”). Maybe, if any man would have me, knowing I was damaged goods, I could someday leave my parents’ house for my husband’s. But that was as big as any of us dared to dream for me. The safest route, the life not quite lived.


    The one time I got anywhere close to real adventure, in Greece, you aborted our mission, sent me home like a child who had lost her way in a dangerous woods. But look, Nix, look—here I still am.


    MARY’S FLUTTER DEVICE is in the bedroom. Yank’s slammed the door, and even though Mary lives in there, too—Yank and Joshua have crammed their scant clothing into the dresser drawers and given her the entire wardrobe—Mary pauses at the threshold, intimidated, an intruder in her own home. An intruder in their home. She stands in the hallway, near the foot of the staircase across from the pay phone, waiting.


    In a little while, when Yank has fallen asleep, maybe she can sneak in and get her giant purple rucksack without looking like she is following him or something. Already she’s embarrassed about having invited herself on his outing. She should have held her tongue; then he might have asked her, as he sometimes has lately. She hears jazz playing on the other side of the door, and she knows there’s no reason she can’t just open it, but she stands frozen. She needs to get her rucksack to the toilet like she does every morning after Joshua leaves. Over the running of the bath, she will sit on the floor and blow into her Flutter device, her coughing muffled by the sound of the gushing tap. Most days, she doesn’t stop until the tub is almost overflowing.


    Before arriving in London in August, she’d completed three chest physiotherapies daily to loosen her stubborn mucus, lying half-upside-down while her mother played percussion on her chest and back with a practiced cupping motion, handing her Dixie cups to spit into. Initially, her mother’s tentative touches just mirrored the fear her parents displayed constantly in the year following her diagnosis: walking on eggshells, giving in to spells of covert weeping. For the first time, Mary had felt hyperconscious of her adoption, of the fact that her parents had intended to adopt a normal child but had instead gotten stuck with her, a defective model who would ruin all their lives. In their shell-shocked faces she saw constant evidence of their regret. Slowly, however, this passed, as all heightened states of vigilance do. The past couple of years, Mary’s daily treatments had become casual—Mom gossiping idly about her colleagues with the TV on in the background—even though they still dominated each day’s routine and made her mother endlessly, relentlessly necessary: a partner in the crime of her illness.


    As Mary’s departure for London approached, Mom had begged her not to go, demanding, “But who will help you over there?” Still, it was her mother who’d written out, in her almost calligraphic cursive, a list of pulmonary specialists in London and insisted Mary call one immediately upon arrival. And it was that doctor who introduced her to her Flutter device—not yet approved stateside—and rendered manual chest physiotherapy a thing of her past.


    Who rendered her need for her mother’s help a thing of her past.


    Mary is meant to use the Flutter three times daily, twenty minutes a shot. Instead she uses it once, during the time it takes to run a bath. This is the only time she is alone, and even then there are obstacles, such as getting inside her room in the first place. While Joshua’s work schedule is intense, and Sandor leaves five mornings weekly to sell art in the suburbs, Yank is a nocturnal beast. During the day when she’s not tending bar, he is almost always in the house.


    Sandor staggers past her in the hallway, muttering, “Morning, schatje,” which Mary takes to mean something like sweetheart or sugar in Dutch. Although half-Spanish, Sandor could scarcely look more Aryan with his near-translucent skin, blue eyes, and yellow hair—at least what’s left of it. He takes great pains to hide his pattern baldness, shaving his head and then, bizarrely, for good measure, wearing a bandanna around his skull and covering it with a black bowler. This head gear, combined with his extreme paleness and height, gives him a menacing, neofascist look that his Dutch accent only exacerbates, so that during the early weeks of their acquaintance, Mary was constantly expecting him to utter some phrase such as, Damn, I hate the Jews. In fact, he has become her closest friend in London, confiding in her things he would never disclose to the men, such as the way his father savagely beat him after discovering him—aged thirteen—with his mouth around his best friend’s cock (“We were literally inside the closet, as they say!”), prompting his parents’ divorce. Such as his regrets over dropping out of art school in Amsterdam, and the corresponding fact that he is now, slowly and he believes without a trace, embezzling funds from the art reproduction company for which he works, all in the hopes of going back to school. Last night, Sandor slept in his leather pants, and between that and the morning joint Joshua and Yank smoked in his “bedroom,” he smells like he’s emerged from a nest of testosterone and hash chips. He pads barefoot down the stairs to the toilet, which sits between the first and second stories of the house, and blithely shuts the door behind him.


    Just fucking great. Now even if Mary does retrieve her Flutter, she’ll have to wait to use it. Sandor can soak in a tub for hours, using all the hot water they’ll have that day. But at least the common room is empty now. Mary dashes back to its kitchenette, searching for something carbonated. Brits love carbonation; even their lemonade is bubbly, and she usually stocks the minifridge with it. Carbonation will start loosening her mucus, a preliminary to her eventual PT. She flings back the fridge door. Bare. Nothing but the empty box of milk she and Joshua used on their cereal and some cases of film Yank can’t afford to get developed.


    Shit, shit. She kicks the minifridge, hurting her toes. Nothing lasts a minute in this place. Tears of frustration prickle in her eyes, irrational because Joshua will not let her contribute one penny toward rent—she does not even buy groceries, other than the one time she made eggplant parmesan for Sandor’s birthday—so how could she possibly explain to these men that their casually consuming her lemonade feels like grand theft? Desperation mounting, she races downstairs to the real kitchen. Owing to some tic of British architects, it, like the kitchen in her old B & B, is on the lower level. This room technically belongs to everyone in the house, but protocol has established that she, Yank, Joshua, and Sandor use the common room kitchenette exclusively. As quietly as possible, she pries open the door of the refrigerator and peers inside.


    Predictably, it is full of beer. Although beer is indeed carbonated, she detests it. Never mind: Mary pulls out a can of Foster’s and pops the tab, chugging. She remembers when one beer used to rush to her head like a row of tequila shots, but these days she is a bartender whose customers buy her drinks as “tips”; these days she lives in a house over which a perpetual hash fog dwells; these days she makes it her business to be numb as much as possible.


    Eventually she hears Sandor’s combat-booted feet stampeding down the stairs. “Parting is such sweet sorrow!” he singsongs loudly from the front door. This is their morning routine: He always bids her an elaborate farewell, ignoring Yank as he departs. She is supposed to continue the game by rushing to the front door and kissing his cheek, like a 1950s housewife. Today, though, she cannot see the front door, and doesn’t answer, lest he peer downstairs to find her downing Foster’s before 9 a.m. Somehow her beer seems less acceptable than the fact that Joshua and Yank were smoking hash an hour ago. Sandor of the deranged fashion aesthetic, a semicloseted homosexual and secret embezzler, is clearly in no position to judge her alcohol intake, but when she hears the front door close she exhales relief.


    If she doesn’t complete her PT before Yank’s ready to leave, she shouldn’t go with him. She should take advantage of her privacy and stay back, do a morning treatment and then another a few hours later to make up for lost time. The pollution of London and the smoke inside Arthog House have collaborated so that her mucus has darkened—a sign of a serious infection, though she doesn’t feel ill. Still, the thought of all those meandering, silent hours alone terrifies her more than being busted with beer by Sandor, even more than going into the room to find Yank awake and perhaps in some state of undress, looking at her like he knows she’s a liar. She marches back to the second floor and opens the door, not timidly but with purpose.


    Yank is dead to the world. The ratty blanket pulled up as protection from the weak London sunlight barely reveals hair already graying—unlike Joshua and Sandor, still in their early to mid twenties, Yank is past thirty-five. Too old to be here without it implying something more shady, pathetic, and irrevocable than it does for the rest of them, who are really just kids. Yank’s long legs hang off the edge of his bed, which of course is nothing more than a mattress on the floor. Heat rushes to Mary’s face. This—this sad, aging man—is what she found so intimidating? A jazz tape is still playing, and she presses “stop” to see if he’ll stir, but he doesn’t. She takes the tape out and holds it for a moment in her hand. Jack Teagarden, another artist she’s never heard of. She puts it back where she found it, though she does not press “play” again, merely grabs her rucksack and hurries once more out the door.


    There are so many things I forgot to ask you at the Athens Airport. Like how much of being a woman is synonymous with having to lie. Like why adulthood is a house of mirrors, and every time I turn another corner, collect another experience, the walls just seem to multiply with more versions of me, more secret passageways I don’t understand. Like why I crossed an ocean to meet the man you loved, but haven’t had even half the nerve to look for him now that I’m here. Like why, once today becomes important, “the future” is automatically fucked.


    EARL’S COURT ISN’T one of Yank’s favorite Tube stations because it tends to be crowded and well manned, which increases his chance of getting busted. On days when Nicole runs the coin scam with him, though, they’ve got to hit bigger stations, ones with more than one ticket machine, so today they’ll start out here—at least the machines are close to the exit, in case they have to run. At the stations he usually haunts, where sometimes no one’s even on duty and he can stand for half an hour at one ticket machine, milking it until it runs out of change, he and Nicole couldn’t tag-team. Theoretically they can make twice the money between them, and the girl hands all the cash over to him anyway, so why not use her? Of course in truth, since they have to spend time moving around from big station to big station, Yank suspects the bottom-line earnings are a wash.


    He has to admit, though, Nicole’s great at prep. Her delicate fingers move quick and efficient as a child’s in a sweatshop, wrapping and unwrapping the coins, preparing them for the swap. With Joshua rarely around anymore, sometimes Yank just gets the scale out first thing after he wakes, and he and Nicole pass hours that way: diligently wrapping ten-pence coins in aluminum foil, then weighing the coins and unwrapping or wrapping more accordingly, until each ten pence weighs exactly the same as a fifty-pence piece on the scale. Yank’s always prepared now, keeping the coins jammed in his duffel bag wherever he goes. Even if he trusted everyone at Arthog House not to steal the coins (which he certainly does not), there is no way to know when he may have to make a break for it, so anything important Yank keeps on him, in what Nicole calls his “bag of tricks.”


    The swapping today proceeds routinely, as Yank drops the first carefully wrapped ten-pence coin into a ticket machine, presses “cancel,” and watches a shiny new fifty-pence piece fall into the coin-return slot.


    Repeat.


    At a return of forty pence a shot, doing this a hundred times a day, he’s made a forty-pound profit—a neat two hundred a week with weekends off. More than enough money for basics like food, drink, tobacco, and hash, with a tidy sum left over for luxuries like rent.


    Not heroin.


    It goes without saying that he could make a better living if he went back to dealing, but for over a year he’s steered clear. Most of that time he was on the run, keeping out of London altogether until a particular police investigation died down, and on the lam he found creative ways to put food in his belly if not always a roof over his head. He killed time in Marseille, bummed his way up to Paris and around Belgium, before judging it safe to return to London, so long as he keeps a low profile and steers clear of his old haunts. It isn’t just the cops, but some former associates, too, who might still like to fry his ass for him. Dealing is no longer safe.


    Earl’s Court is proving easier than Yank expected. Still, he nudges Nicole—you’ve got to fold your hand at the peak of luck, before things turn sour—and gestures toward the back of the station, where they quickly swipe their Tube passes in the turnstiles and disappear into the crowd of commuters, jumping onto an approaching train.


    “So I think our resident faggot’s making off with my jazz tapes,” Yank announces conversationally, lingering near the door despite plenty of open seats. “They’re disappearing one every couple of weeks, like I’m not gonna notice. He took my Stan Robinson the other day. Cheap little fucker—he oughta be paying more rent, since he’s got his own room.”


    “But it’s a common room,” Nicole protests. “You and Joshua practically ash your cigarettes on poor Sandor while he’s sleeping on the couch.”


    “Still,” Yank says, hoping to send the girl a message, “he can afford more, he’s got a job.” Then he chuckles to himself. “Least he says he does. I don’t know about you, but I never heard of door-to-door art salesmen where I come from. You ask me, the Flying Dutchfag’s just a few blocks over from where we’re standing right now, in some public toilet with a dick up his ass, calling it commission.” He snorts. “Art salesman. Art of bending over, more like it.”


    “Can we go to West Kensington?” Nicole asks, interrupting.


    They’re on the District line anyway.


    “What for?”


    “What do you mean, ‘what for’?” she says back. “For the same thing we’re going to be doing all day.”


    He knows she can be this way: bristly and smart assed. She’s not a big talker, which suits him fine, but unlike most quiet girls she seems to keep her mouth shut not out of docility but out of an intense secretiveness. She’s also better at keeping her guard up than most of those who actually should, probably because she’s not high all the time—or maybe because her secrets aren’t that interesting.


    “Whatever, Kemo Sabe,” Yank says, rising to get off at the West Ken stop.


    They stand there on the platform. He’s been here before: it’s a sleepy station, often unmanned. Today, though, there’s a guy on duty. It’s not the kind of place you can operate out in plain sight—since they’re the only ones here, the guy’s got nothing else to look at but them. Yank turns to Nicole and says, “Well, better move on.”


    She says, “I just want to look around.”


    To say this seems crazy would be an understatement. Look at what? Even if she were one of those London history buffs, he’s not aware of this station’s having any kind of interesting history. He gives her a look: She is wasting his time. Doing some kind of female thing, acting out with inexplicable petulance to sabotage his agenda. Without another word, she disappears into the station, wandering out toward the road, out of his range of vision. Yank walks back toward the platform. Whatever. Not his problem.


    The next train is approaching by the time Nicole comes running back. “Yank, wait!” she calls, and his eyes dart around automatically to see if anyone’s paying attention, feels for the hundredth time like kicking himself for failing to make up a new alias when he met Joshua and Sandor. “Come on,” Nicole pleads, catching up with him and tugging his arm. “There’s a pub next door—we should toast to the Pilgrims! Yesterday was Thanksgiving at home, you know.”


    Home. Her use of the word doesn’t sit right.


    “Fuck the Pilgrims,” he says. “This isn’t a social outing, girl. I don’t want a goddamn drink.”


    Though, of course, he does. Every day without H is a complex juggling act of filling his body with substitute substances to quell the craving just enough to make it to the day after that. Alcohol is crucial to the mix: so necessary and so absolutely the lesser of two evils that it has not really dawned on Yank that he has become a drunk.


    “I’ll buy,” she offers.


    He sighs. “What,” he says, following her back into the station, out onto the road, “you two-timing Joshua with some bartender from the pub next door or something? I’m not coming along to play your beard if you’re trying to pick up some guy.”


    “Oh, for God’s sake,” she snaps. “Why are you acting like such a lunatic? What’s wrong with you?”


    He blinks. This may be a fair question. He is not sure what’s wrong with him.


    The pub is called the Three Kings, and it’s the kind of overly boisterous, studenty joint he hates. Since Nicole is his regular bartender, she knows what he drinks and goes to the bar and orders them both bourbons. At Arthog House, they always drink Southern Comfort and soda. It’s a habit he, Joshua, and Sandor already had before Nicole came around. Sandor had a bottle of the shit when the three of them met, all stowing away on the same ferry from Amsterdam. After they found themselves cheap digs to share in Battersea, Southern Comfort became “their” drink. They never buy anything else at the off-license, except that one time when Nicole and Joshua got it into their heads to try sherry, which had a creamy, nausea-provoking quality none of them could stomach. At bars, though, no matter where he’s lived, Yank drinks bourbon like he did in Atlanta—like Will taught him to—even if after all his years in London he still can’t get over how meticulously small the pours are, which means he always has to spring for a double.


    Nicole slams back her drink. Her hands are shaky, her face slightly red. Maybe the guy she’s looking for snubbed her. Maybe she’s going to have some attack from whatever’s wrong with her that makes her take so many pills and hide in the bathroom every morning to cough her lungs out. She claims she’s got asthma, and that would explain the inhaler she carries everywhere, but Yank’s known other people with asthma. Even though he lives in a virtual cave now, that doesn’t mean he always has; it doesn’t mean he doesn’t know shit about anything. Asthma doesn’t cover it.


    She stands up abruptly, her drink gone, his still half in his glass. “Okay,” she says. “We can leave now.”


    “Honey,” he tells her, “you are acting pretty damn loony yourself.”


    “I know,” she says. “I know.”


    They walk out of the pub.


    THEY’VE GOT TO go all the way to Victoria Station so they can catch a real train back to Battersea, since Nicole balked at having to walk across the Chelsea Bridge in a little rain. Turns out not to have been such a bad move, though: Right outside a Victoria Station newsstand, Yank sees a sealed box marked Evening Standard sitting unattended. He just has this feeling about it, so he picks it up and carries it onto their train. Once seated, he opens the box with his knife while Nicole half watches.


    It’s full of currency cards. “Whoa,” he mutters under his breath. These sweepstakes pay big, maybe ten grand, to whoever picks the winning number for the next day. Unlike in a lottery, the numbers are not random: the Standard lists clues along with the winning numbers from the past few days, almost like a serialized mystery novel. Americans, Yank has learned, prefer blind luck, whereas Brits like to solve shit.


    “All we need to do,” he explains to Nicole, who is looking out the window now instead of at the cards, “is spread these babies out in numerical order and figure out the pattern. We better get a newspaper, to check out the most recent clues.”


    She says, “Do you ever get tired of the way, everywhere you go, people look at you suspiciously like you might kill them?”


    Yank feels his legs twitch. Maybe the girl got some speed off Joshua and ate it this morning while he was crashing? She is in rare form.


    “How do you know who’s looking? You’re staring out that window in a trance.”


    “The window’s like a mirror.” She meets his eyes in the glass.


    He averts his gaze. He goes quiet, flips through the cards.


    Nicole rests her head against the glass, water dripping from her wet hair. She looks different wet. Generally, despite his natural urge to see her naked since she sleeps in his goddamn room, Yank finds her appearance uninspiring. He was surprised when Joshua took such an interest in her—even more so when he moved her in after one lay. She looks pretty much like a small-town American cheerleader, which he guesses is exactly what she was at home. Since Joshua—with his mismatched clothing and patches sewn onto his jeans, his straggly hair and onyx earring, and his inability to go ten minutes after waking without lighting a hash cigarette—is the type any American cheerleader’s mother always warned her about, Yank knows he ought to feel at least a mild pleasure at seeing these two shacking up together, thumbing their noses at society. He can’t manage it, though. He knew plenty of Suburban Princesses like Nicole once upon a time; he even married one when he was a young Rebel Without a Clue like Joshua. He thought Hillary could balance him, tame him, all those old jokes. Even after Will came home from Nam junked up and twitchy and mean, still he thought he could have both worlds, follow Will’s fire wherever it led, the way he had since they were boys, and then Hillary would put out the flames with cool pitchers of sweet tea, her hands on her hips with expectation, her belly swollen with their child.


    That turned out real well.


    Albeit Hillary was never like this one in bed. Yank’s been privy to quite the show, waiting it out night after night in the common room for the fucking to die down so he can crawl into his own bed instead of bunking with the Flying Dutchfag. Though you wouldn’t think it to look at her, Nicole’s the kind who moans “fuck me” things, who begs for it, then yells like she’s being beaten or transported to heaven. Listening to her in Sandor’s company has robbed the experience of considerable luster, but when Sandor’s not around (where does he go?), sure, Yank’s gotten off good a few times. Once or twice he’s even been roused from sleep by her gasps, sharp with each of Joshua’s thrusts, their furtive, urgent sex six feet away on the next mattress. But by morning, the girl’s drinking tea again in the common room, wearing some cashmere cardigan with pearly buttons, and he barely registers her presence: it wasn’t her he was jerking off to, just a universal sound in the darkness.


    That wild hair is definitely her best feature. When it’s plastered flat, her face is more angular than befits a girl her age. In the train’s window, her profile reflects back at him, sharp and bony without the volume of her curls, mascara runny under her eyes. In Joshua’s too-big biker jacket, she seems a drowned waif. She is, he decides, not even that pretty.


    Yet for the first time, she looks like something he recognizes: something raw and hollowed out enough to match her nocturnal sounds.


    “So they must’ve taught you some math at Harvard, huh?”


    She looks at him at last, but her eyes are glassy like an addict’s, blank. It takes a moment before she seems able to connect to herself what he’s said.


    “I didn’t go to Harvard,” she says edgily, and she turns back to the window, nothing but the blackness of a tunnel outside.


    He snorts. “Figures.”


    He watches her lips move in the glass. “This sweatshirt belonged to some random guy I met in Greece. I never lied about going there—I can’t help it if you made assumptions.”


    “You don’t have to explain yourself to me, baby.”


    “They teach math at other colleges, too,” she snaps, twisting to face him head-on.


    “Really?” Yank says. “I wouldn’t have known that.”


    The rolling of the train. From the corner of his eye, Yank sees the people in their car watching him with caution. Obviously the girl’s all too aware that their stares are not meant for her. No, she’s got somewhere else to go, someone else to be anytime she wants, a college degree even if it’s not from the Ivy League, parents, a home—and though he had those things, too, once upon a time, he could smack her face for it and feel no remorse. She’s just slumming here with them, a fraud like the damn Harvard sweatshirt.


    She coughs, a small hack at first, and then it seizes her body so that her tiny frame jerks back and forth, banging into him as she shakes with the spasms. Like someone living near a Tube station that drives him crazy at first, Yank barely notices the rumble of her anymore. But now he turns to look at her and smiles a little, the smile tight on his face like something new he is trying out. “Bet you start doing that every time poor Joshua tries to put his dick in your mouth, don’t you?” He laughs.


    She shoots him a dirty look, the lower half of her face buried in the leather elbow of the jacket. The cough has subsided, and she inches toward the window, away from the places where their limbs have been in contact. He is aware of her suddenly not knowing what to do with her skin, the way girls act when they’ve gotten close to a man without considering the implications. He suspects that if she were not wedged between him and the window, she would jump up and move to another seat to avoid touching him. In his lap he still holds the box of currency cards; in his hand he still wields the blade.


    Fuck her.


    All at once, her back shakes in a violent convulsion that wracks her body deep as her hand fumbles blindly in her purse for that inhaler—he sees her skinny wrist flicking back and forth to prime it. But when the next cough takes hold, rather than bringing her hand to her mouth so she can suck the medicine in, she gropes in the air like somebody who’s drowning. Her head snaps up as her fingers search madly to stick the mouthpiece of the inhaler where it’s supposed to go. Yank’s eyes travel with the hand and then he sees it.


    Blood.


    Running down her chin, spotting the fragile white of the palm that peeks out from under her leather sleeves. Not more than a few seconds have passed but she is fucking covered in blood all down the front of her body. Yank notices, from the corner of his eye, a woman about his age dressed in office attire jumping to her feet in alarm; hears several passengers gasp. Nicole, too, gasps breaths of blood. “Oh God, oh God,” she sputters in between the bursts, and no one, no one approaches, no one moves forward to help her, because of him, because of Joshua’s jacket, because of his goddamn knife.


    She’s slumped forward, fetal, closing in on herself. He pulls the lapels of her jacket toward him to get her body upright, and the look in her eyes is like that of an animal just shot, not yet dead: hopeless and mad with fear, whites visible above the top of her irises, bugging from strain. He whispers, “Holy shit, girl. What’s going on?” but nothing—she doesn’t even seem to see him. Around them, passengers murmur to one another and a man calls out, “You’d best get her to hospital!” but from a good distance. Blood is dangerous. They look like a couple of killers, a couple of junkies. She could have AIDS.


    It may be the first time in the history of the world that fate has been on his side. The train wheezes to their stop, its doors creaking open in a puff of movement. Jumping to his feet, he grabs Nicole under one arm, the box of currency cards under the other. But in the throes of her cough she’s writhing, can’t walk normally. The box of cards thuds out of his grasp, hitting him in the knee and crashing onto his boots, so that he has to kick it away, cursing, and half drag Nicole to the door fast before it closes. The Evening Standard box rides off with the train, his get-rich-quick dreams with it.


    And then they are on the platform, not captive on a Twilight Zone train car of blood and suspicious stares. Beside him, she coughs and gulps air, blood gushing from her mouth in sporadic spurts like water from a fountain. Battersea is a sleepy station, a “nobody who lives here goes anywhere” kind of place, just the kind of gateway to invisibility and anonymity Yank was looking for when he returned to London. They are on the platform alone, her slumped on the ground. His heart races like a bullet.


    “Nicole.” Higher than his usual voice. “What do you need? An ambulance?”


    She waves her arm at him in agitation, and he doesn’t know if she’s dismissing the idea, if she’s even trying to communicate with him or just flailing around. Who knows how long an ambulance might take to arrive anyway? She could bleed out before it got here, if that’s what’s happening—what the fuck is happening? Another cough overtakes her and she spews a fresh, dark handful. He feels his body inch back involuntarily, like a kid recoiling from a bug, and when she looks up, her expression is venomous, transforming her more profoundly than did the rain. Though he has heard her climax, though he has seen her bare limbs in the dark thrashing out from under Joshua’s duvet, though he has her blood on his hands, he has never seen her before this moment.


    “Go,” she commands, no geyser following the words. “Fuck off, leave me alone.”


    And he turns. Not the answer he was expecting, but yeah, in his vast experience with bodies spewing blood, leaving is always the best course of action. He can call an ambulance from the pay phone in the hallway at Arthog House, and if no Good Samaritan has come along by the time it arrives, the medics will take care of it. Take care of her. He pictures himself explaining to Joshua—not that he owes the kid any explanations, not that Joshua will be around much longer anyway—how he came home to make the call, to get help. That Nicole told him to go.


    Already she is no longer looking at him. Her head rests on her knees, so that he cannot see her eyes, only the pale, tender zigzag of the part separating thickets of her hair. Through the rips in her jeans, blood dots the rough skin of her knees like Rorschach splotches. A breeze starts up—could be another oncoming train, more passengers to help her out, or could just be the onslaught of winter. He goes to her, pulls her resistant body up under the arms, and picks her up like a baby, starts carrying her toward the exit though she resists, pushes at his chest.


    “Cut that the fuck out,” he says low. His hands shake. And remarkably her arms, crackly in the leather on which her blood is drying cold, encircle his neck, holding on.


    When the gene for cystic fibrosis was finally isolated last year, the form of the disease I have was classified as a “mild” genetic mutation. I guess that accounts, among other things, for my functioning pancreas, that Holy Grail among CF patients, an organ that, by failing to fail, kept me from being diagnosed for so long. Even before I came here, when my mom was freaking out about how I shouldn’t travel alone, Dr. Narayan kept telling her that my lungs were in “remarkably good shape” for someone who’d gone seventeen years with no treatment. He said I was “entitled to sow some wild oats” and that she should let me go, not that she could have stopped me. He told me to enjoy myself.


    See, mild, get it?


    MARY HAS LOST track of time. Forever, it seems, she and Yank have been on this street, heading back from the train station, as though Battersea Park Road is a treadmill that never ends. At first, Yank tried to put her down to walk on her own, muttering, “My back hasn’t been the same since those goddamn park benches in Marseille,” but her legs felt floppy and her steps so tentative and frightened that he scooped her up again, taking long strides like a short-distance runner who knows he’ll give out soon and is trying to cover as much ground as possible, fast. Sometimes she’s conscious of his grip on her—leather on leather—but other times he recedes so that she’s only floating, dizzy, the sky spinning above. Every now and then the blood sets off in a violent spurt, metallic and hot in her mouth, and if she panics and tries to inhale too fast after the cough’s grip loosens, she breathes the blood straight back in, and it feels like drowning. Even when no blood comes out, she and Yank jerk at each isolated hack like shell-shocked vets starting at distant fire.


    Outside the front door, he finally sets her down on her feet, leaning into her with his hip as though expecting her to crumple. Mary thinks of her mother balancing grocery bags while searching for house keys in her purse. This, then, is what the body comes to: an inanimate object to be balanced between stone and hip. Yank flings back the door, catching her fast before she can topple into the foyer. The place is a ghost town by day, no sound. The staircase beckons menacingly as Yank guides her, one hand under her armpit. Her hands, gripping the wall for balance, leave bloody fingerprints behind them.


    Then here they are. In the room they share, though they are strangers. Already her mind is reeling, calculating the damage. Joshua’s jacket, which thank God is leather and can be wiped clean—she can run it under the tap if she has to, claim the jacket got drenched in the rain. The stains on the stairwell can be removed simply enough. She shrugs the jacket off, voice ruined, rasping, “Hold this,” and once Yank takes hold of the jacket, the imperative of hiding the evidence seizes her, sends a jolt of energy through her muscles even though she’s still seeing stars. Recklessly she pulls her sweatshirt off, turns it inside out so that the blood is still visible but less wet, and lays the inside-out garment on the carpet like a tarp. She tries to strip off her jeans, too, before she dares to sit on her bed, but she loses her balance, falls backward in her underpants and bloodstained bra, legs flying skyward, still tangled in the pants. Yank is staring at her with naked confusion. She jerks her legs in his direction, less dizzy now that she’s horizontal, mumbles, “Help,” and he steps forward and pulls the tangled Levi’s off her feet along with her boots. Underneath, her socks remain remarkably free of blood, still tan and pristine. She dares not touch the bed with her hands.


    “We’ve got to get rid of this,” she orders, aware of the hysteria creeping through her hoarseness. It is on the tip of her tongue to beg him to find a trash bag in the Kiwi kitchen and just dispose of her bloodstained clothing, but then she remembers the sweatshirt. The fucking Harvard sweatshirt. Her hands lower to her face. “Oh God,” she whispers. “I’ve got to get to a launderette.”


    Yank crouches down on his haunches, at her level now.


    “I hate to break it to you,” he says, almost cautious, “but you ain’t going anywhere. Listen, girl, you think this joint’s never seen a little blood? Calm the fuck down—you oughta keep still.”


    As if on cue, she bolts up in a cough, blood flowing both out of her mouth and down her throat at once, choking her. Too late, the fresh spurt spills down her fingers onto Joshua’s faded floral sheets. And then tears are running down her face, sobs wracking her back, even though they’re lubricating everything and making it worse—she can’t calm down, can’t stop.


    “Okay,” Yank says, loud. “I get it. You don’t want Joshua to see all this—whatever this is. But listen to me—” When she doesn’t look up, doesn’t respond, he takes her chin and lifts it to him. “Baby, you gotta get a grip. First, we stop the blood. Is there some way—you say you don’t want a hospital, but if you don’t want to go bleeding all over your boyfriend’s bed, maybe the ER would’ve been a better —”


    “My bag,” she says, gesturing toward the wardrobe with only her wrist, afraid to move again, afraid to breathe. Yank releases her chin, goes to the wardrobe. Above her purple rucksack, her clothing hangs, clean and orderly on hangers, like the clothes of a normal person. Yank pays them no mind, pulls the pack out roughly, and tosses it at her feet. She holds up her bloody hands, and he moves forward again, and with one motion he unzips the main compartment. She watches his eyes take in the minihospital inside, and slowly he begins to extract the contents. Her Flutter device. Albuterol inhaler, locked and loaded. A plastic bowl, like one that might be used to pour water over a baby in a tub. A stash of antibiotics in their orange prescription bottles, endless vitamins. Dr. Narayan’s typed certification of Mary R. Grace’s fitness to fly, though she notes with relief that Yank’s not taking time to inspect the fine print. His eyebrows arch questioningly, though, as he holds up a plethora of Dixie cups, as if when she packed she thought cups were unobtainable in England . . .


    Then finally, what she is looking for. She grasps it with greedy red fingers: a large container of codeine cough syrup.


    Yank whistles low. “Damn. That looks like the kind of wicked shit I’d like to get my hands on under better circumstances.”


    Her fingers shake; she can’t get the childproof cap off the bottle. Yank opens it for her and hands it over, but even then she can’t swallow, coughs the sticky red-orange liquid and more of her own blood all over his hands. He is covered in her blood, of course. He’s long since stopped recoiling from it the way he did at the Battersea train station, though she hadn’t noticed until just now how he’s not even flinching as it hits him, how he’s treating it like water. Wordlessly he holds the bottle to steady it and puts his other hand on the back of her head to keep her still, too, and in this way they manage to dump some of the liquid down her throat.


    Twice more, each swallow bigger than a whole recommended dosage.


    She closes her eyes. Though it’s too soon for anything to have taken effect, her lungs already feel less spastic, less desperate to contract. Minutes pass, the world receding behind her shut lids, and when she opens them again she is for the first time conscious of sitting there in her underwear, conscous of Yank’s hand still tangled in the back of her hair. Almost violently, she jerks her head, flicking off his hand. He stays crouched, still watching her with those ice-blue, serial-killer eyes.


    She should stand up to dress now while she still can, but what’s the point? The jig is up. Already the cough syrup is at work to sedate her, rendering a rapid cleanup of her bodily crime scene ever more out of reach. You should’ve seen it, Yank will say when Joshua and Sandor get home. She was like that scene from Carrie, man, a goddamn bloodbath. And Sandor, who is something of a pussy, will pucker his face in disdainful concern, while Joshua, kind and at ease with bodies, will want to help, will say, Why didn’t you tell me? But to any extent that illness can be romantic in concept, at the end of the day mucus and blood are the opposite of sexy. Joshua will pity her now, not desire her—will be repulsed that he has been making love to a walking corpse. Balancing the baby-bath bowl on her knees, Mary gives up, coughs some blood and phlegm inside.


    Yank says, “What do we do now?”


    But she only clamps her eyes shut against him once more, longing for the reprieve. For the codeine oblivion that can take her outside the grotesque mess of herself—far, far away from here.


    IT TAKES YANK five minutes to walk to the estates, which are closer than the Latchmere or he’d go there. The black kids loitering outside could be the same little shits who kicked him in the head and tried to steal his camera, but for this kind of transaction that doesn’t matter; in this kind of transaction, enemies are friends. They don’t have anything on them, so they point him to one of the flats. Her blood’s cold and stiff on his shirt and jacket, his movements jerky like the Tin Man in need of an oilcan. He sees one of the younger boys gaping at the sight of him, but nobody asks. Who’d want to be an accomplice to the things of which he is obviously capable? The cat who opens the door he knocks on is white, a mild surprise, though he’s got dreads and is wearing a Rastafarian-colored shoelace tied around his throat like a necklace, a dirty feather sticking out of the knot. He takes one look at Yank and gets down to business, barks at his old lady and a couple of café-au-lait-tinted little girls to let them alone. No offers to taste the shit together, or talk mishaps and music to kill some time: today they want him out as fast as he wants to leave. It’s why he didn’t wash her blood off in the first place. In a cool twenty minutes he’s back turning his key in the door.


    Back to where he left her half-naked, clothes in a pile on the carpet, head lolling onto her red-tinged knees. For just one moment before he opens the door to his and Joshua’s room, fear grips him: What the hell was he thinking, leaving her alone? Who knows what might have transpired while he was gone? Then he opens the door and sees her, still slouched against the wall. She could be dead, but no, at his weight on the mattress she opens her eyes, and all her earlier faces—the venomous woman of the train station, the dying animal of their long walk home—are gone. She smiles like a child at a father, serene.


    “We’re going on a little trip together, darlin’,” he tells her.


    “Where?” she asks foggily. She more topples over than lies down, her tiny body curled fetal on its side. She’s trembling from a drop in blood pressure, a loss of blood, the aftershocks of trauma—who knows? Yank shrugs his crusty jacket off, clumsily maneuvers the bloody sheet out from under Nicole to cover her up, his knees pressed against her abdomen in the thoughtless way their bodies first touched on the train. He hasn’t forgotten she’s there yet—hasn’t forgotten the jut of her clavicle, the curve of her ribs, the shadow of darker hair through her flimsy panties—but she’s no longer the thing he wants most in the room. He’s pretty sure that’s not why he’s doing this, but he wouldn’t bet his life on it.


    He’s pretty sure the matter was decided in the broken way her head recoiled from his hand, the harshness with which she spat into her little plastic bowl, the hopeless turning away of her bloodshot eyes. In those gestures he understood all he needs to about her body’s betrayals. And though he’s got little to offer her or anyone, the one thing he could think to do was to say without words, I’ll take your shame and raise you one. At least whatever’s wrong with you isn’t your own damn fault.


    He has been carrying his paraphernalia around since his exodus from London a year and a half ago, just like she carries hers—the way an agnostic might still carry his grandmother’s rosary, just in case. His hands shaky, too, from the energy of shifting one desire into another, Yank pulls his old spoon from his bag of tricks and clicks it against the orange bottle of her cough syrup.


    He toasts, “To the Pilgrims,” loads the spoon, and begins to cook.


    She watches him heat the heroin, her eyes as innocently curious as his son’s on the rare occasions he bothered to give Hillary a break and warm the baby’s bottle. This girl watches him this same way, as though when he’s achieved the right temperature he may spoon-feed the dose right into her mouth. Instead, when the tourniquet goes around his biceps, he sees her eyes flick down to her own puny girl-arm, no veins even visible, and then her fingers reach out to touch the strong, ropy veins that pop from his skin, throbbing with ugly, beautiful life. Her fingers are cold, and he notices her teeth chattering, too. Just before the needle’s pierce, he lets himself lower down next to her, his longer body pressed against her smaller one, and from somewhere far away, he feels her trembling cease.


    Then he doesn’t give a shit anymore about being a reminder of how low she could go, who else she could be—he didn’t do this for anyone but himself, this one perfect moment, sliding once more down his own rabbit hole, soaring through his own private sky, riding his own long-lost wave. Never as good as the first time, but he’ll take it, thank you, God, you evil fucker, he’ll take it.


    His skin’s gone fuzzy, he can’t say if he’s touching her or anything. Time does not exist. Air buzzes around them, electric.


    “My name is Mary. Mary Rebecca Grace.”


    Her breath rattles like a baby’s with croup—like his son’s that endless night before Hillary finally reached the doctor on the phone. The boy was fine in a few days, yet déjà vu knocks the wind out of Yank like a punch so that for a moment he doesn’t comprehend her words.


    “I have cystic fibrosis. I’m less than a year away from the typical life expectancy for people with my disease.”


    And then he does give a shit.


    He turns onto his side, lifts her limp hand from the mattress, and shakes it with one soft jerk. “My name is Kenneth Blair,” he says. “I’m wanted for the murder of a dealer named Shane O’Leary. I didn’t kill the bastard, I just dumped his useless body in the Thames. He was my best friend. If I were a better man, I would’ve killed him, but I’m not.”


    To his surprise, the fucking girl smiles. “Excellent,” she drawls, pulling her knees farther in against her ribs. “Stick around and maybe you can do that for me, too.” Her finger wags aimlessly, like maybe she’s parodying her mother back in Ohio. “The walking dead should never travel without someone who knows how to hide a body, you know.” She giggles, but it fades fast into something mirthless, airless. “Poof.”


    Hard not to kiss her then, except that he might suffocate her. Hard not to put every part of him inside her, except that they’ve got work to do.


    It’s hard to focus when she’s quiet, too. Yank holds his body immobile as a statue, still straining to hear his boy’s fragile breath, but pretty soon he has to roll his ankle—three, four times compulsively—waiting to hear a crack. At the sound, he’s a little jarred to notice her still there next to him, head lolling, eyes closed, dried blood coating her pale skin. And all of a sudden he can’t stop looking. Even when she opens her eyes and watches him, shame doesn’t matter anymore; he can’t remember this high up why it ever did. He shifts her knees off his ribs, sits up, and fumbles for his camera.


    “You mind if I take some pictures of you, baby?” But he’s already clicking a test shot, not waiting for her answer, shifting a little so that the thin light from the filmy window won’t overexpose and dilute the color of her blood. She throws her head back trying maybe for a laugh but loses track of it, flops onto her back, nodding like she’s the one who just shot up instead of him.


    “Whatever floats your boat, Desperado.” Voice croaky. Already tears are sliding a river into her hairline, leaving weak tracks in the red. Yank knows the tears are not about him, even if he wishes they were. His heart hammers in time with the shots, fast, fast, fast, trying to catch her trail of tears, but soon she’s zoning too far in her own narcotic stupor to make them anymore. Even when she’s asleep he keeps clicking; at one point he rearranges her limbs so she’s fetal again and still she doesn’t stir. It’s only once the light shifts—a sign that the others may soon return—that he makes himself chuck the camera back under some clothes. Time will be running out.


    “Someone to hide the body, huh?” He laughs louder than when anyone can hear. “Who knew you were such a freaky little bitch?” But he’s only talking to himself, like the born-again junkie he is. Soon enough—though not before taking a slug—he will cap her orange syrup and put it back into her rucksack. He will bring her baby bowl to the toilet and rinse it in the sink, watching the red insides of her swirl down the drain until it’s white, then zip that into her bag, too, placing everything back in the wardrobe under her neatly hung clothes. Soon enough he will open up his duffel bag and shove all her ruined clothes inside, noting a faint tinge of red on the carpet where they once rested but deciding that you’d have to be looking for it and that in this place—in places like this—no one ever is. He will soak a facecloth and, after that proves insufficient, a dish towel, methodically wiping the dried blood from her face and hands, though he will not be able to remove it fully from her fingernails or the tips of her curls; he will debate, then decide against, trying to get it off her bra, underneath which her nipples are stiff from water drying cool on her skin. He will contort her cleansed body inside Joshua’s Led Zeppelin T-shirt, though when he strips the sheets, there will be no new set to replace them with, so he’ll just leave Joshua’s mattress raw and unexplained. As he works, his body will hum productively, the lactic acid that burned his arms earlier from carrying her now forgotten, so that he feels young and without pain, though he was never really young enough that pain wasn’t involved.


    This will come later, though. For now, camera securely hidden, he reclines on the island of their mattress, listening to her breath more carefully than he ever has to any jazz riff. She rattles like a broken space heater, no trace of his son anywhere now. She’s merely a car engine that won’t turn over, some failing machine. In any merciful world, there would be a way he could simply reach out and flick the switch to off.


    It’s so easy to hide things from people who don’t want to know anyway. Joshua and Sandor came home, and Yank gave them some tale about how I was sick from our first batch of Pixie Dust Bars, how I threw up on my bed and he stripped the sheets and sent my “useless ass” to crash. I heard his flat, lying voice and closed my eyes again and imagined his story into being. The smell of burning hash oil permeated the house. Sandor clucked concern but I wasn’t sure if it was over me or the cakes. Finally Joshua came in and sat on the side of our bed, smoothing back my hair like a mother, and though I have been nurtured before, too many times, something rose in my throat so I almost told him everything then. Instead, he pushed up the Led Zeppelin T-shirt Yank had dressed me in and lowered my underwear around my knees like a snare. Maybe in case I planned to throw up again, he turned me onto all fours, and without a word, with Sandor and Yank still talking low in the common room, rode me so hard my head hit the wall. I started coughing into the pillow, but thank God no blood came up. Still, when I began to moan, Joshua covered my mouth and whispered, “Control,” and slid a sock (whose?) between my teeth to bite down on, continuing his frenzy. I knew I should be pissed. I knew that somehow he’d figured out there was more to Yank’s story even if he couldn’t fathom what, and he was punishing me, just like you were on the ferry when you made me swallow that gross bath-cube candy. But I wasn’t angry. I thought of Yank on the other side of the wall, taking in the pounding, and I knew Joshua and I were both screwing for him in a sense. That all over the world, men and women are fucking for people not even in the room, and I bit into the sock and coughed and cried a little, and as soon as he came, Joshua stood and zipped his pants, then left to sell cakes at the Latchmere. I thought Yank would stay behind but he went.


    What if he had stayed behind? Or maybe that is only a story I’m telling myself.


    Lately Joshua has taken to regaling me with South African fables. When he returned from the pub, drunk and smelling of a world of men, he twined his body around mine on our sunken mattress and whispered, “In South Africa, this bed could be dangerous.” Then told me the legend of the Takoloshe, a demon some superstitious blacks in his country think sneaks into homes at night to steal souls. In reality, he said, the deaths are caused by gas leaks in faulty, old-fashioned stoves, which is why believers say the demon is tiny. His eyes were bright as he explained, his hand trailing circles on my stomach. Yank had not returned to the flat with him, though I heard Sandor puttering around next door. Joshua kissed my neck over and over again, and I knew he was apologizing even though he didn’t need to. He whispered to me as if telling me an urgent secret, “The ones who die are always those closest to the ground.”


    But Nix, I already know that is a lie.


    IT HAS BECOME a matter of now or never. Clutching London A to Z (zed!), Mary rides the Tube to West Kensington and disembarks, an excited dizziness overtaking her the way it might a devotee of Virginia Woolf upon arriving at Bloomsbury Square. Turning left out of the station, she walks the few blocks to one of the places she crossed an ocean to see. Ten Archel Road, the flat where Nix lived for four short months. The building is white stone, not so different from Arthog House, unremarkable. Mary cannot go in because she has no key, but she stands outside imagining Nix rushing up and down its steps on crisp fall nights, buzzed and smelling of pub smoke, perpetually searching for her keys. Nix being Nix, in high-heeled boots and her swingy camel coat, hair flattened by London rain.


    Mary sits on the steps. There should be more to do here, but what? She avoided coming for so long that the coming itself has taken all her reserves, leaving nothing for gesture or ceremony. Through her tights, the December cement is cold on the backs of her thighs. She gets up.


    Around the corner she looks for the Indian restaurant, and there it is. There it is! She expected a takeaway joint (Nix mentioned getting her meals to go), but no, the place is upscale if also gaudy, decorated in heavy reds and golds. Through the window, the woman at the hostess stand is unexpectedly beautiful, elegant, serene. She can see the woman returning her stare, so she nervously rushes inside.


    “Hi!” The word comes out too loudly and the woman jumps, as though Mary may be concealing a gun. “Is Hasnain around?”


    The woman’s sphinx face is blank. “No.”


    “Oh! Well, I’m a friend of his—can you tell me when he’ll be working?”


    The woman says, “There is no Hasnain who works here.”


    By the way the woman has said it, it is clear what she means, but Mary cannot let the smile of anticipation off her face. She cannot admit what she is hearing. If it is not this Indian restaurant, then which one can it be? There are hundreds in London, and this one is around the corner from Nix’s flat, just as Nix specified in her letters. She says brightly, “Hasnain doesn’t work here anymore? Do you know where he works or how I can get in touch with him?”


    The woman looks very young, really, no more than her early thirties. Suddenly Mary realizes how delusional she was when she walked in—she had assumed herself face-to-face with Hasnain’s mother. There is no way this woman could be the mother of someone older than Nix. She feels unhinged. The woman is right not to trust her.


    The woman says, “There is no Hasnain.” She has not spoken slowly, but Mary hears her as though through underwater.


    Later there will be no memory of leaving the restaurant. She will ride the Tube, transferring at Earl’s Court and heading to the Baker Street Station, then veering right (past the shop where Nix purchased cappuccino every morning on her way to class?) until she reaches Regent’s College, inside the majestic Regent’s Park. There is a zoo in here somewhere, but Mary does not see it. She watches swans wandering around, wondering if they are the same swans Nix mentioned in her first letter describing the school. Ah, the magic of London! Nix wrote with the irony of a traveler more experienced than she really was. Once, Nix climbed a fence into the college grounds after hours, when the gate was locked. Mary is not sure what Nix was doing that for; she cannot remember if she ever knew. She was with her flatmates, girls who have graduated by now and are home with their own memories of Nix—of Nicole—and no memories of Mary, whom they have never met.


    Mary is exhausted. Since her “major hemoptysis” (as Dr. Narayan called it on the phone), there has been no more blood in her sputum. Still, she does not feel the same. All week she’s been afraid to use her inhalers, to thin anything out lest she start bleeding again. She found herself making excuses to Dr. Narayan: how smoggy London was, how smoky the air of Arthog House and the Latchmere. At last, she ended up blurting out, as if to a priest in a confessional, “I’ve been skipping my PTs—the house where I live is so crowded, it’s just hard to find the privacy to do them.” She pronounced “privacy” the English way. Silence expanded on the other end of the line, and her cheeks burned. Dr. Narayan sighed. “I thought you were smarter than this,” he said, his clipped accent not unlike the mysterious woman’s in the Indian restaurant. “I thought you understood there is no way we can help you unless you’re willing to help yourself.”


    Until the night of blood, Mary had not felt truly ill since the infection that led to her diagnosis at seventeen. Now, heading back to the Baker Street Station from Regent’s Park, her ragged breath and clammy skin shame her, her body revealing its ugly truth. Waiting for the Tube, she leans against a wall, trying to stay out of the way of flextime commuters, when an announcement comes on the PA system that the Bakerloo line has been delayed owing to a “body on the tracks.” Mary looks around in disbelief, but no one else seems to have registered the news. Londoners calmly read newspapers or munch a Cadbury. Soon the train comes anyway, the body no doubt having been unceremoniously removed.


    Next to her in the crowded car is a trendy boy, hair dipping deeply over his left eye, jaw sharp as a knife beneath the curtain. “Does this happen often?” she asks him. “Delays because of . . . uh, bodies on the tracks?”


    The boy laughs, one short bark. His breath smells of smoke, and momentarily Mary imagines burying her face in his chest. “You have no idea!” he proclaims, almost proudly.


    Apparently, all over London, commuters are hurling themselves to be electrocuted and run over, but nobody minds. It would be in bad form to make a fuss.


    She changes trains at Earl’s Court, rides back to West Kensington. Outside, the sky is dark now. She needs to go back to the Indian restaurant to ask the real questions. Were there former owners? Has Hasnain died? Moved away? She has to find him.


    Outside the station, the Three Kings pub dwarfs one corner, beckoning as it did the day she rode here with Yank. Nix would have seen this pub every time she went to and from the Tube, which would mean—though none of the letters mention it—that she went there at least occasionally or, let’s face it, probably a lot. The Three Kings is the antithesis of the Latchmere, the crowd well heeled, sparkling clean. Girls drink wine and half pints of cider. Guys are loud but in a good-natured way, so familiar in their bland good looks that Mary doesn’t feel strange entering alone. The pub is gigantic; nobody will notice her amid the commotion. If people look her way at all, they will think her friends are at the bar getting drinks; they will think she is waiting for a date. She sits at a table with her cider.


    She is on her second drink, wishing cider were more carbonated so that it might help break up the mucus in her plugged chest, when the bartender makes an announcement. “We’ve had a bit of a bomb threat,” he explains, laughing. “Er, better evacuate, yeh?”


    Mary jumps up as though her seat is on fire. Again, though, it is as though she imagined the words. Brits sit at their tables casually finishing drinks. Some laugh. The roar of the pub makes individual sounds indistinguishable. A few people head lackadaisically to the door. This, Mary realizes, is their idea of “evacuation.” She races for the exit. Only a handful of the vigilant—probably American students—cluster on the sidewalk.


    She heads back in the direction of the Indian restaurant, but the moment she sees the mouth of the Tube station gaping at her, yawning its smell of train exhaust and escape, she runs in and swipes her pass, bolting down the steps. As if fated, the train is waiting, doors slung open, a clipped British voice reminding commuters to “mind the gap.” In the car, Mary grips the silver pole in front of her, hands slick against its surface.


    On the wall is a sign warning passengers not to open or touch any unattended parcels, but to notify the Underground staff immediately and leave the train car.


    In Kettering, Ohio, if you find an unattended handbag or parcel, you are taught to open it, looking for a wallet with ID. In Kettering, you would call the owner up and offer to drive over with the lost items. Perhaps in New York City, you look for the wallet intending to steal it, but you open the parcel just the same! It is 1990. Nowhere in America would anyone think an unattended package might contain a bomb.


    During her time in London, Nix sent exactly four letters. In none did she mention that the city was dangerous, littered with bodies on the tracks, bombs on the Underground, pubs on the verge of explosion. She wrote only that she could walk alone at night without fear. Nix bragged, like recent expats are wont to do of their new environs, that nobody owned a gun.


    As though everyone they knew in Kettering possessed firearms!


    Nix’s last letter was different from the others, which had an impersonal quality, like a travelogue. The final installment, by contrast, was breathless and giddy, if paradoxically the briefest. In it, she announced that she was in love. Though her mother had no idea, she was not returning to Skidmore for the spring semester but coming back to London immediately after the New Year. She had “big news” to share, which Mary feared might be her engagement to the mysterious Hasnain, whose surname Mary never learned. Nix wrote, I’m sorry for how I’ve acted, though it had felt impossible, during the anxious months before, to pinpoint precisely how Nix was acting—exactly what seemed off. I can’t wait to see you again, she ended, signing that final letter in their childhood code, BFA, for “best friends always,” which the other letters had mysteriously withheld, employing the far more impersonal sign-off, Love.


    Mary holds her face into her A to Z, hot tears darkening and buckling its pages. The vibrations of the train make her heaving shoulders shake unevenly. Her mother was right. Though she initially came to London like a detective to follow a trail, after two years, whatever she hoped to find has evaporated. Nix is gone.


    And all around her, London is burning, but nobody else has noticed. Even Nix.


    Four months doesn’t sound like a long time, but for me it has been another world. In this world, I’ve been to the Tate after eating a slice of hash cake, where I listened to Yank and Sandor argue over Dalí for hours. I’ve made love with Joshua on the sloping concrete of an underpass where part of Pink Floyd’s The Wall was filmed, where they now hold drag races. I’ve been to a reggae pub in Lambeth where Yank had his pocket picked by a tattooed prostitute who gives him freebies sometimes but must have decided she wanted back pay. I’ve danced on the Latchmere bar during “afters” so wildly that I fell, giving myself a bruise on my thigh the size of a grapefruit, while the regulars cheered. I’ve watched fireworks for the Queen Mum’s birthday and braved the notorious Notting Hill Carnival (no riots this year!), and I’ve come to understand that British toilet tissue is too rough for use after sex and the myriad things this implies about England. I’ve attended parties where the guests were from at least eight different countries but basically everyone was a dealer, and when an old geezer from the West Indies asked, “Love, what are you doing here, who’s looking after you?” I was set to protest that I am an independent American woman who requires no looking after, but Joshua came forward and said, “Thank you, umkhulu, I’m keeping her safe,” and I realized all at once that I don’t know the first real thing about him. It’s too much work being you, Nix, but maybe I am not quite me anymore either. I’ve done nothing I came here to do, met no one I came here to meet, and still I’ve become someone new.


    YANK AND JOSHUA are on the floor of the sitting room passing a hash cigarette back and forth. Tomorrow is opening night. For the first time, Joshua will do his trapeze act in public; he has gotten them free tickets, and after the show there will be a party for the circus members’ family and friends, though most have no people in London. Yank was not particularly hot to attend, but Joshua pleaded, “You’ll dig it, high-wire acts and the Chinese swing—just your speed, all high risk,” until he shrugged his helpless consent. Lately he feels weirdly connected to Joshua, a strange sense of responsibility for the kid. He always liked him fine—better than he liked most people—but there’s more to it now. Like he and Nicole are conspiring somehow to protect him.


    Joshua inhales, holds.


    Yank says, “Buddy, this here’s an intervention. You’re gonna drop that flying Chink on her head, you keep this shit up.”


    Joshua laughs appreciatively. “Oh, plenty of people at the circus smoke,” he says, as though Yank were alluding to the health of his lungs. “Just like gymnasts.”


    “You ever afraid you’ll fall?” Seriously this time: he really wants to know.


    Joshua chokes on his next drag. “Fuck, yeah! I’m always scared shitless on my way to work. I think, What the hell am I doing, eh? Gymnasts are constantly injuring themselves—everyone has surgery all the time, we’re all scarred and stitched up like Frankenstein. But I was never worried. I’ve been doing it since I was small; it’s like riding a bicycle to me. But the trapeze, bloody hell! The thing is, though, once I’m up there I can’t focus on anything but what I’m doing, what comes next. It’s the same as gymnastics that way—there’s no room for fear. Like, nothing else exists.”


    Yank ticks off things in his life that have ever offered such primacy of experience. Taking photos when he was younger, in New Orleans, New Mexico, California. The kind of fucking that comes after a hot-and-heavy pursuit. In other words, not a damn thing he’s done lately, except heroin. Even now, his heart is not in the passing of this joint. He would like to go into the toilet and shoot up, but he has to wait until Joshua fucks off to the Latchmere to pick Nicole up from her shift. Other than her, no one here knows he is using again. Even among circus freaks and skinheads, a junkie is a liability, and who knows, he might be asked to leave. So he hides his habit, though like the girl with her disease he no doubt leaves clues; no doubt the others suspect. He pulls the hash into his lungs hard, but it will never do enough.


    “I’m going to ask Nicole to come with me,” Joshua says, grinning behind the smoke. “You’ll have the room to yourself in a month. Cheers for putting up with us, mate; I know we’ve been a pain in your ass.”


    This, then, may be the last of the man he has been: his past put on notice. Since he started using again, he’s been telling himself daily to split, just disappear, but his body won’t obey. When Nicole and Joshua leave London, though, whatever it is that’s holding him here will be broken, and he can leave, too. Yank will at last recede into travelers’ subculture lore: who knows whatever happened to that cat, a hard-ass dealer up Camden Town way who was thought to have snuffed his best mate? One more month to keep hiding his habit in the bathroom. Another month more to listen to the sounds of their lovemaking from the other side of the wall.


    “You take good care of her out there on the road,” he tells Joshua. It is not all he wants to say, yet even this much is a transgression in his world: telling another man how to treat his woman. But no, Joshua’s not that kind, not the type to rankle.


    “I lost the first girl I ever loved because of my own careless stupidity,” Joshua says solemnly. “Believe me, I won’t make that mistake again.”


    The cigarette is dying, just smoke between Joshua’s fingers. Yank takes a deep swig of Southern Comfort. What a fucking name. There is not one damn thing he can remember that was comforting about the South.


    “In my country,” Joshua continues, “relationships between blacks and whites are illegal, you know. Of course it’s only the blacks who actually get arrested. Which is, like, pretty much a euphemism for killed, everyone with a brain knows that. Except fucking me.”


    On the tape player, “Ramble On” blares. Yank looks at Joshua, at his fresh, unlined skin, and realizes to his surprise that he knows this story already, though he has never heard it before. This story has been the subtext every time Joshua looks at Nicole with such singular devotion, with a gratitude that belies his age and chick-magnet physique. This story has hovered in the shadows every time Joshua mixes Nicole’s Southern Comfort and soda before his own; every time he has served her a larger portion of vegetables and rice than she can truly eat and waited until she pushes it away before finishing her food himself. Somehow, this story has even been implicit in the freaky way Joshua addresses the old, strung-out, toothless geezers from the estates with respectful Zulu greetings, as though they know what the fuck he is saying—as though he is atoning for something, proving something wrong in the absence of the thing itself, as though those black faces have anything to do with him. Already—all along—Yank has imagined Joshua’s youthful body twined around the willowy, darker limbs of that other girl. He can see that girl in his mind right now, and he wants the needle even more than before.


    Still he asks: “They killed her, man? She’s dead?”


    “Nah, she got off lucky.” Joshua looks down. “She just lost an eye.” He stares at the cigarette burning into his fingers. “I’d known her forever, like, since we were fifteen—my coach’s maid. Who knows, once she could walk again she might even have gone back to work, if he still wanted her with the eye and all. He was fucking her, too, but that was all right, see, because she didn’t want to fuck him. Rape is perfectly acceptable. Just not love.”


    “I hear you,” Yank says simply. “The year you were born, what, sixty-eight, sixty-nine, I was a teenager in goddamn Georgia. It ain’t South Africa, but I remember those days, too.”


    And absurdly it strikes him that this is the most he’s said about his own past in years—that this whole conversation is a transgression of sorts. Because the men of his worldwide pack have come here (wherever here is—Taos, Marseille, London) devoid of pasts, searching for new lovers, siblings, and comrades, all at once. If they ever strike anything, it is only fool’s gold. He who cannot learn from the past is condemned to repeat it, or some such shit. He waits, afraid of what may come out of his mouth next.


    Joshua, though, is nodding fiercely. “The guys who did it, they were my teammates. Our coach was like our god. It was like I’d broken God’s windows and pissed on his bed. I did that to her, you understand—it was my carelessness, my ego. I thought I could trespass on God, and they taught me a lesson.”


    “Buddy,” Yank says, or maybe he is not Yank anymore, “you ever tell Nicole this story?”


    To his surprise, Joshua laughs; the sound makes Yank jump. “Fuck, no,” Joshua breathes. “Some romantic story, eh? What girl wants to hear a story like that?”


    Once, a couple of months back, Yank walked in on Joshua and Nicole jumping up and down on their shitty mattress chanting, “Ah-so, jump!” over and over again, giggling and holding hands. Nicole seemed embarrassed, but Joshua had cheerfully explained that they were wondering whether, if the entire country of China jumped simultaneously, the earth would move. It was late, but still Yank had stormed to the common room, growling, “You better tone it down or I’m gonna kick both your dumb asses,” slamming the door hard. How could anyone be so damn young they’d never even seen a cheesy kung fu flick, didn’t know the saying was from Japan, not China? These kids were too young to know jack shit about anything. “Grouch!” they called after him, undeterred. “Scrooge! Cranky old man!”


    And he has just been too long without a woman is all. He has been too long on the run, even when he stays in one place. It has simply been too damn long since he’s made jokes holding someone’s hand, since he laughed into the night instead of getting up fast and putting on his pants—too long since he’s made anything but war, since anyone on this earth was truly his.


    “Nicole’s not just any girl,” he tells Joshua. “I think she might surprise you.”


    But the joint is no longer smoking, has died out right against Joshua’s skin, become ash. “I came here to start fresh,” Joshua says vehemently. “Me and Nicole, we can go anywhere we want. We’ll be moving from country to country, so that shit about having to go home after six months won’t apply. We can see the whole world, and someday, when I get too old for the circus, we’ll just pick the place we liked best, someplace quiet where we can have a garden.”


    Yank says, “That’s some plan.”


    Joshua’s shoulders shake. His breath comes shuddery. “Yeah,” he says. “Yeah.”


    “I really hope you get it.” Yank stands.


    Because this is a case of mistaken identity. He is just a man who leaves rooms, closes doors. Every pivotal moment in his life, in fact, has ended just this way: him poised at a doorway, set to run. Hell, if you think about it, right now doesn’t even qualify. This was someone else’s moment all along. He is only around for the ride.


    AND SO FINALLY there is this: the way her body tenses when Joshua first grabs hold of the metal bar and ascends, the trapeze beginning to move as if by magic, without any visible sign of a struggle as he swings through the air. The way the kid who, getting high first thing in the morning in his jeans with those clashing floral and plaid patches, is just another dime-a-dozen hippie, up there becomes something else: something animal and pure, possessing absolute authority. He wields his body like a knife. When Yank pulls his eyes away and looks at Nicole, she is visibly holding her breath as Joshua, hanging upside down in a unitard, extends his arms toward a black-haired girl who does not speak his language, and the girl—some crazy fucking chick who never learned there’s nothing in the whole damn world that worthy of trust—lets go and soars into nothingness, catching his hands. They swing, they fly. Her leg touching Yank’s on the bleachers, Nicole exhales loudly enough for it to pass for a sob.


    “Kak!” Sandor exclaims, on Nicole’s other side as he always seems to be—Christ, what if he’s not even a queer at all and is in love with her, too?—“I thought maybe he would fall, my heart goes too fast!” He places Nicole’s hand on his chest.


    “Oh, Sandor! To think when I first met you”—she giggles, and something in her tone, in the phrasing, is already nostalgic—“I thought you were a Nazi.”


    “Oh, I am the big Nazi,” Sandor says agreeably. “In Holland, we are all Nazis, this is just how it is, no offense. Nazis who decriminalize drugs and prostitution—it is a very fun country, you must come visit!” He falls against her and they chortle, clutching each other’s arms, Sandor’s hat falling to reveal his shockingly yellow stubble.


    Joshua is no longer on the stage. Nicole has turned to watch a Russian man swallowing fire, her eyes alight and riveted, but Yank takes her by the upper arm and says, “I need to talk to you. Come on, girl. Now.”


    She looks over at Sandor apologetically. “We’ll be right back,” she tells him, and Sandor’s mouth opens slightly, but they are already moving through the stands as Sandor calls out, “Hey! Bring back more beer!”


    Yank leads her under the bleachers. There’s no big top here; it’s just a gymnasium where sports events are held, reinvented for the circus, visually transformed. He hears the clamoring of feet overhead, dramatic music piped in to heighten the danger of the performance, and he backs her slowly—his limbs moving with the mindless fluidity of a trapeze—against a pole and kisses her with the kamikaze force of his own confession.


    Her body seems taken utterly by surprise. She loses her balance, topples against the pole, so that he has to catch her, her arms darting out to steady herself like a high-wire acrobat. He kisses her again, and this time she does not stumble, does not resist, though she does not quite kiss him back either. He’s had to bend over to reach her—she’s almost a foot shorter than he is—and he stands back up to his full height, his body not touching hers anymore. He lays one hand up lightly against her throat. Says, “If I pulled your skirt up right now and fucked your brains out against that pole, would you try to stop me?”


    And she says, “No.”


    It’s not enough. “Because you think you owe me?” he persists. “Or ’cause you’re collecting experiences and it’s one more way to slum before you go home and forget us?”


    “I don’t know.” Then, with genuine surprise, “I’m not going to forget you!”


    He laughs. Her eyes still look wild, but he suspects it might be the trapeze—her fear that Joshua would break his neck—and not him at all. “No,” he says, “it’s all right. Forget me. You don’t owe me anything.”


    “That’s what you dragged me down here to say? Okay. In that case, you buy Sandor’s pint.” It’s on the tip of his tongue to retort that he’s not buying that cheap ass a beer, especially since Sandor’s been rifling through his bag again and stealing his tapes, though he’s not sure where they could be hidden, because all Sandor’s stuff is out in the open. It’s in his throat to pretend that the girl isn’t leaving at all, that they can still banter this way about slumming, pretending nothing is a matter of life and death, that nothing’s going to change. But everything changes, and though Yank doesn’t know it yet, just before Christmas he will wake to a phone call asking if he knows where Sandor may have fled to after embezzling four thousand pounds’ worth of sales revenue from his employer, an art reproduction company in Reading, and Yank will mutter that (although Sandor’s been “gone” for a couple of days) he didn’t realize he had moved out—that he doesn’t even know the guy’s last name, though they have lived together for six months. When the voice on the other end of the phone tells him that the police have been notified of Sandor’s crime and may be coming around, Yank will go back upstairs and pick up his bag of tricks and walk straight out the door into a bleak December rain, never to return, so that Joshua and Nicole, who were supposed to be the first to take off come January, will ironically end up the last ones standing upstairs at Arthog House.


    Now he says simply, “Joshua already ask you to go with him on his big world tour? ’Cause he’s gonna, girl, so you better get your answer ready.”


    She shakes her head slowly no, but says, “Yeah, I thought he might.”


    “There’s worse ways I can think of to kill a year. Who knows—” The music from above has heightened—something big must be going on. “I think you two have more in common than either of you was banking on. I don’t know if that’s a good thing or a bad thing, but maybe you oughta give it a roll and find out.”


    She smiles. It is the kind of smile his mother used to give, the kind only women know how to dole out: sad and generous at once. She puts her hand over his, which is still around her neck, and her fingers are soft, as if she’s never worked a day, never known pain, though he knows that isn’t true and wishes he could still think it was.


    “I bought a ticket on British Air the morning after all that blood. I wanted to see Joshua’s opening night, but I leave tomorrow.” She is still smiling. “My parents, my doctors, are waiting for me. Joshua’s sweet, but we both know he doesn’t even know me—we both know I’m not what he bargained for. I’m heading to Heathrow so early no one will even be awake to hear the door.”


    It’s not clear what he feels. A roiling in his gut, insides jumping from the touch of her fingers. And under that a powerful wash of relief through his veins, numbing him like he just shot up. She’s gone. It doesn’t matter anymore. After tonight, she’s gone. Now that he knows this, he could do it. Push her against the pole again, grab her under the thighs to hoist her in the air, shoving her girlie underwear out of his way, and slide her down on his cock, ramming into her until those “fuck me” things she screams would all be for him. She’s leaving; he’s safe. All the better then if she throws some “fuck you” things in as a parting shot—hey, he likes it that way, too.


    A stampede of footsteps shakes the stairs above their heads. Yank drops his hand, feeling her heartbeat still strumming on his palm. Without warning, his head fills—like lining up a shot in the lens of his mind’s eye—with the image, again, of the coach’s maid, the star gymnast’s lover, that girl he will never see, never know. Just another girl in the body count of men, like the many he himself has stepped over to get to nowhere. Where are those women now? Instead there is only one girl in front of him, only Nicole, who is not even really Nicole, but though she’s not what he thought, she is still whole enough that she would never sneak out on her lover under cover of night if she understood the full weight of Joshua’s stake—of their goddamn shared stake and how much holding fast to each other might matter to both of them, in a way so little in the world matters to anybody. With every electric fiber of his body, Yank believes that he needs this girl to disappear—that he wants never, ever to see her again way more than he wants to help Joshua—yet still he finds his body leaning in close one last time. Her eyes transform at his approach, her lips parting slightly, this time anticipating the kiss. But the circus is over, they’ve missed the finale, the house lights are on, and instead Yank finds his lips grazing only her ear as he whispers, “It ain’t morning yet, darlin’. Let me tell you a story.”
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