



  [image: cover]






  




  [image: ]




  







  ONE




  Shoo Fly. That was what my mother called me. Shoo Fly Pie. ‘Shoo Fly – don’t bother me, I belong to somebody.’ I can hear her still in the southern

  nights of my childhood, nights that never seemed clear and clean like they do farther north, but were instead heavy and alive with fireflies, and nightjars, and all of the things that move and wind

  through the dark.




  When I think of those nights now, I hear my mother’s voice. She is standing in the kitchen, the soles of her Keds firmly planted on the linoleum floor. Her hands, narrow and long-fingered,

  move rhythmically and without thought, like something programmed. She is canning. She ladles whole peaches, squishy and bright yellow, into jars, pours syrup that will stick to you if it spills,

  and burn. She spoons piccalilli that is red and green and hot with pepper corns. While she does this, she sings.




  Her thin, hopeful soprano threads its way through our house. Sharp and not quite right, her voice is out of harmony with Georgia. It does not match the long, green fields of the farm, the road,

  red with dust, the sun-blistered walls of the sheds, or the slow creak of our screen door. It is not some rolling bass, or sweet arc and swoop of a Baptist hymn, nor a sad, slow, sax note of the

  South. Her voice is not a knife wound. It is just something present and unseriously painful, like a papercut that stings and cannot be forgotten.




  ‘Shoo Fly,’ my mother sings, and sometimes in the night I feel that she’s calling my special name. My mother didn’t have a special name for Marina. I’m not sure

  why, perhaps because it was enough of a name in itself, enough of a distinction for Petamill, Georgia. We longed to be called Sue-Ellen, Carla-Louise, Mary, Daisy or, best of all, Elizabeth-Anne;

  but no, there we were in that town with those names, Marina and Susannah, the living evidence of our mother’s optimism, of her double-dog-dare that in the face of circumstance we would

  ‘become something’. It was as if, in naming us as she had, our mother had given us something grandiose, something to make up for the fact that we had no father. Or, to put it more

  accurately, that she had probably never been quite certain of who he was.




  Not that our mother was wild anymore. Our birth must have cured her of that. With her bobbed dark hair and her pressed white blouses, the tiny gold earrings from the Five and Dime, and the

  mid-height heels that she wore to work, our mother’s wildness was a thing of the past. It clung to her only in half-remembered stories, and hovered about her fine-boned beauty like a memory.

  I dream of my mother as a young girl, and when I do she is always wearing a candy-red dress with a wide skirt, and little flat shoes that are black and have bows on the toes. Her waist is tiny. Her

  hair is a glossy cap. I can hear her laughing. I dream of her in roadhouses, in those places by the side of secondary highways where the parking lot is crowded with pick-up trucks and lit by a neon

  sign, and where the noise from the bar and the jukebox lifts everything up and floats it out on to the heavy dark.




  That is only my dream. I do not know what the reality was, and my mother never told. As I have grown older I have come to suspect that it had more to do with the back seats of Chevrolets, with

  beer cans and bottled cocktails, with truckers pulling through town. There was, of course, our hair, which was a color unlike any known in our family and was distinctive enough to have been

  something of a clue, if we had been looking for clues. But, now that I think of it, Marina and I were peculiarly uninterested in the possibilities of our parentage. We had very little, if any,

  interest in who our father was. Our world was closed and complete. Night after night we spun the threads of a cocoon around ourselves while, upstairs in our room, we listened to our mother’s

  song.




  In the dark we lay, stretched and still, in our twin beds, and if our mother had climbed the stairs and looked in on us, as she so often did, she could well have assumed, from the sweet tilt of

  our heads, from the motionlessness of our hands, that we were sleeping. Of course she would have been wrong. On those nights Marina and I are not drifting high above the farm on a cloud of dreams.

  We are not sinking and innocently lost in sleep. Oh, no. We are busy.




  Without so much as a motion, and without a sound, Marina and I are weaving words between us. We are threading words through the soft shafts of shadow that lie across the window sill. We are

  sliding them along the bar of light from the hall that filters under the door. We are sending phrases, paragraphs, laughter, faster and faster, like flights of moths across the dark space of the

  room between us. Without so much as a whisper, we are weaving the web that binds us, braiding the strands of our secret cocoon. We are nightspinning.




  Not that our mother would know this. Not that anyone would know it. It is our secret. No one guesses that we are nightspinners. No one knows how much we talk, or about the words we weave between

  us. We work in silence, and when our mother eases the door open she rewards us for what she assumes is our sleep. She whispers, ‘You are such a good girl.’ She says it just once, to

  both of us, as if we were one. Which, in fact, we are. We are two peas in a pod, Marina and me. We are bright as buttons. Cute as pie. Mirror images. We are twins.




  By the time we were nine or ten, Marina and I could carry on complete conversations without speaking. Our nightspinning that had begun in the dark had long since grown strong

  enough to withstand the light of day. I would feel a prickle on the back of my neck, a subtle rising of the tiny, soft hairs that grew there, and I didn’t even have to look at her to know

  what she was saying. Marina would send words and thoughts and entire paragraphs into my head, whether I wanted them or not. Permanently set to receive, I was a fax machine that never ran out of

  paper. My mind was a blank screen and, because we were the nightspinners, Marina could write on it any time she chose. Mostly, when she was doing this, she would not meet my eye. She would look in

  another direction, her gaze fixed on the wall, or the fields, her chin set stubborn, and the tiniest smile of triumph would flicker across her face because I could not stop her, could not turn her

  away if I tried.




  To be honest, most of the time I did not try, and nor, in so far as I know, did she. For I used my privilege as a nightspinner too; I sent my share of messages across our private airway. I do

  not know if the back of Marina’s neck prickled, or if she came to resent me for my uninvited presence in her head. I presume that that was what she felt, if only because it was what I felt,

  but I do not know, and since I never asked her, I will never know. My sister is dead. She was murdered eighteen months ago in Alexandria, Virginia. Now she is just a case number, an unsolved

  homicide. One of many.




  It is going to rain, I can smell it. The high sashed window that opens on to the balcony of my apartment is raised and the sounds and the smells of the city drift into my

  rooms. There is not much traffic in this part of Philadelphia. Popular wisdom says the city is dying, and so perhaps that explains the quiet of it. It is only occasionally that I hear footsteps on

  the sidewalks below, or shouted laughter, or the rush of a car in the street like a great exhaled breath.




  In the corner beyond the fireplace the dog moves restlessly. He is a German Shepherd, a leggy, two-toned wolf, black and tan with a bear-like snout and golden eyes. As I watch, he rises from his

  bed, stretches and regards me seriously. It is almost midnight and we are due to be abroad, to make our final patrol of the empty streets. He paces in front of me through the hallway and waits

  while I reach for my sweater and his leash.




  We open the door and pause for a moment on the landing outside my apartment. Only five of us live in this building, and it is possible for a moment to imagine that the other three apartments do

  not exist, that the dog and I are completely alone, and that in stepping through the door and out on to the landing, we have crossed back over time, fallen through a hundred years.




  The house is a brownstone, a dowager duchess of the Victorian past who has been only slightly modified in order to greet the modern age. The wall sconces, once lit by gas, are flame-shaped buds

  of glass. A brass chandelier, adapted uneasily to electricity, hangs in the stairwell. One storey above me a great skylight glows faintly, its smoky panes suggesting an eternal blanket of snow, or

  a Holmesian fog. The stairs, thick-carpeted in crimson, wind down four flights to the parquet floors below. The banisters are huge and ornately carved, and far too wide for me to wrap my hand

  around. This late at night, in the quiet, it is possible to feel that I am a small child and that the grown-ups are asleep.




  The heavy doors swing shut behind us as the dog and I come down the front steps and on to the sidewalk. We pause to sniff the air, to listen, and then turn left, and a block later, left again.

  We have a routine, and it never varies. Along Delancey Place the dog inspects each set of iron railings, considers each gingko tree. He stops to peer intently at several sets of the wide front

  steps that lead to glossy black doors with knockers of polished brass in the shape of claws or lions’ heads. One particularly ornate lintel is supported by a pair of caryatids. The dog gives

  them a conspiratorial glance in passing, and they look benignly down on us, as if their thoughts have room to wander while they hold the house on their heads. Even in the rain, or in the coldest

  wind, or in the powdery pinpricks of the snow, the dog never hurries this ritual. Sometimes his leisurely pace, his lack of urgency, makes me impatient, but not tonight. We are having an Indian

  summer, and even though it is mid-September the breeze is a warm breath that puffs in from the Delaware, bearing the promise of soft, overblown drops of rain.




  On nights like this I sometimes think I can smell the sea. Though of course that is not true. The ports of Philadelphia are a long way from open water. Nevertheless, I like the idea enough that

  I often insist on it. ‘You are lying!’ George would say, when I claimed that I could taste the ocean, could roll its salt along the back of my tongue. He would smile, reach for my hand,

  raise his eyebrows at the horror of it, and exclaim, ‘You are such a liar, Susannah!’ Born and raised among the small towns of the mid-West, George found mendacity both beguiling and

  faintly erotic. Now I wonder about him, and if he misses the idea of the sea, and my lies. Then I remind myself sharply that George is no longer my business. He has decamped to Paris and I am not

  to wonder about him, not to indulge in fruitless speculation. I have given up keeping track of French weather and calculating time changes. That way lies the road to ruin. The dog turns left, and

  left again, and we are on the home stretch.




  As I lock the door behind us the clock in the entryway strikes twelve. I slip the dog’s leash off and let him run ahead of me up the stairs. He is on the landing when the

  phone begins to ring. He cocks his head and looks at me and I look back at him and shrug as I fit my key into the lock. He noses the door open and I wipe my feet and drop his leash on the table and

  follow him into the living room, past my desk where the phone rings and rings.




  At first I used to answer it. ‘Hello, hello,’ I would say obligingly over and over again, but there was never anyone there. I even dialed star-sixty-nine a couple of times, but all I

  got was a beeping tone that the operator once informed me meant my caller had ‘blocked’ their line. Now I no longer bother about the calls. I have become used to them. Like our final

  walk, this midnight call has become part of our routine. The phone will ring exactly five times, and then, just before my answering machine clicks in, it will stop. Even as I think this the noise

  ceases, and the first splats of rain hit the balcony window.




  The dog makes a quick patrol of the apartment and returns to his bed in the living room, which is where he prefers to be. He does not sleep in my bedroom, he likes to keep his distance. He is

  aloof in his devotion, and not especially made to cuddle. His purpose is more serious and he has chosen it for himself. He is the watcher at my door.




  His yellow eyes follow me. I can feel his cool regard as I stop in front of the hall mirror, caught by my own reflection. I am the only one left now, and I think that I look the same, and not

  the same. It is as if, now that Marina is gone, I am more concentrated. I am both of us, doubled up, distilled.




  I reach up to unclip my hair and stop in mid-action as my hand moves in the mirror. It is my mother’s hand, exactly. Bony and long-fingered, it reaches into the air, a blank space on the

  finger where she wore her ring. It is spooky, and yet momentarily familiar, the claustrophobic way in which my mother and Marina have arrived to dwell in me. It is as if they have quit the game and

  left me here, the family representative on earth. I shake myself, push them away, and finish the gesture they have arrested me in. I remove the large clip and let the hair fall down around my

  shoulders. I am not a vain woman, but it is true that it is my pride and joy, this lion’s mane of bronze and red.




  I’m going to pour myself another glass of wine. The rain is picking up tempo now, bouncing on the lead wall of the balcony, spreading a thin sheen that glows a dull orange in the reflected

  city lights. I relish these last warm nights even while I look forward to the tanginess of fall. Sometimes I think I moved north for the seasons, but on the other hand, perhaps that is not true.

  Perhaps I just got this far, just hit this city and stayed. Perhaps I have no good reasons for being here at all and, like the taste of the sea, I just insist on the idea of them. Perhaps I make

  them all up. After all, it is indeed true that Marina and I were both terrible liars.




  We would make up anything, any old story or excuse, just for the sake of it. I could always tell, of course, when Marina was doing it. I would catch the sly slide of her eye, taste the edge of

  her words, and without missing a beat I would join right in. My grandmother was particularly easy prey. We would go over to her house after school and just tell her any damn thing we pleased.

  Sitting at her kitchen table we would insist that we were getting a puppy, painting our bedroom turquoise blue, having nothing but angel food cake for dinner, and watching Love American

  Style on TV until midnight. Now that I think of it, she didn’t really pay very much attention to us. Maybe we weren’t actually very good at it, or maybe she honestly had better

  things to do than care about what we ate or watched on television. Or maybe she had heard it all before. There is evidence, after all, that my mother was no angel.




  Momma herself always knew when we were lying. She would just look at us out of the corner of her eye, or raise her hand like a policeman stopping traffic, the wedding band that she insisted on

  wearing flashing in the light. Or she would simply say, ‘Well, that’s some tall tale,’ which was immediately deflating. There is nothing on this earth to stop a good lie in its

  tracks like the conviction that you are not being believed, but, Momma aside, that was not usually a problem. Charlie and Dex Eames, and Sonny Delray, and Della Hervey and Anne Louise Blakemore,

  and anyone else who cared to listen, all believed that we would be getting a puppy any day, and that when we grew up we were both going to be ballet dancers.




  We finally did start to take ballet lessons when we were ten. What my mother called her ‘jam money’ paid for them, along with her extra hours hostessing at the only fancy restaurant

  in town, which was called the Coachstop. When the Coachstop got a liquor license in the summer of that year, it was a big deal because everybody made more money and all of the customers had a

  cocktail before dinner. I don’t remember one reference, ever, to anyone in that town drinking wine. At home you drank beer, or peach cordial, or malt liquor out of long-necked bottles, and

  when you went out you drank bourbon, with or without ice, or martinis, or sometimes something like a Sidecar. If you were a lady, you might have a Tom Collins, or a SeaBreeze, or a Whiskey

  Sour.




  I still love those names. I love the idea of Angostura Bitters, and maraschino cherries, and all the little colored paper umbrellas that anyone who eats in one of my restaurants would choke

  over. That’s what I do, by the way, I design restaurants. I call them ‘mine’, but of course they’re not. They are just my designs, my idea and artistic vision brought to

  life. You would recognize them. They are those places that offer small intricately designed towers of food on outsized plates, and wildly chic seating arrangements, where the size of the bill is

  diametrically opposed to the size of the portions served. That is what I do, how I make my way in the world. I create the ambiance, the look, the safe haven that you move into in order to be

  fed.




  Anyways, that year, when we were ten and my mother had a good year selling her jams and relishes and chutneys, we finally got our ballet lessons. The Shall We Dance Studio, which was really just

  a big room with a mirror and a rail fastened along one wall, was on the second floor of the hardware building. You got to it by a rickety set of wooden stairs that ran up the outside wall of the

  building and that I am one hundred per cent sure were not safe and legal. We went there every Wednesday after school for our class. We pliéd, stuck our toes out like ducks, and whined for

  pink leotards and matching tights that our grandmother and Uncle Ritchie, who lived with her, finally bought for us. Our mother bought us little kid-soled ballet slippers that were shiny black and

  soft on the bottom and came pressed together like hands in prayer bound by elastic bands.




  At the Christmas pageant we both wanted to be the Sugar Plum Fairy, but neither of us was. We were mice in the first part and candy canes later on, and I have hated The Nutcracker ever

  since. Marina said that it didn’t matter. Lying in our beds one night after a particularly boring rehearsal in the church hall, Marina spun the words out to me. She sent them flying into the

  darkness, and said that it did not matter, that it was of no consequence at all, and that our day would come. She said that we would show them all, and that one day we would be perfect swans. We

  would dance Swan Lake, and one of us would be the black swan and one of us would be the white swan, each a perfect inversion of the other. ‘Look,’ Marina had commanded,

  ‘look, you can see them.’ And I could. Just as she had promised, the swans were dancing out there in the shadows. Leaping and fluttering across the web that stretched between us, they

  never put a foot wrong, until finally the poor prince was so besotted that he never even noticed that they were not one and the same.




  I think of those swans still. I had forgotten them for years, for decades, but lately they have come back to me. I see them now in the shadows of a different room, one as far

  removed from our twin beds and sash windows and patchy screens as can be. The bedroom that I lie in now is a period gem. Its Victorian moldings and ceiling rosette have been lovingly restored by

  the architects who own this building and live on the ground floor. This is highly desirable, this live-in architectural arrangement. Or so I am told. It is a guarantee of good taste, so we can all

  rest easy now in the sure knowledge that the stairs will not be redone in a carpet of unfortunate pattern, or the etched glass panels of the vestibule doors be replaced by plywood.




  The rooms of my apartment are painted in severely understated soft grays and mossy greens, colors I have always loved. Once, when I thought I might be getting married, I contemplated a gray

  wedding dress, something very pale and gauzy, like a spider’s web. I did not get married, however, and so in my bedroom I am alone, except for the swans. They come into the darkness, or

  rather out of it, those two identical divas, one black, one white. They pivot and flutter and pirouette, but now, as they go to leap, there is no web to catch them, and they hesitate and falter,

  stalled, like figures on a music box whose time has run out.




  You don’t think about time running out, until it happens to you; and then you can barely get it out of your head. It is as if you are living with that hour glass and it

  is draining, draining, draining. All those grains of sand. You do not think when you are a child that your mother’s hours may be limited, or that those long summers will not go on forever, or

  that there will not always be a second chance to make things right. You do not think of the not-so-slow corrosions of cancers, and it does not occur to you that on some March night, just as spring

  is seeping through, its colors spreading like a wash across winter, someone will ring your sister’s doorbell, will step over the threshold.




  You do not think of these things before they happen, and afterwards you cannot stop. Or at least, I can’t. That is what I think of as I listen to the rain and watch the smeared glow of the

  city lights across my balcony. I think of nightspinning, and of broken webs, and of words that hang unheard in the dark, and are left, floating free, to be scattered across the night sky like

  stars.




  







  TWO




  On the night before our mother died, I was woken by Marina. The insistent tone of her voice, punctuated by a loud banging on the door of my dorm room, dragged me out of sleep.

  When we had gone to the University of North Carolina, Marina had suggested that we share a room, but I had promptly vetoed the idea. Chapel Hill was my first real time away from home, my first

  break for freedom, and I was determined to make the most of it.




  I was eighteen, and it had occurred to me that my mind might not, after all, be a piece of communal property that I was forever sharing with my sister. By the time we packed our identical duffel

  bags in the fall of 1983 and loaded them into Momma’s car for the trip to Chapel Hill, I had endured three months of Marina’s hurt feelings and several lectures from my mother on the

  subject of cruelty. Neither had any effect. Within a week of my mother wishing me luck and kissing me good-bye, her eyes wide with hope and sorrow, I had cut off all of my hair. I looked like I had

  had a close encounter with a pair of hedge clippers, but I thought it was marvelous. Never again would anyone start a conversation with me, only to realize three sentences into it that I was not,

  after all, Marina.




  Now, in the pre-dawn hours of this October morning three years after our arrival in North Carolina, Marina was hammering on my door, standing in my hallway, demanding my total attention. The

  moment I opened the door, she burst into the room like fury itself, the damp night smell of mown grass clinging to her. I watched as she began grabbing my things. Clothes, and hairbrush, and

  glasses, and shoes, all were stuffed into a blue canvas bag that she had come equipped with, and even as she was saying, ‘It’s Momma. Come on, we have to go!’ I could feel my

  stomach constricting into a sour, bile-filled puddle of dread.




  ‘How do you know?’ I finally asked. She shoved a pair of jeans and a sweatshirt towards me and shook her head at my obvious stupidity, at the sticky slowness that I was mired in.




  ‘Uncle Ritchie called me,’ she replied. ‘And if you had a phone like any normal person, he’d have called you too.’




  I felt as if a bucket of glue had been poured over me and was hardening, but by now Marina was pushing me towards the door, urging me on as one does a large reluctant animal, a cow or a mule

  that, given half a chance, might suddenly sink down on its haunches and lose forward motion altogether.




  ‘I knew anyways,’ she added, as I had known that she would. My sister was still utterly determined in her conviction of her psychic powers, in her ability to communicate with me and

  Momma and God-only-knows-who-else at will. I felt like pointing out that that was precisely why there was no reason for me to bother to get a telephone, but I didn’t argue. I was being

  hustled along the hall and down the stairs and pushed out into the street where Marina’s old blue Honda sat like a matchbox toy, pulled up at a rakish angle on to the grass verge.




  It seems to me now that drives like that are always kind of the same. They have certain characteristics in common, those moments in your life when everything is about to slip over the edge of

  change and there is not one single thing that you can do about it. There’s an immediacy to every little detail. You notice with utter clarity the gas station that you pull into before hitting

  the interstate. You remember the neon sign with the letter missing, the attendant who slouches with the lethargic hostility of adolescence and smells vaguely of marijuana and spearmint chewing gum.

  You recall the disappointment of the night air that rushes in through the half-rolled-down window and fails to bring with it the shock of coldness that you had hoped would snap you into feeling

  something.




  I slouched down in my seat and undid my seatbelt in a gesture of defiance, and I put both feet up on the dashboard. When I stared out of the half-rolled-down window, I could not see beyond the

  glass. All I could see was my own reflection staring back at me and, beyond that, trapped in the glass, Marina’s profile as she drove.




  I remember when I first knew that Momma was sick. It was during the spring break of our freshman year in college, long before anyone actually said anything, long before anyone

  actually ‘knew’ anything, in the diagnostic sense of the word. If I was Marina, I would probably insist that Momma had had ‘a black aura’, or some such thing, and that that

  was what I saw. But for a start I don’t believe in that crap, and besides, I didn’t need any supernatural indicators to tell me what was obvious.




  I was standing in the dining room of our house where I had been working on a project. I had come back to Petamill for spring break because I had nowhere else to go. On arrival I had wasted no

  time in spreading my things over the entire dining room table, rendering it useless, and my mother and I had fought about it. It seemed like we fought about every little thing since I went off to

  Chapel Hill. Along with cutting my hair, I had developed a rigorous determination to rock the boat.




  Turkey or ham for Easter, whether she did, or did not, have the right to send my high school clothes to the church charity sale, if I could, or could not, borrow her car, would, or would not,

  leave my shoes scattered around the living room. It wasn’t, after all, the shoes or the car, and I didn’t give a hoot about my old bell bottoms, or what we ate at Easter. It

  wasn’t any of those things that I was fighting, it was Momma herself. It was her stoicism, her endless optimism, the way she just carried on, year after year, seating ladies at the Coachstop

  and recommending the club sandwich and the crab cakes, canning and jamming and saving pennies and hoping that somehow things would turn out and us girls would make something of ourselves beyond

  that tiny southern town.




  Looking back on it now, I don’t know what else I thought she could have done, but at the time her resignation terrified me. I wanted her to do something. I wanted her to sweat, to fight,

  to struggle against circumstance. I was desperate for her to kick out against the dusty dirt-packed roads and the repetitive smack of screen doors, and the Sunday sound of Baptist hymns, and the

  billboard on the road out of town that said ‘Jesus Saves’. But my mother did not believe in violent struggle. She believed that you played the cards you were dealt, that you took up

  your hand with good grace, and that that was just how life went.




  The problem was that I didn’t want my cards, I wanted a whole new deck, and I did not feel that my mother’s message was one that I could afford to hear. Mired in the arrogance and

  the myopia of youth, I believed that my mother had no dreams, or that if she did, she did not dare to fight for them.




  Anyways, on that particular spring afternoon, which must have been a Sunday because Momma wasn’t at work, I was staring out of the dining room window when I saw her coming up the track

  that ran across the fields. She was walking very slowly and her head was bent, and once she paused and looked as if she was catching her breath. She was carrying a paper grocery bag that was

  probably filled with canning jars that had been stored in Uncle Ritchie’s basement, and she kept switching the bag from arm to arm, leaning it against her hip as if it was heavy. Suddenly, I

  wanted to run out of the house and take the bag from her. I wanted to carry it back to the porch, walking beside her up the steps and chattering about my friends at Chapel Hill, and about my

  classes, and about all of the plans that I did not have for the future. But I couldn’t. I stood frozen to the spot, as if I had been turned into a pillar of salt like one of those ladies from

  the Old Testament, and as I watched her through the window I felt a burning in my stomach, and recognized the hideous knowledge that reaches beyond fear and into the certainty that nothing will

  ever be the same again.




  The screen door banged in the kitchen when Momma came in, and I could hear her moving around. Then, after a moment, the noise stopped, and it seemed to take hours for me to walk out of the

  dining room and across the hallway to the kitchen door. The balls of my feet were tingling, and my ears were pricked like a cat’s. I don’t know what I expected to find. Maybe I just

  thought she’d be dead in there on the floor. So, when I pushed the door open and looked in and saw her sitting at the red-topped kitchen table, I was so flooded with relief that I picked a

  fight with her right off about whether or not I’d take a part-time job at the campus art store.




  Marina came in right in the middle of it and, hard as I tried, I couldn’t involve her. She got that stubborn look on her face and refused to say a thing, and finally Momma just stood up

  and turned away to the sink and started rinsing out jars. Then she looked up at me and shrugged and said, ‘Oh Shoo Fly, you just do whatever you want’, and that answer terrified me so

  deeply that I stayed awake all that night, listening to the peepers and staring into the hot dark.




  By the time we got to the hospital in the late morning, there wasn’t much of Momma left. She died quietly that afternoon with no fuss, playing out the cards she’d

  been dealt. Marina and I didn’t know what to do, so we just sat there on either side of her bed, as identical and silent as bookends.




  I gave Marina the house. Well, not the whole thing; I gave her my half. I didn’t do it immediately, at least not before the funeral. The thought didn’t even occur to me during those

  first, flat, white-light days when the world seemed as if it had no texture, no edges or rough surfaces, nothing you could get any purchase on. Everything had been robbed of shadow and was slippery

  to the touch, so thoughts just slid off, refused to stick or stay in any particular place.




  Momma was buried in the Petamill Unitarian cemetery next to Grandma, something that, in itself, was not even a decision. Without ever saying anything at all about it, I knew that neither Marina

  nor I would ever have contemplated the idea of cremation. Actually, we probably did talk about it, since both of us were big on the idea of making informed decisions, even if we already knew what

  we were going to do. So we probably discussed the possibility of cremating Momma, regardless of the fact that we already knew we wouldn’t do it. Perhaps Marina brought it up one afternoon

  when I was downstairs washing dishes and staring out of the kitchen window and she was up in Momma’s room lying on the bed, or going through drawers deciding what Momma should wear for her

  journey into eternity. Most likely she telegraphed the words right into my head, saying something like, ‘I don’t even want to think about burning her up, do you?’ And I probably

  replied, ‘God, no. None of those urns and scatterings and ashes.’ ‘There aren’t any ashes,’ Marina would have said. ‘At least that’s what they say. They

  say it’s more like sand. Kind of grainy and heavy.’ That’s probably how it went, and with us a floor apart and not a word spoken that any other living person could have heard.




  Uncle Ritchie bought a new suit at the men’s store. It was light gray and vaguely shiny, and even though I’m sure it fitted him, he looked uncomfortable in it. He looked squeezed and

  buttoned and compressed, as if he was being garroted. I didn’t need to be told that Uncle Ritchie wouldn’t be around long. I don’t mean that it was the great hereafter that was

  beckoning him. It was more like somewhere south of Miami, although the possible similarity between the two does not escape me. I pretty much knew that Uncle Ritchie had been biding his time, just

  like the rest of us. Ever since his wife, whose name I can’t even remember, ran off with somebody-or-other a long time ago, Uncle Ritchie had been the ghostly pet of both my mother and my

  grandmother. Now that Momma was dead, the whole of Grandma’s farm was his. The farm was nothing to write home about, but it would probably set him up for life in some halfway-decent Florida

  trailer park where he could fish. Momma’s house and its two acres, for what it was worth, was ours.




  I couldn’t look at that house with its white clapboard and its porch and screen doors without feeling something akin to a bout of panic. It was as if, one day, I might walk in through the

  door and never be able to get back out again. It was as if to be in that house was to be fifteen, or sixteen, or seventeen forever, locked into that Georgia town, the flat mud-green lozenges of the

  fields and my mother’s eternal hopefulness. So, what I did next now seems inevitable, but it is not something that I am exactly proud of.




  There’s a weird kind of silence that comes down on the day after a funeral. I felt as if I’d been to a party and was slightly hung over from it, and so, sometime in the late morning,

  I went out on to the front porch and sat on the glider, which had been there since about 1965, and whose springs were squeaky, and potentially lethal. They gave you the distinct feeling that you

  might be gliding happily along when they would decide, entirely of their own volition, to give up the ghost and let go of their springy little lives and shoot you forward, right off the porch and

  into the driveway. I was contemplating this, and wondering how far I might fly, as my sneakered toe propelled me back and forth in a satisfyingly moronic stupor, when Marina came out and sat down

  on the porch step.




  There were times when the sight of Marina still jolted me. Times when, no matter how much I ought to, I never could get used to the idea of a carbon copy of myself. No matter how short I cut my

  hair, or what I wore or how I spoke, I would always be her. If you ran an electrocardiogram on us, the peaks and troughs would match exactly, and so would our eyes, and the shape of our

  earlobes.




  ‘What do you want to do with the house?’ Marina asked after a while.




  I stopped in mid-glide and looked at her narrowly. She wasn’t looking at me. She was staring across the crab-grassy lawn and the track that led to Grandma’s house, where this very

  moment Uncle Ritchie was probably packing his Bermuda shorts, and out into the field beyond. Her eyes were fixed on the crop of something that looked like kale that had been planted by the Herveys,

  who leased the land and all married each other and wore overalls and promised to buy Uncle Ritchie out just as soon as he named the day, which would probably be tomorrow.




  ‘What do you mean?’ I asked.




  ‘Well,’ Marina turned slowly and looked at me. She shrugged a little. ‘I was thinking,’ she said, ‘that after we finished college, we could just come

  home.’




  The words filled me with a distinct physical urge to leap up and start screaming and waving my arms in the air like a crazy person, but instead, I waited a moment and then I said, as calmly as I

  could, ‘What?’




  ‘Come back here,’ Marina said, warming to her subject. ‘You know, live here. Like we used to. Everything could be the same again. We could both get jobs around here. It

  wouldn’t be hard. It would be just the same.’ She repeated this insistently, as if it was a virtue, the main selling point of her master plan.




  I stared at my twin sister, wondering if she was out of her mind. It was all I could do not to slap her, or shake her, not to lower my face to hers and scream that we were grown-up now, that we

  weren’t the goddamn nightspinners anymore, and that besides, didn’t she understand that I had spent practically my whole conscious life, at least since I could remember it, wanting, and

  then trying, and then succeeding, in getting out of here. I wanted to scream at her that ‘just the same’ was, to me, roughly the equivalent of dead.




  Marina started talking then about how it would be, about which of us could have Momma’s room, and how we’d repaint the downstairs and I could turn the garage into my studio. Great.

  The thoughts filtered through the buzzing that had begun in my head. I could work out of here, and then I would never ever have to leave at all, except to go to the Piggly Wiggly and to collect my

  social security checks. I could see us sitting right here on this front porch, on this same goddamn glider, the two weird sisters creaking down into middle age. Eventually we’d stop talking

  altogether and just hold long conversations with each other through the telegraph wires in our heads. Maybe of an evening, Momma could join in too. Then we’d start dressing alike, and local

  kids would stare at us when we went to the bank and dare each other to ring our doorbell on Halloween.




  Without even looking at Marina I got up and went into the house, slamming the door hard behind me.




  It was late that night when I came downstairs. I knew Marina had gone to bed because I’d heard her, and I’d waited for a good long time afterwards before I came out

  of Momma’s room where I’d been pretending to sleep and snuck along the hall without flipping the lights. I even remembered to skip the tenth step on the stairs where it squeaked. I had

  on my favorite red shoes, just like Dorothy in The Wizard of Oz, but mine were Keds, not ruby slippers.




  In the kitchen I paused just long enough to drop an envelope on the table. It wasn’t addressed, but Marina would know that it was for her. In it was as legal sounding a letter as I knew

  how to write in which I gave her my half of the house. I don’t think even then that I could have fooled myself that this was an act of generosity, and instead of making me feel less guilty,

  as maybe I’d half-hoped that it would, it only made me feel worse. I was like a thief, except that what I was stealing was wrapped in an act of omission.




  I was careful with the screen, easing it back so that it didn’t bang, just like I’d learned to do when I was a kid, and in two steps I was on the back walk and tippy-toeing along the

  concrete path to the garage. Marina’s Honda was parked on the driveway and, while it wasn’t actually blocking the big barn-like doors of the garage, it wasn’t exactly out of the

  way either. I figured that I’d only have to drive on the lawn a little bit to get around it.




  I swung the doors back and saw Momma’s icky green Impala parked right dead center, where it always was. One quick look reassured me that it had four inflated tires and a key in the

  ignition. I was counting on the fact that it would have gas in the tank too, since Momma always took care of things like that. I opened the driver’s side door and threw my duffel bag on to

  the seat, and I was about to swing my big canvas purse in behind it, when something strange happened.




  The next thing I knew, I was out of the garage and running back up the path and darting into the kitchen like something behind me was on fire. I didn’t need to turn the lights on. I went

  straight to the cabinet, the one to the left of the sink where Momma stored her jams and jellies and relishes that we’d always made such a fuss over having to eat and been so embarrassed by.

  Before I even knew what I was doing, I had the door open and was reaching up for jars of red pepper jelly, and green piccalilli, and yellow corn relish, and sweet orangey balls of pickled

  peaches.




  I stuffed as many jars as I could into my shoulder bag. They clinked and clanked, and the bag weighed about a ton, dragging on my shoulder. Then I grabbed a few more jars, as though they might

  be the last food in the world that I would ever have the chance to get my hands on. When I couldn’t hold anymore I backed out of the kitchen door, leaving the cabinet wide open and letting

  the screen snap like a gunshot as I hobbled down the path and into the garage, bent double over my booty like Quasimodo.




  I threw the jars and the bag on to the long slippery front seat of the Impala and climbed in. I said a prayer of grace and thanks to Momma as the engine turned over on the first try and the

  needle on the fuel gauge zoomed up to ‘full’, and then I put the car in reverse and went flying backwards out of the garage, just missing Marina’s Honda, and driving a deep set of

  ruts into the soft earth.




  I didn’t turn on my lights as I shot out on to the road and made a three point turn. Nor did I look up. I didn’t need to. I knew what I would see. I knew that I would see the

  white-clad figure of my sister standing like a specter in the upstairs window, staring down at me from the darkened house.




  







  THREE




  September fifteenth. I wake up early to pale, milky light that filters through the curtains. The material shifts and breathes in the gritty draft of air that sighs from the

  window. The pattern is crossed with green leaves and they appear to lift and float. The street below is utterly silent. I have dreamed of Marina.




  When she was alive, I rarely dreamed of her. In death, however, she has chosen to make her move. She has infiltrated not only my waking hours, but also my sleeping ones. Now she moves through my

  dreams on a regular basis and in a variety of guises. There is almost never a night that goes by when she does not put in at least a cameo appearance. Last night I saw her standing in a circle of

  fire.




  Uneasiness clings to me like a spider’s web, but I do not know why. I can hear my heart, and on my tongue there is the metallic aftertaste of fear. For a moment I lie very still, watching

  the dust motes in the new day. I concentrate on the row of pictures that marches across my bedroom wall. They are antique prints, aquatints of historic houses in Britain. I find them soothing. Tiny

  people populate their scenes. Women walk across long lawns shaded by broad oaks. Children run, their minuscule hands raised, their voices locked in silent shouts and laughter. Men stand under

  willow trees beside ornamental ponds and step in and out of carriages. Merton House. Haddon Hall. Lanhydrock. I was only in England once and I never visited any of these places, but I like their

  names, and I repeat them to myself over and over again until I can no longer feel the beating of my heart.




  I get up, and my feet feel for the grainy familiarity of my ancient and threadbare rugs. I invested early in ‘shabby chic’. Initially it was a design choice that was a function of

  poverty rather than trend, but now that I could afford to get rid of them I have grown attached to my distressed tables, and my blotchy mirrors in their gilded frames. I pull on my jeans and shirt,

  dressing quickly. The living room seems reassuringly normal when I open the door, and the dog is waiting for me. He watches me from his bed by the fireplace. He might appear relaxed, lounging in

  his large fur coat, but I know that he is coiled like a spring. He calculates my every move, waiting for the faintest sign that I am ready to go out.




  The dog was called ‘Jaeger’ when George brought him home for me, but I do not speak German, and I changed his name to Jake. ‘Jake the Snake’ I sometimes

  call him: ‘My Yellow-eyed Friend’, ‘The Young Man in the Two-Toned Suit’. Still, at the time I wondered if it was bad luck to change a dog’s name, the way that they

  say it is bad luck to change the name of a boat or a horse, and I worried that this might evidence itself in Jake’s hating me, or being stolen, or hit by a car. I was sometimes afraid that I

  had bestowed misfortune upon him, and I was afraid that he would not understand words like ‘sit’, and ‘dinner’, and ‘ball’ in English. I feared that he would

  feel lost in a foreign world, that he would lie patiently on his bed, hoping that one day he would hear a word spoken in German.




  If this was the case, if Jake was lost and teaching himself English, he was a quick learner. Certainly he never misunderstood ‘walk’ or ‘park’, words that throw him into

  a wild dance of anticipation. That is what he does as I gather his leash and his red rubber ball and a couple of the plastic bags that I steal from the vegetable section of the supermarket. Jake

  charges into the entrance hall ahead of me. He stations himself across the door, reaching up to nose the worn knob of the Yale lock, urging me on, butting against me as I bend to tie the laces of

  my sneakers.




  As we come out on to the landing I can hear the stereo in Cathy’s apartment. Our apartments share the top floor and are separated by the divide of the attic stairwell, so no noise carries

  from my kitchen to hers. This is merciful because she plays Celine Dion, Oasis, or Hooty And The Blowfish every morning while she gets ready to go to work. This morning Up Where We Belong filters

  out around the edges of her apartment door. I cast only a cursory glance at my mail from yesterday, which is still lying in a small heap on the landing table, before I follow Jake, who is already

  bounding down the first flight of the stairs.




  Cathy is helpful by nature and she often collects my mail from the front hall when she comes in from work and leaves it on the table in the top landing. I know that she believes that she can

  lure me into active engagement with the ‘real world’ through these tidbits of telephone bills and Williams Sonoma catalogs, but I am uncooperative on this front and I often leave my

  mail on the landing for two or three days before I take it inside. Cathy does not quit though, and she would make a project of me if I let her. She knows that there is misfortune in my past, and

  while she considers me to be both odd and irresponsible, she thinks that I am worthy of salvation. She demonstrates this conviction by inviting me to the parties that she gives and introducing me

  to all of the single flight stewards and United Airlines ticket agents with whom she works. ‘You have to kiss a whole lot of frogs,’ Cathy told me once, lowering her voice to the

  whisper that many people feel the imparting of wisdom demands.




  When Jake and I step out of the house the air is muggy. Far above there may be clear, crystalline blue, but you cannot see it; a thin veil of misty clouds whites out the sky. Jake and I start

  down the street. At the lights he stops beside me and my fingers rest on the sleek familiar fur of his head as if he were a seeing-eye dog. When the traffic stops people surge towards us. The women

  wear suits and running shoes and glance at their watches with peeved expressions. The men look drifty and sad and carry briefcases. Jake and I weave through them as if we are negotiating rapids, or

  driftwood on a river. We reach the other side in safety and continue down the five blocks that slope to the Schuykill.




  Jake’s park was once the province of junkies and hookers, a meeting place for the less savory side of the city’s gay scene. Now it has been rehabilitated and peculiarly claimed for

  dogs. They come not just from this neighborhood, but from all over the city. Cars containing Labradors, Rottweilers, and Jack Russells park along the opposite street, their inhabitants wriggling

  with joy at the promised opportunity to run free. Young mothers push strollers and call to Golden Retrievers, and in the early morning and at sunset a fleet of vet students arrive and land like

  geese, all accompanied by the strays they have rescued.




  Jake drops his red rubber ball at my feet, his eyes bright with expectation. Looking at him I feel a terrible pang of guilt. There is no reason for me to stay in the city. I should not have

  moved into the brownstone a year ago, when George and I went our separate ways. I should have moved to Bucks County, or to the Brandywine, or to somewhere out along the Delmarva Peninsula. I should

  have gone then, and I should go now. I should not linger, but instead should summon the energy required to step forward into my brave new future. This is what others tell me and, periodically, what

  I tell myself. I should not wait for George, and indeed, I am not. His intentions are declared and he has moved on, into the young and tender arms of one of his graduate students.




  I know this fact, and I am surprised by how little it moves me. I blame this on Marina. I am quite certain that it is her revenge on me. She has reached down from whatever netherland it is that

  she now inhabits, and she has pulled some plug on my life. She has opened a valve, and then she has watched as feeling and color, and even pain, have swirled away. Jake gives a small moan of

  impatience and I reach down for his ball and throw it, watching as he races across the scrubby grass and leaps to meet it in mid-arc.




  ‘You have an admirer,’ Shawn says as I come through the vestibule doors. This morning he’s wearing black jeans so tight they must have been spray painted on

  and a neon white T-shirt with ‘Philly Rocks’ lettered across his chest in purple. The color roughly matches his hair. Shawn’s voice is high and sing-songy, and he waggles his

  index finger at me as if I’m a naughty child. I have no idea what he’s talking about, but I don’t say so, and he forgets to elaborate because Jake pounces on him and is busy

  sniffing the bottom of his pants and his running shoes.




  ‘Jakey!’ Shawn squeals, and Jake hops with pleasure.




  Shawn’s a relatively new addition to the household. I guess he’s been a friend of Cathy’s for a while; apparently they met at the gym where Cathy hangs out a lot, especially

  during the summer because it’s air-conditioned and her apartment isn’t. She told me she and Shawn became ‘work-out buddies’ because he has the best abs she’s ever

  seen. ‘Uuun-bel-ievable!’ she’d said, rolling her eyes. I think she actually has a crush on him, but the evidence would suggest that not much is going to come of it. Still, I

  suspect that Cathy lives in hope, because last month she convinced Zoe, one of the architects who owns the building, to hire him as some kind of secretary. Now he seems to be ubiquitous. I almost

  fell over him last week when I came out of my apartment and found him on his hands and knees polishing the bottoms of the banisters, but he’d made up for it by kissing my hand and explaining

  that he was ‘Zoe and Justin’s new wife’. ‘I can be your fiancé too, if you want,’ he’d said.




  In theory this marriage will enable Zoe and Justin to spend more time actually doing drafting work in the studio that they keep uptown while Shawn does things like call the plumber, and

  organizes what Zoe calls ‘the quagmire’ of her and Justin’s paperwork. In practice, however, Shawn seems to spend most of his time dusting and polishing and rearranging the mail

  into little alphabetical piles that he stacks on the sideboard in the entryway. This last practice has already been the cause of some controversy. According to Cathy, last week, Gordon, who lives

  in the apartment below me, pitched a fit because he said that Shawn had opened one of his credit card bills. Shawn apparently told him to ‘get a life’, and later told Cathy that he was

  absolutely certain that Gordon was a ‘closet case’. Now Gordon glares at him on the stairs, and Shawn is prone to sticking his tongue out at him when his back is turned.




  Even so, Zoe says Shawn is ‘A Godsend’. She told me this last week, and she’d widened her eyes and nodded her head just like a Virginia-Go-Faster as she’d said it, so I

  assume that his job isn’t in jeopardy. Pre-Shawn, Zoe and Justin hadn’t had an employee, and apparently that was a mistake. ‘A big one,’ Zoe had said, ‘I have no

  idea,’ she had added, ‘how you do your thing all alone.’ I assumed that by ‘thing’ she meant my so-called business, and I had refrained from sharing with her the fact

  that my idea of paperwork generally runs to a series of large brown envelopes. I label them and fill them up and stick them in a drawer. I’m sure the sight would make Shawn faint.




  Now he’s spraying Windex on the huge gilt mirror that hangs over the sideboard and rubbing at it with wadded up newspaper.




  ‘I just cannot stand fly spots,’ Shawn announces. He glares at them in the mirror as Jake and I start up the stairs, and then he raises his eyebrows in mock horror so his tiny

  upright spikes of hair rise and fall like a crown of thorns.




  ‘I like the new hair color,’ I say. As far as I can remember, last week it was kind of blue.




  ‘You should try it,’ Shawn says, rubbing hard at a fly spot. ‘It only lasts a couple of weeks and it doesn’t even trash your hair.’ He looks in the mirror and grins

  at me, ‘I don’t know what I’d do without that Miss Clairol,’ he says.




  A large florist’s bouquet, shrouded in plastic and tied with a large orange bow has been carefully laid across the landing table outside my door. ‘These Came For

  You!!!’ Cathy has written in swirly letters on a yellow Post-it note. Obviously, this is what Shawn was talking about, and I can imagine the thrill it must have given both of them. Cathy has

  arranged the flowers so prominently that even I will not be able to ignore them, and when I take them inside and open them, two sachets of ‘flower fresh’ plop into my kitchen sink. I

  can’t find a card. There’s no hint of their provenance. They are lilies, a dozen stems in orange and yellow, and a deeper, almost brownish, red. They have been carefully arranged in a

  cascade, the darker colors at the bottom and the spikes of the paler blooms reaching up like tongues of flame.




  The colors clash and are faintly disturbing. On the whole, I really don’t like lilies. When we were small Momma planted a bank of them by the garage and they grew like weeds. I remember

  that their thin, dark green leaves were shiny, and that their orange, upturned faces were too sharp against the chipping white paint. Once Marina said she saw a copperhead in the lilies, but I knew

  that this was a lie. Black snakes lived there, and since they’re the enemies of copperheads, I didn’t think we could have both living in the lily bank. Even so, I preferred not to pick

  the flowers, and when I walked by the lilies on my way to the clothes-line, the plastic basket biting into my hip, and my feet bare in the sawgrass, I gave them a wide berth. I watched for a sudden

  motion, for a bobbing of their bright faces, or a ripple in the forest of their leaves that stood tall in the heat, and were so dark and shiny that they might have glowed with sweat.




  I cannot imagine who might have sent the lilies to me. It seems unlikely that they are from any of Cathy’s ticket agents. One of them had asked me out several months ago, but I had been

  evasive and rude and he had gone away with the faint and consoling impression that I might be gay. I look at the calendar over the stove, but Thursday, 15 September, means absolutely nothing to me.

  I start to go next door and ask Cathy if she is certain that she has not made a mistake, but then I realize that she will have gone to work by now. It would be pointless in any case. Before her

  present incarnation as a deputy supervisor for United ticketing out at the airport, Cathy flew the friendly skies. She eventually was promoted to Purser. Cathy was the smiling flight attendant who

  kept track of the vegetarian meals and made sure that the economy fliers weren’t using the First Class bathrooms. She may be terminally perky, but she does not make administrative

  mistakes.




  I stick the lilies in some water, and pour myself a cup of coffee. Then I call Beau.




  ‘Did you send me flowers?’ I ask.




  ‘Why would I do that?’ he replies, and I can hear someone in his office. I can see him raising his hand to them, index finger up to say ‘just a minute’. I can see his

  unruly mess of blond hair, his tweed jacket hung over the back of his chair, his loosened tie, and I feel a small pang of disappointment. Even though I don’t like the lilies, I realize that I

  was half-hoping that Beau had sent them.




  ‘I have no idea,’ I say, ‘but somebody did.’




  ‘Well Sugar, I would have if I’d thought of it,’ Beau says. ‘Have a beer with me and tell me all about it.’




  I don’t need to ask where, or even what time. It will be at seven and not six, because the first thing Beau likes to do when he gets home from work is watch The Simpsons, and we

  only ever go to one place. It’s a mediocre bar called Sherlock’s. It serves pallid, elongated burgers, yellow cheese nachos flecked with bright green pieces of jalapeno peppers, and

  cheap beer. There is guaranteed to be no live entertainment. ‘221b Baker Street’, as Beau refers to it, has the sole advantage of being about four steps from his apartment and, since he

  is terminally lazy and not filled with the spirit of adventure, I always go there.




  ‘Well,’ I say, ‘my dance card is free.’




  I see him the minute I walk in. Beauregard. The first time I heard that name, I laughed out loud. George told me that one of the secretaries in his department was dating some

  guy called Beauregard from South Dakota and wanted to bring him to our Christmas party, and I laughed out loud. I didn’t know that anyone from South Dakota could be called Beauregard. Oh, I

  knew Beauregards and Shelbys and Camerons all right, up the yazoo, but they all came from my side of the Mason Dixon. Until I met Beau, I’d never even considered that you could grow up in

  Spearfish and be called ‘Beauregard’.




  The secretary hadn’t lasted more than a couple of months, but Beau had. He’d struck up a vague, guy-type friendship with George and used it as an excuse to wander over to our

  apartment on the weekends and play with Jake. Then, when George and I split up, I got Beau, just like I got the sofa and the wok. Of course, I had always known, in some secret part of myself, that

  he liked me better than he liked George, and besides I had Jake. I didn’t fool myself about the real nature of the attraction, but even so, I was pleased when the first weekend I moved into

  the brownstone I found Beau on my doorstep holding two tennis balls and a six of beer.




  I have pushed the door open and paused, not to search among the crowd, or to scan the faces, but to savor the comforting smell of beer and cigarette smoke, and the babble of indistinct words and

  jagged lines of laughter. Beau is leaning on the bar, his heavy-set frame askew as he flirts with the bartender. She is petite and butch, with a nose ring, and a slight air of menace. When Beau

  turns and sees me his hair falls into his eyes. He pushes it away, yanks at his already loosened tie, and treats me to the cock-eyed smile that nurses in the hospital where he works find so

  charming. This otherwise potent weapon glances off me as though I am Princess Leah and my shield is raised. One of the more useful legacies of my southern past is that I am immune to charm. God has

  not created the crooked smile that can twist my hard heart, and Beau knows this. Even so, he never stops trying. It’s one of the things I love him for, and he knows that too. I slide on to a

  bar stool and Beau orders a pitcher of beer.




  ‘Suuusannah,’ he says. ‘Oh Susannah, don’t you cry for me.’




  The first swallow is cold and familiar. I take my time, drawing it out, knowing that I am not meant to look forward to this as much as I do. Beau watches me and lights a cigarette.




  ‘So,’ he says, ‘someone sent you flowers?’ I nod, liking the cool way that the glass fits into my palm, watching our reflection in the wood-framed mirror behind the bar.

  The bartender catches my eye, glances at Beau’s cigarette and scowls in disapproval. I smile at her, reach for Beau’s pack, light one, and blow a quick stream of smoke in her direction.

  Beau laughs and then pretends he does not notice.




  ‘So who?’ he asks. ‘Who is your suitor?’




  ‘No one,’ I say, ‘probably. Probably something to do with work. I dunno, they’re testing a new arrangement for the opening and they forgot to include a card.’

  Actually, this idea has not occurred to me until this very moment, but it seems by far the most obvious explanation.




  ‘How is it?’ Beau asks, ‘Cambodia, or Laos, or whatever the Hell it’s called?’




  ‘Indochine,’ I say. ‘It’s good.’




  Beau and I have laughed long and hard over the restaurant project that I am currently working on. It’s a big and expensive job, one of those east-west fusion cuisine places where

  everything is gussied up with lemon grass and ginger. The tension is rising because it is due to be opening on the Friday before Christmas and the contractors have been out on strike and have only

  recently returned to work. The owners often send me things in the mail, swatches of material, sample menus, lacquered red chopsticks, and forget to tell me their purpose or origin. I ignore these,

  leaving them in sad and unopened heaps on my study floor while I continue with the finishing touches of my designs.
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