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  ONE




  From the fifth floor of the Valhalla, I looked down onto the small courtyard. The slow dazzle of the sun on the pool, the palm fronds and sunloungers, the absolute stillness of

  the desert. I had been there for some time, waiting. I was sweating, shirtless. My running shoes were unlaced and the men were late. Without them, I couldn’t leave. They arrived and then I

  went. It was the way it worked.




  Eventually, they pushed through the double doors, talking and jostling. Some passed out beers from a coolbox, others opened buckets of fried chicken, many took their places on loungers by the

  pool. Their work finished for the week, money in the pockets of their overalls, the men formed loose groups: the younger ones in the sunshine, bills of caps and Ray-Bans shading their eyes; the

  older ones, bellies lolling over belt buckles, under the wooden awning. Cigarettes were produced from rolled-up sleeves, balls were tossed lazily over the water, card games were played with the

  mildest of intensity. Every week the same.




  I’d given some of them names: Stevedore, the foreman; Moustache, one of the plasterers; Skinny, who wore the tightest of jeans; and Baggy, whose underwear was constantly on show. Sometimes

  I’d wave at them, even though they could not see me, but I was too tired to wave then. Instead I put my hand on the glass and looked for Stevedore. He was not in his usual place, but standing

  in close communion with another of the older guys. His arms were expressive; his companion nodding slowly along with him. It looked like conspiracy, or paranoia. Stevedore became increasingly

  animated, his hands making fists, then relaxing. He stopped talking and shook his head.




  Over by the lazy palms, Moustache had emerged, a ghetto-blaster mounted on his sloping shoulder. The music must have been loud. All I could hear was the usual gymnasium noises: the machines, the

  air conditioning, the silent televisions. But down there, some of the older men were putting fingers in their ears and Moustache was nodding his head in time to the music. He nodded and then began

  to dance.




  Moustache danced towards Stevedore, swaying his hips left and right. Some of the old men got up from their loungers, but they didn’t try to stop him. He moved provocatively, like he was

  trying to impress a girl after drinking too much. Beside the pool, the younger men started clapping and Moustache rewarded them with a shake of his behind.




  Stevedore could have been a football player once, the shape he was in. When he wasn’t wearing protective headgear he always wore a cowboy hat. O’Neil and I were a little afraid of

  him; Moustache didn’t seem to care, though.




  Moustache shimmied until he was right in front of Stevedore, then grabbed at his own crotch and began pumping his hips. The younger crowd continued to applaud. They clapped until the first beer

  can was thrown.




  Moustache fielded missiles from both sides; laughing, one hand on his crotch, the other covering his eyes. He was still laughing when he took a can of Bud Lite to the face. There was no blood

  when he touched his hand to his head. Another can hit him on the arm, but he didn’t seem to notice. The men stayed still, paused. Moustache kept touching his head. Stevedore looked at the

  ground, his wide smile slowly diminishing.




  Momentarily the sun reflected off the pool, shining directly into my eyes. I looked the other way and buried my head into a towel. When I finally looked back the men were gone. The only sign

  they’d been there at all was the cans and long-necked bottles spilling out from the litter bin. I looked left and right, but couldn’t see a baseball cap or ghetto-blaster anywhere. The

  pool was still, the palms splayed. There was just the courtyard and the desert, dimmed by the smoked glass of the Valhalla.




  ‘Makes you want to jump right in, doesn’t it?’ Edith said. I saw her pale reflection in the glass, her head cocked to one side. I looked down. My shorts were wet at the crotch

  and at the seat.




  ‘There were . . .’ I said, turning to Edith. ‘I don’t know, but there was just . . .’ But I didn’t know what to say about the men. Perhaps there was nothing

  to say.




  ‘Am I late?’ I looked at where my watch should have been.




  ‘Later than usual,’ Edith said. She pushed herself away from me and walked across the floorboards. ‘I went up to your room and no one was home. Figured you’d be

  here.’ She paused by the treadmill and picked up my T-shirt. She balled it up and threw it at me.




  ‘Come on,’ she said, ‘time’s a-ticking.’




  *




  Edith never spoke to fill a silence. She was always careful with her words, as though they were precious commodities, niggardly rationed. Usually I was comfortable with that. As

  we took the lift up to my apartment the atmosphere was thin enough to split. As usual she was dressed impeccably. But she wore her slim black trousers, white blouse and pale blue necktie somewhat

  stiffly, like they were borrowed clothes. Her hair was loosely tied back and I could smell tobacco beneath the perfume she’d used to disguise it. When the doors opened, Edith looked up as if

  to say something, then thought better of it. Instead she hummed a tune. She was still humming as we walked down the corridor towards my apartment.




  The tune sounded familiar and I hummed along with her, following her lead. She looked at me with irritation and I fell silent. She started again, this time on her own. I shook my head and opened

  the door.




  ‘You could have tidied up,’ she said, ‘you live like a pig.’




  She thought this was funny: my rooms were always neat to the point of fastidiousness. The apartment was cool from the air conditioning and darkened by Venetian blinds. It was a vast octagonal

  space scented with pine cones and wax polish. On one wall were two Rothko prints, their colours complementing the scarlet rugs and pitch-pine floorboards; on the other a large television. The other

  rooms, all vast, were similarly clinical.




  Edith settled herself on the far end of the sofa and removed a series of files from her tote bag. I went to the kitchen area to make coffee. As I opened the cupboard she continued to hum her

  ten-note tune.




  ‘What is that?’ I said, heaping coffee grounds into the filter paper. She looked up. Her eyes were framed by thick-rimmed spectacles. There was a quick look of panic behind

  the lenses, then a tightening of the mouth.




  ‘What’s what?’ Edith said.




  ‘That tune you’ve been humming.’ I hummed back the notes.




  ‘I don’t know,’ she said and shrugged. ‘Just a song I heard, I guess.’ She picked up a file and placed it on the coffee table, as if to close the matter.




  ‘Oh come on, Edie,’ – she scowled – ‘you’ve been humming it all morning. You must have some idea.’




  Edith shook her head.




  ‘Please try to remember,’ I said, joining her on the sofa. ‘I know that I know it. It’s going to drive me crazy otherwise.’




  ‘I told you I don’t know,’ Edith said. She handed me a file. ‘Now shush. Time for work.’




  *




  My partner O’Neil took to calling these ‘strategy and intelligence meetings’. It was a private joke from back when we worked in the over-ripe sales offices of

  Brooklyn. In those days every meeting had a fancy name. Strategy and intelligence. Research and implementation. Experience and expectation. The names changed, but the content remained broadly the

  same: lay down the targets; belittle the weak; talk about the money.




  The Valhalla was different. O’Neil may have joked about their names, but all the meetings were taken with the utmost seriousness. Selling the concept of the Valhalla was all about the

  details. The minutiae. The added knowledge that could force through a sale. We were selling a dream, after all. The guy who owned it, Mac – a man we had never seen or met – had been a

  whale watcher before he made it big: a slave to the whims of the high rollers whom casinos were desperate to keep happy. According to Paul, back at head office, Mac had become frustrated at not

  being able to give his clients everything they desired, so he’d quit. The Valhalla was his answer. By 2003, he’d sold over three-quarters of the apartments. It had become the place

  where dreams really could become reality.




  *




  ‘This is Brooks,’ Edith said, passing me a photograph. It was a black-and-white shot of an expensively styled man. He was in his late thirties and his white-toothed

  grin looked stolen from a magazine. I leafed through his file. The only missing information was his place and date of birth, his contact details and real name. Otherwise it was a disturbingly frank

  picture of a man’s interior life.




  Originally, or so Paul told me, Mac had made the clients fill out a long questionnaire. They’d checked boxes – their interests, sexual preferences and other requirements – but

  the results had been mixed. There had been no way of gauging whether buyers were getting what they really wanted. Mac wanted them to be surprised by the sophistication of their desires; needed them

  to think that their fantasies could only come true at the Valhalla. For the first months, sales were sluggish to the point of total collapse. In the end, Paul hit upon an idea. Sex-line operators.

  One phone call from a breathy, coaxing voice was enough to reveal even the darkest of customers’ wishes.




  Brooks was the primary lead for the sale. The rest of the group were there to make up the numbers. They would probably invest in one of the smaller properties on the ninth or twelfth floors.

  After three nights at the Valhalla, very few now opted against some form of investment. But Brooks was the key: he had the money and the hubris to spare. We hoped he’d go for the one

  remaining penthouse.




  ‘And this is Boulder, Miller and Hooper,’ Edith said passing me three more portraits. They were nondescript, bored-looking: white and wealthy. I returned to Brooks. He was like a

  cross between the Hooded Claw and a young Jimmy Stewart. His face belonged behind the curtain of a nightmare.




  ‘Are you there, Joe?’ Edith said.




  ‘Was I humming?’ I said.




  Edith took off her glasses and kneaded her eyes.




  ‘No, Joe. You just weren’t paying attention.’




  ‘I was,’ I said, ‘I was just . . . you know earlier on, when I was in the gym? I was looking out of the window and I saw these, well, workmen, down in the courtyard by the

  pool, and they were drinking and eating. And I just thought: how simple is that? Imagine that.’




  It wasn’t what I was thinking. I was still humming; humming and thinking about the picture of Brooks.




  ‘What are you talking about, Joe?’ she said. ‘Workmen by the pool? You’re picking these guys up in two hours.’ She got up from the sofa and made for the kitchen.

  There were two loud bangs as she slammed down a pair of coffee mugs.




  ‘I’m losing the will to live here, Joe,’ she shouted from behind the breakfast bar. ‘If you’re testing me, you’re winning, okay?’




  Edith filled the mugs and brought them over to the table. She put them down but didn’t sit. Instead she looked down on me. Her cheeks coloured a little and something went off in her eyes.

  She picked up the stack of files and threw them to the floor. The papers and photos and photocopies scattered everywhere.




  ‘I’ve tried so hard with you,’ she said. ‘So help me God, Joe, if I haven’t tried my best, but the way you treat me? The way you act . . . ?’




  There was a portrait near to me – Boulder, I think – and I moved to pick it up.




  ‘Don’t touch it, okay? Just fucking leave it where it is, okay . . . And don’t give me that look. It’s like you think I’m a piece of shit, you know that?’




  It was probably the first time Edith had sworn in my company. She picked up her mug, blew on her coffee. I looked at the television, then at the window, then the files on the floor. I thought

  that maybe she was cracking up. I’d never thought that she’d be the first one to freak.




  ‘I can’t keep on excusing you,’ she said and started fishing in her purse. ‘Excusing you and letting others excuse you too. I don’t see why it is that you get a

  free ride when the rest of us—’




  ‘Hold on, Edith,’ I said. ‘What am I supposed to have done?’ She kept rummaging in her bag and then took out a packet of cigarettes.




  ‘It’s everything, Joe,’ she said. ‘Every week the same: you look at me as if I’m stupid. Like you’re the only one that knows anything in the whole world. And

  no one says anything. No one! And I’m sick of it.’




  She lit her cigarette with a book of Peppermill Restaurant and Bar matches and wandered off towards the windows. She coughed, then looked back over her shoulder, a look of anger and pity.




  ‘You’re not making any sense, Edith. I don’t know what’s wrong, but—’




  She started picking up the photos and files with a conviction bordering on aggression.




  ‘You want to know what’s wrong?’ she said, laughing, her head bowed and the paper scraping on the floor. She looked up. ‘You want to know what’s wrong, Joe? You

  really want to know? You go ask O’Neil, okay? You go ask him.’




  ‘What the hell does that mean?’ I said, but she ignored me and bundled up the papers in her arms and dumped them on the table. She rubbed her hands on her trousers like she was

  wiping off something unpleasant.




  ‘You have work to do,’ she said calmly. ‘Maybe afterwards it’ll all become clear.’




  She crossed the room and slammed the door. I hummed the tune again and then I heard the words. You won’t know what you’re missing.




  







  Saturday, 7th July 1990, 12.06 am




  In moments of crisis, Bethany Wilder always thinks of America. Or more accurately, she thinks of New York City. It is just past midnight and she is lying in the bath, smoking a

  cigarette, imagining its streets and buildings, the sights and sidewalks. Open in her hand is a guidebook that lives permanently in the bathroom and has become bloated and warped from the damp.

  Whenever she turns a page, the spine cracks and crumples. She’s read the book so many times she knows its words as surely as song lyrics.




  The first sentence is her favourite: New York City is a metropolis of unimaginable contrasts; a haphazard, beautiful, maddening construction that cannot help but entrance even the most jaded

  of travellers. In her edition there is a pencil annotation alongside the words haphazard, beautiful, maddening that reads Just like you. Usually those smudgy letters

  give her a small kick of pleasure; but now she avoids even glancing at the looping script. She doesn’t want to be reminded. Not tonight.




  The bathroom is up on the top floor of the house, a dark space with peeling claret wallpaper and stained oak floorboards. The bath – a claw-footed tub with a complicated shower attachment

  – sits in the middle of the room. Bethany flicks ash from her cigarette and imagines that the room looks out onto an autumnal Central Park or perhaps a sun-bleached Washington Square. Unlike

  the rest of the house, the bathroom has not been renovated: it is easy, then, to persuade herself that it has been transported across the Atlantic and into an East Village brownstone or

  tenement.




  Her cigarette is almost down to its filter, the orange paper sagging as she takes her last drag. The coal hisses as Bethany drops it into a coffee cup, closes her eyes and blows out a long,

  fading trail of smoke. She hears herself talking to Daniel, his eyes wide as she speaks, her chin leant on her fist, a cigarette almost to her lip. In the bath, she colours; shocked almost as much

  by her confidence as by the recollection of what she said. She shakes her head and opens her eyes. She reminds herself that she doesn’t have to go through with it, and turns the page.




  The water is cooler now, she has been in there for almost an hour, and her skin is puckered and lightly pink. No matter what happens, he will not see her naked. This she has decided. If he wants

  to imagine her body, Daniel will have to piece her together from touch, like a blind man. Assuming she lets him do anything to her after all.




  Bethany knows three girls who have slept with Daniel. One afternoon, while they were outside school, smoking, Claire admitted that she’d been with him. She said that his cock was thick

  like a gym rope. Bethany had rolled her eyes, but she’d been intrigued enough to kiss him around the back of the Red Lion, intrigued enough to almost put her hand there. When she’d seen

  him again, he’d called her ‘the one that got away’. He was the kind of boy who could say that; a boy then, a man now; twenty-something and no longer at home, twenty-something with

  his band and his unshakable belief in himself. The other night, he’d called her ‘the one that got away’ again and she’d looked him up and down and said, ‘Good things

  come to those who wait.’




  She turns the page to a street map of Manhattan. The lines look so crisp and defined. With a slender finger she traces a route across the island, from Port Authority down to the Bowery. Around

  mid-town, she pauses for a moment and forces herself to think about Mark.




  *




  Three nights before he smelled of refuse and garlic, his hands scrubbed raw from the restaurant kitchens. They were in her room. It was late and despite everything – not

  least the smell – they made love with some urgency. She started it, pushing him onto the bed and removing her top with a determined swishing movement. It was over quickly. They shared a

  cigarette looking up through the skylight, watching the stars and aeroplane tail lights as they flew over.




  ‘How long now?’ Bethany asked.




  ‘Five days,’ Mark said. ‘Four once we get to midnight.’




  ‘I still can’t believe it,’ she said. ‘You dream about something for so long, and then . . .’




  ‘Don’t you ever worry?’ he said. ‘You know, that you’ll be disappointed?’




  She kissed him just below the ear.




  ‘Sometimes. But then I think, hey, it’s New York fucking City.’




  They laughed and talked for the hundredth time about what they’d do, what they’d see; how they’d find a way to never come back, to never return. They kissed, fooled around a

  little more, then looked at the clock. He would have to leave soon. The thought made her light-headed.




  *




  Bethany is eighteen years old and this memory already feels like nostalgia. She has lived in the town all her life. She talks at length to anyone who will listen about why this

  place is the worst of all worlds, a penitentiary – she uses the American deliberately – for those with a lack of imagination. She can trace it back, this desire to escape, to idly

  listening to her father’s record collection: Simon & Garfunkel first, then Dylan. She listened to The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan over and over, the album sleeve in her hand,

  wishing she was the woman on Dylan’s arm. As a lonely fourteen-year-old, her greatest friend, or so she liked to think, was the idea of New York City: neon-lit, coffee-scented, like a

  far-away lover with whom she had scant contact.




  Downstairs the phone rings but she does not move to answer it. It will be Mark, she suspects. It keeps ringing while she dries her hair with a towel, then it stops. Wearing a bathrobe she pads

  across the narrow hallway and into her bedroom, trailing an ellipsis of water behind her.




  Her room is cluttered with things: records and cassettes, books and shucked clothes. The wardrobe door is half off its hinges and more clothes spill out of the gap. On the wall there’s a

  Ramones poster that Mark bought for her. She puts on the Velvet Underground and sits at her desk. She picks up a book then sets it back down.




  There is a knock on the door, a pause, and then her father walks into her room. He is dressed in a salmon-pink polo shirt and grey slacks. He is red-faced from the wine at dinner.




  ‘We’re back,’ he says, though there’s only been him for some years. ‘Everything okay?’ he says.




  ‘Fine,’ she says. ‘Just had a bath.’




  He scratches at his stubble as she applies moisturizer to her face.




  ‘How was dinner?’ she says.




  ‘Fine, thanks,’ he says. ‘Saw lover boy there.’




  ‘Oh?’




  He shook his head. ‘I didn’t say anything. He looked busy. I do like him, though, that Mark. He’s a good egg.’




  ‘I wish you wouldn’t say that,’ she says, shuddering. ‘It makes you sound like an old man.’




  Her father sits down on his daughter’s bed. The sheets smell freshly laundered and he wonders at how he has managed to raise a child that changes her own bedclothes without having been

  told.




  ‘I don’t know how you listen to this,’ he says pointing toward the hi-fi. ‘It’s like nails scraping on a blackboard. Proper slit your wrists stuff.’




  ‘You always say that,’ she says, her face oily with the cream. ‘Don’t you ever get bored of saying the same things over and over again?’




  ‘I wish I had the time to be bored,’ he says. ‘Being bored is a luxury only afforded to the young.’




  ‘You always say that, too,’ she says.




  ‘Well, I’m nothing if not predictable.’




  Bethany shakes her head. ‘And that.’




  He stands and puts a hand in his pocket, feels the money there, the sharp edge of another business card. He puts his hands on Bethany’s shoulders. They look at each other in the mirror. As

  the track changes there is a crackle from the vinyl.




  ‘Would you like a glass of wine, love?’ he says. ‘I’m going to have one. We could watch telly for a bit. Or a video or something.’




  ‘Oh, come on, Dad,’ she says, looking at the clock on her dresser. ‘It’s after twelve and I’ve got to be up early for this bloody carnival that I’m only doing

  because—’




  ‘I know, love, I know,’ he says calmly, and begins to massage her shoulders. ‘But I just wanted to know what’s new with you. We don’t get to speak so much these

  days.’




  She could tell him, but doesn’t.




  ‘Well, I’m up the duff,’ she says. ‘And I still owe my dealer for the last of the skag.’




  He laughs and kisses her on the top of her head. ‘And you say I’m predictable.’




  He looks over to the easy chair where a ballgown billows under cellophane wrapping. The dress is white with pastel-pink and blue petticoats. He can’t recall the last time he saw her wear

  anything that wasn’t black or grey, and can’t quite imagine her frame clad in this puffball of fabric. He picks it up and feels the softness of the material. It reminds him of the satin

  slips that her mother wore in bed, of how he would stroke her as she slept.




  ‘I do appreciate it,’ he says. ‘I really do.’




  ‘You’d better,’ she says with a smile. ‘I still can’t quite believe you talked me into it.’




  She was not talked into it. It was the last thing she could do for him, the last thing that will pass between them before she leaves. He’ll cope, she thinks. He can cope with anything.




  ‘Anyway,’ he says putting down the dress. ‘What time do you want waking?’




  ‘Seven,’ she says. ‘With a cup of coffee.’




  ‘Done.’ He kisses her again on the top of her head, squeezes her shoulders one last time.




  ‘Night then,’ he says.




  ‘Night,’ she says, as he leaves the room.




  ‘And stop smoking in the bathroom,’ he shouts as he walks down the stairs. ‘It stinks like a bloody ashtray up here.’




  *




  Bethany Wilder looks out of the window, out onto the rooftops and chimney stacks. There isn’t much to see from here: the Town Hall’s clock tower, the spire of a

  church, in the distance the brown brick and long windows of the factory where she’s worked since finishing her A-levels. She puts her last cigarette to her lips and thinks of Daniel. She

  imagines how it will feel to be under him, his unfamiliar body, his unknown breath in her ear.




  Earlier that night, she and Daniel had found themselves alone in the back room of the Queen’s. They were waiting for people to get back from the bar. Mark was at work. For a moment the two

  of them sat in silence, smoking and listening to the soft rattle of other people’s conversations.




  ‘So, I hear you’re going to be carnival queen tomorrow,’ he said eventually. She nodded and sucked on her cigarette, noticing for the first time the lines on his forehead, the

  creases at the corner of his eyes. He had a strong accent which made him sound a little slow. But she liked how deep his voice was, how thick.




  ‘I’m only doing it as a favour for my dad,’ she said. ‘Last-minute stand-in. The real queen got in a fight on Thursday at the Fox and apparently the Rotarians take a dim

  view of carnival queens beating the shit out of people.’




  Daniel laughed and toyed with his Zippo.




  ‘Any road, I bet you’ll look a right picture up there,’ he said.




  ‘Judging by the photos of last year’s queen, I’ll probably look like a whore,’ she replied, enjoying the slight look of surprise on his face.




  ‘That girl were a right boot, though, love,’ he said. ‘Captain fucked her once. Said she needed to put make-up on with a trowel just to get rid of all the zits.’ He

  checked his watch and stubbed out his Embassy, then lit another.




  ‘Are you going to the carnival?’ she asked. ‘I’m hoping no one I know’ll be there.’




  He shook his head and blew a couple of smoke rings.




  ‘Don’t you worry about that. I never make it up in time for the procession.’ He’d leant into her then. ‘But we always go, me and Captain and that. Drinks in town

  first, few cans at the fair and then . . .’ He laughed and leant in even closer, as though to confess.




  ‘Then what?’ she said.




  ‘Oh, I can’t say,’ he said, his face behind a wash of smoke. ‘Can’t be seen to be corrupting the carnival queen, can I?’




  She took a long drag on her cigarette.




  ‘I don’t need much corrupting,’ she said as she blew out the smoke. ‘Well, maybe a little . . .’




  She looked around for a moment and then told him to meet her on Saturday. To pick her up in his van at the far end of Greenliffe Field, close to where they were building the new community

  theatre.




  *




  Now, with the window open and the cigarette in her mouth, she realizes that this is the right thing to do. She will sleep with Daniel and then she and Mark will make good their

  escape. Fucking Daniel will mean neither of them can ever come back.




  For a moment she considers phoning Mark and telling him that she loves him; instead she flicks the cigarette across the roofing tiles and watches it skitter into the guttering. Leaving the

  window ajar, she gets into bed. She is dressed in one of Mark’s old T-shirts. She turns out the bedside light and thinks of America: of America and New York City.




  







  THREE




  You won’t know what you’re missing. There is only a finite number of ten-note progressions, and how Edith had managed to settle on a jingle for an obscure

  1980s commercial for Batchelor’s Super Noodles it was impossible to say. But that’s clearly what it was. The words were lodged on repeat in my head. You won’t know what

  you’re missing. And with it a memory of my father. I saw the same scene, over and over, the tune playing softly in the background. I could not recall the last time I had thought of

  him.




  My father takes the bowl of water from the microwave. He still keeps it inside because he’s afraid one of us will accidentally turn it on. He puts the bowl of water on

  the side and places two potatoes wrapped in paper towels on the glass wheel. He turns the dial and watches the potatoes spin slowly around. He opens a can of McEwan’s Export and pours it into

  a pewter tankard.




  ‘Good day?’ he says.




  ‘Not bad,’ I say. ‘You?’




  ‘I’m nadgered,’ he says.




  He sips his beer as the potatoes spin. I think about the baked potatoes we used to enjoy when Mum was around. They bear no relation to the grey-green shells he takes from the

  microwave.




  ‘Good television tonight,’ he says, sitting in his armchair. He is wearing a cardigan which makes him look older than his years and he needs a new pair of slippers.




  ‘Yes, Hill Street Blues,’ I say.




  I turn back to the grey blush of the television. It is a Ferguson set with a wooden exterior. It is on its last legs. We watch the adverts in silence. The last one is for Batchelor’s

  Super Noodles. Packets of noodles dance. Pigtails twirl. A bow tie spins around a boy’s neck. And on the soundtrack, a group of female voices sing: ‘You won’t know what

  you’re missing.’




  ‘How’s that Bethany of yours?’ he says.




  ‘Fine,’ I say, ‘Bethany’s fine.’




  It was a nothing recollection, but it was clear and precise. There were no smudges, no fuzzy edges to it. As it spooled, I examined it, looking for faults. There were none; the

  joins were invisible. How’s that Bethany of yours?




  *




  There is no first-kiss moment for a friendship, no expectation that eventually you will cohabit, commit or marry. It does not seek recognition or status: instead it exists in an

  uneasy space between the private and the public. True friendship is the one relationship you do not analyse, pick apart or scrutinize. Until I met O’Neil I had never quite experienced it;

  without him, I don’t know how I would have lived.




  It was O’Neil who fixed me up with a job; O’Neil who found us an apartment; O’Neil who set me up with my fake papers. It was O’Neil who made it possible for me to leave

  Mark Wilkinson behind. To become Josef Novak.




  We met in a mid-town bar one afternoon, soon after I’d arrived in New York. I was eighteen and he was wearing a suit that didn’t fit properly. His tie was slouched and crooked, his

  hair wiry and long, his shoes surprisingly burnished. He fed the jukebox with quarters, putting on old country songs and rockabilly as well as some fading heavy-metal bands. He ordered a burger

  which he ate while nodding his head and dropping ketchup and mustard close to the pages of the book he was reading.




  How we got to talking, I don’t remember: I was pretty drunk by then. He asked me about England and I told him that all I’d ever wanted to do was leave.




  ‘How long you been in the city?’ he asked.




  ‘Four, maybe five days. I’m not sure. Jet lag, you know?’




  ‘What have you seen? All the usual tourist shit, I imagine.’




  ‘I went to CBGBs last night. Went down to the Brooklyn Bridge and to Grand Central. Mostly I’ve just been walking, though.’




  ‘Best way, man. Best way.’




  He went back to his beer and ordered another one, and one for me.




  ‘I got canned today,’ he said and held his bottle up and chinked it against mine. ‘Was there two years. Cutbacks or some such shit.’




  ‘I’m sorry,’ I said.




  ‘Don’t be. They’re all fucking assholes. Glad to be shot of ’em. Especially Reilly. He always fucking hated me, the fucking louse. Hey, bud, get me two whiskies here,

  please.’




  The bartender poured the shots and he passed one to me.




  ‘Let’s get fucked and hate the world,’ he said.




  We wandered from bar to bar, me in O’Neil’s wake, him telling stories about every street we walked along, and every drinking place we entered. There was the street corner where

  Simone Garvin – an old girlfriend who’d stayed a friend – had passed out from taking too much coke and he’d had to revive her; the block where his father had been having his

  hair cut for over five decades; the last bar he’d drunk in with another ex-girlfriend who was now an air steward for United. ‘You ever see a place like this?’ he’d say every

  time we walked into another smoky room or underground space. ‘No,’ I’d say. ‘Nothing like this at all.’




  When the bars shut we took a taxi to his apartment; a small two-bedroom place he shared with a guy called Bill who was out of town on a training course. We drank whisky until the sun came up,

  taking it in turns to select records to play. At about five we threw open the windows and looked down from the ninth floor onto the street below, the grey pavements empty save for a man in

  oversized headphones walking a butch dog and drinking from a Styrofoam cup. O’Neil slumped down into the sofa and I joined him. He poured me another drink and lit a cigarette.




  ‘So what’s the story?’ he said eventually. ‘There’s a story, I know. I can smell people’s stories like cheap cologne.’




  ‘There’s no story,’ I said. ‘Why does there have to be a story?’




  ‘I don’t believe that for one moment. Not one moment.’




  ‘I don’t want to talk about it.’




  ‘Spill,’ he said.




  ‘I said I don’t want to talk about it.’




  ‘You don’t have to tell me. I know already. Honestly. It’s like it’s written on your face in Magic Marker.’




  This was a technique I would later recognize as the least sophisticated in O’Neil’s arsenal; but at the time I was vulnerable to it. He said that people were essentially simple

  creatures. They were happy. They were sad. They were horny. They were disappointed. He said that’s how clairvoyants and mystics worked: all they did was identify which of the humours you were

  dominated by and then hit you with what sounded like facts.




  ‘You’re here to escape, to run away from something,’ he said, standing up. ‘Something bad. Something traumatic. This ain’t a row with mommy and daddy. This is

  something deep and bad. Kinda thing that changes your life.’




  I took one of the cigarettes and lit it. He was smiling slightly as he got up to switch the record.




  ‘I told you I don’t want to talk about it.’




  O’Neil just shrugged and smiled.




  ‘You’ll tell me eventually,’ he said. ‘You can bet on it.’




  ‘Maybe, but not tonight,’ I said.




  ‘That’s what all the girls say,’ he said.




  *




  The first place O’Neil and I lived together was a small apartment in Fort Greene. We worked all week on the phones and would go out most nights. The weekend was for

  sleeping. On Sundays we sat on the brown corduroy sofa with the curtains drawn, watching videos. One of us would go and buy beer and the other would order pizza. O’Neil used to follow the

  same routine with his elder brother, Jay, years before.




  When O’Neil was about sixteen Jay and his father had a huge fight. Jay took the beating of his life, then took his rucksack and moved out of the family home. The family never spoke of Jay

  again. O’Neil and Jay were close though, so it wasn’t long before he was pretending to go to baseball practice but instead rode the subway to see his brother. That was all I knew about

  Jay; except that he’d died somehow, and that O’Neil’s father had never really recovered.




  One afternoon, in between Heathers and Big Trouble in Little China, we watched Somewhere in Time – a time-travel romance starring Christopher Reeve as a theatre

  director who falls in love with the portrait of a long-dead Jane Seymour. It was a handsome film, all stuffy elegance and furtive glances. And though we were bloated from the pizza and the beer, we

  both sat rapt as Reeve hypnotized himself back to 1912 and into Jane’s initially standoffish arms.




  As a method of time travel, however, self-hypnosis proves to be a flimsy vehicle. Early in the movie, Reeve is standing in an Edwardian drawing room and takes a coin from the pocket of his

  starched trousers. He holds it in his fingers, then flicks it up in the air. It glints in the light and settles on the back of his right hand. When he looks down he sees the face of John F.

  Kennedy, and the illusion is shattered. Reeve’s eyes open, and he is seventy years away from the woman he loves. His expression is one of aching, crushing loss.




  That same night, O’Neil snoring in the next room, I tried the same thing. I lay with my hands on my chest, closed my eyes and tried to picture Bethany in Brooklyn, in Manhattan, eating at

  the Empire Diner, undressing in my bedroom. But she wouldn’t come. I must have tried it for a week before I gave up.




  When I eventually took possession of my faked papers – passport, social-security number, birth certificate – I thought again about Reeve and his lost love. The toss of the coin. The

  sun’s reflection. The eventual breaking of the spell. I held the documents in my hand. They were surprisingly light. I looked at my new name, my new date of birth. Had someone barged down the

  door and demanded ID, I wouldn’t have known what to say. The papers and the photos matched. This was the truth. I was Josef Pietr Novak. I was born in New Jersey, November 20th 1972. I could

  never have known Mark Wilkinson. I could never have known Bethany Wilder.




  With the papers stowed in my inside pocket, I took the subway to the East Village. The stationers smelled of toner cartridges and pencil shavings. It was library quiet. From a spinner by the

  door, I picked out a leather-bound notebook with an elasticated strap. At the counter I added a packet of pencils. The clerk smiled and bagged up the items. This was, I think, my first act as an

  American.




  I headed for a bar and sat at a table under the jukebox. In the window seat there were two guys sharing a pitcher of beer, talking about baseball. I lit a cigarette, sipped my drink and took out

  the notebook and a pencil. In my hand the pencil gave off a simple, schoolroom smell. I was still stuck like that when the guys finished their pitcher of beer. They looked back at me as they left

  the bar. One of them belched as he went through the door.




  The page was white and lined and I hovered over it. Eventually I wrote ‘My name is Josef Pietr Novak’. Then I put down the pencil and finished my drink. The bartender brought me

  another. I’d added another sentence by the time he’d placed it next to me. Once I’d finished that drink I’d neatly filled five pages. When I felt I’d made a misstep, I

  would erase it using the rubber on the top of the pencil. With care I constructed new memories. I was determined to be more resolute, more steely than Reeve. There would be no spinning coin, no

  dead presidents: I would not be nickel and dimed that way.
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