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Time is a game played beautifully by children.


—Heraclitus


None of the dead come back. But some stay.


—Unknown, often attributed to St. John the Divine







PROLOGUE


She was starting to enjoy it: the strange, delirious feeling of nothing bad happening.


On the last day, Elise stabbed her key into the neck of the motorbike, clipped the helmet strap under her chin, and revved the throttle. She took off toward the port town of Skala. She was a gunshot, a bullet racing, and in the past ten days she had learned to bank the bends in the roads with the slightest readjustment of her hips. The engine kicked into gear, and she clenched her front teeth as if she held a knife between them. Dead time, all the time. Days fine and rolling and shiftless. She didn’t want to think about the end. She had woken at six to watch the sun slip out of the Aegean.


The Greek island of Patmos was a wheeze of color: bleach-blond dust, scrub brush of wiry green, the wet-metal shine of water, and low rock walls blooming sinus pinks. As Elise ascended a hill she saw the monastery rise from the cliffs like a cruise ship moored on a mountaintop. Human bodies were scattered along the beaches, silver and limp in the sticky heat. She wanted to be one of them, for another week or maybe forever, lingering between states of hangover and hunger. The beaches here were perfect, and the sea like glass. At night on the island, red lights trailed across the water as tenders returned to their boats. Elise had watched those lights, drunk and loveless and chewing on her split ends, her burnt legs splayed over the hotel balcony.


Now the motor was her anthem, and wind squalled along the curves of her shoulders. Other bikers passed her, young shirtless Italians with skin the color of dried honey—Italian men always looked nineteen to her until they looked forty. Their necks were scarved with beach towels, their waists belted by the arms of their girlfriends who sat sidesaddle behind them, black hair streaming in the blue. Maybe on this last ride, she shouldn’t have bothered with the helmet, the moony, red safety precaution that announced: I consider speed a threat, I am prone to head injuries, I am an American on vacation.


Her vacation was nearly over. The ferry that would take her to Athens was already crossing the sea. The overnight plane that would spit her back into New York must be refueling now in Abu Dhabi or Topeka. On the last day, the world came back, crowded and climate controlled and filled with New York emergencies, with the same sun uglier and bouncing like her neighbor’s basketball through the hallways of her Brooklyn apartment building. For nearly two weeks, the hot calm of Patmos had worked as a communication scrambler, blocking all news of shooting rampages and celebrity deaths and Twitter mock-outrages that temporarily revived its slack-faced users like personal defibrillation devices. Wars could be breaking out in Canada for all she knew or cared. Instead Elise had become a specialist in the quiet art of the human form. Right now, she zoomed by three lovely, barely covered specimens tripping down a path to the beach. Europeans seemed so indifferent to their bodies, so resigned to and at peace with them. For her, the difference had become increasingly obvious: Europeans had a lifestyle; Americans had their lives.


Elise checked her watch. Her vacation wasn’t entirely over. She still had time for one quick swim, topless, splashing out alone in her cutoffs. Except Raina was waiting for her at a café by the port. Raina had gone ahead with their luggage by taxi so Elise could return the bike to the rental office.


Screw Raina, she thought as she glided toward the igloo-white houses of Skala. But someone had already screwed Raina, on days four, five, and seven of their vacation. Raina, unlike Elise, didn’t understand the fundamental law of vacation hookups: no obligation, no regret, sex so unconfused it wasn’t even complicated by a shared language most of the time. It was like getting searched at customs with nothing to declare. Raina had spent the last days of their trip sighing audibly and checking her phone, blaming lack of interest on bad reception. “I’m going to stay by the pool today where I get service.” “I’m going to climb up to the road again to check my messages.” Elise had wanted to slap her in the face, slap her and talk her into her bikini and snorkel alongside her over the splotchy reefs by Petra Beach. Fried halloumi cheese and white wine at three, followed by a nap of warm mingling breaths. Mostly, Elise had gone by herself to the closest beach, where she read and reread the section on Patmos in her guidebook: the rocky, barren island of St. John the Divine, who, exiled by a Roman emperor, wrote the Book of Revelation here in AD 95. Elise hadn’t personally witnessed any evidence of the Four Horsemen, but she loved basking in the sun at the end of the world. She found the Apocalypse fit her recent mood. She just hadn’t expected to feel so alone upon reaching it.


Careening down the steep hillside, she reminded herself that the whole point of the vacation was not to make memories but to lose track of them. Elise had gotten married at age twenty-four over a Fourth of July weekend. After the divorce two months ago, the irony of a wedding on Independence Day became her fallback joke that everyone saw coming as soon as she brought the matter up. Elise had told that joke while standing on the yacht of Raina’s new obsession, on the afternoon they had met him, their tables touching at a small taverna by a quiet swimming cove. He had invited them back to his boat, and, dripping from the five-minute swim, they climbed the rungs of the ladder and were wrapped in soft, black towels by the boat’s captain. Raina hadn’t laughed at the joke and neither had her new friend. He pulled a T-shirt over his pretty decent body and made drinks while two flags snapped behind him on the stern: one Greek, one Turkish. “Which are you?” Elise had asked. She was the considerate guest, the one who asked strangers about their homelands. “Neither,” he said, glancing over at her with such a forced smile she almost apologized for asking. “I was born in Cyprus, but I was raised in the States.” He said the States as if it were an untreatable glandular disease instead of a country.


An hour later he and Raina had disappeared below deck, the captain jumped overboard with a spear gun, and Elise had been left to stare at the undulating mounds of the island. She sat on creamy leather cushions, her face and legs browning to red and the beginning of a heat rash blistering against the strap of her swimsuit. A toothlike diamond, wedged between the cushions, shot brilliant glitters of white. She had plucked the ring from the cushions, as if the yacht itself were proposing to her. Elise briefly shut her eyes at the memory, even as traffic began to thicken in the port town. The dock was lined with private vessels and fat metal skiffs advertising day trips to nearby islands. Old, gluey men scrubbed on hands and knees. Tweek, tweek, tweek went the wax on wood.


Why had she done it? She had threaded the ring on her finger just to see how it looked. Then she spun it around unthinkingly and made a fist so that the diamond was buried in the flesh of her palm. After Raina reemerged on deck wearing her obsession’s damp T-shirt, Elise had swum single-fisted back to shore. Now the ring hung on a gold chain around her neck, purposely hidden under her linen shirt. Elise had assumed she could return the ring on her next visit, although there had been no next visit, not for her. Maybe she had stolen it because Raina had gone below deck without her. Or because the diamond couldn’t matter much if it had already been lost to the boat cushions. Or because she had poured two vodkas while waiting for her friend, and those drinks had made her thirsty for her own impulsive acts. Wanting too much had always been the lonely consequence of alcohol. It was as if with each sip she could feel her bones growing and straining inside of her to take whatever was loose in the world.


After Raina’s two subsequent sex-a-thons on days five and seven, Elise had watched her friend change in their hotel room, her own stomach queasy, fearing allegations. Raina tugged off her bikini top, her breasts two fried eggs runny with grease. Her nipples were blistered, as if the island’s mosquitoes had gotten to them. “He’s a little rough,” Raina said, squinting down in assessment, “but also gentle,” and reported nothing further.


He couldn’t possibly have noticed the ring’s disappearance. He had so much money, leather-padded, life-jacketed, an open safe bobbing in the sea. Even the gray cat lounging on the boat’s control panel had winked at her apathetically. The theft had been a moment of recklessness, a mark of time in the nearly two weeks broken only by water and sleep. And nothing had happened, no news or confrontations, only Raina and her slow heartbreak playing like a radio with a faulty dial. Now, Elise applied the brakes. Pale tourists darted across the road like startled First World chickens. Maybe she’d wear the ring in New York. It was triple the size of the one Dodie had given her with his earnings as a session drummer for past-prime bands trying to unwreck their careers between overdoses.


The hiss of cicadas was lost to the sounds of car horns and foreign voices. High season had arrived in Skala. She and Raina were getting out before the beaches were quilted with tourists. A little girl in a straw hat wobbled out in front of her bike, her face as fat and purple as a thumbprint. “Molto carina,” Elise called, smiling first happily and then annoyed. On her last day, she was still trying to speak Greek in the only foreign language that she knew.


She sped on. Dazed vacationers thronged the taxi stand. Elise passed nuns and faded postcard stalls and satirical doomsday T-shirt shops. The locals had cleverly made a cottage industry out of Armageddon-themed tourist tchotchkes. A group of long-haired hippies stood in front of the vacant police station, holding Bibles and rolled sleeping bags. The island’s few administrative buildings were graffitied with the same black, anti-Eurozone messages that had decorated all of Athens, as if for a national holiday of death threats and decline. “Οχι.” “για πάνтα.” “Kill the West.” A bald officer in a sky-blue uniform followed her with his eyes. She parked in front of the bike shop, collected her backpack from the seat compartment, and paid for the rental with the last of her euros.


The sun was blasting at 11:02 A.M., and her sweat stung her peeling shoulders. She hurried toward the main café, a full dishwasher’s worth of dirty cups and saucers piled on the tables. Customers fanned themselves with laminated picture menus. Elise glanced at her fellow ferry travelers, all feverish and exhausted by the thought of the long voyage ahead, adjusting to cramped conditions after so many days letting their bodies drift. There was nothing so soulless as burnt, white Westerners on the last day of their vacations. Their happiness had betrayed them, and they knew it, taking stock of the few souvenirs they had managed to stow away. Worse, Raina wasn’t among them. Elise punched her hips. It was like Raina to make them late. At JFK, they had almost missed their flight to Greece because she’d insisted on having her two suitcases embalmed in plastic wrap. “The bag people”—Raina had meant the luggage handlers—“aren’t stupid. They know which suitcases to target. They know which ones have jewelry worth stealing.” Elise clutched the ring underneath her shirt. Anyone could be a thief.


She hiked from café to café along the port, searching for her friend, growing angrier, pitching the straps of her backpack higher on her shoulders, when each café lacked the woman she sought. The heat was maniacal in early July, the water twenty feet away offered only a spent, muggy breeze, and the accumulation of tourist rubble around the tables—cheap Velcro-strapped shoes, inert camera equipment, every vest pocket punctuated with too many zippers, the squishy foam U’s of neck pillows—was starting to undermine the peace Elise had brokered in her ten days on Patmos. A wave of panic took advantage: Did she have her passport, the ferry tickets, her headphones? She groped the front pocket of her bag and found them safely inside, along with a postcard to her sister that she had addressed and stamped but had neglected to mail. She noticed a yellow ΕΔΤΑ mailbox attached to the side of the police station. Before she pushed the postcard into the box, she reread the note she had written, now filled with week-old news and revelations: “Raina and I are hanging out on the very lux yacht of an extremely sketchy Cypriot scion, falling in lust (R is f***ing him), getting tan, and I think I’m finally over Dodie, and in a week I’ll be totally reborn.” All damningly false predictions. She wished she were still on that yacht on the afternoon of day four, in the floating, faraway luxury of soft leather, sanded wood, and Turkish vodka, the captain going underwater in his Speedo, new feelings destroying the old ones. She wished someone had kissed her, brought her back to a rented room, fumbled and grunted. To be loved for a minute didn’t take much. She dropped the postcard through the slot. The ferry would arrive in ten minutes.


Elise stumbled around a dying cypress tree protected by a circle of rocks. A Greek boy—his pants were filthy, his eyelashes long—set off two bottle rockets, their hissing ascent spooking Elise out of her fatigue. Red and blue fireworks exploded faintly in the sky. That’s when she caught sight of Raina fifteen feet away, bare legs crossed, black sandals tightly buckled. She sat at an out-of-the-way taverna that was shaded by a turquoise awning. The taverna was a tiny, family-run establishment, patronized mostly by locals and village priests, although high-season backpackers had made headway in the outdoor seating options. Elise saw their luggage piled clumsily under the table.


She took the chair across from her friend and rested her forehead in her palms.


“I was looking all over for you. Why weren’t you at one of the main cafés? I was scared we’d miss the boat.”


Raina took off her sunglasses and blinked. Her eyes were puffy. Several crumpled napkins littered the table like broken-necked parakeets. Elise got the sense that Raina had spent the last half hour strangling paper. Or fixing her makeup. Raina didn’t look like a person about to embark on an eight-hour gulag of carpet-hard economy seating and speed-bickering Italians. She wore her favorite dress, yellow silk that fluted down to her thighs. Her lipstick was glossy, and her brown hair was slicked back, still holding the grooves of a comb. She smelled of expensive lotion and discount bug spray. She was nursing a Campari.


“This is where Charlie comes for breakfast,” Raina said quietly, as if speaking any louder might cause her to cry. Elise exhaled through her teeth. “Charlie comes every morning at eleven to Nikos for a coffee. That’s why I’m here. I want to see him one last time.”


Elise would be patient. On the last day of their vacation she would prove she had the temperament of a saint—like the chipped, pacific figures holding two fingers to their chests in the muddy frescos of the monastery. And then back in New York she would delete all the photos she had taken of Raina, ignore her phone calls, and try to recast the memory of the trip as a solitary getaway. She knew, though, that vacation resentment was the most forgivable variety. Friends were monsters someplace else.


“Well, he’s not here,” Elise said softly. She pulled the glass from Raina’s hand and took a sip. She noticed the man at the next table staring nervously at them. Some faces were born mean. His was skeletal with a shaved crescent of hair that seemed to retract from his bulging eyes. His mouth was a rectangle of bright yellow teeth. He stubbed out a cigarette with a stump-like finger. Elise turned her attention to more pathetic concerns. “Raina, it was just a fling. Do you want a Valium? I was saving the last two for the flight. How are your glands?” She was trying to win Raina over on the joke she’d been easing into their repertoire. “Are you suffering a case of the States?”


Raina shifted in her chair. “He’ll be here. He told me he comes every day. He’s very punctual. And I’m going to wait so I can say good-bye in person.”


Elise took another sip. He’s very punctual? Raina had spent a total of seven hours with the guy. Was it the sex or his money that had reduced her friend to such a puddle of rejection? Or was it pride? Raina, in Manhattan, was not used to being thrown aside. She had the tidy face of a fox that knew the hole in every fence. Her body was one long tongue, a lean, speaking muscle. Elise felt zero sympathy. Raina had been the one to propose Greece as the perfect cure for Elise’s depression—two best friends on the quiet island of the Apocalypse. But they had barely unpacked and gotten base tans before Raina sealed herself off in an imaginary romance. Elise studied her. Her time with Charlie had satisfied the single requirement of romance: it brought pain. Raina had her pain, and Elise had the ferry tickets, a stolen diamond, and her return flight to New York. Tomorrow they’d both be back in their apartments, staring out at a summer of stunted Brooklyn trees and packs of clammy new New Yorkers scream-laughing up the sidewalks, that sound more disconcerting to her than rounds of gunfire. She didn’t want to go back. She knew she couldn’t. And she knew she would.


“It looks like he’s not very punctual.” Elise slapped her hand over Raina’s knuckles. “We have a boat to catch. Have you paid for—”


“Then go without me,” Raina squealed. Customers around them turned at the peal in her voice. Three Orthodox priests lowered their coffee cups. The priest in the middle, draped in a long black robe, had a trimmed beard and sharp, watery teeth. He met Elise’s eyes and nodded like a businessman shoring up a deal. The watch strapped to his wrist was plated in gold. God must be good at the end of the world.


“What?” Raina barked, not at Elise or at the priests. She was glaring at the ugly, stump-fingered man who wouldn’t stop staring at her. Elise noticed a thin scar running from the corner of his mouth. The man gazed down at his newspaper. Elise concentrated on her own reflection in the taverna’s window: she looked shapeless and blank. Car wheels and legs passed through her face and continued on.


“Why didn’t he call me back?” Raina whined. “What the fuck did I do wrong? All he sent me was a text this morning asking if I had anything of his. Does he really expect me to return his stupid T-shirt?” She laughed unconvincingly. “Do I have anything of his? He knows we’re leaving today.”


Elise’s sweat chilled her. She thought of the diamond, its sharp contours against her chest. Now she worried that he might show up. She glanced over her shoulder, combing the crowds for Charlie, praying she wouldn’t find him rushing toward the taverna, an officer following in his shadow. Had he ransacked his boat looking for the ring? Had he determined that the thief must be one of the two American women he had invited on board? She saw tourists wheeling their bags across the road to line up by the metal gates for the ferry.


“When he comes I’m going to ask him what he meant.”


Elise’s hand trembled as she reached into her backpack to gather the two ferry tickets.


“Raina,” she said. “We’ve got to go now. The ferry arrives in five minutes.”


“I told you—”


“We have to get in line. We won’t get seats otherwise. Let’s just go. Please.”


What were jails on Greek islands like? Elise realized that she had no idea how much the diamond was worth. Five thousand or eight or ten? That kind of figure had never occurred to her before. And here she was sipping a Campari in the exact spot Charlie came every morning. If he had accused her of taking it on day five or seven, she could have handed it over with a sour excuse: Jesus, calm down. I was going to return it the next time I saw you. I forgot I tried it on while you were violently screwing my best friend. But how could she explain boarding an outbound ferry with the ring dangling underneath her shirt?


The three priests rose from their table. The oldest one clapped his hands in thanks to the passing waiter. Elise tried to flag down the waiter. “Check,” she called. “Conto. I mean, bill!” She furiously scribbled a check mark in the air. What if he did show up to ask about the diamond? What if he demanded their bags and bodies searched? She could go to the bathroom right now and drop the ring in the toilet. But even in the midst of her panic, it pained her to toss something so beautiful and expensive away. She knew her fear was half-invented, a casualty of a conscience that wouldn’t let her perform one reckless act without filing her own police report. All she knew was that she desperately wanted to get on the ferry. Once it pulled away from the island she’d be safe. She began to scoop coins from her pocket and stack them on the table. “How much was your drink? Please, let’s get to the dock.”


“Charlie,” Raina said.


Charlie. The name clogged all communication. Sometimes it was easier to abandon a friend than to humor her. Raina grinned, and Elise caught herself smiling back in gratitude.


“Is that him?” Raina asked, dodging her head around the obstruction of Elise. She lifted her arm to wave. Elise turned, the diamond skidding around her chest bone, and she saw a young man who looked like Charlie, but he was taller, heavier, smoke-skinned, and he passed the taverna without entering. Two long-haired Christian girls giggled by the cypress tree. A group of French backpackers commandeered the table that the priests had vacated. Their knees were hairy and sand-caked.


“The line is getting long,” Elise pleaded. “Let’s go. We’ll write him a nasty postcard from the boat.”


“You go,” Raina said, clutching the arms of her chair. “I’m waiting until the last second. I bet you he’ll show. That prick.”


“He’s not going to come,” she moaned.


A bell was clanging from a church in the distance, like a goat bell rolling down a hill. And closer, an impatient tapping on metal. The stump-fingered man next to them was drumming his lighter on the table. A long, shrill horn wailed from the sea. The ferry was entering the harbor, a giant white rectangle as featureless as a midwestern shopping mall. Movement ran through the cafés along the port, people grabbing their bags, stirring each other like flocks of birds. The waiter brought a round of beers to the French backpackers. They raised their glasses and chanted “Santé!”


“Come on,” Elise begged. She collected her bag straps on her shoulders.


The stump-fingered man punched the table, scooted out of his chair, and stomped off toward the tobacco stall. He had left his English newspaper behind. July 2, one day old, as all papers on the island were. They’d land in New York on the Fourth of July.


“I’m sending him one last text,” Raina said, tapping a message into her phone. “A mean one. And then I’ll wait ten more minutes. He promised he’d say good-bye. I’m sure he’s coming.”


“We don’t have ten minutes!” Elise cried through the adrenaline knot in her throat. She rose from her seat. The sun was pounding on her neck. Under no circumstances did she want to see Charlie again. “Just forget about him. We’re going to miss the ferry. And then our flight home. Please. They’re boarding.”


Raina smiled with leaden eyes, purposefully, almost flirtatiously uncooperative.


“I said go ahead without me. There’s still time.”


Elise bent down and pushed Raina’s heavy, monogrammed bags aside. “You’re crazy,” she muttered. She picked up the last of Raina’s suitcases, uncovering her nylon duffel, which lay on the ground alongside a dark-green backpack, the kind that belonged to the roving, beach-for-bed hippies on their endless pursuit of spirituality or B-grade marijuana. A gold patch was sewn on the bag. It read BEHOLD, I MAKE ALL THINGS NEW.


“Whose bag is this?” Elise peered above the lip of the table. Raina leaned down to examine it.


“I don’t know. Maybe it belonged to that creep with the scar next to us. Or one of the backpackers? I didn’t see it before.”


Elise grabbed her duffel and pressed it against her chest. She felt the diamond dig into her skin. She could pawn the ring in New York. It might afford her a few months’ rent in her Brooklyn studio. Maybe all things could be made new. She liked that word, Behold.


“I’m going to the boat.” She waited one last second for Raina, stalling for fear of losing her. Raina drew the empty glass to her lips and let a cube of ice slide onto her tongue. “I’ll see you on board.” Elise placed the second ferry ticket on the table. “I hope you make it.”


“You need to put some lotion on your cheeks. You’re starting to look like a homeless woman.” Raina chewed on the ice. “Want to hear something interesting? Do you know what I—”


A wave of pressure, a reverberation with no sound. The sound came after, too late for Elise to hear. The explosion ripped through the outdoor patio of Nikos Taverna, catching the cypress tree on fire, blasting shrapnel of metal and bone. A giant globe of dust swept through the incinerated awning, churning in its uplift, and began to snow as glass fell in slivers on the cobblestone.




CHAPTER 1


When Charlie and I were young, we played a game called Destroyers. We invented it ourselves. Destroyers always began with the same frightening, make-believe premise: a group of gunmen in black balaclavas (number variable) bursts into the room and starts shooting. What do you do?


Destroyers required no equipment. We built its universe out of words. It existed entirely in our overlapping imaginations, and we played it primarily at night over the phone when we were sure our parents weren’t eavesdropping. Destroyers ran on the gas of our wits and the places we knew by heart. We set it in Central Park (our favorite spot was the zoo), in the aisles of the uptown D’Agostino, in our wasp-hive apartment buildings, and in the seductively vulnerable halls of Natural History, MoMA, and the Met. We also set it—compulsively, with a rigor to the anatomy of the stuffy blue-brick Victorian on East Eighty-fourth Street that its original bricklayers would have appreciated—at Buckland Academy for Boys. Not every location was accommodating. Charlie often wanted to stage Destroyers in the subway, although his skills for a successful mission were thwarted by lack of familiarity with the system (his family had a round-the-clock limo, and he somehow persisted in the belief that subway cars had easily accessible roof hatches). I yearned to set it in the marble nave of St. Patrick’s—the confessionals were enticing hiding spots, the priest raising his gold dish above the altar the perfect first fatality—but Charlie’s parents had given up religion long before relocating their family from Cyprus. I knew the insides of churches, but Charlie was useless at liturgical details.


Looking back, I suppose every unhappy kid plays a similar sort of game to unbind himself from the glue of the present: abandoning friends and loved ones without a whisper of remorse; using unassuming bystanders as distractions; keeping only a speculative agreement with the laws of gravity or architectural blueprints (the latter was prized much more than the former—you could sometimes levitate into high rafters, but jumping through a nonexistent window was strictly prohibited). The goal was to find a way out.


Here’s an example of Charlie playing a scenario I’m leading: “You’re in the Buckland cafeteria when six gunmen enter. I dive below the table. Simon McMarnely crawls under with you. Wait, fuck you. I’ve never once sat at lunch with Simon McMarnely. You and Simon were assigned a report on Uganda. You were working on it together. Okay, I climb behind Simon so he’s in the way of the bullets. Gunmen spray bullets under the table. Simon’s hit in the stomach. You’re exposed. I grab Simon’s glasses from his face and crouch-run for the window bank. Those windows don’t open. The last one does partway if you unroll it. A gunman is standing at that window. Okay, instead, I bolt through the door to the pantry. I go through the pantry to the main hall. Two of the gunmen are cutting through the pantry after you. I run down the hall. They’ve chain-locked the front doors. I go up the side stairs to the second floor. You pass Miss Sheedy. She’s walking down with a stack of Latin exams, unaware that anything’s happening. I knock the papers out of her hands so they spill on the steps. That buys me time because they’ll slip on them coming up. I get to the second-floor hallway. Echo of gunfire. Miss Sheedy screaming. The sound of boots slipping on paper. First classroom on the right, the chem lab. That door’s locked during lunch period. With the extra time, I pry off an arm of Simon’s glasses. I use it to pick the lock. I go inside, shut the door, and lock it. I move through the chem lab, into Dr. Chandler’s office. You hear the handle of a machine gun smashing through the window of the lab door. They’re in. Crap, okay. There’s no window in Dr. Chandler’s office. Nope. You’re trapped. No, I’m not. I close the door and shove his desk against it. They’re banging on the door. I jump on the desk and get to the old ventilation shaft. That connects to the library. I pull off the metal frame. They’re hurling their shoulders against the door. It opens a crack. The muzzle of a gun peeks in. I climb through the hole, wiggling. You feel gunfire strike the wall around you. A bullet pierces your foot. Extreme pain. I drop into the library and sprint-limp to the windows. You hear them running back out into the hall, toward the library. They’re on to you. I open the middle window, the one closest to the oak tree whose branches are just within reach. I climb over the xylophone display and get my feet on the radiator ledge. One of the gunmen follows your blood trail and sees you between the stacks. He takes aim. You can’t jump in time. I use Simon’s glasses again. It’s sunny out. I hold the lens, catch the light, and reflect it right into his eyes. The gunman squints, recoils, and shoots a round into the ceiling. I stretch my legs over the windowsill. I see the branch. I jump.”


It went on like this, on and on and on. We took turns. We improvised weapons and shields and intricate booby traps constructed out of Old Masters paintings or jugs of crab salad. Occasionally we dangled lifesavers, like keys pressed in the hands of the dying or dead (janitors were messiahs with very short lives). Sometimes, maybe one in six, we didn’t make it. We died panicking, stung by our wrong choices, on the ice floes of penguins or across our parents’ beds or on the unclaimed bags in coat check. I always fared better than Charlie did, either because I proved a wilier strategist or because Charlie didn’t enjoy reveling in my murder. But it was Charlie’s tendency to make bad decisions, as if attracted to the deadest of ends and yet still expecting to escape without a scratch.


I don’t know what Destroyers said about us. I never mentioned the game later to a roommate or a therapist, perhaps embarrassed by its macabre premise, even though such tragedies occurred with almost weekly regularity in real life and the news fixated on the same lurid details bullet by bullet. I often think the whole world was secretly playing the same game. In our defense, our obsession with Destroyers hardly seemed a symptom of psychosis. We were never the killers, never the black-balaclava gunmen of unknown political or personal affiliation savoring the massacre’s toll—and if anything, it caused us to be nicer to those who unwittingly supplied cameos, people like Simon McMarnely and his obliging glasses, poor Simon and what he went through in our fantasies in order for us to live.


We didn’t much mention Destroyers to each other once it bled out of our free time. Like most childhood games, by the eighth grade it had lost its magical hold. I think it stopped when Charlie started insisting on saving girls he liked or when he kept leading the scenario into the more complicated backdrop of locker rooms and swimming pools. (“Ian, the broom is firmly securing the door. Now you say it’s steamy, but I’m walking toward the showers. Be specific. What do I see?”)


It occurs to me now, almost twenty years later, that Destroyers was teaching us something all along. It wasn’t just the thrill of the chase. We were sharpening our instincts, jettisoning attachments. We were honing strategies for survival.


I HAVE NO plan but this one.


The Acropolis is golden in the afternoon sun, but I can’t take my eyes off the dogs. The rooftop bar of the Hotel Grande Palace is an oasis of mist machines and tilted umbrellas growing out of warm, black pools of shadow. Music plays on hidden speakers, a slow tremolo of keys like ice falling softly in a glass. For the past half hour I have been leaning against the railing, staring out over Syntagma Square and the wild dogs that patrol it. They move in a pack, vicious arrow-headed trotters, the color of corroded razor blades, snapping and growling and taunting the tourists whose guidebooks have led them imprudently toward this danger. Pamphlets and burned flags from a dispersed political rally litter the ground like New England leaves. I know I should spend my few free hours climbing around the Parthenon or at least glancing up at it. But in the swampy heat of early August, all of Athens looks like a ruin, sunken and edgeless and blurred spit white. The dogs are thin and frantic.


I shouldn’t be here. In Greece. At the Grande Palace. On vacation. I have been wearing the same clothes for twenty-eight hours, minus a missing pair of underwear. I smell of spilled red wine, duty-free cologne (Texas cedar and Haitian vetiver), quick intercourse, tuberose hand soap, and human grease. I am only at the Grande Palace at the invitation of the woman I sat next to on the overnight flight from New York. Amy, Ann, Annabel? Neither of us could sleep in the soaring adult nursery full of weighted breathing and fleecy blankets. As I watched the progress of our plane on the miniscreen, she nudged me. I had fallen into the sad, homeless trance of sky travel. We were halfway over the Atlantic.


“What’s wrong?” She pulled her headphones from her ears. “Excuse my prying, but you look upset.”


“My father just died,” I told her.


“Oh,” she whispered. “Are you flying over for his funeral?”


“No, I’m flying away from it.”


I have no idea what she saw in me. Maybe she held the belief that anyone traveling business class moved through the world on a special pass. Or maybe she spotted, correctly, an easy target. She was ten years older than me, in her late thirties. She had a dancer’s skeletal grace, was married according to her finger, and was headed to Athens to attend a telecommunications convention. “God knows why it’s in Greece with all the turmoil going on.” She spoke the language of acronyms—ATSZ, CLO, a satellite hookup on PBX—which sounded too much like the city we had left. The mention of death only suppressed her urge to talk for a few minutes. “Fly Korean, fly Air India, if you ever get the chance, fly Singapore,” she confided in the whisper of trade secrets. “You never get the feeling they’re delivering your dinner at gunpoint. Actually, no, you do get that feeling, and that’s why the service is so strong.” She laughed at her joke and cued me with another nudge to the shoulder. The only other insomniac in our cabin, two rows ahead, had spent the last twenty minutes trying to pluck an intractable nose hair; I was growing impatient for the decisive yank of victory. Ann or Amy seemed to appreciate me most when I didn’t interrupt her. She told me she traveled beaucoup trop trop for work and expounded on her theory that onboard entertainment systems had replaced the need for puke bags—“haven’t you noticed no one gets sick anymore because all of their nervousness has been abated by unlimited movie options? That and the extra legroom.” She motioned toward the Velcro-shut curtains behind us. “I try not to imagine the favela back there.” By the time the plane ticked over the coast of Croatia, the attendants were passing around schizophrenic trays of champagne and coffee, dawn was roaring through the windows, and I didn’t have the heart to tell her I’d upgraded from economy on miles. Business class had the only available seats left.


“Do you have a hotel?” she asked as we waited in line at passport control.


“No, but I have a boat at midnight. I guess I’ll kill time visiting the Acropolis.”


Her hotel had a view of the Acropolis, she said, as well as a sofa in case I needed to sleep. “It’s the least I can do after your loss.” Room 411. She unlocked the door, tipped the bellboy, and in the early-afternoon curtained darkness, the AC blasting, lifted her pleated skirt and spread herself across the bed. At the time, I felt good for something, and afterward, not for much. Her fingers gouged my hips, but she stared at the door as if waiting for someone more present to enter. We were still two Americans following the standard procedure for arrival. After we finished, I crawled off of her and searched the floor for my clothes.


“I didn’t even ask what your father died of,” she said, digging her hands underneath the pillows. It seemed less a question than a boast of her impulsiveness. I slid my pants on and went into the bathroom to wash my face. When I returned she was fast asleep, blond hair leaking from a cocoon of blankets.


I am leaning against the railing, putting all of my weight on it. Like much of the fading hotel—a Beaux-Arts mansion littered with flypaper and velvet-flocked rooms named after deposed royalty—the railing is old and in need of a paint job. Cement dust leaks from its rivets. Even if the railing were to give, I’d fall ten feet onto a patio where a man in a red keffiyeh is clipping his toenails. Taxis shoot around the square like dice, and the dogs are fighting by the fountain. I wonder how many of them were kicked out of homes and how many were born behind the Dumpsters of Plaka. Some of the females have teats that droop like the squishy, netted bags old women carry to the markets. Behind me, tourists drift in the pool, nipple-deep, swirling their arms in exaggerated circles—Germans, Italians, Russians, a few lanky Americans with phosphorescent teeth. Every so often, by the clench of a watch or a wave of an itinerary, couples reunite to gather their belongings. The rooftop of the Grande Palace is a waiting station before taking boats to the islands. I think of Charlie in his house on Patmos with a spare bedroom and a locked door.


“Fuck America,” a little boy screams, hurtling off a lounge chair. “Fuck going back early! You promised we could stay!” His body is a rack of jutting bones, on the breaking edge before the padding of adolescence. His mother wearily gazes up at him while rotating her bracelets.


“Please don’t run by the pool,” she says.


“Mister Bledsoe.” The waiter taps my shoulder. He is young, doughily handsome, and the curls of his hair are frozen with mousse. Waiters never tap customers on the shoulder in New York; there must be a policy against physical contact. I remember four days ago in my father’s bedroom, my stepmother saying, “The dying don’t like to be touched.”


The waiter hands me back my credit card. “It doesn’t work. Maybe you forgot to call your bank?” He’s so unwilling to assume the worst I could almost kiss him. “Do you want me to charge it to your room?”


Hotel guests are the only ones allowed up here.


“No.” I set my drink down and reach into my pocket. I take my only other card out of my wallet, the one connected to the personal credit history of a twenty-nine-year-old man whose postcollegiate career consists of sporadic but deeply fulfilling charity work. “Try this one.” I slap the plastic into his hand and smile to hide my panic. The family card, my last link to the emergency Bledsoe reservoir, has been deactivated.


The waiter eyes the new card suspiciously. I no longer want to kiss him. I wonder if the dogs bother him when he leaves the hotel at night. I wonder if he lives with his parents. Below us, two officers enter the square toting high-power water rifles. The dogs must know their run is over because they scatter across the bleached cement.


“Which room are you staying in?” he asks me.


“Room four-eleven,” I say. “With my girlfriend. She’s asleep downstairs.” I picture Amy or Annabel waking to a hefty tab, yelling acronyms at the concierge, demanding Singapore service. My underwear must still be tangled somewhere in her bedsheets. “I’ll have another.” I grab my suitcase and follow him to the bar.


It is cool in the shade of alcohol and awnings. For a second, the stain of the sun lingers on my eyes, purple circles that slowly evaporate. Very few guests settle around the counter. The waiter swipes the card, and that beautiful atonal sound of scrolling receipt paper issues from the machine.


Just get me to Patmos, I think.


On the other side of the bar, a skinny, twitching man chats up an older Russian woman. He looks familiar, the way anyone young and amphetamine-eyed looks vaguely familiar in proximity to a bar. “I’m a traveling vigilante,” I hear him say without a hint of sarcasm. The Russian laughs, her burned breasts and chandelier earrings shaking like a minor earthquake.


She holds up her phone. “Let me take picture,” she says. “First vigilante on vacation.”


He presses his hand over the phone to block the lens.


The guy is so sweaty I can make out the pattern of his chest hair underneath his shirt. A scar runs from the corner of his mouth, and his head is shaved to disguise the twin islets that remain of his hairline. He looks like a gigolo in his last year on the circuit, his flirtation cut with a baffled desperation. His index finger is just a nub, like the end of a pool cue steadying for a shot. He might be my age, he has my accent, but his face is so beaten I can’t imagine how the guard in the lobby let him up here without asking to see his room key. He catches me staring, so I turn to the view of the Acropolis. When I look back, he’s still watching me, wincing. He snatches his wallet from the counter and stalks off toward the elevator. The Russian woman is too busy gazing into the aurora borealis of her phone.


The waiter pours my second drink. The gin will help the panic. It has already painted the flowers in the planters a softer shade of pink. But I have to be careful from here on with my spending. I only have what’s left in my bank account and the small stack of cash, hidden in my suitcase, that I managed to siphon before the reservoir went dry. I once spent a winter after college helping single mothers in the Bronx set up bank accounts. “Five dollars. Let’s start your future of financial solvency with five dollars. Surely you can spare that much.”


The Russian woman pats the counter, as if she’s feeling for weak spots in the wood. She jumps from her stool and kneels on the ground. As I sign my name on the receipt, she begins to wail about missing money, her wallet stolen. “Asshole vigilante. It had my boat ticket. Waiter, fast, call down! Don’t let him leave the hotel!”


I take my drink to the railing, trying to remain uninvolved. It’s my new tactic, distancing myself from the problems of others. It feels surprisingly liberating, cordoning off worry to the limits of myself.


How do you feel sorry for a rich kid? This was my father’s favorite joke when I was little. I’d be midmission in a video game or at the dining room table conjugating French verbs on one of the weekends he was mandated to watch me. He’d ask it like a dare, and, without missing a beat, he’d supply his unfunny punch line. You don’t.


But I have a better answer.


You make him not rich. I have fallen out of money. It’s like falling out of love. Only with money, it’s not you that walks away, you’re still here, it’s the money that goes elsewhere, finds a new home, forgets. It’s my fault—not that it matters; you can’t talk your way back into money like you can with love, calling it up in the middle of the night, pleading for a second chance. I try to picture Charlie on his yacht in Patmos, a black-oak sixty-footer agitating waves, the free food and sun and the hours of sleep ahead. But I am sweating and the dogs are gone and the Acropolis is so blurry I wouldn’t mind it torn down, and all I can think of is my call to Charlie four days ago, the first time I had spoken to him in years.


“I need to ask a favor. It’s urgent.”


“Hi, Ian. I’m fine. Can’t complain. You missed my birthday by a month.”


“I’m serious. And it’s more of a proposal than a favor.”


“How about asking nicely? How about putting some sweetness in that New York whine of yours?” The phone fell from his ear and after a short scuffle, he was back. “How’s volunteer life? How many starving kids did you save from the death camps today?”


“I’m in hot water. I need your help. You always told me I could ask. Well, I’m asking now.”


“Hot water?” He paused. I could hear the static in the distance between our voices. “I’m in Greece. The water’s freezing. I have an idea. Why don’t you come?”


EVERY SUDDEN DEATH is a murder. The incidents surrounding each last breath are analyzed exhaustively for a person to blame. How much morphine did the night nurse add to the IV drip? Was the walk light still white before the taxi rounded the corner? What was the final call on the phone found near the open window? Even a presumably natural death holds the opportunity for a finger to point. My father died in bed at his home in the West Village. Edward Bledsoe, senior vice president of Kitterin Inc., international baby-food manufacturer, twice married, age sixty-seven. I am “also” according to his obituary. “He also had one son from a previous marriage.” Lily, my stepmother, was downstairs in the kitchen, lecturing the nurse in her operatic Spanish. I sat by his bed in one of the Amish rockers that Lily spent her free time collecting from antique stores, under one of the modernist prints she wrangled poker-like at night from online art auctions. I hadn’t seen my father since the two strokes stalled his face six days earlier. “He’s going,” Lily had warned me. “At least it feels that way. The doctors say there’s a chance he’ll pull through. Try not to upset him, okay?” His eyes still worked, flinched, and as I peered down, I got the feeling I had cornered an injured animal, a creature that had no choice but to relent. His gray mouth gaped, and his white hair was combed back in a style that was never his. It must have been the nurse’s preference.


“Hi, Dad. How are you feeling? I thought I’d keep you company.”


There was only one photo of me in the many framed above his bed—where younger, happier Bledsoes celebrated birthdays and graduations like the repeating pattern of wallpaper. In the photo, I am a toddler in Central Park, tumbling in his lap like a Labrador, while his eyes are fixed on a great concern beyond the red autumn trees and the pond of miniature sailboats. It was the same pond that Charlie and I used to visit after school as teenagers, stoned beyond the ability to tie our shoelaces or wonked out on some of Charlie’s mom’s funny pills. We were engaged in the great postadolescent pastime of trying to obliterate our innocence as brutally as we could, torching every last place in our minds that it might hide. We’d sit on the benches by Kerbs Boathouse watching the armada of white, spinning sails, our jaws slack, our eyes as glassy as oyster meat, and my head rattling with liquid-fire revelations I wasn’t sure I had only imagined or had spoken out loud. “Did I just tell you about terrorists putting piranhas in the pond to devour children?” I’d ask him worryingly, each forgotten second betraying the stability of the current one. Charlie would look over, as if trying to assess how to save a drowning man without getting wet. A round of Destroyers would have lent my brain a focus, but Charlie and I were past that age. Charlie was already deep in his street years, a platinum cap on his left canine, Cyprus by way of Compton, a sudden expert of subways. But Charlie always brought along his velvet bag of chess pieces, and we’d play on the stone tables next to the sleeping homeless as night fell.


I sat and my father lay there, in the silence of minutes and the birds in the backyard birches. The town house was about as accommodating to me as a shotgun in a mouth—no room but to get to the point.


“I couldn’t get ahold of Mom,” I said to fill the quiet. “She’s been traveling in Bangladesh. Did she tell you she’s thinking of opening an orphanage in Delhi?” It was a futile question. They never spoke. My mother had been living in India for the past seven years, surviving like a new age maharaja on the meager residue of her divorce settlement. We communicated once a month by Skype, and her damp, midwestern face in the midst of a yellow monsoon diluted my memories of her midtown studio with its bone-dry static that would terrorize me every time I touched a doorknob. “I’m sure she sends her love.”


His brown eyes fled to their corners. He could still control his breathing, and air shot spastically out of his nose, as if trying to expel her from his mind.


“Lily says you’re going to be fine,” I assured him. “The doctors expect a full recovery.”


After more silence, I told him the truth of my situation: I had been let go as operations manager of a nonprofit that prided itself on taking in anyone, no matter how deranged or needle tracked or urine scented; my rent was overdue on my Harlem walk-up; I had few friends left in the city to count on. Maybe I told him all this because I was sure he couldn’t respond.


“I’m dangerously low on funds,” I said.


You never know who will help you, but you can often predict who won’t. My father’s working hand spread out on the mattress. His eyes shut. He hated me. He always had. But he especially hated me when, upon his insistence, I took a low-level desk job at the Panama City branch of Kitterin Baby Food Inc. and promptly abandoned it to help out in the gang-ridden, red-zone quarters. “You’ll find equality is a young man’s game,” he had said to me on my first visit back, the last pulse of restraint before his lips creased. “And when your father’s business relies on the stability of the current Panamanian administration, going in and tampering with that stability, no matter how corrupt, is not a cause for gratitude.” He treated my efforts in Panama as an extended vacation, days that didn’t add up, and in terms of mere addition he might have been correct. Perhaps he knew one day I’d wash up on the shores of his sickbed asking for a handout.


I sat there for almost an hour with his hatred, rocking back and forth and trying to perfect the next sentence: “A small loan, an advance to me and I promise no more, just some cash, five figures, the price of one fucking sponge-colored modernist print, and I’ll leave you and Lily alone for good.” I sat and he hated and I felt sure we had both entered the terrible universe of each other’s minds.


The doctors were wrong. He was dying. I don’t know when he began actually dying, but he did, as I sat pinned to the chair and his hand finally went still. He went right beside me, this thin body I had depended on and feared. “Dad, Dad? Please Dad?” He looked peaceful, as if he’d finally been let go of.


“What did you do?” Lily screamed when she entered the bedroom. Those were her only words to me during an afternoon of doctors and phone calls. I retreated to the greenhouse, trying to keep out of the way, pinching the tears from my eyes. Death and money don’t mix. Death frightens money, money dwarfs death. Doctors give way to lawyers, like tired football players sent to the sidelines by over-officious referees. My two half-siblings hurried over as soon as they heard.


Lex, the youngest, stood trembling in the greenhouse doorway. “Ian, what did you do?” she cried before darting back into the kitchen. I could hear her talking to Lily. “Why did you let him up there? Alone!” My half-brother, Ross, kept eyeing me nervously through the kitchen window, as if I were a mental patient who had accidentally wandered into their backyard. He, at least, had the courtesy to lower his voice. “It’s not right that Ian was the last one with Dad. Can you imagine what he was talking about? Mom, you should have been up there with them. Or even the nurse. What exactly are the doctors saying he died of?”


I was the answer. Every death needs someone to blame.


Lily finally ended her vow of silence at nine o’clock that evening. She was building a fire in the living room on a humid summer night with all the windows onto Perry Street shut. The headlights of cars flared and receded through the panes. I couldn’t shake the sense that she was trying to make her home as inhospitable as possible.


“By the way,” she said, grasping the mantel, her back bothering her as it often did, tears in her eyes. She had her own children to worry about. “He left you nothing. Just so you know. It wasn’t my doing. That was his wish.”


I walked out the front door. It was ninety degrees in the darkness. I was cold.


ALL OF ATHENS is purring with light: the green lights of the streetlamps furry with coastal fog; the metallic fluorescents of street-level bars and falafel stands; the boats at sea scattering hurricane yellow across the glossy water. Not New York light, no overbright excess, but an oily, needling, low-to-earth current like mood lighting for quick petty crimes. At night in Athens history dies, and the city spins. Life, I’ve always thought, is felt more intensely in the dark.


We are racing at high speed, rosaries swinging from the rearview mirror. The taxi smells like a midnight mass. The driver has a picture of the Virgin Mary taped to the underside of his sunshade, just as yesterday on my way to JFK, the driver had a postcard of Jamaica stuck to his. A small glass jar is affixed to the dashboard holding a lit stick of incense. The glass jar might be a repurposed Kitterin baby-food jar—that’s how far the shadow of a global conglomerate reaches. The four drinks I had at the hotel have left me in alcoholic limbo, thirsty for another, regretful of the fourth. I roll down the window and let the wind rinse my face. The driver licks his fingers and smothers the incense tip. The smoke flows. “What side are you on?” he asks.


“Side?”


“Side. Dock. Do you have your boat number?”


I flip through my printouts to find my ferry reservation. “Blue Star,” I tell him.


“That is ferry company. Which dock? Piraeus is very big port, very crowded this time of year.”


There is no dock listed on my printout.


“What island are you going to?” the driver finally asks. His bald spot is a yarmulke of sweat.


“Patmos.”


“Holy island,” he says. His foot eases on the gas pedal, slowing his mobile church. Tourists fight through waves of touts on the sidewalk and battle their own refractory luggage wheels. “You don’t need to worry, I don’t think, about the bomb.”


“What bomb?”


“You did not hear on the news?” he scolds, as if the least he can expect from a visitor is a basic awareness of current events.


“I’ve been distracted lately,” I respond, which is the truth. Poverty tends to drown out the latest international horror, and, from the distance of Manhattan, one faraway explosion becomes confused with all the others.


“Last month, on Patmos. Bomb blew up in a café. Killed tourists there. French and two Americans. No one has taken responsibility, not even the radical Islamists who take credit for everything. But it is hard time in Greece now. Today is our Great Depression. So there was bomb.” He utters this cause-and-effect relationship lightly, his voice a spray of chimes, but I realize he’s simply practicing his English.


“Does that happen often? Bombs on islands?”


“No, never. Never before. But we have never been so poor before. Never so desperate because of the sanctions, the”—he lifts his hands from the wheel to strangle his neck—“austerity measures. And now with this new deal we make it’s only getting worse. I pay more tax to drive this taxi than I make waiting all day for a fare.” He pats the vinyl dash, as if to reassure the vehicle he won’t abandon it. “We never should have joined the rest of Europe. No work, people angry, angry at government, angry at the West. Now is the time of bombs. ‘Kill the foreigners.’ ‘Kill Europe.’ It is written on every wall.” He ducks his head, as if physically struck with a thought. “Problem is all we have is tourism. Maybe not for long. You want to buy an island, soon the government will sell it to you. They will even sell you the people on it. Sell whatever they can. Even the police in Greece are for sale. So bomb blows up on island, kill the foreigners, make you remember Greece has teeth.”


He studies me in the rearview mirror, gauging the fear on my face. He doesn’t know I’ve already lived in dangerous countries. I glance out the window where men are lined up on the sidewalk with their backs to the street, each one pressing his nose tightly against a wall. At first I think they’re peeing, like men at a urinal, and then I think they’re about to be shot. Panama comes back, men at a wall arranged for rapid machine-gun fire—in Panama killing is a chore that everyone wants to finish as quickly as possible, the killers and the killed. Ever since Panama, I can’t take my place at a urinal without thinking of executions. But the wall is a window, changing light, and I see the flickers of a soccer match. The men raise their arms when a goal is scored.


“Don’t worry,” the driver says. “No one wants to blow up the Irish.”


It’s my red hair. For my entire life, I’ve been renouncing citizenship to a country I’ve never visited. I picture Charlie’s hair, the brown, stringy anywhere-ness of it.


“I’m an American,” I tell him. The driver looks in the rearview mirror and makes a turn into the port.


“You stay at a hotel? A cousin of mine has a small—”


“I’m staying with a friend.”


Docks stretch into darkness. Mobs collect around enormous, cake-tiered ships. The driver blasts the horn and waves wanderers out of the road. He points to a huge, blue-striped craft that is already releasing returning passengers.


“Twenty-four euro,” he says. I pay him the money he wants in the currency he hates and press my bag under my arm.


Food vendors ring chrome bells. Men and women are spilling in all directions, pressing, pulling, oblivious to the American concept of personal space. Only the bright colors of bags and windbreakers stand out in the night. A group of hippie backpackers sits in a circle, singing Jesus hymns and holding hands. I’m knocked off balance by the straw satchel of a heavyset woman pushing her mother in a wheelchair. The taxi driver has implanted the fear of a bomb in my head, and now I’m stuck with it in the midst of this human congestion. I see bombs in backpacks, in cake boxes, in the dirty cooler of the Tunisian grandfather selling bottles of water, a bomb strapped to the chest of a handsome woman reading a romance novel. Bomb, I mouth, as if saying it will stop it from happening, as if bombs like surprise birthday parties are foiled by mere expectation. A boy in an olive sweatshirt shoots his arm out in front of me, men’s and women’s counterfeit watches buckled from wrist to elbow. He looks up and rubs his thumb against his finger. After the smile that must be the oldest human gesture, two fingers rubbing for lucre. He and I wear the same brand of sneakers. I don’t know why this detail captures my attention, but it does, our unsimilar lives overlapping only in our allegiance to a leather swoosh. An older man in a brown turban, maybe his father, barks at him in a clipped dialect that must mean, try harder, get the sale. I can’t control the urge to clutch my pocket to make sure my wallet hasn’t been stolen. It’s a confusing motion, the thing I’m protecting the very sign of acquiescence. The boy smiles hopefully, a henhouse of raw white teeth. “Here you go,” I say in defeat and give him ten euros without asking for a watch.


The guards signal the acceptance of passengers, and I’m swept forward in the tide up the metal ramp. I check my cabin number. Single occupancy, one bed, berth 805. I need to stick to my new austerity measures; general steerage was half the rate. It’s a small, beige, plastic-molded room with no window, and I’m asleep on the bare mattress before the ferry pulls out of the harbor.


I WAKE TO the groan of the ship. In a windowless room nothing tells the time. Did I miss the stop at Patmos, headed now for Kos or Rhodes? I check my cell phone. 6:09 A.M. We don’t reach the island until eight. My cheek pinned to the pillow, I feel the slightest sense of movement, so faint I have to go completely still to find it—a lurch of riding on water, not just back and forth but side to side. It’s like the teetering of a plane without the impending fear of a crash. I suppose we could always sink.


I get up, brush my teeth, swallow down an aspirin, and change into shorts and a button-down. I use wet fingers to straighten my hair, forging a part like an underused forest trail. Do I look the same as I used to? I haven’t seen Charlie in five years, and I haven’t spent a solid block of time with him since college. In the spring of our senior year of high school, university catalogs littered the hallways like autumn leaves—fall being the preferred seasonal motif of those brick and cable-knit tableaus that practically guaranteed not jobs nor intellectual whetting but a lifetime of nostalgia and days made only to be played back later as a highlight reel of youth. Charlie and I clamped our hands around the same catalog for a small liberal-arts college in Western Massachusetts, intent on leaving everything in the city except each other behind. Charlie managed five semesters before dropping out, and I helped him pack up his dorm room—his plan for his next steps then as disagreeable to outside interference as a wildfire. We met a few times after that in New York, teaming up for long lunches when he was in town visiting his family, and he’d tell me vaguely that he’d put down roots in Cyprus, dating one woman after cheating on another. Charlie was still at the age where cheating seemed more an emblem of a dazzling personal life rather than a moral failing. He gave, as he always did, the conflicting impression of maturity and irresponsibility beneath an out-of-season tan. At the end of our last lunch he looked at me sympathetically, as if he could see something in me that was falling apart—a crack I myself couldn’t locate. “Ian, you just tell me when you’re ready to quit volunteering and escape this shithole. The only redeeming quality left in a New Yorker is their ability not to take up space. That’s nothing to brag about. I think this might be my last visit home.” I told him I didn’t mind the shithole. “Anyway, I might try a job in Panama City.” His voice turned serious without sounding impressed. “You know, I’m always here if you need me. I wouldn’t offer that to anyone but you. Just say the word.” At the time, I figured he was lonely in Cyprus and that helping me was a convenient way of fixing what he had lost. But I wasn’t ready to admit defeat. We were only twenty-four.


I leave the top three buttons of my shirt undone to suggest the relaxed demeanor of a Mediterranean houseguest capable of slack days in the sun. I don’t know what Charlie does these days for a job, but I don’t want to look like the last five years have bulldozed me under. I put my Dopp kit in my suitcase, where the $9,000 in cash is Ziplocked in a plastic bag; each thin, green stack counting to one thousand is bound in a yellow bank band. I could have withdrawn more from the Bledsoe family account, the in-case-of-emergencies reserve that I had prided myself on never touching. But any larger amount would have been a red flag at customs. And I can’t imagine Lily will notice the loss of anything as low as four figures.


I carry my bag out of the cabin and follow the lava-orange carpeting toward the escalators. In the past six hours, the ship has transformed into a state resembling a floating refugee camp. Only the huddled passengers aren’t Middle Eastern migrants who have been pouring into Greece all summer on the news, but ticketed vacationers without the luxury of cabins. Every inch of floor has been claimed by unconscious bodies wrapped in blankets and sleeping bags. Whole families cluster in a stairwell under a makeshift tent of beach towels. Old women hug their purses, using their shoes for pillows. Scuba gear and grocery bags mark tense perimeters, and walls have been built out of suitcases to shield sleepers from the overhead lights. I have to jump sideways to cleave a path. The hallway is balmy with sleep, the moist warmth of measured exhales. Eyes open lizard-like, study me, and close.


I walk down the stopped escalator, where the ferry mutates into a bleak casino of shiny surfaces and garish bulb lights. A bearded barman in a tuxedo jacket makes drinks for sloe-eyed insomniacs, and elderly Norwegian tourists, wearing surgical masks and the red T-shirts of their future cruise ship, sit on stools playing the slot machines. A police siren on the top of each machine threatens to wake the ship, but no one seems to win. I follow the hallway toward the outdoor deck, passing rooms of rowed seats glazed in television light. The plastic odor of nuked meat issues from the cafeteria.


Through the water-slick windows, the night is bluing with morning, black burlap wearing to indigo. Right by the deck door emblazoned with warnings about falling overboard, a man sleeps crouching. His elbows are anchored on his knees, and a purple nylon jacket covers most of his head. As I stare down at him, I see the gristle of his scalp and the nub of his finger holding the jacket over his face. I wonder if he still has the Russian woman’s wallet in his possession and if I should alert the authorities about a thief onboard. But he already looks so broken I leave him be. I open the door to the deck, where the air is soft with the sea. A few smokers watch the first pinks dilute the sky, the gallop of yellow, and, not long after, the orange gas star fanning out on the horizon. Two young hippies stand at the bow, humming, with their gold crosses lit by the sun; the girl’s blond hair runs to her waist, strands lifting like streamers in the wind. We are sailing right toward the eye, and everything in me gives to the simple religion of a sunrise.


Some take pictures; others call home. By the time the island appears, a faint black groove jutting from the water like the pinched, coiled body of a crocodile, the announcement has come over the speakers. First in Greek and then in English: Please prepare for disembarkation on the island of Patmos. Passengers are asked to proceed to the marked exits. The ship’s horn wails, alarms bleat, and we are spinning around in the harbor, under a churn of gulls and morning bells. The island is white with houses, filling the valleys like snow. I feel ready, lucky, as if already the future has been sworn to me. I am not as good as I was, but maybe I can be better. The ferry readies for its mass exodus, which follows the natural order of pushing and cursing and using children as battering rams. I text Charlie. I’M HERE. HOW DO I FIND YOU?


He writes back. JUST LOOK.




CHAPTER 2


I’ve never known the specifics of Charlie’s family’s wealth. Like pools or country houses or fathers with healthy, poorly hidden porn collections, money was just a condition that some kids had and others didn’t. That’s not to say I didn’t realize early on that the Konstantinou fortune trumped my own—that I was a votive candle set beside a bonfire. Their residence was a labyrinthine, low-ceilinged duplex on the forty-eighth floor of Fifth Avenue and West Fifty-ninth Street, its brown-tinted windows glazing all of Manhattan with a high-desert varnish. The front rooms were rearranged and redecorated with the same seasonal restlessness as their corner view of Central Park: flocked wallpaper gave way to raw muslin; oily Regency chairs lost favor to skeletal Italian minimalism. The only permanent décor was a collection of tiny silver-framed pictures of skinny children and overfed dogs.


Charlie’s family had staff—real staff, housekeepers and au pairs and drivers and a Portuguese chef who, for reasons unclear, insisted on buying meat at a certain kosher butcher (Saturday was their night to eat out, and the chef’s night to chain-smoke on the balcony). Orders were relayed in subtle, inscrutable eye movements. During my visits, there was always someone dressed in unobtrusive black to provide drinks or snacks or movie times or alibis for Charlie’s older brother, Stefan, who was more a constant point of conversation than an actual presence in the house. Meanwhile, my mother and I, living post-divorce in a garden apartment on Riverside Drive, had a pudgy Peruvian cleaner who would come for three hours every Tuesday, begrudgingly paid for by my father. When I phoned Charlie there was very little chance he’d be the one to answer; it was the rare kind of New York home that took five minutes of waiting on the other end for him to be tracked down. When he called me, I was right on the line 90 percent of the time, turning “hello?” into a life-or-death question.


We were all spoiled kids, no question. Whatever dim connection Buckland Academy maintained to its Protestant roots reminded us that we were all born with unfair advantage. Some of us were just more spoiled. I knew even at age nine that Charlie’s money was the kind generated from larger reserves than baby food. It was a strange pocket of America in which I was raised: children whose ancestors reached the shores of this country already loaded. The Bledsoes are a Michigan breed, devoutly modest and thrifty, proud of owning their own snow shovels. My family goes back several midwestern generations, but we are first-generation millionaires, and my father despised ostentation wherever he encountered it (especially in his son). He was a New Yorker by trade and not by social observance. The Konstantinous, on the other hand, seemed to revel in their fortune: trips to Biarritz or St. Barts or Greece or Palm Beach were treated as migratory necessities rather than as vacations, something one couldn’t not do, and there was always a new cause or artist or wetland they were subsidizing with the giddy thrill of an illicit romance. I grew up alongside Charlie’s wealth, I made a second home in it, and, as with anything introduced so young, I never really questioned its source. Both of our fathers were “businessmen focused on the global economy,” which was similar to calling them “sharpshooters”—a designation that didn’t lend itself to particulars.


Over the years, though, I did learn certain crucial details. Mrs. K was a quiet, stout woman with deep wrinkles running from her eyes like two palm trees blowing in separate directions. She had the curious habit of cracking open little half-and-half creamer containers in her kitchen and knocking them back like whiskey shots. “For calcium,” she’d say. She was kind and eloquent and had a tic of rotating the clasp of her earring, and she treated me with the sincere appreciation a mother bestows on a friend who might be a positive influence. “Now how is your mother?” she’d drawl in concern, without ever remembering that her name was Helen. Mr. K, at least fifteen years older than his wife, was bald and brown. He had the round, boneless face of a seal, and he sat cross-legged on the sofa, his pant cuff pulled up to reveal the spot where an argyle sock met his hairless leg. He laughed with his shoulders and asked a scatter of questions, which I rarely understood because of his thick Greek-Cypriot accent. Charlie would quickly intercede. “No, Dad, Ian isn’t doing lacrosse this year either. I told you, we’re committed to after-school chess club.” Occasionally, though, words and sentences did leap out with clarity, and the Konstantinous enjoyed talking about their homeland over dinners of expensive kosher lamb needlessly slaughtered according to Jewish decree. This is the story I managed to piece together: Mr. K and his father had built a construction empire in Cyprus in the late 1960s. When the 1970s oil crisis cut American businesses off from the Middle East, Konstantinou Engineering took full advantage, becoming the region’s premiere construction company, partially due to its ties with the West. I also learned that after the Turkish invasion of Cyprus in 1974, the family abandoned Nicosia for London and then New York. In the 1980s, Mr. and Mrs. K briefly moved back to have their two sons, Stefan and Charalambos, before resettling permanently in New York.


“But what does your dad build in the Middle East?” I’d ask Charlie. He’d shrug. “Things that need building.” “But what’s their specialty?” Charlie had been taught to be oblique, and he’d dutifully change the subject. He remained oblique even when, once in high school, protesters besieged the lobby of their apartment building, accusing Mr. K of traitorous oil deals and the mistreatment of Burmese laborers. Mr. K could be found forty-eight flights up, cross-legged on the sofa, an argyle sock snug against his calf, and his shoulders shaking in mirth. “Dehors eastos raskhish anix?” “No, Dad, Ian can’t stay for dinner.”


There were threats made and suspicious packages destroyed without ever being opened. For a month, Charlie was assigned two bodyguards to shadow him, a cause of bewilderment even in the halls of Buckland (where the sons of disgraced dictators included their familiarity with the political process as campaign planks during student-council elections). I found Charlie sitting on one of the benches in the school locker room, nude and slumped, wiping his face with a towel. The bodyguards were lingering somewhere out of sight, the whole subterranean room as steamy as a prep kitchen in a Chinese restaurant. I couldn’t tell if he was crying or just taking a minute to compose himself. But he looked up at me just then, his brown eyes defiant, his naked body so vulnerable and strong. He said in a slow voice worn-out by its own rehearsal, “What’s so bad about us really? Is it because we’re successful? We built the highways in the Middle East.”


That was it, all I knew of the Konstantinou wealth, and maybe, dimly, all that Charlie knew. We never discussed our parents’ dealings. When you look for the monsters tearing at the seams of the world, you rarely examine the people who love you. So we went on, teenagers, shoplifting at CVS and attending black tie benefits at the Harvard Club. We wanted our own lives to be pristine, untouched by anyone before we slid across them. We talked about girls and ate microwave pizzas and got into the idling town car and saw a movie. Normal things. My father made baby food, and his father built the highways in the Middle East.


THE CONCRETE DOCK is runny with soap and hose water. Fetid rainbows collect in the puddles. Compact cars and supply trucks lumber out of the ship’s hull and disappear like gleaming hammerheads into the crowd. Leather-skinned women hold color photos of rooms for rent and deep-sea shots of tropical fish as reminders that rooms needn’t be luxurious. Everyone is in finding mode: the locals studying the new arrivals, and the arrivals scanning the locals and the taxis streaming on the cobblestones and the chalk-white buildings of Skala. Already stretched octopi are drying on the lines. Red bougainvillea cracks from alleys and creeps along the sides of stores, its flowers a fluttering parrot red that jars the sleepless and the slept. I search the street for Charlie. I do what he told me to: I look. But so many people are weaving around the port or filling the seats of outdoor cafés, loud with the clatter of cutlery and lounge music. I read signs for my name and walk up to a woman holding the photo of a yellow room in her hand.


“Good bed. Fresh towels. Free TV.”


“Excuse me. Do you know—”


“That hotel no good, has bugs,” she says angrily. “My place, new AC!”


“No, I’m trying to find—”


“Bledsoe,” a voice yells. “Bledsoe.” It rolls smoothly through the air from someone accustomed to calling it. I see Charlie forty feet away, leaning against the back of a mini truck, its empty flatbed a series of thin wood planks. As I walk toward him, I take in what five years have done. His black hair is longer and wavier than I remember it, curling around his forehead and ears like boiling water, and his shoulders are wider by an inch. The years have dissolved the fat from his face, chiseling out a man of thirty, with high cheekbones and tight brown lips. He wears faded pink shorts, the drawstrings hanging limply, and a loose white T-shirt with the glimmer of a silver chain at the collar. His legs are hairier, scribbles of black, and he holds himself up on the bumper with his ankles crossed. Ratty white boat shoes have been pummeled into slippers. His deep tan whitens his teeth.


If I saw him this way in a photograph, I’d say, Yeah, that’s Charlie, handsome and unhassled, the same as he always was. But in the sharp sunlight and mounting heat, under the blue blaze of sky, I feel like I’m closing a great distance, that we’re strangers meeting on an island who have only some half-forgotten past in common. It hits me that we’re men now, still young, but men separated from each other by all the nights and days that make long deserts out of years. I’m nervous and dazed and my throat catches and, for some reason, I can’t summon one joke or funny memory to tie us to the kids we were. Before I went to Panama to work for Kitterin, my father advised me always to have my first sentence ready, the clever, crack-shot opener that determines whether you’re just another man in the world or whether there’s a world inside a man. He also told me to stick my hand out and force others to lunge to shake it. “Like your arm is a sword and they could impale themselves on it.” I never shared his bloodlust for the baby-food business.


Charlie remains leaning, stone still, and I can tell he’s assessing how much I’ve changed since he last saw me. He squints like a man studying an orchestra recital for the slightest instrument out of tune. His tongue flickers across his teeth; one of his incisors has a tiny chip in its corner. He waits until the last second to push off from the bumper. He creeps forward, his back bent, taking enormous, goblin-like steps, and springs. He wraps his arms around me and knocks my suitcase to the ground. His palm presses against my cheek. I can feel his heart beating against my chest and catch the faint smell of fish and tobacco on his breath. His eyes are the same, deep and brown, like two pennies dropped in fountain water. His hand moves from my cheek and slides around the back of my neck.


“God, it’s good to see you,” he whispers, staring directly into my eyes. He squeezes my neck. “I’ve missed us.”


My hands are on his hips like we’re slow dancing. I feel as if Charlie is the first person I’ve touched in weeks, or maybe it’s just his way of holding me, like I’m something that belongs to him. One early memory does come to mind, an indecent one—both of us at twelve in his bedroom, Charlie’s face glowing with pride, the waistband of his sweatpants pulled down in the front, showing off his first pubic hair; it was a tiny black corkscrew, a hesitant too-early flower, and for some reason I reached toward him in that moment, and Charlie jumped back wincing. “Don’t you dare pluck it out.” I might have reached out because I wanted him in some way I couldn’t have understood at that age, or I needed him to take me along in his teenage ascent, or perhaps I was trying to pull him back. We spent that afternoon applying his father’s Rogaine to our crotches and the proceeding weeks providing regular updates on follicle growth. It would be another year before I farmed my own. How many prayers have been sent to heaven over a single wisp of hair? How many mornings have made apostates by their answer? A few years after that, Charlie was responsible for the loss of my virginity. He threw a small party at his place when his parents were out of town and invited a clutch of young models from lonesome tornado states who were in New York on go-sees. I knew her name, but we referred to her later by a promotion on a sign we saw advertising weekend brunch specials: ENDLESS MIMOSA. She took a bizarre, entirely unearned interest in me, the act was accomplished in Stefan’s bedroom, and her teeth were caked black from her personal stash of pot brownies. For the next decade, Endless Mimosa haunted me, showing up in retail catalogs and advertisements for better wireless service, and a brief fever of guilt and dread would overwhelm me during those surprise visitations. Did Charlie pay her to do that? “Of course not,” he said when I confronted him. “You’re out of your mind. Christ, what a question! As I recall, you two just liked each other. Give yourself some credit.” I never knew whether to hate or love him for that, and, like most first experiences, it grew so vague and abstract in my head it felt intrusive for me to return to it for a cheap moment of pleasure or shame. My first time, and still Charlie’s fingerprints were all over it.


The sun is leaking down my face. Charlie grimaces. “I’m sorry about your father. Are you all right?”


“Yeah.” I step back and wipe my forehead. Holding Charlie while thinking of my father spread out right now in a funeral home brings me too close to the brink. “I’m fine. Really, I am.”


“When I lost my mother, it took a few months for it to register that she was gone. It’s not the kind of pain you can count in days.”


“Your mom? Oh, god, I didn’t know.” Kind Mrs. K, dead, like a stamp marked over the image of her in my mind, FINAL, PAID, NO FURTHER ACTION REQUIRED. I had spent years speeding past their Fifth Avenue building, picturing her high up in its glass, guzzling creamer and packing and unpacking between trips. “When?”


“Two years ago. Breast cancer. I didn’t write you about it?” I shake my head. “She spent most of her last months in Switzerland for treatment. It was important to be with her at the end. One of the most important experiences you can have, don’t you think? Like walking through a door labeled ADULTHOOD, NO REENTRY. We buried her in Nicosia. If we had done it in New York, I would have called you.”


“I wish you had called me anyway.”


“Yeah, well, now it’s just the Konstantinou men. It was good to be around family at the time.”


“I couldn’t handle the rest of my family. I didn’t see the point of the funeral. No one wanted me interrupting their hard-earned grief. I guess I didn’t earn it. You know, after Panama, my father and I weren’t close. We weren’t close before Panama either. You remember how it was.”


“Well, you’re here now. And I’m family.” He smiles like a shot of sun through cloud cover and picks up my suitcase. “Kalosorisma. Welcome to Patmos. What do you think?”


I examine the port town again. Already it seems calmer and more navigable. Dry, dirt roads wind through the hills with the haphazard logic of ant tunnels. The sea sways forth and back. Possibilities magnify: the cold drinks and the thin legs of backpackers and the yachts along the dock teeming with hectic crews. It’s a loud, greedy paradise hardening white in the morning sun like an egg in a frying pan.


“It’s nice.”


“It’s nice,” he huffs. Then he repeats the Athens taxi driver’s description. “Holy island. Some people say they can feel it vibrating. We get our share of crazies. They arrive crazy and then they blame it on the island.” He drops my bag in the truck bed. “My god, I can’t believe you’re here. Look at you. You’re still so—” He searches for the right word and comes up empty. “You haven’t aged at all.”


“I feel like I have.”


“All you need is some rest. And a swim. We can take the boat out tomorrow. You don’t get seasick, do you?” Charlie’s accent is different, lighter on the vowels, less drying-concrete American. He chops the edge of his hand against his palm, a gruff Mediterranean gesture to indicate decisiveness or that we’re running late. He turns to the white buildings and waves his arm. An old man with silver hair jogs toward the truck, carrying grocery bags and a case of beer. The man is beetle brown from a lifetime roasting in the sun. “That’s Christos, my captain. He’s been with us forever. You can trust him.” He looks over and winks.


“Who can’t I trust?” I ask.


Charlie yawns, as if the excitement of our reunion has already subsided and he’s feeling his early wake-up.


“You found the red hair,” Christos grumbles as he plants the groceries next to my suitcase in the truck bed. “I look but not find.”


“I’m used to finding Ian,” Charlie replies. The captain offers his hand, and I lunge over the side of the truck to shake it. His stubble and chest hair are the color of Christmas tinsel, but his taupe skin is magically unlined. The hollows of his cheeks suggest missing teeth.


“Where’s Helios?” Charlie asks. And to me, “That’s Christos’s son.”


“He down by boat. He working. He remove . . .” But he can’t think of the word. Both Charlie and Christos are speaking English for my benefit, and the captain grows frustrated. He finishes in Greek, and he and Charlie continue their conversation in the island vernacular. Charlie ties my bag to the truck bed with a rope, and Christos climbs into the driver’s seat. There isn’t room for three inside the tiny vehicle.


“You’re not too tired, are you?” Charlie asks me.


“No. I need to get back on a normal clock anyway. I should try to stay up.”


“Good. Christos is going to take your bag to where you’re staying. See, he’s even stocking your fridge.” Charlie shakes a ball of white cheese and returns it to the grocery bag. He knocks on the truck twice to signal departure. “We can get a taxi to my house.”


“I thought I was staying with you.” Worry floods in, as much because I don’t understand the geography of the island as because I don’t want to be separated from my suitcase. I think of the cash in its plastic bag without even a lock on my luggage.


Charlie shakes his head. “Full house, I’m afraid. It’s August, high season, and the place is exploding with family. If you’d come any other month, there’d be plenty of room. Sonny wants to boot them into a hotel, but you can’t kick out family.”


“Who’s Sonny?”


“Wow, it has been a long time.” Charlie grabs my shoulder to lead me from the truck, but I lock my legs, unwilling to leave my bag. “You’ll meet her. I also have a surprise guest for you. She’s staying out where you are, on the north side of the island, in some cabins I own. It’s quiet countryside, away from the tourist surge. You might even say romantic.” He grins deviously, an impression enhanced by his chipped tooth.


“Who?”


“I don’t organize surprises to blow them just before they’re revealed.” His hand pulls at my shoulder. The truck engine revs with an up-chuck of diesel, and my poorly tied suitcase lurches away. Charlie notices my panic. “Your bag will make it to the cabin fine. I told you, Christos is trustworthy. What do you have packed in there, your inheritance?”


I’m blushing. I can feel the betrayal of capillaries, and I compensate by walking swiftly toward the taxi stand. Charlie leans in and kisses me on the cheek. “Forever, together, friends make the weather,” he sings. “Fair warning. Sonny’s going to treat you as competition. I’m in love with both of you, what can I say?”


“Can I trust her?”


“Hell no.” He groans. “I often wonder if she’ll be here the next morning or the one after that. Every time she says something nice about me, I think she might be eulogizing, softening me up before the final split. I just hope she’s staying with me for—” He grows as flustered for the word as Christos did for “barnacles.” He flinches briefly and shuts his eyes. Charlie’s face has aged to thirty but there’s still the boy I knew lurking behind it; a scared kid hoping the goodness in others matches the goodness in him. Charlie can afford to be good. I’m beginning to think that duplicity is a necessity of hardship. “Real reasons,” he finally mutters. “Whatever those are.”


I’ve never known Charlie to be worried about someone leaving him. Maybe he has matured. I do what I can to comfort him and pat his chest. Charlie presses his hand against mine, as if forcing me to feel him up. It’s another game we played as kids, just before the turn of the century, pretending to be prepubescent lovers, holding hands or fake groping each other on the sidewalk to the shock of the last Upper East Side matriarchs taking their nurses and canes for a walk. It was hilarious in its obnoxiousness then, but now not so much.


Three young men in tie-dye T-shirts, their beards patchy like desiccated shrubbery, squint at Charlie and share bent smiles. Charlie growls as we pass them, a little animal motor through bared teeth.


“Do you know them?” I ask.


“I try not to. Jesus freaks are taking over Patmos. More like Apocalypse freaks, death heads, camping out on the beaches of Armageddon, just hoping to catch the last gnarly wave to the end of the world. Remember when surfers and hippies were all about peace and love? It’s a new world, Ian. Poor Jesus isn’t even safe in it.” He stops for a second in the middle of the road to point to the southern hills of the island. He seems oblivious to the lanes of traffic bowing around us. “Over there is the cave where John wrote Revelation. And up there, that giant gray fortress is the Byzantine monastery that looks after it. It’s right by my house. You can visit both of them. You should take . . . Oops, I almost said her name.”


I still have no idea who the surprise guest is. I’m too tired and dazed by time zones to figure it out.


We climb into a taxi, and Charlie directs the driver to a town pronounced H-O-R-A. A wave of nervousness returns, a wave cresting on the quicksand beach of personal Armageddon. I feel like we’re both avoiding mention of the help I asked for when I called him from New York, the desperate pleading that strips this visit of its aimlessness.


Charlie, you’re like a brother. I need your help. Please take me in. I’ll do anything. Just don’t abandon me.


“How have you been?” I ask him.


“I’ve been fantastic,” he replies, flashing a tuning fork of a smile, as if just enough time has elapsed mourning our dead parents to return to his natural ease. “I love living here. It’s so good for me. It’s rare to find a place in the world that draws an X and tells you home, but when you do—”


“It’s perfect weather.”


“Perfect,” he agrees. “Turns red when the winds pull up from Africa. And if there are rings around the sun that means three days of crap weather for sailing. Heavy seas. But no rings today.”


The taxi snakes along the waterfront of Skala. At the end of a row of T-shirt shops and shaded tavernas, there’s a boarded-up storefront, plywood sheets where windows once hung. The stone around the wood is scorched black, and fresh flowers are clumped on the ground, torn petals skidding in circles in the wind.


“Is that where the bomb went off?” I ask.


“Yeah,” he mutters. “Did you see that on the news?”


“I heard about it in Athens.”


“Awful,” Charlie says flatly. “Killed eight people. They beefed up the police presence for a week or two, even brought in the military, but it could have been any island. I used to go there for coffee every morning.”


“Some Americans were killed, right?”


But Charlie isn’t listening. He’s staring at the boarded-up shell through the rear window, his lips contorted as if hit with a sudden toothache.


“Americans,” I say again. “Two died. That’s what my taxi driver told me.”


“What?” Charlie looks at me with confusion. His cheerfulness has been replaced with something darker and agitated. He tenses the muscles of his forehead, and when he relaxes them the wrinkles go white. When his voice returns, it sounds far away. “Yes. Two American girls. Vacationers. They were about to board the ferry.”


“Jesus, that’s bad luck.”


Charlie opens his mouth and keeps it open, like his expression is stuck.


“Aren’t you scared it could happen again?” I ask.


“No, I’m not scared,” he says. “It could have happened anywhere. Bad luck for anyone who dies like that.” And then he snaps, as if I’m blaming him for the force luck plays on the world, “It has nothing to do with me.”


“My driver thought it might be some antigovernment contingent.”


Charlie drops his hands in his lap and concentrates on the sea out the window. The taxi is twisting along the coast.


“Skala’s a shithole anyway,” he mumbles. “Too many tourists tripping over each other and expecting everything to be a postcard. Soulless shithole. It’s the hippies that ruined it. I pray I never find religion.”


Since the illusion of peace has already been broken, I decide to lay the facts down straight. There is nothing worse than the silence of expectation and all the plotting for the perfect second that never arrives. Plus, with all the August houseguests, I’m not sure when Charlie and I will speak again alone.


“There is no inheritance,” I tell him, my fingers pinching the seam of the vinyl seat. I don’t mean to sound pitiful but the pity is there, trembling in the words. “I went to see my father the day he died. I was going to ask him for a loan. For the first time I was going to beg him for money because that’s how bad things have gotten. And you know I’ve never asked him for a cent. But he died before I could, and he left me nothing. I guess I deserve that.”


Charlie doesn’t react. He continues gazing out at the blur of blue, here and there interrupted by the contrails of a speedboat.


“I just wanted you to know my situation.”


A minute passes, as if I have been talking passionately about breakfast.


“Don’t you think we’re too old to blame our deficits on our parents?” he murmurs to the glass. It’s a punch I’m not expecting, and I hook my fingers around the door handle to steady myself. Charlie, whose whole existence has been paid for by his parents, is lecturing me on financial maturity. In the backseat, I watch the future go dark. He isn’t going to help me. And all the money I have is tied to a truck heading in the opposite direction.


“I said a loan. I was going to pay him back. Don’t worry, I’m not here to ask you for a handout either. Forget I mentioned it.”


Charlie turns, his lips stiff and pained. I’ve seen that look before, on the corners of the Financial District, on the long sidewalks of Fifth and Madison, on every student of Buckland forced to work in a soup kitchen for volunteer credit. It is privilege encountering the mess of the weak, empathy offset with gratefulness. It isn’t pride. Pride is meaner and unguarded, sweeping into rooms rather than shrinking from them. This is the look of self-protection. I might as well be raving on about 9/11 in pajama bottoms while holding a cup for spare change. But Charlie makes a fist and taps it against my knee. He stares at me curiously, as if he only remembers my last outburst and not the entire conversation that preceded it. I have forgotten what a bad gauge Charlie has for censoring his thoughts. But I am still afraid of his eyes.


“Easy,” he says, loosening his lips into a smile. “I didn’t invite you all the way here so I could shut the door in your face. Things are going to work out. We can talk about it in a day or two. Can’t we have a nice time first?”


I nod, and he returns to the view.


“You’re planning on staying a while, aren’t you?” he asks.


“I’m here.” Here for as long as he wants me. For the rest of the ride we sit in silence, pretending to admire the water.


THE ONLY WAY to describe the hilltop town of Chora is that it’s fashioned like a wedding cake. A maze of white, curved walls appear built out of slathers of frosting. Paths branch and fork along tilted tiers, each cobblestone surrounded by thick, coagulated rivers of icing. Doors and shutters hang crookedly like fragile ornaments pressed in the whip. Small arched towers ring with matrimonial bells, and couples, lovers I suppose, wander around in the morning sun glare. I follow Charlie, who runs his fingertips along the walls like a boy gathering up a dollop to taste. A few cypress and evergreen trees erupt out of hidden gardens, and, after several narrow passageways, the gray-brown foundation of the monastery tilts upward like the top cake layer, yet to be decorated.
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