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    Chapter 1




    HE FLICKS OPEN THE LID of the small velvet box with an endearing schoolboy fumble. And there it is, gleaming like the spires of Oz, the whole of Emerald City encapsulated in three carats that wink at me from one brilliant crystallized compound.




    “Well?”




    The small word, filled with hope, balloons within my ears. I scrape my eyes from the glistening green gem to the earnest face looking up into mine. I glance around self-consciously—one hundred pairs of eyes heavy on me—diners suspended with forked mouthfuls hovering, jaws open and waiting. And the noise seems to disappear almost instantly: all the clattering of cutlery on crockery, chair legs dragging on wood, ice cubes jiggling against glass, is sucked up into a silent vortex, a swirling tornado orbiting our table. The room revolves too, spinning on its axis. I think I am about to be sick.




    I know that acid churning; I should be well used to it: the routine rebellion of my body, the gastric mutiny before setting foot on stage, enduring those torturous moments when I realize, “Shit! I’ve forgotten my lines!”




    I look to the audience of diners now, panic simmering in my stomach.




    And he’s waiting.




    Shouldn’t I reply with something momentous, poetic, Shakespearian perhaps? Shouldn’t I regurgitate something other than my rosemary encrusted lamb chops and pomme puree? Something that I can tell our children, and our children’s children? Something witty I can put on Facebook?




    It’s not as if I haven’t rehearsed this moment: the knight on bended knee, pledging his love for all to see, proffering a great sparkler that will be the envy of all of one’s colleagues and childhood rivals which, now betrothed, one will flaunt with unnecessary hand-waving and finger-flashing, all with one’s now ambidextrous left.




    This fairy tale is exactly how I imagined it. Maybe lacking slightly in backdrop, as we huddle into our narrow table, the bustle of the busy restaurant brushing uncomfortably close and—okay, it’s not the beach tiki bar on some white-sand, sun-kissed, tropical paradise, where we stretch out bronzed limbs and sip piña coladas whilst watching the pink sun sink into the Caribbean Sea. It’s London. It’s raining. What’s new?




    But all the same. This is the man I imagined my life with: the only man who ever challenged me to be a kinder person, to be more savvy in business, to be a more confident lover, because he already was. He could, and would, do anything he set his mind to, and if that isn’t an aphrodisiac, I don’t know what is.




    People would look up when Cole entered the room—not to admire his handsome features, but because here was a man born to nothing, who had scaled far higher than anyone ever predicted, and had done so with integrity. What a pleasant change from the backstabbing business of the theatrical underworld, where the whole premise—as much as I will defend it to the death—is to pretend; where every actor silently screams, “Look at me! Look at me! Love me!” Cole is already assured. People do look. People do love him. He doesn’t have to ask for it. Except now.




    It’s meant to be, isn’t it? After all, Cole is one of the few people who had actually pronounced my name right, without the challenges Mother’s unconventional choice usually invokes.




    “And I’m Enna.”




    “Enna? That’s unusual. I’ve never met an Enna before,” he said.




    “I doubt you ever will again either. When Mum was pregnant, she fell in love with the name ‘Jenna,’ but then my aunt gave birth and beat her to it. So, here I am. Enna, not Jenna.”




    He smiled. “I like that. Enna.”




    And I liked the way it sounded, steeped silkily in his deep American accent, heavy on the “na.”




    “Enna,” he said, rolling the syllables over his tongue again, like a comfortable slipper he was trying on for size.




    “Of course, it can be a bit of a pain in the arse,” I blathered, filling in the silence of new acquaintance, “especially when people call me ‘Enema.’” It was quintessential verbal diarrhea—each word, unbelievably, flowing from my lips without a thought of consultation with my brain. “I mean, who likes to be compared to colonic irrigation?”




    He looked at me again, long tumbleweed moments filling the space between us. Then he erupted into laughter, a loud guffaw, an unselfconscious blast of “Ha!” He laughed so hard he bent over, enjoying the full lung-filling roll of it.




    I remember trying to hold on to the giggle, desperate to escape, so I smacked his beefy bicep instead and told him that it really wasn’t funny.




    “Don’t you see?” he said between hoots. “You’re the butt of a joke!”




    “What did he say?” I hear shouted from the revolving dining room in deafened tones.




    “Beryl! Shush! He just asked her to marry him.”




    “Oh! I love a good proposal!” The unabashed voice comes out of nowhere and crashes into my thoughts, hurtling through my reverie to take a spin around my brain.




    Fear gurgles from deep within. The stomach has more nerve endings than the spinal column, I recall, clutching my unadorned hands to my stomach. This is it! This is the first life change in the series: fiancé…wife…mother…grandmother. Oh God, now I feel really ill.




    “What did she say? Cyril? What was her answer?”




    “Ssssssh!” Cyril and our audience whip their rubber necks around to reply.




    I’d like a brain, a heart, courage, a nice pair of ruby slippers, and then I’d like to go home, please, I think as I smile at the room through my teeth.




    Twenty-eight isn’t too young, is it? I mean, I don’t have to get barefoot and pregnant straightaway, do I? I can be a wife and a theater director. It’s not the end; it’s the beginning!




    He repositions, his kneecap grating on the wooden floor. The proffered box in his hand trembles slightly. It is odd to see him, the Superman of Scranton, on his knees.




    “Okay!” I hear my voice saying. Hardly a sonnet, but it is all Cole needs to hear.




    A wave of delight passes over his face, and he rises to my side, clamping the stone to my finger.




    The dining room erupts with noise as the diners applaud and charge their glasses, as champagne corks are fired and vows are renewed across the ivory linen. The room stops revolving, and instead it is me who is circling, spinning around and around in his generous arms.




    “Sweetie, you’ve made me so happy. So happy!”




    I am the victim of a champagne conspiracy, I think as I pry open my swollen lids to the morning. I don’t even like champagne, but those diddy little flutes are so deceptive; two toasts and the glass is empty, only for my joyous fiancé to top it off again. No wonder it is called cham-pain.




    I lie still, my head too heavy to lift, as I remember the night before the champagne fug. I lift the strange appendage into my line of hazy vision and examine the new addition. Sunlight streams through the gaps between window and curtain and bounces blindingly off my many-faceted finger. The emerald casts a virescent glow over my once flesh-colored hand, and I wonder if the ring has cut off my circulation and my hand is, in fact, exhibiting the first signs of gangrene. I waggle my fingers to check—phew!—I’d hate to choose between the ring and digital amputation.




    I wave to the ceiling, imagining the Grace Kelly style dress, the tiara, the veil, the balcony scene with the rapturous crowd filling the Mall, clamoring for him to “Kiss her! Kiss her!” The light dances off my show-stopping ring, projecting a mesmeric laser show. Emeralds have to be luckier than sapphires.




    “Mrs. Krupski.”




    “Mrs. Enna Krupski.”




    “Mrs. Cole Krupski.”




    “Mr. and Mrs. Cole Krupski.”




    It sounds so odd to my British ears. After twenty-eight years, can I really wear any other surname but Petersen? Peter-sen, straightforward, no nonsense, originally from Peterson, meaning Peter’s son. Krup-ski. Kru-pski. K-rupski. What does that even mean?




    This will take some getting used to. I write my name in the air, trying to imagine my signature, perfecting the loop from the P to the S. I waft each style through the air and suppress an embarrassed giggle—really, I am far too old to be practicing my joined-up handwriting—but my schoolgirl jittery titters aren’t quiet enough not to wake the mound beside me: my fiancé.




    After a delicious morning romp, a Sunday roast pub lunch in Richmond, nestled by the fireside, I drive him to Heathrow airport to wave him off. These weeks together always end too soon.




    My hands have taken on a new life and are doing a lot of waving. I am conducting an invisible orchestra. Really! I can hear my music when I walk through the familiar and dreaded airport zones that will rob me of my boyfriend—my fiancé—once more. The soundtrack to Cole’s departure, Rachmaninov’s stirring symphony, swells to its passionate climax as I prepare myself for the ritual parting at the security gates of terminal four.




    “So you do like it then?” he asks for what must be the twentieth time.




    “Yes, Cole. It’s perfect.” I admire my left hand again and think that, with all this waving, I shall have to invest in a manicure.




    “Not exactly perfect. It’s ‘eye perfect.’ Emeralds are hard to find completely flawless. But the flaw is pretty deep in the stone, so you can’t really notice.”




    “I don’t care. I love it,” I say, polishing my jewel with proprietary protectiveness.




    “This is the last time we’ll have to do this,” he says, shouldering his suitcase strap and burying me in his bear embrace.




    “Ah huh,” I say, muffled by a mouthful of blue lamb’s wool.




    “And then we’ll be together all the time.”




    “Ah huh,” I reply, removing the fluff from my mouth.




    I watch him shuffle his way along passport security, through the machines that go ping, and he turns, smiling, checking for the one hundredth time that I am still here.




    “I love you,” he mouths as he takes his last look.




    Cole the Impressive Businessman kicks into action. He hires an immigration attorney and reads the entire, bizarre, intricately complicated US Immigration Website, quoting chunks to me down the telephone line. This isn’t the newly affianced telephonic planning I had in mind. It is all so boring: the endless stream of forms to be filled and questions to be answered, each a variation on the same mind-numbing one before. It wasn’t like this in Green Card when Gérard Depardieu married what’s-her-face with the hair.




    For the first time in our year of Ashtead to Scranton commute—or as Lucy calls it, “funding Richard Branson’s pension”—I am looking forward less to the sound of the telephone bleating after a long day at the theater. The immigration paperwork is a bore; it’s making Cole a bore. I know it’s not his fault, of course, but he is easier to blame than the US Ambassador.




    I wouldn’t usually class myself as a frowner, but my forehead aches after every transatlantic discussion. This “contract” is rather more complicated than I had thought. My lightly freckled flesh gathers up like a Roman blind at the mere mention of evidence of this, signed statement of that. What?




    Why can’t we just be together for an extended period of time? Why can’t we country swap between productions? Why must it be so rushed, ninety days from US arrival to getting married? It takes longer to compost.




    Has my brain taken an unapproved leave of absence? Have the impulses failed to make the connection between “marry me” and uproot your life, move three thousand miles west, and leave your family, friends, theater, career…?




    But it’s me; I did this. I said yes. Well, “okay” at any rate, and I do want to be with Cole, but the declaration of US dependence seems so…weird. I mean, I have always liked America—I love it—but that doesn’t remove or displace the fact that I am English. True blue, crap at sport, English.




    I’m being stupid. One of us has to make a move; it should be me. That is the logical business decision. After all, there are theaters in Scranton, aren’t there? Yes, of course, there must be. Besides, Cole had only just been made VP of Scranton Aggregate Inc. after fifteen years with the company, and I wouldn’t let him sacrifice that, even if he wanted to. Which he doesn’t. End of.




    Scranton will be just marvelous: all that space, the clean air, affordable living, tax-free clothes shopping, ice-cream parlors, drive-ins, bars that don’t close before midnight, peanut butter with everything, sports teams that win, sunshine, snow, dreams…and Cole.




    I won’t have to worry about the congestion charge, bleeding out more for petrol than any other civilized country seems to pay, ordering steak that will probably cost my entire week’s food budget, remembering to take an umbrella everywhere I go.




    The weeks grabbed between productions to spend together have always been so glamorous, fun, and surprising, as if I were living somebody else’s life, someone from the Dallas or Dynasty of my childhood.




    That luxurious suite overlooking Central Park, with a fireplace in the bedroom and a cascade of exotic fruit so shiny I thought they were plastic; the Italian restaurant with the five stars, where the waiter stood by my chair during my entire long and chatty trip to the loo, just so he could replace the thick, ivory damask serviette in my lap when I, eventually, returned—I could have died; the front row center tickets to see Curtains, with David Hyde Pierce, because he knew I had loved him in Frasier.




    After the show, with rosy-cheeked smiles, he took me to the worn corner booth at the late-night diner on the corner of Somewhere and Mafia. We huddled to keep warm out of the snow and ate maple-syrup-soaked buttermilk pancakes at two o’clock in the morning, mopping every last slick of the syrupy sweetness from the plate. After we lingered so long that even the waitress was yawning, he braved the cold and hailed a cab. I sat, watching for his command through the steamy diner window, and thought then that this was a man I could share my life with. The man I wanted to share everything with, not just pancakes. We bundled into the back of the springless, seated, bright yellow jalopy, and drove through the Christmas-lit city, watching the twinkling picture-postcard of towers, spires, and window displays. I felt like a little girl in the Magic Kingdom.




    “Merry Christmas,” he drawled, his hot syrupy breath warming the bare patch of skin behind my ear, radiating currents to make my numbed fingertips tingle. He moved my hair aside and slid a glistening Ceylon sapphire pendant around my neck.




    Even the memory makes me grin from ear to ear. It’s not the glamor though. Even stripped bare, without Michelin-star restaurants and absurdly generous jewelry gifts, we just work. The back of my eyelids picture his hands on me as I relive flashes of our hunting trip to his friend’s cabin in the woods of Montrose. I replay the frames as he turned to me on the quad, in the middle of the woods, cut the engine, stripped me down, and pounded himself into me like a rutting buck at full moon.




    What am I thinking? How can long, thankless workdays and weary, lonely nights, wearing embarrassing slippers, drinking a bottle of wine, and eating strange cheese, even compare? Enna, they don’t.




    It is just—my grin reels in—there’s so much to say goodbye to. Not just Mum and Dad, Leo, Lucy, the theater, but all the little seemingly insignificant Lego pieces that make up England: all the faces and places that aren’t familiar enough to guarantee a slot on the annual visiting schedule. Friends whose weddings I will inevitably never attend, whose children I will only ever see in silent form on Facebook or photocopied onto the Christmas round-robin letter: “It’s been a busy old year! Timothy was again top of his class, excelling in Maths, Chemistry, and Latin, and he was made captain of the cricket team! He wants to study law, and we’re hoping for Oxbridge entrance. Here’s a picture of Timmy blowing out his candles at his tenth b’day this year!”




    I will miss summer fetes with scones, fresh strawberry jam and clotted cream; singing with gusto at Christmas carol concerts and scoffing warm mince pies topped with a dollop of brandy butter; enjoying the patriotic pomp and heart-swelling pride of “The National Anthem,” “Rule Brittania,” and “Jerusalem”; watching Six Nations Rugby matches from the nook in the Salisbury Tavern; the Epsom Derby; Henley Regatta; school reunions, hen parties, shopping in M&S; all the normal events that allow welcome collision with old friends, boyfriends, teachers, neighbors, rugby drinking buddies.




    No “Oh my God, it’s been ages! You look great!”




    No rapidly exchanged gossip in the bakery aisle:




    “Didn’t you hear? She’s pregnant again!”




    “Again?”




    “Again. She’s like a rabbit!”




    “Don’t they have television?”




    Defining moments in the nation’s future history, freak hurricanes, or England actually winning the World Cup, I’ll never be there for, will never be able to join in that patriotic union of mourning or celebration, the camaraderie of a small isle.




    I’ll miss hearing about things like the death of a minor celebrity, not considered important enough to make the international headlines. The news will trickle across months later, forgotten, on the back of a newspaper cutting Mum will send about osteoporosis prevention or how to make the perfect risotto. This non-American event will scream again of my separation, my divorce from my homeland, and all the people, places, crises, catastrophes, and much cherished Britishisms. I won’t be there for them. They won’t be there for me.




    Lord! What about the wedding? The great aunties in their eighties would never make the trip. It’ll be one of those sad ceremonies with everyone sitting on the right of the church, and who’d sit behind me on the left? It’s depressing. I’d have no friends to throw me a surprise hen party with ridiculous inflatable penises or drunken karaoke; I’d have no friends.




    But, in Pennsylvania, I will have Cole. My rock, or brick, or whatever the expression is.




    I twist the gleaming green jewel around my promised finger. It slips off quite easily. Ha! Maybe my fingers are losing weight with worry. Maybe nervous tapping and twitching as Cole explains another form works like finger aerobics. Or more likely, I’m just cold or gratifyingly low-sodiumed.




    I slide it off completely and place it on the mantelpiece. It glows. It reminds me of kryptonite.


  




  

    Chapter 2




    “HEY, SWEETIE,” HE CHEERS down the line. “The final ten faxed pages should be coming over to you now. Are you at your desk? Can you get them? Ten. Count them. Make sure they’re all there. I’ve filled in my pages. All routine questions.”




    This is all so exhausting. He’s exhausting: his coaching through file filling and check writing, his endless enthusiasm. It’s difficult for me to swallow, literally. There’s not just a lump in my throat; it’s a goiter. The more he plans, the more I agree to, and the bigger it gets. Am I the Pinocchio of throats?




    “So have they come through?”




    I spin around to check the noisily regurgitating fax machine spewing paper out onto the floor. “Uh huh…I’ve got them. When do they need to be completed?” The warm handset slips from its nook between my shoulder and ear. I re-clamp it, my craning neck feeling the strain.




    “Well, I told the attorney that you would express them so that they arrive by the end of the week.” Transported thousands of miles across vast oceans, beamed up to satellites, routed through miles of telephone lines, I can hear him smile.




    I try to clear my throat. “The end of the week? Jesus Christ, Cole! The new show goes up in two weeks! I can’t let everyone down. I’ve got a million things to do. And it’s not just the documents which are, I have to tell you, a complete bloody hemorrhoid nightmare, but I haven’t had a chance to tell anyone yet! Not Mum, not Dad. I can’t just rush this. ‘Hello, Mum, guess what happened to me today. Yes! I’m moving to America to get married. Cheerio! Ooh…ah…little thing, awkward really, but I may not see you very much, and there is every likelihood that you will miss the formative years of your grandchild/grandchildren, but if it’s not too much trouble, would you quickly knock me out a creative essay on the virtues of my fiancé and what a great couple you think we make? That would be lovely! Oh, and if you could hurry up about it, that’d be smashing because I need to send it yesterday!’”




    I pause for a much-needed breath.




    The chipper voice on the end of the line is silent.




    “Cole?”




    I can hear his smile slacken.




    “Cole?”




    His disappointment travels three thousand miles just as loudly as his excitement had.




    “Oh, sweetheart, I’m just really tired. I’m tired and hungry, and I just want this whole thing to be over.”




    “I’m busy too, Enna, but I’m making time.”




    “Yes, I know.” And I know, too, that if he knew how much time I was dwelling on these answers, he’d tell me I was “wasting dollar time on a penny task.” But how do I fill these ambiguous questions; get my head around how I will uproot myself, my house, my career; cast, direct, and produce a show; run a theater, a staff of volunteers; and not feel overwhelmed by it all?




    I scrape my hands through my hair, releasing the tight ponytail ring. “I know it has to be done. It’s just so intrusive. And why in Hades does it have to be so complicated? Aren’t I a great candidate? Doesn’t America want me?”




    “America wants you! I want you! This is procedure. It’s nothing personal, and you’d be pissed if they didn’t check. Besides, it gives you an opportunity to list all the reasons why you are great and why I love you.”




    “Well, that rather forces my hand with Mum and Dad.”




    “You have to tell them sometime, and you know that they’ll be pleased for us,” he ventures encouragingly.




    “I’ll do what I can. I can include Mum and Dad’s affidavits later.”




    “Do it tonight, pickle.” I can hear his wide, generous grin return to the line. “They need the papers by Friday, so send it by FedEx or UPS, but make sure it gets there. Send it out on Wednesday.”




    “That’s tomorrow!”




    “You can do it. You can do anything you set your mind to.”




    Yeah, if it weren’t already set to one hundred and one other things.




    “Okay, okay! I’ll get on with it now.”




    “Good job, pickle. I’m proud of you.”




    His eternal American enthusiasm, his “good job, high five” mentality, is so charming, he makes me smile in spite of my frustration. He bids me good night, and I hang up to tackle this Herculean task.




    I stare at the blank forms: pages and pages of more questions, each with its requisite heavy-typed black box for me to commit my answer within. It’s like learning organic chemistry all over again, and I didn’t enjoy that the first time.




    How can I prove so much in one little box? Surely leaving home, family, friends, and theater to be with Cole was proof enough? Now I must rip my heart out and squeeze it into the confines of an inadequate box for the edification of Immigration Services?




    The door swings open, bringing in a gush of air from the foyer, and my mother.




    “Hi!” She stands in the doorway in her favorite scarlet woolen coat, her hourglass frame bolstered with bulging shopping bags juggled under arms and hooked around every finger. “I don’t want to disturb.”




    “Ma! You are not disturbing me. Let me help you. Lord, you’re like a pack mule.”




    “A Sherpa!”




    Her fingers are red and white from where the plastic bags have bitten into her flesh, but she doesn’t seem to notice. Unloaded, she perches on the desk and flings off her coat, blanketing the immigration documents to reveal an even brighter layer of fuchsia pink. “I just dropped in to see if you wanted to come for dinner tonight. Lindsay’s got a hen night party, so Leo’s all alone, and you know he never can survive a night of having to actually entertain himself. Dad invited him over and he’s making a spag bol.”




    I hear Cole’s voice echo, “Do it tonight, pickle.”




    Mum’s expectant smile shines down at me.




    “Dinner. Yes. Yes, that would be nice.”




    “Oh, but you love Dad’s spaghetti! I thought I’d get a better reception than that. But if you’re too busy…” she adds sing-songily, crossing her arms.




    I’m missing my cue to smile as a good daughter should, but I can’t. My face doesn’t feel like my own, but some Botox disaster. The network of tissue and threads of muscle and sinew connect tightly in a mask of inexpression.




    She must notice my unusual reticence. Dad always said about the Petersen women, “If talking were an Olympic event, Kay and Enna would be on the winning team.”




    “What’s the matter? Is there something wrong?”




    Wrong? What’s wrong is that this should be the happiest, most exciting time of my life, and instead I am frantic with worry. I’m worried about filing forms, leaving you and Dad, leaving the theater, my home, my life; stepping into the unknown and finding it’s not what it is meant to be; and I have the most amazing three-point-two carat cushion-cut “eye perfect” emerald, set with two flawless baguette diamonds, but I can’t even wear it because you don’t know, and my fingers have been nervous they’ve lost weight! I stream it all mentally but keep my jaw locked.




    “Oh, Mum!” I sigh instead.




    She fixes me with her look of gentle inquiry.




    “It’s all just so complicated. I feel as if I’m being pulled in so many different directions. I feel like I’m playing an exhausting tug-of-war, and I’m the rope. I don’t know what to do. I’ve reached my Enna-lastic limit.”




    “You worry too much. So there must be lots to do for the new show, but you’ll get it done. You always do.” She puts her arm around me, framing me, but her misdirected sympathy only makes me feel all the more traitorous. How can I leave my mum? I can feel my nostrils sting as tears begin to seep into my eyes.




    If only Cole were here instead of a faceless voice on the end of the telephone. If only he weren’t the excited, expectant voice who rushes home from work early to catch me five hours in the future, who grasps the phone as he walks through the door, loosening his tie as he dials the long foreign number. At least if he were miserable, I wouldn’t feel like such a bitch all the time. And when I do hold my tongue, when I pretend everything is cherry-topped and chocolate-sprinkled, I end up replacing the receiver and resenting him for his perpetual optimism. “But I’m going to miss so much,” I’ve said.




    “Yeah, but you’ll have everything you need here, sweetie,” he replied softly into the receiver, through wires, up to satellites and into my ear, like it’s the simplest transition in the world.




    “Come on, darling. What is it?” Mum asks again.




    I look into my lap, trying to focus on the weave of the herringbone tweed, but—quite inconveniently—my vision blurs through a haze of tears. My cheeks crack their mold, and then her fuchsia arms are around me, holding me, shielding me tightly within her maternal cloak. I burrow for her warmth and safety. How will I replace this? Not with letters, emails or phone calls. There we sit for minutes, without saying a word. But I have to speak.




    “Do it now, pickle,” he said.




    I sit up straighter and wipe the glistening trails from my cheeks and nostrils. The kaleidoscope circles of her greeny-blue irises contract, and the dark pools of her pupils expand, as if she is reading my tears—each another traitorous signal of my defection.




    “Oh, darling,” she whispers. “He’s proposed, hasn’t he?” The question is so quickly and simply put, saving me from elaborate tongue-tied explanations, requiring a simple yes or no.




    I lower my swollen lids and nod slowly, I can’t trust my voice.




    “Well that’s fantastic news!” She beams, as she braces my shoulders and looks at me, before gathering me in again for another squeeze.




    “But…but…aren’t you upset?” I stutter.




    “Why in the world would I be?”




    “Because, well, because you want me near.”




    “Bugger that, darling! I want you to be happy.”




    My face crumples inwardly like a failed soufflé, all the hot air whisked up inside suddenly imploding, and a reprise of strangulated sobs rise up. “I—” sniff “—am—” snot “—happy!” I mewl, collapsing in a soggy heap.




    “That’s it, darling!” she rallies, rubbing my arm, as if it hides some secret inflation device to pump me back up again. “And Pennsylvania isn’t so far away. I mean, you could have married a tribesman from the Masai Mara. You know, the ones you read about with the fifteen-inch penises, and then think what your father would say!”




    “Mum!”




    “It was in my Woman’s Weekly. You should read it. Very different culture.”




    “You don’t think Dad will be angry, do you?”




    “Angry? Cole’s not a politician, or unemployed, or an actor, or French. He’ll be thrilled! Come on. Cheer up.” She produces a used handkerchief and places it in my hand. “Now, how can I help?”




    “Mum—” I sniff loudly “—you just have.”




    We spend the next hour in the office going through my immigration application and attendant forms. They are tricky; it is easy to miss one of the many boxes or forget to write “N/A” as instructed, rather than a simple no in answer to all the excruciatingly obvious questions: “Is it your intention to enter the United States to sell illegal narcotics/commit an act of terrorism/become a bigamist?” Hmm, well now that you mention it…




    After many cups of tea and more than a few of Mum’s spirit-rallying mottos—“two heads are better than one” and “many hands make light work”—we complete the forms with surprising word economy.




    My shoulders straighten under their lessened load, and my throat feels less obstructed. Immigrant petition for fiancée on behalf of alien, Ms. Enna Petersen, supported by American citizen, Mr. C. Krupski, thoroughly dissected, analyzed, annotated, and financially supported. Dates of travel, daily itinerary, lists of witnesses, and accompanying photographs; see exhibits A to R. There! My relationship laid bare for the eagle eyes of Uncle Sam. “America Wants You!” the top-hatted and tailed, goatee-bearded cartoon exclaims. Yeah, just not very bloody much.




    “It’s like an interrogation by the Inquisition!” Mum says as she takes another slurp of tanned tea. “They won’t call and ask me things, will they? I’m sure I won’t be able to remember. You know me. Can I plead early onset Alzheimer’s?” She laughs quietly at her own joke and then takes another sip. “How long until you leave?”




    My stomach knots. “I don’t know,” I admit, reality rushing in, lead lining my lungs. “The embassy operates by its own rules, but if they process quickly, I could get my visa days after my embassy interview.”




    Another pause. I can see Mum working hard to fight the silence; her lips twitch with unvoiced thoughts. We squeeze hands to fill the space that is empty with words, but full of so much else, an invisible umbilical cord plugging us in to the Petersen frequency.




    She smiles, a decisive lip-fastening smile, as if she has come to a conclusion. “I’m glad. He’s good for you.”




    At eight forty-five p.m., I finally call it a day. After two hours of trying to teach the volunteer lighting technicians the subtleties of fade, I am ready for a drink and a lobotomy.




    By the time I arrive at Mum and Dad’s, the back door is already fogged up with inviting steam, and the air, though cool, is thick with the Italian aroma of roasted garlic, onions, and peppers, along with familiar, hearty family food smells. It is, to me, the best smell in the world, this scent of home.




    Dad turns to greet me with his usual cheer. “Chickadee!” He is standing by the stove, stirring his famous culinary masterpiece, his apron splattered artistically—the Jackson Pollock of tomato sauce.




    “Smells great, Dad,” I say, sucking up the fragrant air.




    “Grab a glass and get your gnashers round this. It’s quite a good Sangiovese.”




    I join him at the stove, armed with our glasses, and take over the stirring. “I’ll stir this. You can do the mushrooms,” I say, reclaiming my old role.




    He chops intermittently as he relights his cigar and turns up the volume of the jazz pianist tinkling in the background. He slices through the plump brown gills of the mushrooms with gastronomic flair, flicking his knife through the air in time to the bluesy beat. “Isn’t this good?”




    “The wine or the music?”




    “Both.”




    “Yup, they are,” I agree, surveying the scene and enjoying the silent synchrony of our symbiosis.




    He looks up and catches me staring, smiling a big bemused smile. “What?”




    “Oh, nothing.” But I’ll miss this, I’m thinking.




    Mum peers around the door, a beam plastered over her face. “Oh, hello, darling! Didn’t hear you come in. So…?”




    “As subtle as a chainsaw, Ma.” I laugh, tending to the sauce.




    “What?” asks Dad again, undeterred by my conscientious stirring. He empties the load of chopped mushrooms into the sauce and retrieves the spoon from my hand. “Come on, what’s going on?”




    I never could lie to my dad. “Well…” A lungful of oregano wafts up my nose, another scent to remember. “Look at this!” I say, gathering up my long sleeve and uncovering the glowing gem on my fourth finger. “Cole asked me to marry him.”




    “Aaaaa!”




    And I am enveloped.




    “Well, it took you long enough to tell me! Cole asked for my blessing when he was here last. I’ve known for weeks!”




    “Dad!” I don’t know whether to hit him or hug him back. “You could have told me!”




    Mum joins the family scrum just as Leo arrives at the door.




    “What’s all this? Did someone die?”




    Oh, I will miss this.


  




  

    Chapter 3




    THE ENTHUSIASTIC AMERICAN ATTORNEY tells us, “It’s a crap shoot.” Strange expression to English ears, as if the embassy officials are about to let fly with steaming mounds of shit catapulted in our direction. “It really depends on how busy the embassy is as to how quickly they will process the paperwork. If it’s a slow week in the Middle East, Mexico or Eastern Europe, you might be lucky.”




    I don’t know when the crap was shot, but it landed splat! on my doormat only a week later. The heavy, white-enveloped edict demanded I attend the embassy interview and have a medical, not with my own doctor, but with their approved embassy physician. The bill for the services was also included. Oh, deep joy. And, double crap, the interview and medical coincided neatly with opening night. Ta da! Splat! Splat!




    I force myself to bed at a reasonable hour. I set my alarm clock and my mobile phone, checking and rechecking that I have entered a.m. not p.m., “wake” not “off.” I toss and turn like a rotisserie chicken, pecking at my pillow as I think of some other unthought-of question. What if they ask me if he’s ever broken a bone? Failed an exam? Had wisdom teeth?




    My unsleeping mind mines all the many and varied things I don’t know about Cole, about America. And the scene suddenly clears through the blood vessels on the back of my eyelids.




    I’m waiting before a door, about to twist the handle. I touch the metal with only my fingertips—the lightest of touches—and on contact the door flies away from my hand, swings open, and the back draft sweeps me in like an invisible tidal wave.




    The heavy door slams. A metallic slide, like the sound of a knife being sharpened, resounds behind me. I turn quickly to see the bolt being drawn across the door, and then the top bolt, and then the bottom. But no one is there. Panic grips me, a hammering in my stomach, a dry palate that no amount of anxious swallowing will cure. I turn in circles, checking the area—isn’t that what Dad taught me—never leaving my back unprotected, turning to the wall, the door, the wall, the desk, the wall, the door, the wall, the desk, the wall…




    “Sit. Down.”




    My skin almost lifts off my bones at the sound of this resonant, uncompromising growl.




    “Who’s there?” I falter weakly.




    “Sit—” clack “—down.” Clack…clack…clack. Out of the darkness behind the imposing desk, the stamping of a walking cane pronounces itself. Orchestrating with a hefty thwack is an imposing man, perhaps seven feet tall, dressed in long blue and white striped trousers, top hat and tails. He uses the cane not as an elderly gentleman would, but with a cold, detached, military authority.




    He stops before me, lifting his cane high off the ground. For a second, my eyes widen and I flinch. He’s going to hit me! I look into his gimlet eyes, disbelieving, and I back up slowly toward the door, trying to calculate how I can conceivably withdraw three bolts and escape before being cudgeled. But, advancing still, he lowers the cane and jabs it into my stomach. I’m more shocked than hurt as automatically my body folds in the middle. Suddenly there is a fumble of hands and a scurry of flesh and fists, and I don’t feel thumps; I just hear them: mine glancing but not connecting, almost whistling in air, and his solid, buffeting strikes, heel of palm and flank of stick. It’s quick and confusing, and the tussle forces me back into a chair.




    The blows stop and I open my wild eyes, like a poor heifer in one of those mad cow disease documentaries who sees the bolt about to mallet their skull into their brain.




    “I said, sit down.” Gimlet Eyes looms above me and forces the hard bone handle up under my jaw. He straightens, lifting my chin and inspecting my face. “Petersen, Enna. White. Five foot nine. One degree, four A-Levels, ten GCSEs. Achievements? Nothing. Merits? None. Current employment…failing!” He snorts with relish.




    “So, tell me…” He lowers his face to mine again. His hypnotic eyes tunnel into my brain, scouring it for lies, searching for my worth, sucking information out through my pupils. “What, exactly, would you offer America? Why should we want you?”




    His long goat’s face lengthens as his mouth opens, and I think he just might dislocate his jaw and consume me. I can’t move. I can see his teeth and I can hear my heart pound in my ears, but I can’t fight and I can’t run.




    With his free hand, he throws off his top hat, switches the cane into his left, and trails the cold, hard handle down my neck and into the notch of my throat. I can hardly breathe, and all I can think is that I want to go home.




    I try to inhale, to say something, but all I can voice is a sticky wheezing sound. What would I say anyway? Would I beg for clemency, for asylum? Or would I whisper out my defenses?




    “Oh come, come. Don’t you think I already know? I know your failures. You were never as good as you pretended to be. You are decidedly average. You call yourself an actress? A director? Well, what good is that? You are worthless.”




    I can feel the tears trickle down my cheeks, unable to swallow, barely able to breathe and desperate to find something, anything of any worth, but what have I done? What have I accomplished?




    When I was nine, I sponsored a child in Africa. I earned the Duke of Edinburgh Award and only got lost twice on my expedition. At university, I was president of the Drama Society. When my neighbor broke her leg, I volunteered to walk her ferret. I recycled—when I had the time. I wrote handwritten letters. I didn’t step on or salt slugs, merely hurled them in another direction. I am a hard worker, a decent, grounded, all right sort of person. I’m a good egg!




    “I can’t hear you!” he booms, twirling the cane from its fleshy harbor and thwacking it down on either side of me, on the armrests. I am trapped in the machinery of some manic metronomic gauntlet.




    He roars with laughter, thudding the cane. “Tick, tock, tick, tock.”




    “NO!” I pry open a wakeful eyelid. He has gone, and the memory of the dream vanishes like lightning. I lie in the dark cave-like bedroom and listen to the metronome beat of the second hand marching me through the dawn.




    The train into Waterloo takes less than forty sobering minutes. The crisp morning awakens my senses, and I stride along, marveling at my own human exhaust.




    I arrive at the Grosvenor Street Clinic twenty minutes early for my appointment. The large black door, furnished with an intimidating brass handle and knocker, is unyielding. It is cold. What I’d give for a hot chocolate with swirly cream!




    “Well, hive bin waiting fur tree monts and fie-nally the date comms. Well, I’od planned t’ be livin’ dere by naoow.” I hear a jovial ginger chap address the group of multi-colored faces congregating near the clinic.




    “It’s a farce, the whole thing,” agreed the tall Asian man standing next to Leprechaun. “My girlfriend has had to quit her job as an elementary school teacher to become a sales rep. Just so she can prove she can support me on the affidavit. It’s ridiculous.”




    What’s this? My ears strain, and my eyes bulge. Can it be that I am not alone? Are there stowaways in my transatlantic boat?




    My index fingers start to take on their first signs of frostbite, the arterial constriction plain to see in my two-tone flesh. I mustn’t think of that. I must concentrate, think of answers to unasked questions.




    As the minutes crawl by, the queue of men and women, all ages, all races, snakes further down the street. Leprechaun, Tall Asian, and other background faces, faces undistinguishable in a line up, compare stories, laugh, and clap their hands to keep warm, as I sit frozen from the top step of the cold stone stoop. The individuals all so normal looking—you wouldn’t think that they too have fiancés who have swept them off their little, sensible Clarks-soled feet and rescued them from a life of gray, bundling them up into a world of Disney colors and limitless fantasies.




    At eight fifteen a.m., finally, I hear the bolt being drawn and, hurrah, warmth! At the end of this lavish reception room, a woman sits in state behind a leather-topped bureau. I advance toward her, proffering my papers.




    “I’m Enna Petersen. I have an eight o’clock appointment.”




    The lady tilts her immaculate face toward me. “Yes, you are all eight o’clockers. If you would like to fill in this form, return it to me, and wait in the drawing room for your name to be called.” The drawing room. Not waiting room.




    I return my form to her and “withdraw” to the seat nearest the grand fireplace, watching the room fill and feeling my fingers defrost.




    The others chat away happily, comparing their transatlantic entanglements. I listen with my head buried in my book, my disappointment mounting. I had thought that the story of Cole and Enna had been so unique, so romantic, but hearing, amongst the hubbub, similar histories makes ours, all of a sudden, less special.




    “What are you reading?” I hear, as a stranger takes up the chair beside me.




    Can I ignore him?




    “Your book? What are you reading?”




    I keep my eyes trained on the print. I could pretend I’m deaf…or French. Pardon, monsieur, je n’aime pas…Merde! I’m going to have to acknowledge him, aren’t I? Really, it’s a stupid question though. The book cover is less than ten inches from his nose, and the title is written in block capitals. I’ll have to go for mock surprise, the Oh, sorry. What, me? line.




    I tear my eyes from the page, the moue mouth ready to form the O, when I see him for the first time.


  




  

    Chapter 4




    I CATCH HIS EYES: dark, warm pools of melted, lustrous Bournville chocolate that twinkle at me. I can barely distinguish where the inky pupils stop and the swirly irises start. I freeze like I’ve been shot, the O paused on my lips, and in the same moment, I can feel the blood pour into my frozen fingertips, like the floodgates have been released.




    I have never really paid much attention to eyes before. Yet these eyes, these pools of inviting molten chocolate, are mesmerizing, and I want to look away, but I can’t. Warmth flushes across my face.




    “I’m Will.”




    “Sorry,” I blather, embarrassed by my silence, “I’m just…rather absorbed in smuggling drugs off the coast of Spain at the moment. Oh hell! I mean, not really!” I exclaim with anxious looks to the oblivious interviewees. “I probably shouldn’t say that when waiting for my immigration interview, should I? It’s the book, you see. Not me. I don’t smuggle drugs.”




    “Don’t worry. If they cart you off in chains, I’ll explain.” He smiles.




    “Thank you,” I say, unable to continue holding his gaze or meet his smile, but he carries on regardless.




    “Good choice though. Arturo Perez-Reverte, not an obvious choice, but what a storyteller.”




    “You’ve read him?” This has to be a line. How many men do I know who read anything more challenging than Nuts magazine—well, at least back at university. How many men do I actually know full stop? Not including my techies or the gay retinue at the theater. Okay, Enna, you need to get out more.




    “You are surprised. Actually, I’ve read two of his. His writing keeps me guessing; I like that. I like to be surprised. So many books are just formula.”




    “You’re right. I don’t have enough fingers to count how many times I seem to have read different versions of Pride and Prejudice! Some with werewolves, with zombies, contemporary, set in America, set in an Austenland. It’s all the same.”




    “Well, people want the fairy tale. They want a heroine, like Lizzie, with whom they can empathize.”




    With whom? With whom? My Mum would love this chap!




    I goggle at this man in disbelief, my eyes wide with every sign of a severe thyroid problem. A man who actually reads and then—holy Pulitzer, Batman—wants to talk about it?




    I did buy Cole a book once. It was my favorite. I had such high hopes he would devour it, but on my next trip to visit, there it was, propped up on the bookshelf, its red bow still neatly tied around it, a monument to our differences.




    “Enna Petersen,” a nasal voice resounds over the intercom.




    “That’s me,” I admit, collecting my things. “Wish me luck. It was nice meeting you…”




    “Will.”




    “Yes. Sorry. It was nice meeting you, Will.”




    “You too, Enna.”




    I am shown to a waiting room—not a “drawing room” this time, but a sterile, whitewash-walled box of a room decorated with a large map of America. I put my bags down and survey my new surroundings. I wonder if they will ask me questions about the States. Exactly how many are there again? And what if they ask me to name them all?




    “Ey-nah?” a large Asian nurse demands as she whisks back the curtain to reveal her cupboard-sized work room. I take an inventory: one cabinet, one chair, and one table covered by rows of empty vials. Those glass leeches quietly hum with anticipation as the sturdy nurse pounds the floorboards and sends seismic tremors through the table legs and across the open mouths of the blood-craving containers. Three vials stand already full, the thick coagulated fluid coating the sides of the tube like molasses.




    “In here,” she orders, “and roll up sleeve.”




    I busy Self, peeling back my layers when, bam! She throws the needle into my arm with the nonchalance of a drunken darts player.




    “Ho, small vein,” she marvels. “Squeeze. You must squeeze like this—” she demonstrates, clenching her fist “—or we have no blood and have to do it all again.” She chuckles.




    Oh goody. I squeeze my fist and pump blood into the syringe for all I’m worth.




    Finally satisfied with the load she has leeched, she pushes me out back into the cold waiting room. And there I wait. And wait.




    I try opening my book and picking up where I had left off, but my mind can’t concentrate. Words swim before my eyes.




    An hour or more passes. Why is this taking so long?




    I try to count the states of America but keep losing track around Idaho as I look up and see another patient given the human pincushion treatment by the Beast of Beijing and then taken through to the next part of the assessment. The procession of multi-colored waiting room faces—Tall Asian, woman with the loud voice in the drawing room, Will—are all escorted past me, but I am left waiting. Did I get the Advance Directly to Jail card? Do not pass go! Do not collect two hundred pounds? I seem to have the monopoly on the waiting room.




    Have I been forgotten? Did the snotty receptionist read my thoughts, know that I wanted to be quick and so is torturing me with this endless waiting? Or…wait a minute…I was second to have my blood tested and then, other people bypassed while I, whose blood still seems to be being tested, am left waiting.




    Oh. My. God.




    “Sarah Hobbs,” shouts the needle-happy nurse.




    The startled Sarah looks up from her recently taken chair and turns from the demanding scowl to me.




    “Oh no, I don’t think it is me next. This lady has been waiting longer. It must be her turn?”




    “No. I know my job. She—” the militant nurse points in my direction “—has to wait.”




    “Oh. Sorry,” mouths Sarah with a look of genuine sympathy.




    Thoughts explode like fireworks across my hemispheres: first, little sparklers, which set off gently fizzing traffic lights, which ignite great dangerous rockets firing over the innocent plains of my brain, bursting with a big bang and a shower of consequences.




    I’m…diseased.




    Oh God, oh God, why did I let Christian, acting friend/male model talk me into a “fun” night away from university? Why, oh why, had I got so very drunk and not insisted on a condom? I must have been thick. You stupid, stupid girl! Why didn’t you think? And, God! Hadn’t he just returned from that modeling campaign in Thailand?




    Well, that’s it, isn’t it?




    Oh please, God, no. I promise, if you make everything okay, I’ll never drink again, not even a spritzer or a sherry at Christmas. Just please make it okay.




    Oh, Christ…and Cole! What if I’ve given some deadly disease to Cole? And—oh God—not just Cole, but the others in between! I’m some filthy virus-spreading vector, responsible for the infection of ex-lovers, and their partners, and their partners’ future partners, and so on and so on, and it’s all my fault!




    I scrabble in my handbag for the trusty bottle of aspirin, something to take the ache away, to dull the thud of the executioner’s drum roll. I know it’s in here somewhere. A handful of lint, mat of hair, my wallet, my phone, my lip balm…




    “Ey-nah. You come.” Ms. Congeniality herself, Nurse Sing, stands above me, hands firmly placed on her substantial hips. She escorts me to the next room, barely even looking at me—she must be so disgusted—and she holds up a curtain, indicating one of the eight changing cubicles. “This, you put on,” she says, producing a paper robe from some magical cubicle stash.




    The cubicles are deathly silent. Am I the only one here? Of course…the diseased are probably quarantined from the other, healthy, sober, condom-using folk.




    Once closeted behind my severely drawn curtain, I bend to see any other feet in the adjoining slots. All have been and gone, it seems, even Sarah Hobbs.




    I noiselessly undress, shivering as I jump from foot to foot on the cold, tiled floor. Should I leave my knickers on? Yes? No? She didn’t say. Bugger. Maybe the doctor will need to do a cervical smear, and here I am with a thong embroidered with little yellow duckies, each with a little speech balloon proclaiming, “I’m quackers!” Or maybe, the doctor won’t do an exam but see that I’ve taken them off and then think I’m a real hussy.




    They go down. They come up. Down. Shit, Enna, make a fucking decision. It’s too cold to fanny around getting your knickers in a twist. And I’m so angry. Angry at my own stupidity. I’m angry that I have put Cole’s future, my future, other unknown futures, in jeopardy. Fogged with fury, I yank the knickers back up but can’t get much higher than my knees. Oh shit. They are twisted, a canary-yellow figure of eight. Balancing on one leg, I extract my foot from the lingerie vice at half mast, turn the flimsy cotton the right way, and hop as I dip my toes through with a wobble and a—Holy crap! I’m going down! I reach for something to grab hold of—a fold of curtain—and I can hear the material tear slightly from its curtain pole. But the panel steadies me just in time, and I recover my balance before really making an entrance. Oh Lord, as if I don’t have enough worries. “Yes, doctor, she’s potentially riddled with a bevy of contagious sexual diseases and was found with her knickers around her knees. She’s quackers!”




    I pull them up decisively. Oh! Duck it!




    “Enna Petersen? Are you ready yet?” an unamused male voice calls.




    “Coming,” I call, hustling out of the cubicle and smiling feebly for a bit of reassurance.




    He doesn’t return the smile or greeting. Oh God. He knows, doesn’t he? He has seen that I have AIDS or something, and he is full of loathing for my stupidity. “Come this way.”




    I’m doomed.




    “Right. I have to X-ray you. Press your chest up against this and keep still until I come back into the room.”




    I stand ramrod straight, almost forgetting to breathe. The X-ray whirrs and flashes. The plate against my chest is cold. I want to cry. I will not cry. I will be strong.
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