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Advance Praise for A Thousand and One Nights

“Wonderful and incisive, tells us in a new way what it means to be young and American. Tupper casts a keen, intelligent eye on the contemporary world, its multitude of fakeries and deceits, providing us with a witty, poignant, wholly worthwhile read.”

—Elizabeth Strout, author of Abide with Me and Amy and Isabelle

“A Thousand and One Nights presents us with a compelling tour of the ersatz, dismally funny, and faintly depressing world of the third-tier entertainer: a tour that’s beautifully understated in its emotional intelligence, and wry and clear-eyed and psychologically astute in its portrait of a young couple for whom getting through the day means not facing what’s missing, whether from their act or their relationship. This is a moving and accomplished first novel.”

—Jim Shepard, author of Project X

“An intriguing, often funny, and richly atmospheric novel… It is sharply observed, fresh and authentic in its vision, poignant in its depiction of a couple’s willed facade and great fun to read… A one-of-a-kind book, fascinating and honest.”

—Joan Silber, author of Ideas of Heaven (National Book Award Finalist)

“A Thousand and one Nights lays bare the hopes and hearts of twenty-somethings yearning for success, adventure and love, and coming up just a little shy on all three counts… A moving account of finding yourself amid the detritus of your dreams.” 

—C. J. Hribal, author of The Company Car

“The problem of living even half-honestly in a world of routine cheating and of faked performance is a real one, and gives its vital center. Lara Tupper is a writer of many gifts, with a terrific story to tell.”

—Judith Grossman, author of Her Own Terms

“Lara Tupper’s first novel is music to the ear. It’s travel, too, full of dark corners and poignant wit, a rich international coming of age, boozy nights and friendship, love. And Tupper is a kind of women’s Rick Moody, her heroine more or less enslaved on a cruise ship, singing in too-heavy dresses, always making her way home.” 

—Bill Roorbach, author of Big Bend

“A surprising look into an unfamiliar world.”

—Alison Lurie, author of the Pulitzer Prize-winning Foreign Affairs

“A clever tale of a young woman’s witty, dissolute, and sometimes desperate tryst with overseas stage-act fame, shines with the poignant honesty of a pop song singer who can’t quite get her life in key… A delightful first novel.”

—Kim Ponders, author of The Art of Uncontrolled Flight


For my parents, who let me see places.


Scheherazade saves her own life by telling the king…a thousand and one interwoven stories, which are always unfinished at dawn—so deferring the execution daily…. Human beings tell stories—in bars, in novels, in courtship…. Scheherazade keeps her own life going.

—A. S. Byatt, Introduction to The Arabian Nights: Tales from a Thousand and One Nights


A Thousand and One Nights

Lara Tupper


ONE

Rodgers and Hammerstein

IT STARTED ON A CRUISE SHIP, where nothing was exactly real. The brass railings of the lobby staircase were molded industrial plastic, liberally coated with copper-colored paint. The ship’s largest funnel, visible from up to ten nautical miles, bore the company insignia in gleaming white and blue; it led nowhere, funneled nothing. The pool, deemed “refreshing” in the travel agent brochure, was waist-deep, heavily chlorinated, and too cold even for children. In a pinch, plastic ice sculptures were used for the Midnight Buffet. Stored in freezers and splashed with ice water to simulate melting drips, the statuettes (dolphin, starfish, palm tree) were appropriately cold to the touch. The slot machines were fixed to a timer; the bingo numbers were decided well in advance of the daily call. The rum punch was 80 percent Kool-Aid. And the surly pop duo in the Tally-Ho Lounge played to synthesized backing tracks.

*

AT THE TIME of her Boston audition for Dancers Who Sing and Singers Who Move Well, Karla, who considered herself the latter, was three months out of music school and still living with her college roommate in Somerville, Massachusetts. The summer run of temping and tryouts had been humbling, until the cruise ship auditions began. The cruise reps seemed to care less about Karla’s dance experience and more about her “people skills.” They asked if she’d ever worked in the service industry, and Karla certainly had. Her three summers as Head Waitress at Cabbage Island Clambakes were suddenly three summers well spent.

Karla got a callback, her first ever, and then another. She had to give a quiz to imaginary poolside guests, using a microphone. She had to lead her fellow auditionees in an impromptu aerobics class. She had to fend off an angry passenger, played by the choreographer, who demanded a pillow made of goose down rather than foam.

She got it. She would be an Entertainer, according to her contract. She was hired to sing and dance and travel—she was going to be paid for this. She was twenty-two years old.

As it turned out, and as she might have guessed from the audition, Karla was required to sing and dance at night and to host Ping-Pong and Shuffleboard tournaments during the day. She didn’t actually know how to keep score for Ping-Pong, but the passengers were drunk, merry, forgiving. Their first cruise! Karla usually nominated a teenage boy to keep track, and then gave him a rum punch as reward. It was that kind of ship: bang for the buck, affordable for families, nothing too exotic in the way of itineraries—Mediterranean in the summer, Caribbean in the winter. It was a British cruise line, and she was the only American to accept the contract. The main show, Hound Doggin’, a thinly veiled Grease, required at least one genuine American accent. The show-stopper was an ensemble number set to “Baby You Can Drive My Car.”

Karla had to wake early in her tiny cabin (an inside room, no porthole, shared with Holly, the Second Female Vocalist), but she didn’t mind getting up. On her narrow portion of desk, her music books—The Best of Carole King, A Chorus Line, Godspell, Jesus Christ Superstar, Les Miserables, Little Shop of Horrors—were lined up and alphabetized. Her mini-Casio was stashed under the bottom bunk, which Holly had claimed, and on it she could plunk out her parts for the Happy Sails Review. The Cruise Director had chosen Karla as featured soloist, which meant she would sing one song each week, any song she wanted, just as long as it was ship-appropriate—something familiar and upbeat, nothing with swearwords or overt religious references, which meant Godspell and Jesus Christ Superstar were out. She would get to rehearse with the band. She would wear her best and brightest dresses. She would have to think of a few lines of preceding witty repartee.

Each morning Karla slipped on her uniform and adjusted her name tag. She marched upstairs to the Main Deck to begin her day (Library Duty, followed by Mensa Hour) thinking of lyrics, thinking of opening lines. (“Good evening! Welcome aboard!” Would that be enough?) She marveled at where she was: at sea.

*

THE ENTERTAINERS WERE backed by the Tally-Ho Orchestra, which was not an orchestra, Karla discovered, but a four-piece band from Brighton. The guitarist sometimes kept a flask on his music stand. The drummer’s bass drum had cracked weeks ago. “Humidity,” he’d reported to the Cruise Director, when in fact the guitarist had done it, keeling over postshow. The drum had yet to be repaired.

The guitarist, Rod, admitted this quickly during Karla’s very first band rehearsal for “I Feel the Earth Move,” her upbeat choice. Rod drank from a tiny paper cup of coffee (free on the Pool Deck) and with his other hand thumped enthused Carole King rhythms on his blue-jeaned knee. Then they sat in silence and waited for the others to show up.

Karla counted the days since her arrival. Only six?

There were six ships in the Rodgers and Hammerstein fleet, one for each of the Rodgers and Hammerstein musicals made into films. Her ship (already she thought of it as hers), the MS Sound of Music, did the Canary Islands and the Western European itinerary—Barcelona, Nice, Naples—in homage to ecstatic singing from Alpine heights much farther inland. The winter Caribbean itinerary didn’t have much to do with Julie Andrews at all.

Rod was out of coffee, so she asked him about the rest of the fleet.

The MS State Fair did the Eastern Mediterranean itinerary (he tried not to yawn)—Greece, Turkey, Israel, Egypt. This was the R and H movie musical no one had heard of, and, Greece aside, the Eastern Med was not the most popular destination for cruisers. So they were underappreciated jewels, both the show and the places.

Karla waited for him to crack a smile. He didn’t.

The Persian Gulf itinerary went to the MS Oklahoma. “Persian Gulf” sounded better than “Middle East.” Oklahoma (hokey, benign) was meant to put passengers at ease.

“That makes sense,” said Karla, although it didn’t.

The MS King and I. Pretty obvious: Far Eastern itinerary, including Thailand, Vietnam, and Hong Kong.

This one Karla had heard about from Holly. The Entertainers were required to sing “Getting to Know You” as each new batch of cruisers marched up the gangway.

“Poor sods,” said Rod. Meaning the passengers, Karla guessed.

The MS South Pacific was another obvious one: South Pacific, featuring Bora-Bora and Tahiti.

And finally, the MS Carousel.

Here Karla took over: New York, New England, and Nova Scotia—the ship Karla’s parents wished she’d been sent to, the one plowing through the cold, rough Atlantic. The movie had been filmed in her very own hometown in the fifties. Karla remembered the horrendous Maine accents and “A Real Nice Clambake,” a song she knew well from her waitressing job. The MS Carousel was competitive, she told her folks. The Entertainers were recruited from New York, some between off-off-Broadway shows.

This information came out quickly. Rod gazed above her at the maroon stage curtains.

The others were called “sister ships,” he concluded. Karla could see them in the shiny brochures at the Purser’s Desk if she wanted. He peered again into his empty coffee cup.

The sister ships. Karla wondered if there was a way to jump from one to another—from the Med to the Middle East to Far East to South Pacific and then to Maine, the longest possible route home.

Then the orchestra showed up. The drummer carried a plastic tray of steaming paper cups. The keyboard player carried a handful of dairy creamers. The bassist yawned.

“Morning,” said Rod, although it wasn’t, and they nodded to him, then Karla, soberly.

*

KARLA MET THE ship duo, Zak and Macy, who hailed from the Isle of Wight and announced this nightly to guests. They called themselves Wight Nights and, like the rest of the musicians onboard, were free to play tourist by day as long as they were well-groomed and ready to go by dusk. Zak and Macy worked six nights per week, four hours per night, in the Anchor Lounge, the predinner set to the pre-DJ set. At 10:30 P.M., the Anchor became the Ship Disco. The rotating mirror ball descended, and the resident DJ, Mack, played the first of many Robbie Williams songs. The fog machine sprayed a fine chemical mist.

Before the ship gig, Wight Nights had played at hotels in Majorca and Tenerife—islands where Brits tended to gather, where the demand for pop songs was high, where the ability to sing in English was considered a worthy skill, they explained. (A duo. This was new to Karla, and she wanted to know as much as she possibly could.) They’d been at it for three years, four to six months in each place, leaving just before the expats became bored with them. If they were lucky, they had a few weeks off between gigs to see their parents, get their equipment repaired, and have their evening wear rehemmed while their agent scrambled to find them the next job.

They’d see the world, the agent promised. The money was in the Middle East now—constant construction, new hotels every month. There was a circuit: Istanbul, Dubai, Muscat, Bahrain, and then, once you’d paid your dues, Tokyo and Bangkok and maybe Beijing or Seoul.

Bangkok! Beijing! Karla looked at Macy’s photo albums and wanted, badly, to have her own pictures of the terra-cotta soldiers and the Great Wall.

She quizzed everyone: the fitness instructor, the head bartender, the photographers. She wanted to know how to make this last. She wanted to drift from one port to the next and the next without having to figure out why. She wanted things to happen to her.



WITHIN KARLA’S FIRST three weeks onboard, she made out with the DJ and the Sous-Chef. The DJ made out with lots of people, men and women, he wasn’t choosy. He could see that Karla was unsettled and new, and she could see that he had nicely sculpted arms and calves. She let him take off her uniform after her very first Daytime Darts Tourney, and there, in the locked DJ booth, he rubbed against her a little and was done. The next day he played “Let’s Go Crazy” for her in the disco and then ducked out with a teenage boy from Devon. It didn’t matter, Karla would say if asked, because there were so many other things to do.

No one asked.

The Sous-Chef did not make out with many. He had just divorced his wife of fifteen years, and he cried a lot. Karla stroked his hand in the crew bar and admired the silver tufts in his sideburns. Then they ate leftover tiramisu in his cabin. Before she could slip off her Evening Wear, he was sound asleep, his spoon resting on the white belly of his Ship Whites, making a small, chocolate smudge. Karla slid the spoon from his fist, licked it clean, and quietly returned to her cabin. One week later Sous flew home to Edinburgh. He asked for remarriage and the ex-wife said yes. Or so the story went in the crew bar.

*

KARLA MET THE VCAs, the Visiting Cabaret Acts, who entertained the passengers before and after the Happy Sails Review, the Hound Doggin’ Review, and the Sing Along with Rodgers and Hammerstein Review. The Acts slept in passenger cabins and ate at the captain’s table, but they partied with the crew. After performing, they didn’t always want to socialize with the guests, who liked to tell them jokes of their own or sing renditions of “Yellow Rose of Texas.” And so the Entertainers, Karla included, became unofficial hosts. They led the Acts through the maze of stairwells and cabins to the crew bar; they introduced them to the Russian waitresses; they told them where to buy joints in Grenada.

The Acts came for a few days at a time, which meant they arrived and departed from odd places. Spike the mime-magician boarded in Rome and left at Malta. George Jonesian, the U.K.’s number one country music artist, joined in Nice and flew home from Sardinia.

There were comedians—someone from Liverpool who’d once been a minor character on Neighbours, which was an Australian soap opera and not a Mister Rogers spin-off, as Karla had thought at first. There was the son of a game show host. There was a couple called MOON. (She danced in very small costumes, and he jumped into the audience and stole drinks from tables.) There was Sid the Canadian, who did a lot of “Have you ever noticed…” jokes, which Karla found amusing but no one else did. He had a gag about Canada offering all its bows and arrows whenever America went to war.

Because the comedians sometimes bombed, their turnaround tended to be particularly brief. Sid once joined in Lanzarote and left the next day from Fuerteventura, just twenty-three nautical miles away. Or so Karla had heard. It was a long way to come for one night, and she admired Sid the Canadian for this. He seemed as baffled and enchanted by the ship as she was. He slept through the early afternoon and drank his Earl Grey tea on the crew deck, staring down appreciatively at the churning water. Karla saw him there on the way to Shuffleboard, and he waved, shyly. She decided to be late for Shuffleboard.

“Tea,” said Karla.

“Yes,” said Sid. He smiled happily. He was cute in a bleached-out Californian way.

“Your first cruise?” she asked. It wasn’t, of course, but he played along.

“Wonderful,” he said. “The Midnight Buffet! And the entertainment is to die for.” His accent was almost like hers. He dunked his tea bag and looked back at the waves.

She didn’t see him after Shuffleboard, and then he was sent back to bleak and chilly Nova Scotia.

*

AFTER A MONTH onboard, Karla sang with Jack, an MS Sound of Music veteran of six months. He played a T-bird in the show, a Sea Bird in the ship version. He had only two speaking lines, and one was “Nice wheels, Mandy.” That was all he’d said to Karla so far, but his British accent was delicious. He was twenty-nine.

The Cruise Director, Ava, told Karla and Jack to put something together for the predinner slot on Wight Nights’ day off. Jack played guitar and Karla had “the jazzy thing,” as Ava called it, confusing Karla’s accent for an ability to mimic Ella Fitzgerald.

“Some standards,” Ava suggested. “Something mellow.” Something to keep the passengers drinking, she meant, as they waited for first seating.

Karla and Jack met in the empty Kiddie Room to rehearse. There were large cutouts of cartoon dolphins and turtles on the walls, and yellow buckets filled with Lego pieces. There was a wide-screen TV-VCR and a complete Disney video library. They sat side by side on bright red banquettes.

“Well,” said Jack. He looked at a smiling dolphin as he spoke, and Karla studied him sideways. He smelled like a grown-up, like fresh limes and spices (Bay Rum), and his hair was dark and wavy. His acoustic guitar was polished, shiny, black.

Jack didn’t know any standards, as it turned out, so they sang folky songs. Karla had brought her mellow songbooks (James Taylor, Joni Mitchell, Carole King), and he could follow, as long as she sang the melody clearly. She sang “So Far Away,” and Jack clamped down his capo, and between them was a tangible buzz, an admission: Yes, this person will do just fine. Jack didn’t cry or slink off with newlyweds—not yet, anyway—and Karla was grateful. They blended—they would learn to do it perfectly. Their voices would lock like Lego blocks, like the tiny silver buckles on Karla’s size seven character shoes.

After six weeks, Karla still felt pleasantly frazzled. Her uniform didn’t quite fit. Her pleated skirt was an inch too long, making her trip on stairs. The breast pocket of her blue blazer had pin marks from previous name tags. She was still understudying the Hound Doggin’ part and had yet to perfect the blocking. The Dance Captain, who dated the real Captain, seemed forever busy and reluctant to rehearse. Karla was following, faking it. She was adept at faking. Beyond the Kiddie Room was Malta (Malta? Yes, Monday was Malta. Tuesday was Sardinia), all clay-colored and brilliantly hot, but this didn’t concern Karla. There were such interesting things happening on the ship. She couldn’t look away.

On Hoedown Night, Jack scooped her up and held her, petticoat showing, over the glistening pool. His cowboy hat tumbled in and quickly filled and sank, and the passengers hooted. “Put me down!” Karla shrieked, not meaning it, not wanting the burly sureness of him to disappear.

They went on dates in the passenger dining room, which they were allowed to enter if (A) the tables had empty seats and (B) they dressed up—suits and dresses—and wore name tags. They had to “PR” (speak affably) and not drink too much. They had to mention at least one entertainment option onboard that evening. But with Jack it was easy. “Good evening,” he said, and instantly they were his, the couples from Bournemouth and Bromley and Slough. The questions were predictable: place of birth, trajectory onto the ship, musical training, favorite Broadway show, and Karla, part of the package, eventually charmed them, too.

“You don’t really sound American,” they said, and this pleased her. She’d taken him on, absorbed some of his tricks, the patterns of his speech. Her questions went down now, instead of up.

Karla had been dating someone named Arthur back in Boston, a composer from the New England Conservatory, but this ceased to concern her. She told herself this was a common ship phenomenon, the ship being a parallel but separate universe. It was something she couldn’t possibly explain to anyone left behind. From time to time she felt an uncomfortable stab of guilt, usually when she spoke to her parents from the pay phone in Corsica. At those times the ship world seemed ridiculous—a bad prop, like the Pink Ladies car they danced around in Hound Doggin’. During rough seas it threatened to roll off its blocks and careen downstage.

Most of the time, however, Karla’s parallel universe theory was convincing. The days were so long and the tiny bunks were like coffins and the need to have a body near was just, for both Karla and Jack, necessary. They soon left toothbrushes and lint pick-ups in each other’s cabins, and their predinner set became a biweekly event. Their repertoire grew, and they received mild, distracted applause. They learned “Both Sides Now” and “You’ve Got a Friend.” They added “Get Back” and “Under the Boardwalk” for contrast. Jack told a joke or two in between songs, and the passengers, who recognized him from Pool Deck quizzes and Ring Toss competitions, laughed politely.

Jack renewed his contract. Karla renewed, too, and together they sailed to the Caribbean. Arthur the Boyfriend stopped sending faxes to the bridge marked “Karla the Entertainer, Read This Please.”

On days off, which they requested together, Jack and Karla ran on beaches, Baywatch-style, in snug, flattering swimsuits. There was sweet, fruity cocktail drinking and long, thorough sunblock rubbing and unread paperbacks from the Ship Library and a flurry of rushing to the gangway in time for duty.

At night, after the reviews, after the nightcaps in the crew bar, Karla slid into Jack’s bunk and waited for him to floss. She kissed him sweetly until his roommate fell asleep and then kissed him less sweetly. Mornings she curled against his broad, solid back and wished for the Early Bird Quiz to be canceled. She began to feel an electric eel slipping around her chest, a spark in her belly. This person will be more than fine. For the first time in a while, Karla didn’t want to be anywhere else.

“I like you very much,” she said.

“I like you very much, too,” he said.

They renewed again.

*

THE SHIP SEASONS changed again: winter in the Caribbean to spring in the Med, the long week at sea in between, the passengers fidgety, tired of shuffleboard. Karla wasn’t frazzled anymore. She knew her parts and everyone else’s. She kept her uniforms clean and pressed. She’d never missed a lifeboat drill, not one. She didn’t whine to officials.

She whined privately, in the crew bar, and over gelati or tortillas or crepes in various Mediterranean cafes: The pay was too low, the costumes were worn, the duties were ridiculous (Monopoly Hour?), the cabins were claustrophobic, the crew mess was disgusting. They had to wear uniforms or dress up in all passenger areas, even on days off. They weren’t allowed to sit on barstools or drink from bottles or cans in public. They had unannounced cabin inspections and curfews. And not a day passed without a minor drama within the Ents. Team: “You’ll have to sing ‘At the Hop.’ Tonight.” And Karla would panic and protest, and then do it.

She stayed because of Jack and because she was reminded, weekly, of Maine.

The MS Sound of Music, like all in the Rodgers and Hammerstein fleet, played a rotation of the sister ship musicals, one for each night of the week, plus Love Boat reruns on Sunday.

The films were shown in the Maria Lounge at midnight, an alternative to the disco or the casino. Nightly, Timmy the Sound and Light Guy closed the curtains, yanked down the cracked, white screen, and poured himself a generous whiskey and ginger in his booth. To keep himself amused, he tried to imagine the film stars naked—Yul Brynner and Deborah Kerr and Shirley Jones and Gordon MacRae. Yul was the easiest to imagine by far. (This Timmy admitted to Karla during a King and I viewing, after his third whiskey and ginger. Karla had been on Popcorn duty.)

Thursday was Carousel night, and each Thursday, Karla told the same story to passengers from Birmingham or Swansea or Portsmouth: This was filmed right in my hometown, in Maine.

“Does it still look like that?” they wanted to know.

It was difficult to say. She’d seen the film many times, but the only landmark she’d been able to catch was the Harbor Church. There were sailors with angled elbows and knees, hornpiping on a vast old dock, and there was the town church in the background, stark and white and nondescript. The rest just looked like sea.

“It was filmed such a long time ago,” Karla said, by way of answer. But each week she made herself watch for a few minutes—it seemed wrong not to. Part of her hoped to catch something new, something recognizable that might make her feel homesick.

And then Timmy spilled a full pint of whiskey and ginger on the tape. It was beyond repair, and so the hornpipers were gone. Timmy was promptly docked twenty pounds from his paycheck. It would be months before Head Office would get around to sending a replacement copy.

Soon after, Jack made a suggestion on the crew deck, between the first and second shows. Karla was still in her poodle skirt. She was sitting on his lap, and the sun was setting deeply, with fire, over Malta. They were pulling away, the ship scraping and honking and rumbling, a cranky thing woken from a nap.

“We should become a duo,” Jack said. He was not yet drunk—he was having one between-show vodka and Coke, as was customary.

She thought of the ship duos they had known since Wight Nights: Kiss and Tell and C-Note and Phantasy—they hardly spoke to each other. They had the dazed, worn quality of refugees. Most were alcoholics. They’d been doing this for six years, ten years, and they hated it. They had mortgages and equipment loans. They stole dinner rolls from the lunch buffet so they wouldn’t have to buy food on land. They’d had to learn six hundred songs.

“They work four hours a day,” Jack reminded her. “And we wouldn’t be like that.” He had an electric guitar in his parents’ garage. Yes, they’d need equipment. Band stuff—amps and mike stands and speakers. A mixing board, a small one, and two microphones. But that was all. And songs, of course. They’d need lots and lots of songs.

Neither mentioned the other option. Their friends, Vic and Serena, both croupiers, were engaged. Vic bought the diamond on Saint Martin, where the prices were low. Mitch and Winnie, the ballroom dance instructors, were waiting on the rings but were planning to buy a small flat in Stevenage with their savings. Nick, the Second Male Vocalist, and Oliver, the Gift Shop Manager, had had a commitment ceremony in Barbados and would open a pub near Finsbury Park called The Horny Toad. (Vic and Serena would last a month at home before returning to separate ships. Mitch and Winnie would have a baby boy within a year and move in with Mitch’s parents. The Horny Toad would thrive.)

The sea rolled by, the land faded, the empty vodka glass rattled as it tipped and fell, then bumped across the deck. It didn’t break, and so neither Karla nor Jack rose to retrieve it. Jack’s lap was warm. Nothing stirred as Karla shifted her weight. He squeezed her ass a little, and the rest of the Team members milled around them like familiar guests.

“Okay,” Karla said, fibbing. She knew she should have paused, thought it through, sought the advice of people back in the real world. She should have listened to the faint niggle of doubt buzzing inside.

But the air was salty, lovely. She was in her poodle skirt. She wanted, later, to spoon against his snug and sturdy back. “Sounds like a plan,” she said.

They knew thirty-five songs between them.

*

ON JACK AND Karla’s last night, Holly, who was still Karla’s cabinmate, decorated the crew bar. The rest of the Entertainers, including Jack, were still cleaning up after Tropical Night—though Jack wasn’t cleaning up per se. He was deep in conversation with Ava the Cruise Director—something about Tenerife. He’d squeezed Karla’s knee distractedly and promised to be there soon.

Holly had arranged orange and pink balloons in clumps by the pool table and the pinball machine. The clump near the dartboard had already been destroyed. She bought Karla a gin and tonic and clinked glasses and hugged her tightly. Then she left to play pool with the new Estonian masseur.

Sid the Canadian was back, slumped on a barstool and drinking tequila. He’d just done a late-night show in the Maria Lounge.

“Where have you been?” said Karla.

“Freezing my ass off,” said Sid. “Rotarian banquet in Portland. Convention for orthodontists in Halifax. (They can drink. You wouldn’t think so.) A bachelor party for a very distant cousin. Should I go on?”

“You’re a Brit, technically,” Karla said, sitting beside him. “Or something in between a Brit and a Yank.” She wouldn’t have said it, normally—she knew Canadians were touchy about these things—but he seemed in need of distraction. She meant he could cross British borders without too much hassle.

Sid blinked at her. His hair was spiky and still very blond, despite the winter back home. He didn’t have laugh lines yet, she noticed—odd for a comedian—and his chin had an off-center indent, something she hadn’t seen before, as though he’d been bitten there as a child. His face drooped a little from tequila.

“I’m not a funny person, am I?” he said. He flicked a small section of lime off the bar, and it landed on Karla’s lap, mottled and brownish.

The Sous-Chef had asked something similar before he fell asleep with the tiramisu spoon. There was no correct response. I think you’re funny or What is funny? were either too lame or too out there. She bought Sid a shot instead.

“My parents were—are—Scottish. So I’m Scottish, I guess. Of Scottish descent. To answer your nationality question.” He sipped.

“It wasn’t a question, really.” Karla sipped.

“Or comment. Whatever.” He smiled a little, finally.

“I like your bow and arrow joke,” Karla offered.

“Thanks. It never gets a laugh.”

This was banter, Karla realized, and with Sid she could do it, this volleying of replies, back and forth. She was usually not so good at it, not with Brits. They lobbed their responses too quickly, and their references were cryptic. With Sid the pace was fine, and she knew exactly what he was talking about: Maine and Nova Scotia and skiing versus staying in the ski lodge to drink and how lobster bisque was a complete waste of a lobster.
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